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Gini Dietrich 
Gini Dietrich is the founder and CEO of Arment Dietrich, a Chicago-based 
integrated marketing communication firm. She also is the founder of the 
professional development site for PR and marketing pros, Spin Sucks Pro, 
and co-author of Marketing In the Round.  
 
Gini is the author of the PR and marketing blog, Spin Sucks, which is a 
2012 Cision Top 100 Blog, the 2010 and 2011 Readers Choice Blog of the 
Year, a Top 42 Content Marketing Blog from Junta42, a top 10 social 
media blog from Social Media Examiner, and an AdAge Power 150 blog. 
And she is co-host of Inside PR, a weekly podcast about communications, 
social media, and where they all meet and intersect. 
 

Voiceover This is Business Reimagined. Rethink what's possible. Push the 
boundaries. Break new ground.  
My goal everyday is to make people feel, or think. 
When I saw the internet, I knew that that was going to change 
publishing forever. I just felt it. 
By falling down a lot and having to keep getting up. 
The work that we do, feeling good, but the marketing of the work 
can actually feel good to us, and also to the people receiving it. 
This is Business Reimagined with Danny Iny. 

DANNY 

 
Gini Dietrich is leading the charge to revolutionize the PR industry. 
She does it through Spin Sucks which is the number one PR blog in 
the world. She's published two bestselling books and is in the 
trenches supporting talk to your clients as founder and CEO of the 
Chicago-based marketing communications firm Arm and Dietrich. 
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On today's show, we explore the re-imagination of PR and through it 
the rocky road of imagination itself. First, how did Gini come to the 
world of PR in the first place? It was a bit by accident on a road that 
started off in the direction of law school, where she intended to learn 
to negotiate contracts for athletes as a sports agent. But that didn't 
work out the way she had planned. 

GINI 

 
My mom got really sick when I was in college and it was one of those 
things where I needed to get a job so I could take care of her. Truth 
be told, I remember her saying to me, "I just don't see you as a 
lawyer." And she was right, I wouldn't have made a great lawyer, but 
I didn't have the wherewithal or foresight at 22 to say, "That's not 
really why I'm going to law school. I want to do it so I can understand 
contracts." I just didn't do it. 

DANNY 

 
Gini changed her major to English and paid her way through college 
by writing for the Omaha World Herald. She went on to work for the 
very traditional PR firm Fleishman and Hillard and eventually struck 
out on her own, which turned out to be a lot harder than she 
expected. 

GINI 

  
The reason we started re-imagining all of this stuff is twofold. One, 
because the economy forced it. At the time I had 35 employees, and 
in 2008, between Christmas and New Year's we lost about 60% of 
our clients. I came back from Christmas break going, "Holy crap, 
how am I going to make payroll?" 

DANNY The need to make payroll and save her company was a strong 
impetus to begin exploring a re-imagination of her industry. It took a 
conversation with a trusted advisor to really set the wheels in motion. 

GINI 

 
I had a business advisor who said to me, "I can't believe that you go 
around the country talking to business owners about using the web 
to build their businesses and you're not doing it." I said, "But we're a 
service business, how would I do that?" And he just looked at me and 
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he shook his head and he said, "I can't believe those words just came 
out of your mouth." I was mad. I was really mad. I was like, "What do 
you mean? How do you take a service business and put it online, 
that's ridiculous. You don't know what you're talking about." But him 
saying he was disappointed with me really struck home and I really 
thought about it. That was the other part, was how do I make payroll 
but also how do I reimagine this business so that I am taking my own 
advice? 

DANNY 

 
So she did. Gini took the advice and embarked on something totally 
new: re-imagining the way that the business of PR is done. As you 
might expect, the initial reactions from her colleagues were very 
mixed. Many were skeptical, but a few had the foresight to see where 
things were going. 

GINI 

 
A friend of mine pulled me aside after a meeting about two years ago 
and he said, "Are you lonely?" And I said, "What do you mean?" He 
said, "You're paving the way and you've got one lantern and there 
isn't anybody following you, and they probably wont' be for a couple 
of years." At the time I thought that's kind of strange, but he's right. I 
say that because we are doing communications much differently than 
the way it's traditionally been done. We've reimagined business in a 
way that really takes the web and allows us to use data to make really 
informed decisions, versus basing it on our gut, which is what 
traditional PR is. 

Really, what changed everything for us is I had extra time and even 
though we were blogging, it wasn't the blog Spin Sucks wasn't doing 
anything. It was kind of a disaster and still to this day, I'm not sure 
why I kept it going in the fashion that it was in. But I said, I'm going 
to take the blog over and I'm going to see if there's anything to this, 
and see if we can not only make money doing it ourselves, but also 
use our own experience to take the tactic to clients, to see that we 
have one more thing to do for them.  

I was doing Twitter, I started blogging, joined Facebook, got a 
company page, and things just started to move. It was mostly out of 
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necessity. I started speaking quite a bit and charging for that, so that 
became a revenue source. I think people just looked at it like, "We're 
not doing PR anymore," I think is what they thought, "We're doing 
something different that may be sort of a blend of marketing and 
communications and advertising, and that's not what I went to 
school for or that's not what I have experience doing, so I don't want 
to be part of it." 

DANNY Either I'm missing something or I'm confused, or possibly both. It 
sounds to me like the big reimagination is using social media and the 
web. To me, looking at the business world that I look at, I'm like, 
"That's not really new." How is that a reimagination, or do I just 
completely not understand your industry? 

GINI 

 

You don't understand the industry. Nobody's doing it. No one. 

DANNY That's the missing piece here, you've got to explain to me because I 
don't get it, and if I don't get it, our listeners don't get it. How does 
the PR industry work? What does it do? What are the expectations, 
and what are you changing about that? 

GINI 

 

Let me ask you. When you think about PR, what do you think? 

DANNY Honestly, and no offense to PR professionals who might be listening 
to this, but I lump it in to, pardon my language, bullshit job titles that 
work at really big companies, but aren't necessary in the real startup 
or a company that's lean and mean. 

GINI 

 

Yes. For sure. People have that huge perception, and they also have 
the perception that all we do is call journalists all day long and get 
our companies or our clients in print, which is what we do but it's 
about 10% of what we do and because that's the tangible thing, you 
see Firepole Marketing was in the New York Times, I can see that, I 
can see a journalist talking about it, I can see the story, I can actually 
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hold it, so it's tangible. That's what people think PR is.  

A lot of what the profession traditionally does is reputation 
management and avoiding crisis and ... to your point, bullshit stuff 
that you can't see, that you know if you don't have it and if it's not 
working, and you know you need it if you're in a crisis and things 
have blown up, but you don't really know how to get there. When we 
go in and we say we do all of those things, but we also do content that 
generates leads and we can use the web to drive a person from this 
website visitor all the way to customer. We do that by doing these six 
things. People either go, "Wow, that's really cool and we want that." 
Or "No, really, we just want media hits." I just had that conversation. 

It was down to two agencies, us and another one that just does media 
relations, and she said, "Really, our business is at a point right now 
where we just need media relations. We just need journalists and our 
trades in the business publications to talk about us." Okay, that's 
fine. A traditional PR firm can help you do that. We're not going to 
help you do that. That's what it is, is there's too many--there's two 
things that are at odds, almost. 

DANNY Is the re-imagination the way marketing used to be done or the way 
the things that would fall under the umbrella of marketing. You've 
got selling, you've got marketing, you've got digital, you've got press 
and media, you've got content. They aren't separate silos anymore? 
You can't separate those out? 

GINI 

 

The first book I wrote with Jeff Livingston is called Marketing in the 
Round, and that's one of the things we talk about is if you have all 
these silos where marketing's doing this and sales is doing this and 
brand is doing this and PR is doing this and advertising is doing this, 
and they're not talking to one another, you're not going to have the 
same scale as you would if everybody's working together. Some of 
that's human nature.  

When the economy tanked, everybody went back to their fiefdoms 
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and said, "Marketing's mine and I'm going to put my arms around it 
and not let anybody in, because if I don't let anybody in then I 
become indispensable and I'm not going to lose my job." Now we 
have to figure out a way to break those barriers back down and say, 
actually where you become indispensable is when you are sharing 
your job and moving forward and learning new things and try taking 
some risks and trying new things with the business and growing it 
much more quickly than you would if you say marketing's all mine 
and you're not going to get in there.  

It's really important to think about it as how do we all move toward 
one mission, versus this department moves towards this vision and 
this department moves to a different vision and this one moves to a 
completely third vision. 

DANNY Here's what's going through my head right now. A lot of the silo-y 
stuff that you're talking about, you see it in big companies and big 
companies tend to be old companies. 

GINI 

 

Yup. 

DANNY It takes time to get big. 

GINI Yup 

DANNY That's a lot of what you see talked about in business schools. They 
teach how things work in big companies, and part of my frustration 
with business schools has always been that I understand why they do 
that, because first of all, the big companies are public so there's a lot 
more information to look at. Second of all, they pay generally the 
biggest salaries, so the business school grads are hoping to get hired 
there. 90% of the economy's small business. 
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GINI  Yes.  

DANNY How does all this translate to most of the economy? How does it 
apply? Is this only a big business problem? 

GINI  No. What you see in small business is when you have a founder or 
CEO who has everything in his or her head and doesn't communicate 
it to the rest of the organization. I'm an entrepreneur and I built a 
business and my most important thing right now is sales because if I 
don't have sales, then I don't have a business and I can't pay my 
employees and they don't have benefits and all those things that go 
along with it. My most important thing is sales.  

But, in my head, I have a vision of where I want to be in 10 years. The 
problem is I've never communicated that to anybody, all I'm 
concerned about is getting sales. Because of that, I've created silos 
without even realizing it where the sales department is the most 
important thing because that's all I talk about is how important it is 
to get sales. But you also need accounting and HR and the marketing 
team of one and account managers, whatever it happens to be, 
they're all running too, but they're going toward a different vision 
because they're not in sales and they don't feel as important, so they 
become siloed away from what the entrepreneur thinks is the most 
important thing. 

That's the most common thing that happens in small business, is I 
have this vision in my head and I just haven't taken the time to 
communicate it. I maybe can't articulate it. I haven't created process 
around the way that we do our work, so we keep reinventing the 
wheel for no real reason. The things that externally I say are 
important become important because it's the only thing I'm talking 
about, the reason I have all the stuff in my head. I've created silos 
inside my organization without even realizing it. It could be three 
people that are working with three different goals, or it could be 40 
people who are working toward 15 different goals. That's how that 
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happens in small business. 

DANNY I have a different opinion. . 

GINI  Okay. 

DANNY I agree with a lot of what you're saying in terms of the outcome. Just 
because I work with a lot of people who are really in that category, 
going from 0 employees, if they're doing really well then they've gone 
up to 3 or 5 or maybe 10. I see those transitions and I'm not 
convinced that it usually starts with the fact that the entrepreneur, 
the founder, the owner of the business has the vision in their head 
and they're not communicating it.  

I think it starts earlier. I think in the very early stage of a business 
you're in survival mode. "I've just got to get some traction, I've got to 
get some traffic to my site, I've got to get some people onto my 
mailing list, I've got to sell some stuff, I've got to make sure I'm 
bringing in enough money to cover my expenses so I can either go 
full-time with this or quit my job, or so that I can actually be able to 
reinvest so I'll be able to pay rent," whatever it is. They don't know 
what to do.  

Part of the challenge of entrepreneurship in general is that decisions 
are binary. They're either you go 100% left or 100% right, but 
certainty is not. You're never sure that you want to go left or sure that 
you want to go right, it's like 55, 60% left, then I'm going to go left 
because of that. People hedge their bets, they're not sure where they 
want to go, so they take on a lot of tasks that they're hoping will get 
them somewhere, hoping will create an outcome. They're not really 
sure how it's all supposed to stitch together. There's a certain amount 
of throwing spaghetti against the wall. 

GINI  Right. 
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DANNY Some spaghetti sticks, and then they're doing more of it, and that 
evolves into: that spaghetti stuck, I'm going to hire someone to do 
more with that spaghetti, and that other spaghetti stuck, I'll hire 
someone to do more of that. I wonder if the vision was ever clear in 
the person's head? 

GINI Maybe not. That could be very ... I started my business without a real 
vision. I didn't know. I knew I wanted to build a PR firm, but I didn't 
know why and what made us different. I was doing it based on my 
own experience, and the vision didn't become clear until 8 years in. 
That very well could be.  

DANNY That's usually how it goes, because until you're in it and working with 
the people and doing ... it takes time to see what you really believe 
should be different or unique or special. 

GINI  Absolutely. 

DANNY What's the fix to that? Starting at zero, starting at the dude in his 
basement who's trying to start something up and throwing spaghetti 
into the wall? 

GINI  Every business book you read and every article you read in the 
business publications I think tell you the same thing: figure out what 
your vision is, figure out where your differentiators are, make sure 
you have a niche, move toward one target audience... It talks about 
all those kinds of things, but I think to your point-- 

DANNY You've read those books, I've read those books. 

GINI  Of course. 
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DANNY It still took us years into it to really figure it out. 

GINI  It still takes years. Running a business is a very expensive lesson. 
Throwing stuff against the wall and seeing what sticks is expensive 
and it's a hard lesson to learn, but there really may not be another 
way to do it. 

DANNY Talk to me about ... like you said, hard lesson to learn, expensive 
lesson to learn. Can you share some spaghettis that you've thrown 
against the wall that have and haven't worked? 

GINI  Yes. 

DANNY Let's let some other people benefit from the costs we've incurred. 

GINI  I think one of the hardest lessons to learn is everybody talks about 
cash is king. Cash is king, cash is king, cash is king. You have to have 
cash. Not everybody but I certainly got sucked into the large revenue 
numbers. We were pulling downs 3 million bucks a year. For all 
intents and purposes, we were killing it. We were doing from an 
external perspective, if you looked at us you would have thought we 
were hugely successful. We were losing about 100 grand a year. We 
had about $335,000 in debt. It was bad. It was really, really bad.  

When you're in the middle of it you don't really realize. When things 
happen, like you lose 60% of your revenue and the bank calls your 
line of credit and there are all these things happen, the fact that we 
survived is still surprising to me. We didn't have cash, so now one of 
the most important things to me is having cash. Cash is definitely 
king, and I don't rely on any debt or any bank servicing loans to help 
us grow. I just don't. 

DANNY I want to dig into this, because this is a massively blown up add lots 
of zeroes at the end of all the numbers kind of example for this 
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situation that a lot of early stage entrepreneurs find themselves in. 

GINI  Yup. 

DANNY Tell me the actual story. From Christmas to New Year's you lost 60% 
of your revenue. You've got to decide what you're going to do next, 
how you're going to pivot, how you're going to turn. Map out the next 
two months for me. Give me the play-by-play. 

GINI  The next two months, it wasn't that quick. Between Christmas and 
New Years, we used to close that two weeks between Christmas and 
New Year's every year. We were off. I received five or six, I can't 
remember exactly now, I received quite a few certified letters from 
clients saying the economy sucks, we're losing our clients, we know 
that we have a 60-day-out contract with you, is there any negotiation 
we can do because we don't have the money to be paying you. These 
are the letters I got. I remember thinking, I was starting to learn a 
little bit of leadership and not reacting, and I remember thinking 
how am I going to approach this?  

During the break I called my executive team and we had an 
emergency meeting, and I said I don't know what our options are, 
but I can tell you that we don't have the cash to continue paying 
people without having the revenue coming in. We created a plan and 
on January 4th, we laid off half the team. Having to decide who those 
people are and what kinds of reasons that they would get laid off and 
their colleagues weren't, going through that, it still makes me really 
upset. As a business owner, and you know this, people don't' care 
about you and your feelings, they don't care what you're going 
through, they only care that you are letting them go. 

DANNY Well, legitimately. 
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GINI  Of course. 

DANNY In that moment, them losing their job is a lot worse than the fact that 
... as horrible as it feels, letting someone go is the ... 

GINI  It's horrible. 

DANNY It's the hardest thing you do as a business owner. But it's still losing 
your job is probably worse. 

GINI  Yes. We made the decision of who we would lay off based on the 
clients that we lost. If you worked on a client that we lost, through no 
fault of your own, we just couldn't keep you on board. I can still 
picture tears and hugs and it was horrible. It's horrible. Then we 
rallied around one another and said what are we going to do? At the 
time I didn't have an answer because nobody was hiring PR consults, 
and that's what we did.  

I took to doing some speaking, I was doing some gig webinars. It 
wasn't a whole lot of money, but at least it was a different revenue 
stream that people were still paying for. It wasn't our six-figure 
retainers that we were getting from big brands, but it was something. 
Then people started to recognize ... 

DANNY At this point had you stopped the bleeding? 

GINI  We didn't stop the bleeding until 2010. It was bad. If you remember, 
in 2011, we had in our government here couldn't decide on the debt 
ceiling and so we had all those baked, so everybody put the brakes on 
spending again. Just as we're starting to recover, they put the brakes 
on spending. This is 2 1/2 years later, I remember going into the 
office and saying to my assistant, "I think today's the day we're going 
to have to call the attorney and see what we can do about 
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bankruptcy."  

We had enough money in accounts receivable out to cover our bills 
for two years, but nobody was paying them. Nobody was paying their 
invoices because nobody knew what the government was going to do. 
I said that to her, and two days later, literally two days later, we got 
90% of our past due invoices in, and it saved us. I literally had a 
meeting with the attorney later that week.  

DANNY Every successful business has stories and moments like that where 
it's like, "We don't want to publish just how close it got to the edge, 
but..." 

GINI  It was days.  

DANNY Now you guys are doing great. This new strategy, when did it really 
start to click? 

GINI  I would say it was really 2013 that it started to click and we started to 
gain some momentum and people started to understand. The blog 
started to get some recognition. I had my first book out. There were a 
lot of things that came together and created that pivot point where I 
said, "Here, now, we've started to succeed." Then last year, for 2014, 
we decided that we were no longer going to take clients, we were 
grandfathering in some of our clients, but we were not longer going 
to take clients less than $120,000 a year. It was a very strategic 
decision.  

At the end of 2013 I traveled to see all of our clients in person and 
explain that we were making this business decision, they were 
grandfathered in if they were less than $120,000 a year, but also that 
meant that I was no longer myself going to be doing some of the day 
to day textual work. I heard things like, "That's great, we were 
wondering when you were going to get out of the weeds. The only 
way to grow a business is to actually grow the business and not work 
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on the day-to-day work." I heard all of these things. All of them. In 
July of last year, we lost all but two of our existing clients.  

DANNY Sometimes you can't catch a break. 

GINI  Every single one of them never communicated this to me, but every 
single one of them thought they would be the one client I would still 
work with. When I wasn't, they were disappointed. Even though I 
was very clear about what was happening and I transitioned the team 
and I brought in ... When it came down to it, they still wanted to 
work with me but weren't willing to pay what we ... 

DANNY What it needs to cost for you to be able to do it. 

GINI  Right. Last year was interesting in that we had finally gained 
momentum and all this kind of stuff. Going into this year, we no 
longer work with clients for less than $120,000 a year, and that side 
of the business is starting to thrive, and we've got process in place. 
It's managed by a director of operations. Things are starting to regain 
where they want to be. 

DANNY I want to dig into that moment when you lost all but two of your 
clients. How did you share that news with your executive team? Was 
the discussion around, "Maybe we miscalculated, maybe I've got to 
change the plan..." What was that discussion, how did you arrive at 
staying the course? 

GINI  The reason we arrived at staying the course is because our CFO Mike 
Donato said, "Gini, we made a decision to do this, and it's strategic 
and it's sound, and we were right to do it. We can't go back, because 
now if we go back, here's what happens." As a financial guy should 
do, he outlined what exactly would happen. Even though it was super 
painful and I didn't pay myself all of last year, I didn't make a single 
cent last year, we actually stayed the course and I believed in the 
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strategy, and he was right. We not only made up what we lost, but 
gained about almost double what we had lost. It was the right 
strategy, it was painful. If I hadn't had him continuing to say, "This is 
why we're doing it, and this is what the strategy is, and this is why we 
should stay on it," I probably wouldn't have stayed the course. 

DANNY I've got to say the meta takeaway for me hearing this whole story, 
and we've known each other for years, I didn't know a lot of this. The 
meta lesson for me, the theme of this show being Business 
Reimagined, is that reimagination doesn't always come easy, and it 
takes conviction, right? There have been repeated reimaginations 
that you've led and experienced in your industry with your business. 
Every iteration of that, it's difficult and it's challenging, and it's hard, 
and it's expensive. Sometimes that's just ... it sounds trite to say it, 
that's the cost of doing business, especially if you're in the business of 
innovation. 

GINI  Yeah. Like I said, very expensive lesson. Once you think you figure 
things out, something else comes along. 

DANNY That was Gini Dietrich, sharing her experiences about the rocky road 
that innovating entrepreneurs must take if they want to blaze a trail. 
There's a lot to take away from this episode, and I think one of the 
most important lessons is if you're in a place of challenge and 
struggle, as Gini was, and we all are from time to time, you're not 
alone. Not everyone has Gini courage to share the difficult 
experiences so openly, but every successful entrepreneur and 
innovator has had them. Take solace in that. If you'd like to learn 
more about Gini's work in the field of PR, visit her blog 
SpinSucks.com, which just happens to be the world's number one 
blog on PR, which I guess goes to show that sometimes the struggles 
of innovation are worth it. 

Voiceover We hope you're enjoying our new podcast. You can help us reach 
more people so take a moment to subscribe and leave a review, and 
we'll mention a new reviewer every week. 
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DANNY Today's reviewer is Sarah PA, who says, "How to create, innovate, 
and reinvent. Danny has deep, meaningful conversations with people 
who've been there. They know what works and what does it. No easy 
recipes here. Instead, thoughtful discussions around reimagining 
your business. Subscribe only if you want to learn how to improve 
your business." Thank you, Sarah. That's exactly what we were going 
for. A real, honest portrayal of what it really takes to reimagine your 
business in a substantive way. 

Voiceover This has been Business Reimagined with Danny Iny. Join us next 
time as we talk with Mitch Russo . 

MITCH	  RUSSO The way I see business is I see business in a distributed way that the 
best talent in the world can be available to anyone at any time in any 
place. With that vision, I've built a very successful training company 
and operated 300 people in this business, grew it to 30 million in 
sales, highly profitable, and I did it all from a spare bedroom. That's 
the way I see how business can be done. 

Voiceover Learn more about us at Firepolemarketing.com 


