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Introduction: 
The Founder’s Journey
Most Work Tech companies follow a similar journey. There’s 
a founder (or founders) who comes up with a brilliant idea 
that can change the world of work. You can practically feel 
their passion pouring out. The brilliant new company gets 
a name and the magic begins. While the product or service 
is being developed, you start sharing the idea with those 
closest to you. You buy a website domain and things really 
start coming together. Eventually, you even make that first 
real this-person-didn’t-grow-up-with-you-and-work-out-
of-your-garage hire. Fast forward a bit, and you have a fully 
operational product that you are ready to sell.
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Everything Starts 
With Relationships
 
Typically, you start with relationships. 
Relationships of the founders. 
Relationships of the initial hires. If you’re 
lucky, you even get some closed deals. 
From there, you’ve tasted success and 
you’re ready to expand by hiring some 
sales folks, use their existing relationships, 
and if you are really lucky, create a solid 
word of mouth engine to keep the engine 
turning. Congratulations, you’re officially 
growing and you’ve made it past the 
stage where most startups fail.  
If this sounds like you, keep reading.
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Everything is going great! This pace feels sustainable, and you’ve got a good rhythm in place — until your 
relationship well starts to run dry. At the end of the day, this can only take you so far. It’s an excellent foundation, 
but at some point you’ve got to give the ol’ sales team a little shove with some fresh leads. It’s time to scale.

The name of the game becomes how to continue to grow. You have some options:

Reach out to investors and try 
to secure funding (buckle up!)

Be like the lucky few and grow on 
the profits that you’ve generated 
alone (doable — but you need to 

be smart about it)

Decide not to grow and keep 
your business the sustainable 

size it is (totally OK)

You Reach the Limits of Your Network
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So, where would you spend this money?
 
How do you continue to grow?
 
You think it’s time for paid media.  
But how do you get started? 

That’s a big question. 
But before you get into the nitty-gritty of budgets, 
channels, and KPIs, take a moment for a reality check. 
Keep these five key rules in mind before you get rolling.
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Know this from the beginning: There are things that paid 
media can and can’t do. For startups, the top issue/concern/
failure/[insert negative connotation-type word here] that 
we see is around expectations for contacts generated 
— specifically those new contacts generated from paid 
media initiatives. If your focus has been on the relationship 
sale where there is a level of familiarity and trust already 
associated with brand-based, person-to-person connection, 
this may be challenging for you. With paid media, a 
conversion is only the start of a sales conversation, not an 
indication that the prospect is ready to make a purchase.

1. Shift Your Mindset
When you analyze the first few contacts or leads you’ve 
generated from your new paid media efforts, you may 
feel like they just aren’t as warm and fuzzy. They have no 
relationship with you or your brand. They were enticed by 
some sort of offer that you put out into the world through 
advertising. #marketing
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Here’s where the shift in mindset comes into play. If you reach out to your prospect 
and expect them to be ready for a demo or a serious sales conversation, you’re going 
to be sorely disappointed. Marketing-generated leads need time to be nurtured by 
sales and marketing, like this proposed marketing email campaign cadence:

Offer a top-of-funnel 
thought leadership asset 
or other educational 
materials for download. 
Focus on the pain and 
thought leadership —  
not your product.

Have an industry-
specific reference to a 
blog or short paper —  
or if it doesn’t exist, write 
a short email talking 
about an industry-
specific event that sells 
the problem you solve. 
Focus on the problem 
more than the solution.

Share more specifics 
about your product 
features and how 
these can benefit an 
organization and the 
first experiences of  
its employees.

Introductory email — 
focuses on the overall 
value proposition and 
functional association of 
your product. Introduce 
who you are, what you 
do, and the pain points 
you solve.

Offer a link to an 
article or news story 
that’s relevant to your 
offering. It should be 
some sort of content that 
relates to the prospect’s 
POV — not your product.

SEND 1 SEND 2 SEND 3 SEND 4 SEND 5
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TRUST TRUST TRUST TRUST TRUST
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This is all about giving away value to gain trust and respect. 
When you have a pre-existing relationship, you already have 
that trust. With digital media, trust must be earned over time. 
If you can’t shift your way of thinking, handling, and acting 
toward these different lead types, then paid media will 
ultimately feel like a failure for a long time.

Key takeaway: Providing value 
is the name of the game for 
paid media. You can

,
t just beat 

prospects over the head with hard-
sell messages and high-involvement 
offers like demos. You need to 
address this idea head-on prior to 
starting any campaigns. If you don

,
t 

have your lead journey mapped 
and some sort of nurture set up - 
make that your first priority.
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Your first campaign may kind of suck will not be your most 
successful campaign. That’s OK — it’s expected. Results from 
a startup with zero brand awareness will not be the same 
as a similar campaign delivered by a legacy power brand. 
We’ve seen this play out for years across every category 
inside Work Tech (and outside). High-awareness brands 
produce better demand generation results than  
low-awareness ones.

2. Set Realistic Expectations
Think about it this way: Have you ever been to Costco? I 
love trying new things and I love food. Costco is known 
for its free samples, and I’ll totally hit up the samples on 
a Sunday shopping trip. If I try something really good, I 
usually remember the brand or product, but I don’t buy it. 
If it’s something bad or mediocre, I just move on. But if it’s 
amazing — truly amazing — I buy it then and there. Those 
amazing finds are few and far between though. Costco 
doesn’t give away free samples expecting every experience 
to result in a sale of that product. Move some units? Yes. 
Sell out immediately? No. So even though I didn’t buy the 
squishy chicken and rice meal, here I am telling you about it. 
#marketing
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Conversions take time to become truly cost 
efficient. It’s not uncommon for cost per conversion 
to drop 20% to 40% after your first year in market.

You need to think this way about your marketing as well. 
Your goal may be to sell some squishy chicken and rice, but 
your thought leadership assets — white papers, e-books, 
videos, infographics, analyst research reports — are the free 
samples. They create value that brings people back so they 
can eventually make a purchase (or tell someone they know 
who should). If you expect every lead to turn into a sale or 
demo then turn into a real sales opportunity, you are setting 
yourself up for disappointment.

Key takeaway: Remember the Costco 

rule: You
,
ve got to give away some 

value to get the sale. Calibrate 

your offers appropriately, and 

be real about the speed at which a 

prospect is going to bite. Start with 

lower-involvement offers earlier 

in the game, and work your way up 

to higher-involvement offers (like 

webinars and, yes, demos) as you 

earn that trust. The higher the value, 

the more aggressive you can set 

your goals.
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If you’re entering the market with low brand awareness and 
trying to promote a sales conversation, you’re going to hear 
nothing but crickets. By providing little value upfront, you’ll 
get little in return. Yes, you want a sales conversation, but like 
any good thing in life, it takes time. And flowers. 

3. Don’t Go With the Hard Sell
In research from earlier this year, two-thirds of B2B buyers 
say they are now “self-serving” more information before 
contacting vendors. Furthermore, 25% of B2B buyers say they 
want to be able to get all the necessary information about 
a product or service online before contacting a salesperson. 
However, only 9% of B2B marketers say their firm offers all 
information online.

To win in this environment, you do need to share your 
perspectives, ideas, insights, research — whatever you have 
to bring to the market, share it with your new audience. 
Bring them along the journey and make them want to know 
more. Educate them about their pains, their aspirations, and 
your take on the world. You know, thought leadership.
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What kind of assets are right for thought leadership 
and early stage awareness? Think blog posts, LinkedIn 
posts, checklists, short videos, short e-books, longer 
white papers, industry analyst reports, and webinars.

Think about the asset you’re reading right now. We didn’t need 
to write this down and give it away, but we are. We know that 
not every person reading this will work with us, but we can hope 
it is interesting. And when the time is right, maybe you’ll think of 
The Starr Conspiracy as a company with some sound advice 
that could get you where you need to be.

Key takeaway: Don
,
t come on 

too strong to start. Give away 

value. Yes, you can still offer a 

demo. Just don
,
t expect contacts 

who just learned about you to 

take you up on it - those rare 

occurrences are unicorns. Try 

that later down the funnel.
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This is something so obvious but so often 
overlooked. Let’s say you want to have 
a mix of offers in the market around a 
common theme (hint: best practice).  
You should match the value or ask of the  
offer with the intent or the placement of 
the promotion. 

4. Match Your Offer With User Intent
For example, we often see companies promote only demos or expect 
every lead to be demo-ready. Most demo campaigns provide little upfront 
value (as we discussed earlier) and are asking a lot (high involvement and 
investment of time and attention). With little brand awareness, can you get 
away with offering little value? Nope. High-involvement, low-upfront-value 
offers like demo requests should be matched with users who have a higher 
intent in taking an action.

AWARENESS KNOWLEDGE ACTION

A user has 
seen your 

brand name.

A user has 
visited your 

website.

A user is ready 
for demos.

A user has 
downloaded 

a piece of 
content.

A user has 
consumed multiple 
pieces of content 
and re-engaged 

with your website.
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Let’s use Google Search ads as an example. If someone is searching 
for “top well-being software companies” and you are a well-being 
software company, then you can offer them a low-upfront-value 
offer since they are intent on learning about the top companies in the 
particular space you find yourself in. A demo may make sense in this 
instance. Having little awareness here is not as big of an obstacle.

Let’s flip this example to a banner ad on the 10-day forecast on 
weather.com. The people who may see your ad there are just trying 
to figure out if their kid’s soccer game is getting rained out; they aren’t 
likely to convert on a demo offer for your software. Your campaign 
strategy needs to consider where prospects will see your ads and 
how they will interact with them. This doesn’t mean that a brand 
impression while they are checking the weather doesn’t matter. Brand 
impressions add up. At the end of the day, your prospects are people, 
not companies. If you can’t imagine a scenario where you would 
engage, then most likely, they won’t either.

Key takeaway: Think about user 

intent at every step of the buyer 

journey and develop assets 

and strategies that target them 

appropriately every step along 

the way.



15The 5 Key Rules for Starting With Paid Media   //

Turning on digital media won’t deliver the goods overnight. If you think you’re 
going to try it for a few months and decide if it works or not, just save your money 
and don’t do it. When you get into paid media, you’re going to be building the 
infrastructure in Year 1 that you will cash in on down the line.

There’s no one-size-fits-all strategy here. However, there are two guiding principles 
that you should adhere to generally:

Strive for consistency early on. As more users become aware of your brand 
and offers, the more awareness and trust this will produce. Consistency is key. 

Start as you mean to continue — with flexibility. With anything new, you’ll want 
to test a lot and pivot quickly. You need to see where your successes are and 
shift money to those areas so you don’t burn budget unnecessarily. Flexibility is 
key, in both the channels you choose and the contracts you attach yourself to. 
Start with channels that have both — think Google and LinkedIn.

5. Play the Long Game

1.

2.
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Early impressions matter. In Work Tech, 70% of the buyer’s 
journey is over by the time they engage with sales.

Here’s an example: Let’s say you want to get in front of 
an HR audience and you’re starting paid media for the 
first time. We know there is a subset of HR employees 
who do part of their job on LinkedIn — so let’s advertise 
there. Provide some valuable thought leadership and 
test the response. You may find you have an ad that isn’t 
performing well. Try tweaking the copy and put it back 
on the market. The channel and process are inherently 
flexible. It allows you to be consistent with your messaging 
while testing to see where you’re getting the best results. 
We have seen campaign performance dramatically 
improve with small wording changes.

Key takeaway: You need to 

develop a placement strategy 

that enables you to be flexible 

early on to ensure you can 

create consistency to generate 

improved results over time.

Maybe LinkedIn is too costly to run for you right now, 
so you try focusing on sponsoring newsletters, emails, 
or banners in various HR publications where your HR 
audience is. Not a bad idea, but once you run your one-
off placement, if it flops — it flops. There’s no room for 
flexibility and incremental testing in real time.
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These five rules for starting paid media may seem obvious 
or overly simple, but the real magic is in bringing them all 
together. It all starts with your strategy. Follow these five 
rules during the strategy, planning, and execution process, 
and you’ll find yourself set up for success.

Conclusion

If you thought this was helpful or want to learn more 
specifics about what you and your company can be doing 
differently, we are happy to help. Reach out at any time 
here. Or find us at thestarrconspiracy.com. You don’t have 
to go it alone.

Good luck!

You’re busy creating the future of work. You don’t have time to teach an agency what you do. At The Starr Conspiracy, your 
work is our business. Brand or demand. Traction or scale. We accelerate results. If you are creating innovative workplace 
solutions, there’s no better B2B marketing agency to bring your brand to life.

The Starr Conspiracy is co-located in Fort Worth, Texas and San Francisco. Learn more at thestarrconspiracy.com.

About The Starr Conspiracy

https://thestarrconspiracy.com/contact
https://thestarrconspiracy.com/
https://hubs.ly/H0ljcS30
https://thestarrconspiracy.com/about
https://www.google.com/maps/place/The+Starr+Conspiracy/@32.742746,-97.3282277,17z/data=!3m1!4b1!4m5!3m4!1s0x864e711237b12dcf:0xee12eb6ae54b9c47!8m2!3d32.742746!4d-97.326039
https://www.google.com/maps/place/461+2nd+St+%23102,+San+Francisco,+CA+94107/@37.783797,-122.3959078,17z/data=!3m1!4b1!4m5!3m4!1s0x8085807972bd757f:0xea58af7132b03f8d!8m2!3d37.783797!4d-122.3937191
https://thestarrconspiracy.com/
https://thestarrconspiracy.com/about
https://thestarrconspiracy.com/

