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Prepared for: 2026 Strategy Certification & Workshop Facilitation Based on: The Legacy Bow Tie

Kreative Marketing Manual Edition: Expanded 2026 Course Edition (v1.0)

About This Manual

This course text modernizes a legacy marketing manual into a comprehensive, research-backed

curriculum for 2026. It is designed for educators, agency leaders, in-house marketing directors, and

founders who need to bridge classic strategic rigor with the modern realities of AI-mediated discovery,

zero-click search, the creator economy, and privacy-first data systems.

Where the original manual was a reference book, this edition is a teaching manual — a working docu‐

ment built for classroom use, cohort-based workshops, certification programs, and self-paced study.

Every module follows the same eight-part pedagogical structure so facilitators can teach with

confidence and learners always know where they are in the journey.

The Eight-Part Module Structure

Every module in this manual follows the same pattern:

Why This Module Matters — the strategic stakes and the cost of getting it wrong

Learning Objectives — what the learner will be able to do after completing the module

Key Terms — vocabulary that will recur throughout the curriculum

Framework — the central model or table that anchors the module

Practical Example — a 2026-grounded case study showing the framework in action

Teaching Notes / Facilitator Notes — guidance for instructors and self-study learners

Discussion Prompt or Worksheet — an activity that converts theory into application

Module Recap + Bow Tie Connection — the one-sentence takeaway and which Signal it

strengthens

How to Use This Manual

For instructors: Each module is designed to fit a 60–90 minute workshop block. The full

curriculum maps to a 22-week semester, a 6-week cohort intensive (3–4 modules per week), or a

2-day executive summit (modules grouped thematically).
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For self-paced learners: Work through one module per week. Do the worksheet. Apply the

framework to your current organization before moving on. Keep a “Strategic Brief” document

that grows as you progress.

For agency teams: Use modules 1, 7, 11, 16, and 17 as a strategy onboarding sequence. Use

modules 14, 15, 18, and 20 as an account-management performance baseline.

For founders: Modules 2, 5, 12, 13, and 22 are your priority sequence. The rest will become

urgent as you scale.

Table of Contents

Module 1: Foundations of Modern Marketing

Module 2: Defining the Market, Mission, and Scope

Module 3: Situation Analysis and Category Mapping

Module 4: Planning Assumptions, Trends, and Scenario Thinking

Module 5: Setting Objectives, Strategy, and Tactics

Module 6: Resourcing, Budgeting, and Contingency Planning

Module 7: Competitive Positioning and Strategic Response

Module 8: Audience Segmentation and Targeting
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Module 15: Advertising, Creative, and Media Planning

Module 16: Search, AI Discovery, and Zero-Click Visibility
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Module 18: Channels, Distribution, Omnichannel, and Commerce

Module 19: Lifecycle Marketing, Retention, and Customer Value
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Module 22: Final Course Toolkit: Templates, Glossary, Assignments, and a 90-Day Plan

Appendix A: The Bow Tie Signal Operating System (Cheat Sheet)

Appendix B: Worksheets and Templates Library
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MODULE 1: FOUNDATIONS OF MODERN
MARKETING

Why This Module Matters

Marketing has shifted from a linear “funnel” of mass broadcast to a continuous “bow tie” of trust,

discovery, and retention. To succeed in 2026, marketers must transition from volume-based shouting

to signal-based clarity.

This shift is not stylistic — it is structural. The funnel was an industrial-age artifact. It assumed a

passive audience pushed downward through awareness, consideration, and decision by a brand that

controlled the message, the media, and the moment of choice. That world is gone. AI assistants

summarize without citation. Reviews are searched before websites are visited. Customers compare

pricing on TikTok before they ever see a sales page. Trust is now distributed across creators,

communities, and algorithms that brands do not own.

The Bow Tie Signal Model replaces the funnel with a continuous loop. The left side captures

acquisition (positioning, audience, discovery, trust). The right side captures retention and expansion

(conversion, retention, advocacy). They are bound together by a central knot: trust. If trust breaks, both

sides collapse.

The hardest thing about this transition is unlearning. Many marketing teams still build “campaigns” the

way you would build a TV spot in 1995 — a launch, a flight, a wrap report. Continuous marketing

requires continuous instrumentation, continuous content, continuous listening. It requires marketers to

think like systems engineers, not like advertisers.

Learning Objectives

By the end of this module, the learner will be able to:

Contrast the legacy marketing funnel with the 2026 continuous customer journey.

Explain the “Bow Tie Signal” framework in their own words to a non-marketing stakeholder.

Identify the three core AI-powered capabilities driving modern marketing.

Diagnose which of the six Bow Tie signals is currently weakest in their own organization.
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Key Terms

AI-Powered Marketing Capabilities: Analytical (insight), Technological (automation), and

Strategic Efficiency (performance optimization).

Bow Tie Signal Model: A framework replacing the funnel, focusing equally on acquisition (left

side) and retention/expansion (right side), bound together by Trust (the knot).

Signal: A measurable, observable indicator that the customer is moving toward or away from

your brand.

Continuous Customer Journey: A non-linear, perpetual cycle where discovery, decision, and

advocacy overlap rather than follow in sequence.

Framework: The Bow Tie Signal Model

The legacy funnel assumed a passive buyer. The 2026 Bow Tie Model recognizes an active, skeptical

buyer navigating an AI-mediated world. If any of the six signals is weak, the connection breaks.

Table 1.1: The Bow Tie Signal Model

# Signal Phase Key Question & Focus Leading Metrics
Common 2026 Failure

Mode

1 Positioning

Signal

Is our brand Point of View

(POV) distinct?

Brand search volume,

Share of Voice

Sounding like generic AI-

generated copy.

2 Audience Sig‐

nal

Do we understand their

true buying triggers?

Segment engagement,

relevance scores

Relying on broad demo‐

graphics rather than context.

3 Discovery

Signal

Do AI and creators cite us

as the authority?

Entity citations, Zero-

click presence

Optimizing only for traditional

blue-link clicks.

4 Trust Signal

(The Knot)

Is our proof authentic and

verifiable?

Review velocity, Creat‐

or sentiment

Using unaligned mega-influ‐

encers; hiding pricing.

5 Conversion

Signal

Is the path to choice fric‐

tionless?

Conversion rate, CAC Complex checkout; lack of

decision-support.

6 Retention Sig‐

nal

Are we delivering ongoing

post-purchase value?

LTV, NRR, Churn rate Stopping communication the

moment the sale clears.

• 
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Visualizing the Bow Tie

Imagine a bow tie laid flat. The left triangle represents the inbound side — Positioning, Audience, and

Discovery — the work of becoming findable and credible. The right triangle represents the outbound

side — Conversion, Retention, and Advocacy — the work of converting attention into revenue and

revenue into reputation. The knot in the center is Trust: the connective tissue that lets one side feed

the other.

A funnel narrows toward a single point of conversion. A bow tie expands again after conversion. That

expansion — referrals, reviews, repeat purchases, network effects — is where modern margin is cre‐

ated.

Practical Examples

Example 1: B2B SaaS — From Generic Content to Proprietary Authority

A mid-market B2B SaaS company was generating 80,000 monthly blog visitors via generic “what is

[keyword]” articles. As Google’s AI Overviews rolled out, click-through rates collapsed by 47% in six

months. The company shifted budget from generic keyword content to publishing proprietary bench‐

mark reports (e.g., “The 2026 State of DevOps Toolchain Adoption”) and opinionated category

POVs (e.g., “Why platform engineering is the new SRE”). Within nine months: branded search up

34%, citations in ChatGPT and Perplexity tripled, and qualified inbound leads rose 40% — even

though raw blog traffic dropped 22%. The lesson: they strengthened the Positioning Signal and the 

Discovery Signal simultaneously, accepting a near-term traffic loss for long-term authority.

Example 2: DTC Skincare — From Mega-Influencer to Micro-Creator Network

A skincare brand spent $400K sponsoring a single celebrity, expecting a 5x ROAS. Actual ROAS:

0.8x. The brand was too premium for the celebrity’s audience, and the post felt scripted. The team

reallocated the remaining budget to a network of 20 micro-creators (10K–80K followers) who used

two-sided messaging (“here is what I love, here is what I’d change”) and who already had a track

record of skincare-specific posts. ROAS climbed to 3.2x within two months. The lesson: the Trust Sig‐

nal (the knot) is more sensitive to alignment than reach.
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Example 3: Local Service Business — From Yellow Pages Mindset to Entity

Marketing

A regional roofing company stopped buying display ads and instead invested in structured local SEO:

LocalBusiness schema, original “before/after” video case studies on YouTube with geographic tags,

and consistent NAP (name, address, phone) across 60 directories. Within 12 months, they were the

cited answer in Google’s AI Overview for “best roofer in [city]” for three counties. Inbound leads cost

71% less than the previous paid mix. The lesson: even a “non-digital” business wins by treating itself

as an entity worth citing.

Teaching Notes

Emphasize that AI is a baseline, not a differentiator. As Kumar et al. (2024) note, AI improves

insight and automation, but human oversight, ethics, and strategic empathy remain the true

competitive advantages. Students should leave this module skeptical of any vendor pitching “AI”

as a strategy.

Avoid the funnel/bow tie holy war. The funnel is not “wrong” — it is incomplete. The bow tie 

extends the funnel by recognizing that conversion is a midpoint, not an endpoint.

Connect every later module back to a Signal. This is the spine of the entire curriculum. When

in doubt, ask: which of the six signals does this strengthen?

Discussion Prompt

Look at a recent campaign from your organization. Map it against the Bow Tie Signal Model. Which of

the six signals was strongest? Which was weakest? If you had only $10,000 left in the budget, which

signal would you reinforce — and why?

Worksheet 1.1: Personal Bow Tie Audit

For your own organization, score each of the six signals from 1 (broken) to 5 (best in category). Add a

one-sentence justification for each. Identify your single weakest signal — this is your starting point for

the rest of the course.

• 

• 

• 
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Signal Score (1–5) Justification Evidence

Positioning

Audience

Discovery

Trust (Knot)

Conversion

Retention

Common Pitfalls

Treating the bow tie like a checklist. Each signal is a system, not a task. You don’t “finish”

Discovery — you maintain it.

Confusing the knot (Trust) with a single tactic (testimonials). Trust is the cumulative output

of pricing transparency, data ethics, proof assets, response time, and follow-through.

Skipping the retention side because acquisition feels urgent. The right side of the bow tie is

where margin lives. Acquisition without retention is a leaky bucket.

Module 1 Recap

Marketing in 2026 is about signal clarity. Winning brands align their positioning, audience,

discovery, trust, conversion, and retention into a single, cohesive operating system.

Bow Tie Connection: This module is the spine of the entire curriculum. Every other module

strengthens one or more of the six signals.

• 

• 

• 
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MODULE 2: DEFINING THE MARKET,
MISSION, AND SCOPE

Why This Module Matters

“What business are we in?” If defined too narrowly (e.g., “we make DVDs”), a company faces

obsolescence. If defined too broadly (e.g., “we’re in entertainment”), it loses distinctiveness and

becomes a generalist with no competitive edge. In 2026, scope is defined by the customer transform‐

ation, not the product feature.

This module forces a strategic confrontation that most teams avoid: who exactly are we for, what

specifically do we promise, and what are we deliberately not doing? Scope is what makes a brand

legible. Without it, your discovery signal will be diffuse, your audience signal will be muddled, and

your positioning signal will be indistinguishable from any other competitor running the same playbook.

The legacy six-step strategic planning model — Function and Scope, Situation Analysis, Planning

Assump‐

tions, Objectives, Strategies and Tactics, Resources — remains sound. What has changed is the ca‐

dence. Where strategic plans used to be reset every 18–36 months, modern strategy resets every 90

days. Algorithms shift. Platforms decay. Privacy laws pass. A static plan cannot survive a dynamic en‐

vironment.

Learning Objectives

Translate legacy “Function and Scope” into a modern “Market Role and Brand Promise.”

Define business scope using a customer-centric transformation lens.

Articulate what your business explicitly does not do (the negative scope).

Distinguish between mission (purpose), vision (destination), and brand promise (measurable

transformation).

• 

• 

• 
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Key Terms

Market Orientation: A philosophy putting customer evidence and trust at the center of business

planning. Contrast with product orientation (we build, you buy) and sales orientation (we push,

you absorb).

Brand Promise: The specific, measurable transformation the customer achieves.

Negative Scope: The customers, problems, and offerings you deliberately decline — a critical

clarity tool.

Market Role: Your position in the broader ecosystem (e.g., “category leader,” “category

challenger,” “niche specialist,” “platform”).

Framework: Modernized Strategic Planning Model

The classic six-step model remains sound but requires much faster execution cycles today.

Table 2.1: Modernized Strategic Planning Sequence

# Legacy Step 2026 Modern Equivalent Key Deliverable

1 Function & Scope Market Role & Brand Prom‐

ise

Clear definition of customer transformation.

2 Situation Analysis Market Reality Scan Real-time category, competitor, and AI visibility

audit.

3 Planning Assump‐

tions

Scenario Assumptions “What-if” modeling for algorithm or economic

shifts.

4 Planning Objectives Outcome Architecture Specific KPIs (e.g., Share of SERP, LTV).

5 Strategies & Tactics Channel & System Design Interconnected playbooks (not siloed cam‐

paigns).

6 Resources/Budget Capability Map & Re‐

sourcing

Allocation across technology, talent, and media.

Table 2.2: The Three-Sentence Brand Promise Template

A useful exercise for any team: fill in these three sentences without naming your product or category.

For [specific customer segment with a defined problem]…

We [deliver this measurable transformation]…

• 

• 

• 
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So that [they experience this outcome that matters to them].

If you can complete this without referencing what you sell, your scope is healthy. If you cannot, you

are likely selling features, not transformations.

Practical Example: The Software Company Without “Software”

A workflow automation SaaS company had a 14-word mission statement that mentioned “platform,”

“integration,” and “API” three times. Customer interviews revealed that customers did not buy “a

workflow automation platform” — they bought “giving Friday afternoon back to my operations

manager.” The company rewrote its mission: “We give back the working week to operations teams

drowning in repetitive coordination work.” Sales close rate improved 19% in the next quarter, because

prospects could now repeat the value to their CFOs without needing a demo.

Exercise: Scope Redefinition

Rewrite your company’s mission statement without mentioning your specific product or service cat‐

egory. Focus entirely on the desired state of the customer.

Then ask: Could a competitor in a totally different industry credibly make this same promise? If yes,

you have under-defined your scope. If no, you have a defensible position.

Worksheet 2.1: Negative Scope Declaration

List three customer types your business will deliberately decline. For each, write one sentence on why

declining them protects the business.

Customer Type to Decline Why Declining Them Strengthens Scope

Teaching Notes

Mission ≠ Vision ≠ Brand Promise. Mission is why we exist. Vision is where we are going.

Brand Promise is what the customer can count on. All three matter, but only the Brand Promise

is testable.

3. 

• 
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Watch for “and also” scope creep. When a founder lists more than three customer segments,

scope is almost certainly diluted.

Pricing is a scope signal. If your highest tier is 100x your lowest tier, you likely have multiple

businesses pretending to be one.

Common Pitfalls

Mistaking aspiration for promise. “We help people live their best lives” is not a brand promise

— it is a wish.

Defining scope by what is easy to deliver. Scope must be defined by what is valuable to the

customer, even if it requires capability investment.

Refusing to write down negative scope. Sales teams resist this because it feels like leaving

money on the table. In practice, negative scope increases close rates by sharpening qualification.

Module 2 Recap

Scope defines strategy. By defining your market by the problem solved rather than the widget sold,

you inoculate the brand against technological disruption.

Bow Tie Connection: Scope discipline strengthens the Positioning Signal (distinct POV) and the 

Audience Signal (clear targeting). Without scope, every downstream signal is diffused.
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MODULE 3: SITUATION ANALYSIS AND
CATEGORY MAPPING

Why This Module Matters

A traditional SWOT analysis is static. In 2026, situation analysis must be a dynamic scan of how in‐

formation flows, who commands trust, and where your brand is invisible. The category you compete in

is no longer defined by an industry analyst’s report — it is defined by what AI assistants surface when a

customer asks “what are the best solutions for X?”

If your brand is not in that answer, you do not exist in the category — regardless of revenue or tenure.

This module teaches you how to audit your category position not just by traditional metrics (market

share, share of voice) but by entity coverage, creator influence, and internal agility.

Learning Objectives

Conduct a multi-vector Market Reality Scan.

Identify gaps in entity coverage and creator influence.

Distinguish between what your team thinks the category looks like and what AI tools surface

about the category.

Build a quarterly cadence for re-running the situation analysis.

Key Terms

Market Reality Scan: The 2026 replacement for SWOT — a dynamic, multi-vector audit

refreshed quarterly.

Entity Coverage: The degree to which your brand, products, and people are recognized as

factual entities by search and AI systems.

Creator Influence: The measurable degree to which independent creators in your category

mention, recommend, or critique your brand.

• 

• 

• 
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AI Surface Audit: A structured set of prompts run across ChatGPT, Perplexity, Claude, and

Gemini to see how the AI ecosystem represents your category.

Framework: The Market Reality Scan

Table 3.1: Situation Analysis Audit Grid

Audit Vector What to Analyze in 2026 Actionable Output

Customer In‐

sight

Analyze community forums, Reddit, and support

transcripts for buying triggers.

List of top 5 buying triggers

and friction points.

Search & AI

Visibility

Check AI Overviews (AEO) and ChatGPT for category

queries. Who is cited?

Entity coverage gap analys‐

is.

Creator Land‐

scape

Identify micro-creators who actually influence your buy‐

ers.

Target list of vetted creator

partners.

Internal Cap‐

abilities

Assess team’s ability to produce distinct content and

manage data ethically.

Identification of skill/techno‐

logy gaps.

Competitive

Posture

Map how competitors are showing up in AI answers,

creator content, and earned media.

Competitive POV map.

Channel

Health

Measure CAC, intent quality, and conversion stability

across paid, organic, and partner channels.

Channel reliability scorecard.

Table 3.2: The AI Surface Audit Protocol

Run these prompts in at least three different AI assistants (ChatGPT, Perplexity, Gemini, Claude) and

log the responses.

• 
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Prompt Type Example Prompt What to Look For

Category au‐

thority

“Who are the leading providers of [category]?” Are you in the top 5? Top 10?

Use-case

framing

“What is the best [solution type] for [your ICP scen‐

ario]?”

Are you cited for your actual best-

fit use case?

Comparison “[Your brand] vs [competitor]: which is better for

[scenario]?”

What does the AI say about your

weaknesses?

Trust queries “Is [your brand] trustworthy?” / “What do users say

about [your brand]?”

What review signal is the AI sum‐

marizing?

Pricing visibil‐

ity

“How much does [your brand] cost?” Is the AI guessing because you

hide pricing?

Practical Example: The Invisible Category Leader

A 12-year-old B2B analytics company had $40M ARR and was widely respected in its category. When

the marketing team ran the AI Surface Audit, they discovered: ChatGPT did not cite them in the top 10

for any of their core category queries. Perplexity cited a competitor with one-tenth their revenue

because that competitor had published a structured “comparison page” framework. The marketing team

launched a 6-month “Entity Visibility” program: schema markup, original benchmark research,

glossary pages with FAQ schema, and creator outreach. By month 9, they were cited as a top-3 vendor

in all four major AI assistants for their core queries. Inbound demo requests increased 28% without any

change to paid spend.

Teaching Notes

Remind students that competitor analysis is no longer just looking at rival websites. It is

asking ChatGPT, “What are the best solutions for X?” and analyzing which competitors the AI

cites and why.

Run the audit in incognito mode — personalization can mask the true category map.

Save the audit outputs in a dated folder every quarter. Trends matter more than snapshots.

Watch for “ghost competitors” — companies AI thinks are in your category but you have never

heard of. These are often new entrants who optimized for AI citation before competing on reven‐

ue.

• 

• 

• 

• 
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Worksheet 3.1: Quarterly Market Reality Scan

Complete one row per vector. Repeat quarterly.

Vector Current State Gap Action (Next 90 Days) Owner

Customer Insight

Search & AI Visibility

Creator Landscape

Internal Capabilities

Competitive Posture

Channel Health

Common Pitfalls

Treating SWOT as a deliverable rather than a process. SWOT done once and filed is just a

PDF; the Market Reality Scan is alive.

Skipping the AI Surface Audit because “we already rank on Google.” Google rankings and

AI citations are increasingly different signals.

Failing to log results over time. Quarter-over-quarter trends reveal whether your strategy is

actually working.

Module 3 Recap

A 2026 situation analysis looks at search entities, creator trust, and internal agility, moving far

beyond static market-share metrics.

Bow Tie Connection: This module is the diagnostic instrument for the Discovery Signal and the Posi‐

tioning Signal. You cannot strengthen what you cannot see.

• 

• 

• 
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MODULE 4: PLANNING ASSUMPTIONS,
TRENDS, AND SCENARIO THINKING

Why This Module Matters

Marketers operate in an environment they do not control — algorithms, privacy laws, platform decay,

macroeconomic shifts, and AI model behavior all change without warning. Assumptions bridge the

gap between reality and strategy. Without explicit assumptions, every plan is a hidden bet. Make the

bets visible, and you can hedge them.

The classic mistake is to plan as if last year will repeat. The 2026 reality is that platform changes (an

iOS privacy update, a Google algorithm shift, an AI Overview rollout) routinely vaporize 20–40% of

expected traffic in a single quarter. Brands that wrote down their assumptions can pivot. Brands that did

not, panic.

Learning Objectives

Distinguish between controllable factors and external trends.

Develop scenario-planning models for marketing resilience.

Build a quarterly “Assumption Review” cadence.

Recognize early signals of platform decay or algorithm shifts.

Key Terms

Scenario Thinking: Formulating flexible marketing responses to multiple probable futures (e.g.,

loss of a major acquisition channel).

Assumption Audit: A formal review of the explicit and implicit assumptions underlying the

current marketing plan.

Platform Decay: The gradual reduction of organic reach, traffic quality, or ad performance on a

once-reliable platform.

• 
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Black Swan vs. Gray Rhino: A black swan is unforeseeable; a gray rhino is highly probable but

ignored. Most marketing failures are gray rhinos.

Framework: The Assumption Matrix

Table 4.1: The Assumption Matrix

Assump‐

tion Type
Example Risk if Wrong Hedge Strategy

Channel “Meta Ads CAC will stay

below $80.”

40%+ overspend in

6 months.

Pre-build alternate channels at 10–

20% spend.

Audience “Our ICP will keep using

LinkedIn for research.”

Pipeline gaps in 2–3

quarters.

Diversify content distribution across

newsletters, podcasts, communit‐

ies.

Algorithm “Google’s AI Overviews won’t

reduce our blog traffic.”

-50% organic traffic

in 12 months.

Invest in AEO + entity marketing

now.

Privacy “Current pixel tracking will

keep working.”

Attribution loss + ad

targeting collapse.

Build first-party data + self-reported

attribution.

Macro “Our market segment will

keep spending at current

rates.”

Pipeline shrinkage

during downturns.

Develop both premium and value

packages.

Table 4.2: Scenario Planning — The “What If” Matrix

For each assumption, draft a 2-sentence pivot strategy.

External Trigger Probability Pivot Strategy (2 sentences)

TikTok ban in your top market

Google AI overviews reduce blog traffic by 50%

New privacy regulation removes 30% of ad targeting signal

Major competitor cuts price by 40%

AI assistants begin citing user reviews as primary source

• 
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Practical Example: The Privacy Hedge

An ecommerce brand selling health supplements assumed in late 2024 that tracking pixels would

degrade further as Safari and iOS evolved. Their contingency scenario involved shifting 30% of ad

spend into retail media networks (Amazon, Instacart) and investing in zero-party data quizzes that

asked users about their goals in exchange for personalized product recommendations. When tracking

degraded in 2025, the brand gained share while competitors panicked, lost attribution, and froze ad

budgets. The competitive moat was not their product — it was that they had written down the assump‐

tion.

Practical Example 2: The Algorithm Hedge

A B2B media company assumed Google’s AI Overviews would eventually reduce organic blog traffic.

They began investing in three hedges in early 2025: a daily newsletter, a podcast network, and a

YouTube channel. When AI Overviews launched aggressively in mid-2025 and organic blog traffic fell

38% in six months, their newsletter subscriber base had grown 4x and the podcast had become their #1

lead source. The website was no longer the front door.

Worksheet 4.1: The “What If” Matrix

List three external assumptions about your business. Next to each, draft a 2-sentence pivot strategy.

Assumption Pivot Strategy

Worksheet 4.2: Early Warning Signals

For each major channel/platform, list 2 early warning signals that would indicate decay.

Channel/Platform Early Warning Signal 1 Early Warning Signal 2
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Teaching Notes

Most marketing teams have implicit assumptions, not explicit ones. The job of this module is

to make them explicit.

A good scenario is one your team can describe in two sentences. If it takes a 12-slide deck, it

will never be acted on.

Run the Assumption Audit quarterly. Mark assumptions as “still valid,” “weakening,” or

“broken.” Broken assumptions trigger reallocation.

Common Pitfalls

Over-engineering scenarios. A library of 50 scenarios will never be used. Pick the top 5–7.

Treating scenario planning as pessimism. It is not — it is optionality.

Letting last quarter’s plan auto-renew. The opposite of strategy is autopilot.

Module 4 Recap

Planning assumptions prevent strategic paralysis. Anticipating platform shifts allows brands to

act decisively when the environment inevitably changes.

Bow Tie Connection: Assumption hygiene protects every signal on the bow tie — especially Discov‐

ery, Audience, and Trust — by ensuring you can adapt before the change is forced on you.

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 
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MODULE 5: SETTING OBJECTIVES,
STRATEGY, AND TACTICS

Why This Module Matters

Many teams confuse strategy (how we win) with tactics (what we do) and objectives (what we

achieve). Clarity here prevents wasted budget. When a CEO says “we need to grow 30% next year,”

that is an objective. When the head of marketing says “we will grow through expansion into the mid-

market segment with a lifecycle expansion model,” that is a strategy. When the team launches a 14-day

email onboarding sequence, that is a tactic.

The cost of confusing these is severe. Teams pursuing tactics without strategy run “viral campaigns”

that generate vanity metrics but no pipeline. Teams pursuing strategy without objectives debate forever

about “the right approach” without ever committing. Teams pursuing objectives without strategy panic

and execute every tactic at once.

Learning Objectives

Write clear, measurable objectives using leading and lagging indicators.

Differentiate between strategy and tactics.

Translate a CEO objective into a marketing strategy without losing accountability.

Identify and eliminate vanity objectives.

Key Terms

Objective: The destination — measurable outcome.

Strategy: The route — how the destination will be reached.

Tactic: The vehicle — specific actions taken.

Lagging Indicator: A measurable outcome that confirms what already happened (e.g., revenue,

NRR).

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 
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Leading Indicator: A measurable signal that predicts the lagging indicator (e.g., qualified

pipeline, onboarding completion rate).

Framework: Outcome Architecture

Every marketing objective should have a clear strategy and three to five tactics. Each tactic should

have a single owner and a single leading indicator.

Example Decomposition

Objective: Increase Net Revenue Retention (NRR) to 110% by Q4.

Strategy: Shift from acquisition-only focus to a lifecycle marketing expansion model.

Tactics: 1. Implement a personalized 14-day email onboarding sequence (owner: lifecycle

marketer; leading indicator: onboarding completion rate). 2. Launch a customer community

portal (owner: community manager; leading indicator: weekly active users). 3. Build an

expansion campaign for “power users” identified by product analytics (owner: PMM; leading

indicator: feature adoption rate). 4. Introduce quarterly business reviews for accounts over $50K

ARR (owner: CSM; leading indicator: QBR completion rate).

Table 5.1: Objective Quality Test

A useful filter — your objective should pass all five tests.

Test Question If “No”

Measurable Can it be tested with a number? Reword.

Time-bound Is there a deadline? Add one.

Owned Does one person own it? Assign one.

Outcome (not output) Does it describe a business result, not an activity? Rewrite.

Tied to commercial reality Does it move pipeline, retention, or margin? Discard.

• 

• 

• 

• 
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Practical Example: The Vanity Objective Trap

A consumer app team set a quarterly objective of “1 million TikTok views.” They achieved it —

through a viral dance trend that had nothing to do with the app. Installs were flat. Paid users declined.

The objective was a vanity output, not a business outcome. The next quarter, they replaced it with: “In‐

crease paid trial-to-subscriber conversion from 8% to 12% within 90 days, via lifecycle marketing and

onboarding improvements.” Within 60 days the conversion rate hit 11.6% and revenue compounded.

Teaching Notes

In 2026, an objective like “Go viral” is a tactical vanity metric, not a strategic objective. Good

objectives tie directly to commercial outcomes: Pipeline generation, CAC reduction, or LTV ex‐

pansion.

Coach learners to write the objective as a sentence, not a slide title. Sentences force clarity.

Beware “OKR theater” — teams that write OKRs to satisfy a process rather than to guide de‐

cisions.

Worksheet 5.1: Objective–Strategy–Tactic Cascade

Pick one current business objective. Decompose it.

Objective: ____________

Strategy: ____________

Tactics (3–5): 1. ________ 2. _______ 3. _________

Lagging Indicator: __________

Leading Indicator: __________

Common Pitfalls

Mistaking tactics for strategy. “Run more LinkedIn ads” is a tactic. The strategy is what it

serves.

Setting too many objectives. Three is plenty. Five is risky. Ten is paralysis.

Ignoring leading indicators. If you only measure lagging indicators, you will discover problems

too late to fix them.

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 
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• 

• 

BTK • THE BOW TIE SIGNAL

The Bow Tie Signal — 2026 Course Manual • Page 25 of 83



Module 5 Recap

Objectives define the destination, strategy chooses the route, and tactics are the vehicle. All three

must align with commercial reality.

Bow Tie Connection: Objective clarity feeds the Conversion Signal (because the team optimizes for

the right outcome) and the Retention Signal (because lifecycle objectives stop being orphaned).
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MODULE 6: RESOURCING, BUDGETING, AND
CONTINGENCY PLANNING

Why This Module Matters

A strategy without a budget is a hallucination. Modern budgeting requires balancing technology

costs (AI tools, CRM), talent (in-house vs. creator partners), and distribution. In a world where

channel performance can change quarter to quarter, budgets must be both rigorous and reversible.

The 2026 marketing budget has three pressures: rising creative production costs (because AI raises the

floor and the ceiling), increasing technology stack costs (because every category has a SaaS solution),

and decreasing channel reliability (because platform decay shortens the half-life of any single channel).

Budgeting under these pressures requires the 70/20/10 framework — proven, optimizing, and experi‐

mental allocation.

Learning Objectives

Allocate marketing budgets across a 70/20/10 innovation framework.

Build contingency buffers for rapid experimentation.

Distinguish between cost-cutting and strategic reallocation.

Defend marketing budget to a finance partner with leading and lagging indicators.

Key Terms

70/20/10 Framework: A budget allocation philosophy: 70% to proven systems, 20% to

optimization, 10% to experimental bets.

Capability Map: A document showing which capabilities are in-house, contracted, or absent.

Buffer: Discretionary budget reserved for rapid response to opportunity or threat.

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 
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Framework: The 70/20/10 Budget Allocation

70% Proven Systems: Channels and tactics with predictable CAC and ROI (e.g., intent search,

email lifecycle).

20% Optimization: Scaling up promising new channels or creator partnerships.

10% Experimental Bets: High-risk, high-reward tests (e.g., a new AI interactive tool, an

untested platform).

Table 6.1: The 70/20/10 In Practice

Bucket % Examples Decision Cadence

Proven 70% Branded search, intent SEO, email, CRM-driven re‐

targeting

Monthly review; defend or trim.

Optimize 20% Creator partnerships scaling well, new content

formats finding traction

Bi-weekly review; double down

or stop.

Experi‐

ment

10% New platforms, novel AI tools, untested content

formats

Weekly review; kill fast, scale

fast.

Table 6.2: The Capability Map

Map every capability your strategy requires into one of three states.

Capability In-House Contracted Absent (Gap)

Performance media buying

Content production

Creator partnerships

Marketing automation

Data engineering

Original research

Community management

• 

• 

• 
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Practical Example: The 90% Trap

A growth-stage SaaS company spent 92% of its marketing budget on Google Search ads. CAC had

been stable for two years, then doubled in nine months as the category got crowded. Without an

experimental budget, the team had nothing to fall back on. The new CMO instituted a strict 70/20/10

rule and used the 10% experimental budget to test creator partnerships and a podcast sponsorship

strategy. Within six months, blended CAC dropped 23% and the channel mix was healthier.

Exercise

Audit your current marketing budget. Are you spending 90% on “Proven Systems” that are secretly

decaying in performance? How can you free up 10% for necessary experimentation?

Worksheet 6.1: Budget Allocation Audit

Pull your current marketing budget. Categorize every line item.

Line Item Annual Spend Bucket (70/20/10) Performance Trend

Total % in each bucket: Proven _% / Optimize % / Experiment __%

Teaching Notes

Defend the 10% to your CFO by framing it as “platform risk insurance.” A 10% experimental

budget that finds even one viable new channel pays for itself many times over.

Kill experiments fast. A 90-day experiment that has not shown signal by day 60 is unlikely to.

Distinguish budget cuts from strategy cuts. Cutting tools is rarely the answer; cutting

commitments is.

Common Pitfalls

Letting “proven” become “fossilized.” Performance decays. Re-test assumptions.

Letting “experiment” become “permanent.” If an experiment works, graduate it to optimize or

proven.

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

BTK • THE BOW TIE SIGNAL

The Bow Tie Signal — 2026 Course Manual • Page 29 of 83



Confusing busy with productive. Cost-per-action without business outcome is just expensive

activity.

Module 6 Recap

Agile resourcing requires reserving budget for both unforeseen platform shifts and rapid

scaling of successful experiments.

Bow Tie Connection: Resourcing discipline supports every signal — but particularly Discovery (be‐

cause investing in original research and AEO requires real budget) and Retention (because lifecycle

marketing is chronically under-funded).

• 
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MODULE 7: COMPETITIVE POSITIONING AND
STRATEGIC RESPONSE

Why This Module Matters

The legacy manual relied heavily on military “warfare” language (Flanking, Frontal assaults). Today,

we reframe this as competitive posture, category design, and strategic asymmetry. You win by be‐

ing distinctly different, not just marginally better.

In a category where everyone uses the same AI writing tools, follows the same SEO playbook, and runs

the same paid social ads, the only durable moat is a distinct, defensible point of view. The job of com‐

petitive strategy is not to attack — it is to be unmistakable. If your competitor’s positioning and yours

are interchangeable on a homepage swap test, you have no positioning.

Learning Objectives

Map competitive posture without relying on outdated warfare metaphors.

Identify strategic asymmetries to leverage against market leaders.

Build a comparative positioning matrix that survives an AI Surface Audit.

Decide between category-leadership, challenger, niche, and platform postures.

Key Terms

Competitive Posture: Your declared stance relative to the category leader.

Strategic Asymmetry: A weakness in a competitor that stems directly from one of their

strengths.

Category Design: Creating a new category rather than competing within an existing one.

POV (Point of View): Your stated, opinionated stance on what good looks like in your category.

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 
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Framework: Competitive Posture Matrix

Table 7.1: Competitive Posture Matrix

Legacy

Term

2026 Modern Equi‐

valent
Strategic Action

Defensive

Warfare

Category Leadership

& Resilience

Protect market share through relentless customer success, loyalty

programs, and rapid self-disruption.

Offensive

Warfare

Direct Challenger Attack the leader’s inherent weakness (e.g., poor customer service,

inflexible pricing) using transparent comparisons.

Flanking

Warfare

Niche / Adjacency In‐

novation

Serve an un-targeted sub-segment perfectly; innovate where the

leader is ignoring the market.

Guerrilla

Warfare

Asymmetric Agility Use speed, hyper-specific creator partnerships, and highly opinion‐

ated POV to win specific local or cultural moments.

Table 7.2: The Asymmetry Map

For your top three competitors, map their strength and the asymmetry it creates.

Competitor Their Strength Asymmetry It Creates Your Counter-Positioning

Practical Example: The “Set Up in 10 Minutes” Challenger

A massive enterprise software suite had the strength of being “all-in-one” — but the asymmetry was

that it took 6 months to implement. A challenger positioned as “set up in 10 minutes, fully usable in a

day” and won every deal where speed mattered more than feature breadth. The challenger never tried

to be all-in-one — they leaned harder into the opposite of the leader’s strength.

Practical Example 2: Category Design

A skincare brand refused to compete in the crowded “anti-aging” category. Instead, they invented a

new category — “skin minimalism” — and built a POV around fewer ingredients, shorter routines,

and transparent supply chains. Within three years, “skin minimalism” was a recognized AI category

and the brand was the cited authority.
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Teaching Notes

An asymmetry is a weakness that stems directly from a competitor’s strength. For example,

a massive software suite has the strength of being “all-in-one,” but the asymmetry is that it is

slow to implement. A challenger positions as “set up in 10 minutes.”

Test positioning by AI prompt. Ask an AI assistant “what is unique about [your brand]?” If the

answer is generic, your positioning is generic.

Avoid the “we are just like X but better” trap. Better is invisible. Different is memorable.

Worksheet 7.1: POV Statement

Write a one-paragraph Point of View statement that begins with a contrarian opinion about your cat‐

egory.

“Most [category] companies believe [common belief]. We believe [contrarian belief]. That’s why

we [distinctive practice].”

Common Pitfalls

Copying the leader’s playbook. You will lose at their game.

Picking a posture that requires capabilities you don’t have. Asymmetric agility requires speed

— if you can’t ship fast, don’t claim it.

Refusing to declare a POV. A safe POV is no POV. A safe POV is invisible in AI answers.

Module 7 Recap

Competitive response in 2026 is about finding the spaces where market leaders cannot or will

not follow, due to their size or legacy business models.

Bow Tie Connection: Competitive positioning directly fuels the Positioning Signal and indirectly

strengthens the Trust Signal (because clarity is itself a trust marker).

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 
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MODULE 8: AUDIENCE SEGMENTATION AND
TARGETING

Why This Module Matters

Demographic targeting is obsolete; AI algorithms handle basic matching. Strategic segmentation

must focus on “Jobs-to-be-Done” (JTBD), buying triggers, and behavioral readiness. Two people

with identical demographics can be in completely different buying contexts — and context, not

demographics, drives revenue.

The 2026 segmentation problem is not that there are too few signals — it is that there are too many bad

signals. Ad platforms will happily target “women, 25–34, in tech” for you, but that segment will

include a CTO ready to buy and a college student who just downloaded a coding app. The marketer’s

job is to find segments defined by context, intent, and trust state — not by birthdays.

Learning Objectives

Move beyond demographics to dynamic, context-based segmentation.

Map trust barriers and value signals to specific segments.

Build a segmentation table that drives content, creative, and channel decisions.

Distinguish between segmentation (theoretical groupings) and targeting (operational delivery).

Key Terms

Jobs-to-be-Done (JTBD): The progress a customer is trying to make in a specific context.

Buying Trigger: The event that activates an active purchase consideration.

Trust Barrier: The specific objection that prevents conversion even after consideration begins.

Value Signal: The proof point most likely to overcome the trust barrier for that segment.

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 
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Framework: Dynamic Segmentation Profile

Table 8.1: Sample Segmentation Table

Attribute Segment A: The Optimizer Segment B: The Frustrated Switcher

Job-to-be-Done Ensure absolute best technical choice. Escape a failing legacy solution quickly.

Buying Trigger New compliance standard or budget

cycle.

A recent severe software outage.

Trust Barrier Lack of deep technical documentation. Fear of a painful migration process.

Value Signal

Needed

Original research, schema-rich specs. “1-click migration” guarantees, case stud‐

ies.

Table 8.2: The Trigger-Trust-Proof Stack

For each segment, map the most likely sequence.

Segment Trigger Trust Barrier Proof Required Channel That Reaches Them

Practical Example: Same Demographics, Opposite Strategies

A B2B HR-tech company analyzed two segments that were demographically identical (HR Directors,

500–2,000 employee companies, US-based). Segment A was buying because they had just hired a new

CHRO who wanted modern tooling — a strategic upgrade context. Segment B was buying because

their existing HRIS had a data breach — a forced replacement context. The same product, but the mes‐

sages had to be opposite: Segment A wanted “future-proof, best-in-class”; Segment B wanted “fast,

safe, painless.” Building two distinct campaigns lifted blended close rate by 31%.

Teaching Notes

Segmentation is a noun. Targeting is a verb. Segments are how you think; targeting is how you 

act.

Triggers change segmentation in real time. A prospect who was “Optimizer” yesterday may

become “Frustrated Switcher” tomorrow.

• 

• 
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Don’t confuse persona for segmentation. “Marketing Mary” is a persona. Her job, trigger, and

trust state is the segmentation.

Worksheet 8.1: Segment Definition

Pick your two most important segments. Complete Table 8.1 for each.

Common Pitfalls

Over-segmentation. 17 personas mean 17 unfinished campaigns.

Under-segmentation. “Decision makers” is not a segment.

Confusing fit with intent. ICP fit tells you who could buy; intent tells you who is about to.

Module 8 Recap

Effective 2026 segmentation asks “Why are they buying right now?” and “What is stopping

them?” rather than “How old are they?”

Bow Tie Connection: Segmentation discipline strengthens the Audience Signal and feeds the Con‐

version Signal by ensuring messaging matches the buyer’s actual context.

• 

• 

• 

• 
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MODULE 9: CUSTOMER INSIGHT,
RESEARCH, AND MARKETING
INTELLIGENCE

Why This Module Matters

Marketing Intelligence bridges the gap between assumptions and facts. Relying purely on secondary

AI summaries creates a generic echo chamber. Primary research is a competitive moat. When

every team is asking the same AI assistant for “category trends,” everyone gets the same answer. The

brands that win are the ones generating original data that becomes the answer.

This module teaches the discipline of continuous customer insight — not as an annual survey, but as a

permanent listening system. It also confronts the brutal truth that most teams build research programs

for the dashboards rather than for the decisions.

Learning Objectives

Design a continuous insight engine combining qualitative and quantitative data.

Conduct modern brand perception and image research.

Distinguish between insight, data, and noise.

Translate qualitative research into actionable creative direction.

Key Terms

Continuous Insight Engine: A system of always-on listening (review monitoring, social

sentiment, in-app feedback) plus periodic deep research (interviews, surveys).

Dark Social: Word-of-mouth referrals through private channels (DM, Slack, group chats) that

analytics tools cannot see.

Self-Reported Attribution: Asking customers directly how they discovered you — increasingly

the most reliable attribution signal.

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 
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Insight vs. Data: Data describes what happened. Insight explains why and points to what to do

next.

Framework: The Insight Map

Table 9.1: Sample Research Plan / Insight Map

Research Type Methodology (2026) Strategic Output

Brand Image /

Reputation

Sentiment analysis of Reddit, YouTube

comments, and creator mentions.

Identify exactly what words customers

use to describe you vs. competitors.

Journey Friction Self-reported attribution (“How did you hear

about us?”) on forms.

Map the ‘Dark Social’ touchpoints

analytics tools miss.

Product Valida‐

tion

Continuous micro-surveys via email or in-

app to highly engaged users.

Feature prioritization and churn-risk iden‐

tification.

Category Trends Original benchmark surveys + interviews

with non-customers.

Proprietary data to publish + cite.

Win/Loss Structured interviews with prospects who

chose you and prospects who didn’t.

Pattern-recognized reasons for both.

Table 9.2: The Qualitative–Quantitative Balance

Question Type Best Method Sample Size Cadence

Why did this happen? Interviews, open-ended surveys 10–25 Quarterly

How widespread is this? Quantitative surveys, analytics 100+ Continuous

What words do they use? Listening (Reddit, support transcripts) Unlimited Continuous

Would they pay for X? Smoke tests, pre-orders 50+ Per launch

Why did they cancel? Exit interviews All churn Continuous

Practical Example: The Dark Social Discovery

A B2B fintech had a paid attribution dashboard showing 80% of new customers came from “direct”

traffic. The team assumed brand search was the cause. They added a one-line “How did you hear about

us?” field to the demo form. Within two months they discovered that 47% of “direct” traffic was

• 
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actually coming from a single podcast they had sponsored four months earlier. The podcast had a $30K

cost. The pipeline it produced was $1.2M. They had nearly cut it because the dashboard couldn’t see

the source.

Teaching Notes

Emphasize that qualitative research (talking to 10 customers) often provides the ‘Why’ that

quantitative dashboards (looking at 10,000 clicks) fail to explain.

Insight does not require statistical significance to be actionable. If 7 of 10 customer inter‐

views mention the same problem, that is signal worth acting on.

Treat reviews and support tickets as a permanent research asset. Tag, code, and report on

them quarterly.

Worksheet 9.1: 10-Customer Interview Plan

Design a 10-person customer interview round. Define:

Segment to interview: _____

Top 5 questions (open-ended): 1. ___ 2. ___ 3. ___ 4. ___ 5. _____

What decisions will the results inform? _____

Common Pitfalls

Surveying once a year. Insight should be continuous, not annual.

Asking leading questions. “How much do you love our product?” is not a question — it is a

wish.

Building research that is never decision-linked. Every research effort should have a “this will

change X decision” attached before it starts.

Module 9 Recap

Brand image is no longer what the company says it is; it is what the community says it is. Con‐

tinuous, multi-source listening is required.

• 

• 

• 
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Bow Tie Connection: Customer insight is the raw material for the Audience, Positioning, and Trust

signals. Without primary research, every other signal is a guess.
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MODULE 10: CRM, DATA, DASHBOARDS,
AND MARKETING INFORMATION SYSTEMS

Why This Module Matters

A modern Marketing Information System (MIS) must balance data utility with privacy. First-party

data is gold; reliance on third-party cookies is dead. The teams that figure out how to ethically collect,

store, and use customer data will compound for years. The teams that don’t will find themselves with

shrinking targeting precision, declining attribution accuracy, and increasing regulatory risk.

This module is about both architecture (what the stack should look like) and operating discipline (how

to maintain it without drowning in dashboards). The most common failure mode is not under-

investment in tools — it is over-investment without governance.

Learning Objectives

Architect a privacy-compliant first-party data stack.

Distinguish between leading indicators, lagging indicators, and vanity metrics.

Build a single-source-of-truth principle into the data architecture.

Decommission dashboards that no longer drive decisions.

Key Terms

Zero-Party Data: Data the customer voluntarily provides (quizzes, preferences, surveys) —

highest trust, highest value.

First-Party Data: Data the brand collects through its own systems (web analytics, purchase

history, CRM behavior).

Third-Party Data: Data purchased or borrowed from external sources (declining reliability in

2026).

Single Source of Truth (SSoT): The one system that authoritatively answers a given question.

Without it, every meeting becomes a data argument.

• 

• 

• 
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Framework: The 2026 Data Stack

Table 10.1: Sample Data Stack Governance

Data Tier Source Use Case & Governance

Zero-Party

Data

Quizzes, preference centers,

direct input.

Highest trust. Use for highly personalized email/SMS.

Must offer clear value exchange.

First-Party

Data

CRM behavior, website analytics,

purchase history.

Core operational data. Governed by strict privacy-by-

design standards.

Third-Party

Data

Ad platform algorithms, pur‐

chased intent data.

Declining reliability. Use strictly for broad awareness

targeting, heavily audited for accuracy.

Table 10.2: Dashboard Hygiene Test

For every dashboard your team uses, test:

Test Question If “No”

Decision-linked Does this dashboard drive a specific recurring decision? Decommission.

Owned Does one person maintain it? Assign or decommission.

Refreshed Is it actually used weekly/monthly? Decommission.

Single-source Does it pull from the SSoT? Re-architect.

Trusted Does the team believe the numbers? Audit the pipeline.

Practical Example: The Dashboard Graveyard

A 70-person marketing team had 47 active dashboards. An audit found that 31 were viewed less than

once per quarter, 9 had broken data pipelines, and 4 contradicted each other on the same metric. The

team committed to a rule: any dashboard not viewed in 30 days enters a “graveyard” tag, and after 60

days is archived. Within six months, the team operated on 11 dashboards — all owned, all decision-

linked, all trusted.
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Dashboard Cleanup Exercise

Look at your main marketing dashboard. Cross out every “Vanity Metric” (e.g., total impressions,

gross follower count) and ensure every remaining metric is actionable (e.g., Cost per Acquisition,

Assisted Conversions).

Worksheet 10.1: Data Stack Audit

For each tier, list current sources and one improvement.

Tier Current Sources Top Gap

Zero-Party

First-Party

Third-Party

Teaching Notes

Build for governance, not features. A simple, governed stack beats a complex, ungoverned one

every time.

Treat self-reported attribution as a feature, not a research tactic. Add it to every conversion

form permanently.

Privacy is a marketing asset. Tell customers what you do with their data — and what you don’t.

Trust compounds.

Common Pitfalls

Buying tools before defining the question. Every tool should answer a specific recurring ques‐

tion.

Confusing data volume with data value. A million events you can’t analyze is worse than ten

you can.

Letting dashboards become political. The same number reported differently in different rooms

erodes trust faster than a wrong number.

• 

• 
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Module 10 Recap

Data quality beats data volume. A modern MIS prioritizes consented, first-party data integ‐

rated cleanly into a single source of truth (CRM).

Bow Tie Connection: A healthy data stack is the substrate that lets every other signal be measured.

Without it, you are running the bow tie blind.
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MODULE 11: BRAND STRATEGY,
REPUTATION, AND TRUST

Why This Module Matters

In an era of generative AI abundance, trust is the ultimate scarcity. Brand strategy is not just about

logos; it is about building a systematic architecture of proof. When AI assistants summarize your

category, the brands they trust the most are the ones with the most verifiable proof — not the loudest.

Trust is what the bow tie bows around. It is the knot. Without it, acquisition and retention collapse into

each other. With it, every other signal becomes easier.

Learning Objectives

Implement privacy-by-design as a trust-building mechanism.

Systematize brand proof assets.

Distinguish between brand awareness (people know you exist) and brand trust (people believe

you).

Build a Brand Trust Scorecard as a quarterly review document.

Key Terms

Privacy-by-Design: Ensuring data protection is embedded proactively into marketing systems,

treating user data as an extension of personal identity (Author Unknown, 2024).

Proof Assets: Verifiable case studies, UGC, and expert endorsements.

POV Distinctiveness: The degree to which your messaging cannot be replicated by a generic AI

prompt.

Trust Architecture: The intentional system of pricing transparency, data ethics, proof, and

follow-through that produces trust as an output.

• 

• 
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Framework: Brand Trust Scorecard

Table 11.1: Sample Brand Trust Scorecard

Trust Pillar
Score (1–

5)
Evidence Required

Transparency Is pricing clearly published? Are data policies plain-English?

Authentic Proof Do we have recent, unscripted video testimonials or creator re‐

views?

Ethical Personalization Are we avoiding surveillance-style retargeting? Do customers

consent?

POV Distinctiveness Can an AI generate our exact messaging, or is our stance

unique?

Operational Follow-

Through

Do we deliver what we promise in advertising?

Response Time How fast do we resolve complaints publicly visible (reviews, so‐

cial)?

Table 11.2: Proof Asset Inventory

A robust brand should have proof assets at every layer. Audit yours.

Proof Asset Type Have? Last Updated Owner

Customer video testimonials (3+ per segment)

Original benchmark research (annual)

Case studies with measurable outcomes

Press citations or analyst recognition

Creator/influencer endorsements

Verifiable third-party reviews (G2, Trustpilot, etc.)

Public security/compliance documentation
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Practical Example: The Trust Compounding Effect

A small B2B SaaS company began publishing a quarterly transparency report — including pricing

data, customer churn rates, customer support response times, and security incidents. Initial reaction

inside the company was nervous (“won’t competitors weaponize this?”). The reaction outside was the

opposite — customers cited the transparency report repeatedly in sales calls, and AI assistants began

surfacing the company as “transparent” in trust queries. NPS rose 14 points in 12 months. The “risk” of

transparency turned out to be a moat.

Teaching Notes

Trust cannot be advertised into existence. It can only be demonstrated. The job of marketing is

to make the demonstrations findable.

Hidden pricing is a trust tax. Every “request a quote” CTA is a friction point. Decide carefully

where to use it.

Authentic proof beats polished proof. A handheld customer video often outperforms a $50K

case study production.

Worksheet 11.1: Trust Scorecard

Complete Table 11.1 for your brand. Identify the lowest-scoring pillar and write a 90-day plan to raise

it.

Common Pitfalls

Treating brand as logos and decks. Brand is the cumulative experience customers have with

you.

Buying trust through ads. Trust is built by experience, not impressions.

Letting one bad review define the entire trust signal. Respond, learn, demonstrate change.

Module 11 Recap

Trust cannot be bought with advertising; it must be engineered into product delivery, transpar‐

ent communication, and ethical data handling.
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Bow Tie Connection: This is the Trust Signal — the knot itself. Every other signal flows through it.
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MODULE 12: OFFER DESIGN, PRODUCT
STRATEGY, AND NEW LAUNCHES

Why This Module Matters

Legacy marketing focused on ‘new products.’ Modern marketing focuses on ‘offer design’ — the

holistic combination of the product, the service wrapper, the pricing model, and the risk reversal. The

product itself is rarely the only variable that determines whether a customer buys.

An average product with a great offer wrapper (clear guarantee, exceptional onboarding, transparent

pricing) will frequently outsell a superior product with a poor wrapper. This module teaches you to

think like an offer designer, not just a marketer of features.

Learning Objectives

Design comprehensive offers, not just products.

Execute a phased, evidence-led go-to-market (GTM) launch.

Identify which offer components are under-invested in your current launches.

Distinguish between launching a product and launching an offer.

Key Terms

Offer Wrapper: Everything around the product that influences the buying decision (pricing,

guarantee, onboarding, support tier, community access).

Risk Reversal: A specific mechanism that shifts purchase risk from the customer to the seller

(money-back, performance guarantee, free migration).

Phased GTM: A staged launch sequence (alpha → private beta → public beta → GA) that

gathers evidence before each scale-up.

Validation Loop: The structured process of testing assumptions before committing to a full

launch.
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Framework: Launch Readiness Checklist

[ ] The Core Problem: Is the specific JTBD validated by primary research?

[ ] The Offer Wrapper: Have we defined the guarantee, onboarding service, and support tiers?

[ ] The Messaging Hierarchy: Are the value propositions mapped to our core segments?

[ ] The Proof Strategy: Do we have beta-tester case studies ready for launch day?

[ ] Creator Alignment: Are our partner creators briefed with early access?

[ ] Pricing Architecture: Is the package structure tested and ready (see Module 13)?

[ ] Distribution Plan: Have we mapped owned, earned, paid, and partner channels?

[ ] Measurement Plan: Are leading and lagging indicators instrumented before launch?

Table 12.1: The Offer Wrapper Components

Component Question to Answer

Core Product What does the customer literally receive?

Onboarding How do they get to first value?

Support Tier What happens when they need help?

Guarantee What happens if it doesn’t work?

Pricing Model How is the cost structured?

Community Access What network effects come with purchase?

Bonus Assets What enhances perceived value?

Practical Example: The Onboarding Multiplier

A productivity SaaS company had a 2.8% trial-to-paid conversion rate. The product itself was

excellent, but trial users churned in week one because they couldn’t figure out the first valuable use

case. The team rebuilt the offer wrapper: a 15-minute onboarding call included with every trial, a use-

case-specific setup script, and a 30-day “success guarantee.” Conversion rose to 11.4%. Nothing in the

product changed. The wrapper changed.
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Teaching Notes

An average product with an exceptional offer wrapper (great onboarding, zero risk, clear

pricing) will beat an exceptional product with a poor offer wrapper.

Test the offer wrapper separately from the product. Use A/B tests on guarantees, onboarding

flows, and pricing presentations.

Launch the offer, not the product. Customers do not care that “v4.0 is here” — they care that

“the new package solves [their problem] with [new guarantee].”

Worksheet 12.1: Offer Wrapper Audit

For your highest-priority offer, complete Table 12.1.

Common Pitfalls

Launching the build, not the offer. Engineering completes a feature and marketing scrambles

to wrap it.

Skipping risk reversal because “we don’t want to give refunds.” Strong guarantees reduce

hesitation more than they increase refunds.

Treating launches as moments rather than systems. A great launch is a repeatable pattern, not

a one-off heroic effort.

Module 12 Recap

An average product with an exceptional offer wrapper (great onboarding, zero risk, clear pricing) 

will beat an exceptional product with a poor offer wrapper.

Bow Tie Connection: Offer design strengthens the Conversion Signal (be‐

cause friction drops) and the Trust Signal (because risk reversal demonstrates confidence).

• 

• 
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MODULE 13: PRICING, PACKAGING, AND
VALUE COMMUNICATION

Why This Module Matters

Pricing is the most neglected P of the marketing mix. Hiding pricing destroys trust. Value-based pri‐

cing requires aligning what you charge with the specific outcome the customer achieves. In an AI-

mediated world, customers compare pricing before they ever talk to your sales team — if your pricing

is invisible, you are invisible.

This module teaches you to think about pricing as a communication tool, not just a finance tool. The

way you price tells customers what you believe about your own value. Vague pricing implies vague

value. Confident, transparent pricing implies confident, defensible value.

Learning Objectives

Structure a psychological pricing architecture.

Communicate value to defend premium pricing.

Decide when to publish prices and when to gate them.

Use packaging to drive customers toward the highest-margin tier.

Key Terms

Anchor Tier: The tier you most want customers to choose; the entire architecture is built to

make it look obvious.

Decoy Effect: A higher tier whose primary purpose is to make the anchor tier look like a bargain.

Value-Based Pricing: Pricing tied to the outcome the customer achieves, not your cost of deliv‐

ery.

Pricing Transparency Tax: The conversion cost of hiding prices behind a “request quote” form.
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Framework: Pricing and Package Architecture

Table 13.1: Pricing/Package Architecture Example

Tier Target Segment Psychological Role Pricing Model

Starter / Free-

Tier

Skeptical switchers;

single users.

Removes friction; builds habit;

establishes trust.

PLG (Product-Led

Growth); $0 or low

monthly.

Professional

(The Anchor)

Core target audience

(80% of revenue).

The intended choice; optimized

for standard JTBD.

Value-based, predictable

flat rate.

Enterprise /

Custom

Large teams requiring

governance.

Anchors the value of the Profes‐

sional tier; captures high-WTP

users.

Custom scoped; high-

touch service wrapper.

Table 13.2: Pricing Visibility Decision Matrix

Customer Segment Visible Pricing? Why

SMB self-serve Yes — full transparency Self-serve buyers expect it.

Mid-market Yes — published with ranges Builds trust; speeds qualification.

Enterprise / Custom Partial — published “starts at” +

custom inquiry

Anchors expectation; preserves

negotiation room.

Highly regulated in‐

dustries

Custom inquiry Compliance complexity warrants conver‐

sation.

Practical Example: The Decoy Effect in Action

A B2B analytics company had three tiers: $99, $499, and $1,999. Most customers chose $499. The

team decided to A/B test pricing — removing the $1,999 tier in the variant. In the variant without the

anchor, the $499 tier conversion dropped and the $99 tier conversion rose. Revenue per signup fell

23%. The Enterprise tier was paying for itself as a decoy, even when very few customers actually chose

it.
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Teaching Notes

Discuss the “Decoy Effect.” Sometimes an Enterprise tier exists primarily to make the Profes‐

sional tier look like an undeniable bargain.

Transparent pricing is a trust accelerator. Hidden pricing is a friction tax.

Beware of pricing by competitor. “We’re cheaper than X” is a race to the bottom. “We’re the

only solution that does Y” is a moat.

Annual discounts should reflect operational value to you, not desperation. A 17% annual dis‐

count on a SaaS product is standard; deeper discounts signal weak retention.

Worksheet 13.1: Pricing Architecture Audit

Complete Table 13.1 for your business. Identify whether you have a clear anchor tier and a functional

decoy.

Common Pitfalls

Pricing by cost-plus. This ignores the customer’s perceived value.

Hiding the anchor tier. If 80% of revenue comes from one tier, it deserves the visual promin‐

ence.

Changing pricing too often. Pricing volatility is a trust signal in itself.

Module 13 Recap

Transparent, value-aligned packaging removes friction and builds trust before the sales

conversation even begins.

Bow Tie Connection: Pricing transparency strengthens the Trust Signal and the Conversion Signal

simultaneously.
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MODULE 14: DEMAND GENERATION AND
JOURNEY ORCHESTRATION

Why This Module Matters

Legacy demand management focused on matching supply to demand. Modern demand orchestration

focuses on capturing active intent and generating future intent through education. You cannot

capture what does not exist. You cannot generate without patience. The teams that balance these two

disciplines compound their pipeline; the teams that don’t cycle between feast and famine.

In 2026, the majority of buyer education happens before the buyer ever lands on your website. They

listen to podcasts, read newsletters, watch creator videos, and ask AI assistants. By the time they search

“best [solution] for [problem],” 60–80% of the decision has already been formed. Demand generation

is the work of being present in the formation phase — not just the capture phase.

Learning Objectives

Distinguish between demand capture and demand generation.

Apply specific marketing responses to different demand states.

Build a demand generation engine that works on a 6–12 month horizon.

Avoid the “capture-only” trap that erodes pipeline over time.

Key Terms

Demand Capture: Activities that convert active, in-market buyers — search ads, AEO,

conversion-optimized landing pages.

Demand Generation: Activities that create future buyers — thought leadership, podcasts,

original research, creator partnerships.

Faltering Demand: Customers who are using your product but trending toward churn.

Dark Funnel: The pre-search activity (podcasts, communities, creator content) that creates

buyers before they ever appear in your analytics.
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Framework: Demand-State Response

Table 14.1: Demand-State Response Table

Demand

State
Customer Mindset Marketing Strategy Response

Latent De‐

mand

“I have a problem but don’t know

a solution exists.”

Demand Gen: Educational content, creator storytelling,

POV thought leadership.

Active De‐

mand

“I am searching for a solution to

buy.”

Demand Capture: Search intent ads, AEO, conversion-

optimized landing pages.

Faltering De‐

mand

“I’m using it less / thinking of can‐

celing.”

Lifecycle Marketing: Re-engagement campaigns,

customer success interventions.

Table 14.2: Demand Gen vs. Demand Capture Balance

Activity Bucket Time Horizon Right Mix?

Branded search ads Capture 0–7 days ~20% of marketing spend

Intent SEO Capture 30–90 days ~15%

AEO + entity marketing Bridge 60–180 days ~10%

Podcasts, newsletters, YouTube Gen 90–365 days ~25%

Original research Gen 180–730 days ~10%

Creator partnerships Gen + Bridge 30–180 days ~10%

Lifecycle / retention Faltering Ongoing ~10%

Practical Example: The 12-Month Patience Tax

A B2B SaaS startup tried to “shortcut” demand generation by running aggressive paid ads to in-market

searches. They captured pipeline for 18 months, then CAC doubled as competitors entered the SERP.

They had no podcast, no newsletter, no original research — no dark funnel. Once paid pipeline de‐

clined, they had no pipeline at all. The competitor that won had been quietly building a podcast for 30

months. By month 24, that podcast was generating 35% of all qualified inbound.
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Module 14 Recap

You cannot capture demand that hasn’t been generated. Marketing must balance capturing those

ready to buy today with educating those who will buy tomorrow.

Bow Tie Connection: Demand gen feeds the Positioning and Discovery signals; demand capture

feeds the Conversion signal. Both are required.
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MODULE 15: ADVERTISING, CREATIVE, AND
MEDIA PLANNING

Why This Module Matters

Ad platforms are largely black boxes operated by machine learning. The primary lever for marketers

is no longer granular targeting, but rather creative testing and media mix architecture. When the

algorithm controls 80% of the targeting decision, the only variable you control is the creative. Strong,

distinct creative is targeting in 2026.

Learning Objectives

Understand the shift from targeting-led to creative-led advertising.

Build a full-funnel media planning matrix.

Treat creative as a portfolio (not a campaign).

Resist the algorithm’s tendency to optimize for clicks at the expense of customers.

Key Terms

Creative-Led Advertising: Letting strong, distinct creative drive targeting via algorithmic

match.

Media Mix: The strategic distribution of spend across awareness, consideration, and conversion

stages.

Creative Portfolio: A set of always-on ad variants tested continuously, not a single “winning

ad.”

Algorithm Feedback Loop: The cycle in which the ad platform learns from conversions and

rewards similar creative.
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Framework: Media & Channel Planning Matrix

Table 15.1: Media Planning Matrix

Stage Primary Media Tactics Creative Focus KPI

Aware‐

ness

Broad Social (Meta, Tik‐

Tok), YouTube, PR.

Hook-driven, educational,

problem-agitation.

Reach, Video Completion, Cost-

per-View.

Consider‐

ation

Retargeting, Creator

Whitelisting, Email.

Social proof, ‘How it

works’, Use cases.

Click-through rate (CTR), Cost-

per-Lead.

Conver‐

sion

Search (Google/Bing),

High-intent retargeting.

Direct offers, urgency, risk

reversal.

Return on Ad Spend (ROAS),

Cost-per-Acquisition (CAC).

Table 15.2: Creative Portfolio Structure

Always run multiple creative concepts simultaneously.

Concept Type Purpose Refresh Cadence

Hook variants Different opening 3 seconds Bi-weekly

Format variants UGC vs. studio vs. animated Monthly

Angle variants Different value propositions Monthly

Length variants 6s / 15s / 30s / 60s Quarterly

Proof variants Testimonial vs. data vs. before-after Monthly

Practical Example: The Creative-as-Targeting Shift

A DTC apparel brand had been spending heavily on demographic targeting. After iOS privacy changes

degraded targeting precision, CAC rose 90%. The team pivoted to creative-led: 30 ad creatives running

simultaneously, each optimized for a different shopper archetype expressed through visual cues (sport

vs. lifestyle vs. activewear vs. casual). The algorithm matched each creative to the right audience

automatically. CAC dropped 47% in 60 days.

BTK • THE BOW TIE SIGNAL

The Bow Tie Signal — 2026 Course Manual • Page 59 of 83



Teaching Notes

In an AI-bidding era, the creative is the targeting. Strong, distinct creative will find the right

audience algorithmically.

Kill underperforming creative ruthlessly. A bad creative not only wastes spend — it trains the

algorithm in the wrong direction.

Test hooks more than offers. The first 3 seconds drives 80% of the outcome on social.

Module 15 Recap

In an AI-bidding era, the creative is the targeting. Strong, distinct creative will find the right

audience algorithmically.

Bow Tie Connection: Strong creative reinforces the Positioning Signal (distinct POV) and feeds the 

Conversion Signal (frictionless choice).

• 

• 

• 
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MODULE 16: SEARCH, AI DISCOVERY, AND
ZERO-CLICK VISIBILITY

Why This Module Matters

Over 60% of searches now end without a click. If your SEO strategy relies purely on blue links, you

are invisible to the majority of modern discovery tools (AI Overviews, ChatGPT, Perplexity, Gem‐

ini, Claude). The discovery layer of the internet is being rebuilt in real time. The brands that adapt will

compound visibility for a decade. The brands that don’t will quietly disappear from the answer.

This module teaches the transition from traditional SEO to Answer Engine Optimization (AEO) and 

Entity Visibility.

Learning Objectives

Transition from traditional SEO to Answer Engine Optimization (AEO).

Optimize for entity visibility and brand citations.

Build a content architecture AI assistants prefer to cite.

Measure “Share of SERP Presence” alongside traditional traffic metrics.

Key Terms

Zero-Click Search: A query resolved entirely on the search engine results page (SERP) or via

an AI chat interface.

Entity Visibility: Establishing your brand or product as a recognized factual entity that AI

models confidently cite.

AEO (Answer Engine Optimization): Structuring content to be cited by AI generative models.

Schema Markup: Structured data (JSON-LD) that explicitly tells machines what a page is

about.

Share of SERP Presence: The share of search results pages (including AI Overviews) on which

your brand appears.
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Framework: AEO Optimization Tactics

Answer-Ready Content: Use clear H2s followed immediately by a concise, 40-60 word

definitive answer.

Schema Markup: Implement robust structured data (FAQ, HowTo, LocalBusiness, Product,

Article) to feed machines directly.

Original Research: AI synthesizes; it cannot originate data. Publishing proprietary statistics

forces AI to cite you as the source.

Entity Consistency: Same brand name, leadership names, and product names across the open

web — Wikipedia, LinkedIn, GitHub, press, partner sites.

Citation-Worthy Format: Tables, lists, definitions, and numbered steps are cited more often

than narrative paragraphs.

Table 16.1: The AEO Content Pattern

Element Best Practice

H2 (question) Phrased as a real user question.

First paragraph 40–60 word direct answer (the “snippet bait”).

Body Detail, examples, context.

Schema FAQ schema applied to the question-answer block.

Citation hooks Original data, quotes, comparative tables.

Table 16.2: Measuring AEO Success

Metric Old SEO AEO

Primary KPI Organic clicks Citations + Share of SERP Presence

Secondary Keyword rankings Entity recognition across AI assistants

Tertiary Bounce rate Brand search volume lift

• 

• 

• 
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Practical Example: The Original Research Compound

A small B2B consultancy decided to publish one proprietary benchmark report per quarter. By report

#6 (18 months in), 4 of 6 reports were being cited as the primary source in ChatGPT, Perplexity, and

Gemini for queries in their niche. They became the category authority — not by ranking #1 in Google,

but by being the AI’s preferred source.

Teaching Notes

Discuss the paradox of zero-click: Traffic goes down, but impressions and brand authority can

go up. Measuring “Share of SERP Presence” is critical.

Don’t abandon SEO — extend it. Traditional SEO still drives intent-stage traffic. AEO drives

upstream awareness and authority.

Cite your own data wherever possible. AI models reward sources that link to primary data.

Module 16 Recap

Visibility in 2026 requires being the definitive, structured source of truth that AI models rely on to

build their answers.

Bow Tie Connection: AEO directly powers the Discovery Signal, and original research strengthens

the Positioning Signal.

• 
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MODULE 17: CREATOR, COMMUNITY, AND
SOCIAL STRATEGY

Why This Module Matters

Creators are not ad inventory; they are strategic partners acting as trust-proxies. Research shows

that specific authenticity strategies profoundly impact campaign success. The brands that treat creators

as ad units measure clicks. The brands that treat creators as co-storytellers measure pipeline.

In 2026, the average buyer trusts an independent creator’s review more than a brand’s own messaging.

This is the single largest shift in media trust in the last 50 years. Marketing strategies that ignore it will

erode.

Learning Objectives

Evaluate creators based on the “Who/What/How” framework.

Avoid the “Reverse Vampire Effect” of mismatched mega-influencers.

Build a creator scorecard and contracting standard.

Decide between transactional sponsorships and long-term creator partnerships.

Key Terms

Two-Sided Messaging: Creator content that authentically shares both pros and cons, increasing

trust.

Audience Congruence: The degree to which a creator’s audience overlaps with the brand’s ICP.

Reverse Vampire Effect: When a mega-influencer’s brand overshadows the partner brand,

reducing purchase intent.

Whitelisting: Using a creator’s organic post as a paid ad under the creator’s handle.

• 
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Framework: Creator Selection Scorecard

Based on meta-analytic research (Author Unknown, 2024), effectiveness is driven by two-sided

messaging, clear disclosure, and high competence.

Table 17.1: Creator Scorecard

Criteria Low Score (1–3) Red Flags High Score (8–10) Green Lights

Audience Con‐

gruence

Generic mass audience. Highly specific, deeply aligned niche.

Content Authen‐

ticity

Scripted, purely positive, ad-like tone. Uses two-sided messaging (mentions

pros and cons).

Competence/Au‐

thority

Famous for being famous. Subject matter expert; demonstrates

genuine passion.

Tier Fit Mega-influencer (risks “reverse vampire

effect” for established brands).

Network of Micro/Mid-tier creators with

high engagement rates.

Disclosure Prac‐

tice

Hides sponsorship; ambiguous language. Clear “#ad” or “Paid partnership” dis‐

closure.

Production Con‐

sistency

Inconsistent output; abandoned channels. Regular cadence; track record over 12+

months.

Table 17.2: Partnership Tier Decision

Brand Goal Best Creator Tier

Niche credibility Micro (10K–100K, hyper-specific)

Mid-market awareness Mid (100K–1M, category-aligned)

Mass awareness Mega (1M+, with strict audience fit)

UGC volume Network of micro creators (10–30 partners)

Educational depth Subject matter expert creators
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Practical Example

A skincare brand found that partnering with a single celebrity yielded low conversion, as the highly

polished brand overlapped poorly with the influencer’s feed (reducing purchase intent). Shifting the

budget to 20 micro-creators who posted “two-sided” authentic reviews tripled ROI.

Teaching Notes

Treat creators as partners, not vendors. Long-term relationships outperform one-off posts by

an order of magnitude.

Brief, don’t script. The creator knows their audience better than you do.

Whitelist top-performing organic posts. A creator’s authentic post run as a paid ad outperforms

studio creative by 2–3x.

Module 17 Recap

Platforms connect ecosystems. Brands succeed by treating creators as integrated partners,

leveraging their authenticity, competence, and niche congruence rather than just buying their reach.

Bow Tie Connection: Creator strategy directly powers the Trust Signal (the knot) and contributes

meaningfully to Discovery and Audience signals.

• 
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MODULE 18: CHANNELS, DISTRIBUTION,
OMNICHANNEL, AND COMMERCE

Why This Module Matters

Having a great product is irrelevant without distribution. Omnichannel requires a seamless experi‐

ence across owned, earned, paid, and partner networks. The 2026 channel reality is that no single

channel is reliable for more than 18 months. The brands that build diversified, interconnected channel

portfolios survive platform decay.

Learning Objectives

Map a balanced distribution strategy.

Understand the distinct roles of different channel categories.

Build a channel diversification plan that survives single-channel failure.

Use partner/marketplace channels as borrowed-trust amplifiers.

Key Terms

Owned Channels: Channels you control end-to-end (website, app, email/SMS, community).

Earned Channels: Channels you influence but do not control (PR, organic social, SEO/AEO).

Paid Channels: Channels you rent (search ads, paid social, retail media).

Partner / Marketplace Channels: Channels where you borrow another platform’s trust and

audience (Amazon, affiliates, integrations).
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Framework: Channel Distribution Matrix

Table 18.1: Channel / Distribution Matrix

Channel Cat‐

egory
Primary Role in 2026 Examples & Tactics

Owned Chan‐

nels

Conversion, Retention, First-

Party Data.

Website, App, Email/SMS, Proprietary Community.

Earned Chan‐

nels

Authority, Trust, AI Entity Cita‐

tions.

PR, Organic Social, SEO, AEO.

Paid Channels Targeted Demand Capture, Ve‐

locity.

Search Ads, Retail Media, Paid Social, Sponsor‐

ships.

Partner/Market‐

place

Borrowing Trust, Penetrating

Niches.

Amazon/Shopify, Affiliates, Creator collaborations,

B2B integrations.

Table 18.2: The Channel Concentration Risk Test

Question Healthy Risky

% of revenue from #1 channel <40% >60%

% of revenue from top 3 channels <80% >95%

# of years current top channel has been #1 <3 >5

Cost trajectory of top channel Stable Rising 20%+ YoY

Practical Example: The Single-Channel Trap

A DTC brand built a $30M business almost entirely on Meta Ads. When iOS privacy changes degraded

targeting, CAC tripled in 4 months. The brand had no email list of substance, no organic social

presence, no Amazon storefront, no affiliate program. They had to lay off 40% of the team to survive.

The brand that bought their assets had a more boring growth curve — but four diversified channels.
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Module 18 Recap

A resilient brand does not rely on a single channel. It utilizes a diversified matrix where paid

accelerates earned, and earned builds trust for owned conversion.

Bow Tie Connection: Channel diversification protects every signal by ensuring no single platform

decay can collapse the entire bow tie.
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MODULE 19: LIFECYCLE MARKETING,
RETENTION, AND CUSTOMER VALUE

Why This Module Matters

The legacy “Product Life Cycle” focused on the widget. Modern marketing focuses on the “Custom‐

er Lifecycle.” Retention is the ultimate growth multiplier. A 5% reduction in churn typically im‐

proves profitability more than a 20% increase in top-of-funnel acquisition. The right side of the bow tie

is where margin lives.

Learning Objectives

Shift focus from pure acquisition to holistic lifecycle management.

Identify key lifecycle KPIs.

Build an activation-adoption-expansion-advocacy cadence.

Resist the temptation to over-spend on acquisition when retention is bleeding.

Key Terms

Customer Lifecycle: The continuous arc of activation, adoption, expansion, and advocacy after

acquisition.

Time-to-First-Value: How quickly a new customer experiences the “aha!” moment.

NRR (Net Revenue Retention): Revenue from existing customers, including expansion minus

churn.

Advocacy Engine: A system that converts satisfied customers into referrals, UGC, and reviews.

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 
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Framework: Lifecycle KPI Table

Table 19.1: Lifecycle KPI Table

Lifecycle Stage Strategic Goal Primary KPI

Activation / On‐

boarding

Ensure the customer achieves their

“Aha!” moment quickly.

Time-to-first-value, Onboarding completion

rate.

Adoption / Habit Embed the product into daily/weekly

routines.

Daily/Weekly Active Users (DAU/WAU),

Feature utilization.

Expansion Increase value provided and revenue

captured.

Cross-sell/Up-sell rate, Net Revenue

Retention (NRR).

Advocacy Turn customers into a referral engine. Net Promoter Score (NPS), Referral

volume, UGC generation.

Table 19.2: The Bow Tie Right Side — Margin Layers

Layer Description Typical Margin Impact

Reduce churn 1% Customer success interventions +5–10% LTV

Increase ARPU 10% Smart packaging, expansion campaigns +15–25% margin

Lift NPS 10 points Word-of-mouth referrals -15–25% blended CAC

Practical Example: The Onboarding Fix

A subscription SaaS had a 14% monthly churn. Audit revealed that 60% of churned customers had

never completed onboarding. The team built a structured 7-day onboarding sequence with a human

check-in at day 3. Within 90 days, churn dropped to 8%. The “marketing problem” was actually an

onboarding problem.

Teaching Notes

Emphasize that reducing churn by 5% often impacts profitability more than increasing

top-of-funnel acquisition by 20%. The “Right Side” of the Bow Tie Signal is where margins

live.

• 
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Lifecycle is marketing, not just customer success. The handoff is a process, not a fence.

Module 19 Recap

Marketing’s job does not end at the transaction. Successful onboarding and expansion are the

most efficient growth levers available.

Bow Tie Connection: This module is the Retention Signal of the bow tie.

• 
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MODULE 20: MARKETING AUDIT,
PERFORMANCE, AND OPERATING
CADENCE

Why This Module Matters

Strategy decays without accountability. A rigorous operating cadence and comprehensive audit

framework ensure the team adapts to market realities continuously. Without cadence, every

quarter becomes a rediscovery exercise.

Learning Objectives

Establish a Monthly Operating Review (MOR).

Conduct a holistic marketing audit.

Build escalation protocols when key indicators decline.

Distinguish between operational reviews and strategic reviews.

• 

• 

• 

• 
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Framework: Monthly Operating Review Template

Table 20.1: Monthly Operating Review Template

Category Metrics to Review Strategic Question

Discovery &

Brand

Branded search volume, Share of

SERP, Earned citations.

Are we showing up in AI overviews? Is our

POV resonating?

Acquisition Effi‐

ciency

Blended CAC, Cost per MQL, Self-re‐

ported attribution data.

Which creator/channel mix is driving the

highest quality pipeline?

Pipeline & Con‐

version

Win rate, Sales cycle length, Cart aban‐

donment.

Where is the friction? Do we have enough

trust/proof assets?

Retention & Life‐

cycle

NRR, Churn rate, Onboarding comple‐

tion.

Are customers successfully adopting the

core features?

Capability & Ca‐

pacity

Team velocity, capability gaps, vendor

performance.

Where are we under-resourced relative to

strategy?

Comprehensive Marketing Audit Checklist

[ ] Strategy: Do we have a distinct POV impossible for AI to blindly replicate?

[ ] Discovery: Have we published original data/research in the last 6 months?

[ ] Discovery: Is our content structured for AEO (Answer Engine Optimization)?

[ ] Trust: Do our creator partnerships prioritize alignment over vanity metrics?

[ ] Trust: Are we utilizing privacy-by-design for all data collection?

[ ] Conversion: Is pricing transparent and friction minimized?

[ ] Measurement: Are we collecting qualitative “How did you hear about us?” data?

[ ] Retention: Is onboarding instrumented with a clear time-to-first-value metric?

[ ] Cadence: Do we hold a Monthly Operating Review with cross-functional attendance?

Teaching Notes

The MOR is a decision meeting, not a status meeting. If no decisions are made, restructure.

Pre-read the data 48 hours in advance. No live data exploration in the MOR.

• 

• 

• 
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Module 20 Recap

Regular audits and disciplined operating reviews prevent the “set it and forget it” mentality that

destroys modern marketing ROI.

Bow Tie Connection: The audit cadence is the immune system for all six signals.
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MODULE 21: GROWTH STRATEGY,
ADJACENCIES, AND DIVERSIFICATION

Why This Module Matters

Markets saturate. To achieve compounded growth, brands must eventually diversify. This involves

calculating risk when moving into adjacent markets, products, or channels. The greatest risk in

diversification is not the new market — it is the neglect of the core during expansion.

Learning Objectives

Assess adjacency moves using risk profiles.

Balance core protection with exploratory growth bets.

Distinguish between adjacent expansion and true diversification.

Build a stage-gate process for new market entry.

Framework: Diversification Vectors

Market Penetration (Low Risk): Sell more of existing products to existing customers.

Product Development (Medium Risk): Create new offers for the existing audience (e.g.,

launching an enterprise tier).

Market Development (Medium Risk): Take the existing product to a totally new segment or

geography.

True Diversification (High Risk): Entirely new product for an entirely new market.

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 
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Table 21.1: Diversification Risk Profile

Vector Risk Time to Payback Common Failure

Market Penetration Low 3–6 months Diminishing returns.

Product Development Medium 6–18 months Building features customers don’t want.

Market Development Medium 9–24 months Cultural / segment mismatch.

True Diversification High 18–60 months Capital exhaustion.

Practical Example: The Core Neglect Trap

A successful B2B SaaS company expanded into a new vertical. The new vertical absorbed 60% of

leadership attention for 18 months. Meanwhile, churn rose in the core business. The new vertical

eventually succeeded — but the core business was nearly killed in the process. The lesson: expansion

requires dedicated resources, not borrowed ones.

Module 21 Recap

Diversification is necessary for long-term survival, but it introduces geometric complexity. Secure

the core business before stretching into high-risk adjacencies.

Bow Tie Connection: Healthy diversification protects all six signals by reducing single-segment de‐

pendence.
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MODULE 22: FINAL COURSE TOOLKIT —
TEMPLATES, GLOSSARY, ASSIGNMENTS,
AND 90-DAY PLAN

Why This Module Matters

Knowledge without application is wasted. This final module translates the curriculum into

immediate execution.

Glossary of 2026 Marketing Terms

AEO (Answer Engine Optimization): Structuring content to be cited by AI generative models.

Bow Tie Signal: The six-signal framework that replaces the legacy funnel.

Dark Funnel: The pre-search activity (podcasts, creators, communities) that creates buyers

before they appear in analytics.

Entity Visibility: Being recognized by search algorithms as the definitive source/brand for a top‐

ic.

JTBD (Jobs-to-be-Done): The progress a customer is trying to make in a specific context.

NRR (Net Revenue Retention): Revenue from existing customers, including expansion minus

churn.

POV (Point of View): A brand’s stated, opinionated stance on what good looks like in its cat‐

egory.

Privacy-by-Design: Embedding data protection and ethical transparency directly into marketing

operations.

Reverse Vampire Effect: When a mega-influencer’s brand overshadows the partner brand,

reducing purchase intent.

Share of SERP Presence: The share of search results pages (including AI Overviews) on which

your brand appears.

Single Source of Truth (SSoT): The one system that authoritatively answers a given question.

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 
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• 
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Two-Sided Messaging: Creator content that authentically shares both pros and cons, increasing

trust.

Zero-Click Search: Queries answered directly on the search/AI page, requiring no external

website visit.

Zero-Party Data: Data the customer voluntarily provides (quizzes, preferences) — highest trust.

Framework: 30-60-90 Day Action Plan

Table 22.1: 30-60-90 Day Action Plan

Phase Key Focus Primary Deliverable

Days 1–30 (Audit &

Align)

Complete the Marketing Audit (Mod

20); Define core Brand POV.

Self-reported attribution implemented; Top

5 zero-click targets identified.

Days 31–60 (Build &

Structure)

Restructure site for AEO; Vet micro-

creators.

Schema markup live; 5–10 creator partners

contracted based on scorecard.

Days 61–90 (Launch

& Measure)

Launch creator campaigns; Publish

original research.

First Monthly Operating Review held; Initial

citations from AI recorded.

• 

• 

• 
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Detailed 90-Day Plan by Week

Week Focus Deliverable

1 Bow Tie Audit (Module 1) Personal Bow Tie scorecard

2 Scope & Mission rewrite (Module 2) New three-sentence Brand Promise

3 Market Reality Scan (Module 3) AI Surface Audit results logged

4 Assumption Matrix (Module 4) Top 5 scenarios documented

5 Objective Cascade (Module 5) 3 objectives → strategies → tactics

6 Budget Audit (Module 6) 70/20/10 allocation completed

7 Competitive POV (Module 7) One-paragraph POV statement published

8 Segmentation (Module 8) Two-segment table built

9 Customer Interviews (Module 9) 10 interviews completed

10 Data Stack Audit (Module 10) Dashboard graveyard executed

11 Trust Scorecard (Module 11) Proof asset inventory done

12 First Monthly Operating Review Cadence locked in

Final Assignment

Develop a complete, 3-page “Bow Tie Signal” strategic brief for your organization incorporating

your Market Reality Scan, Creator Strategy, and 90-Day Action Plan.

The brief must include:

Your six-signal scorecard (1 page)

Your top 3 strategic priorities with one-sentence rationale (1 page)

Your 90-day action plan with owners and leading indicators (1 page)

The ultimate truth of 2026: The brands that win are not the loudest, but the clearest, most

credible, most useful, and easiest to choose.

1. 

2. 

3. 
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APPENDIX A: THE BOW TIE SIGNAL
OPERATING SYSTEM (CHEAT SHEET)

The Six Signals — One-Sentence Definitions

Positioning Signal: A distinct, defensible point of view that an AI cannot replicate from a

generic prompt.

Audience Signal: A clear understanding of who is buying, why now, and what is stopping them.

Discovery Signal: Showing up in AI answers, search results, and creator recommendations be‐

fore the customer searches.

Trust Signal (The Knot): A verifiable architecture of proof: pricing transparency, authentic

reviews, original research, ethical data.

Conversion Signal: A frictionless, well-instrumented path from interest to decision.

Retention Signal: A lifecycle engine that delivers continuous post-purchase value, expansion,

and advocacy.

The Five Operating Disciplines

Continuous Insight: Listen always; survey periodically; interview rigorously.

Continuous Audit: Quarterly Market Reality Scan; monthly Operating Review.

Continuous Content: Publish original research; teach in public; sustain a creator network.

Continuous Experimentation: 10% of budget always reserved; kill fast, scale fast.

Continuous Trust: Pricing transparency, data ethics, proof architecture, response time.

1. 

2. 

3. 

4. 

5. 

6. 

1. 

2. 

3. 

4. 

5. 
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APPENDIX B: WORKSHEETS AND
TEMPLATES LIBRARY

The following worksheets are referenced throughout the manual. They can be reproduced, printed, and

used in any workshop or self-paced setting.

Worksheet 1.1 — Personal Bow Tie Audit

Worksheet 2.1 — Negative Scope Declaration

Worksheet 3.1 — Quarterly Market Reality Scan

Worksheet 4.1 — The “What If” Matrix

Worksheet 4.2 — Early Warning Signals

Worksheet 5.1 — Objective–Strategy–Tactic Cascade

Worksheet 6.1 — Budget Allocation Audit

Worksheet 7.1 — POV Statement

Worksheet 8.1 — Segment Definition

Worksheet 9.1 — 10-Customer Interview Plan

Worksheet 10.1 — Data Stack Audit

Worksheet 11.1 — Trust Scorecard

Worksheet 12.1 — Offer Wrapper Audit

Worksheet 13.1 — Pricing Architecture Audit

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 
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Author Unknown. (2024). Is AI-based digital marketing ethical? Assessing a new data privacy

framework. Journal of Innovation & Knowledge.

Author Unknown. (2024). How influencer authenticity management strategies shape digital en‐

gagement.
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