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Jim Sterne: “Statistician’s Blues” 
Season 2: Episode 10 
 

Speaker 1: Welcome to Stayin' Alive in Technology. A series of conversations with 
Silicon Valley veterans touching on war stories from the past and 
practical advice for today. And now, here's your host, Melinda Byerley, 
founding partner of Timeshare CMO. 

Melinda Byerley: Imagine it's the 1980s, Duran Duran is playing, lots of big hair, Farrah 
Fawcett, there's no internet, there are no laptops, there is no 
cellphone and you have been charged with selling a computer to a 
business who has never yet owned one. Let's stop for a moment and 
think what would that be like? How would you go about doing it? Well, 
my next guest did that. Jim Sterne sold business computers to first-
time owners in the 1980s. He consulted and keynoted about online 
marketing in the 1990s. He founded a conference and a professional 
association around digital analytics in the 2000s and he recently 
published his 12th book, "Artificial Intelligence for Marketing: Practical 
Applications." Jim has remained active, producing the Marketing 
Analytics Summit since 2002 and is Director Emeritus of the Digital 
Analytics Association. 

Melinda Byerley: Back when I was a young marketer and a general manager at eBay 
and PayPal, I worked on some of the first web analytics installations in 
companies like eBay and PayPal. Jim Sterne was at that time the only 
person who had ever written a book on the subject. As you heard 
often I'd say Jim was the godfather for all of us in web analytics. He's 
shone a light on what we were doing. He showed us how to do it. He 
did it with rigor. He did it with a sense of humor and the ability to 
explain complex ideas in simple language that anyone could 
understand. 

Melinda Byerley: I am excited to have Jim on this podcast because he's written a new 
book where he writes, again as no one else has yet done, about things 
like artificial intelligence and machine learning, but especially for 
marketers. Of all the people I can think of that I would trust to tell me 
what the implications will be of artificial intelligence and machine 
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learning on my profession, it's going to be Jim Sterne. I'm excited 
because it's not every day you get to interview the person who 
essentially minted your profession. 

Melinda Byerley: On this podcast, we're going to deep dive into tracking marketing 
from its very early days until where we are now. We'll be learning 
about how Jim got to where he is today along the way, including him 
growing up in Silicon Valley long before such a term existed, but how 
his profession and mine have grown with the technology that 
supports us. I also get to ask him some burning questions that have 
been on my mind for a long time, including "how much longer are we 
going to have to live with marketing cookies and why?" 

Melinda Byerley: Here is a spoiler alert, for the foreseeable future, we will be living with 
cookies. Along the way, Jim has got some fantastic advice and practical 
insight not only for people at mid career and senior levels in 
marketing, but also for those of you who are just getting started in 
your career in marketing and marketing analytics. As I said earlier, he 
can really tell a story and communicate some very hard ideas and 
simple language and it's at a time when we need this clarity and this 
simplicity more than ever. I think you'll enjoy listening to him as much 
as I did. Jim, welcome to the podcast. 

Jim Sterne: Thank you very much, pleasure to be here. 

Melinda Byerley: Thank you. I was reading that you graduated from Menlo-Atherton 
High in 1973. Now, let's assume your LinkedIn profile is telling the 
truth. I would like to ask you what it was like to grow up in Silicon 
Valley in the '60s and the '70s. We've interviewed folks who grew up 
here a little after that, but I wanted to ask you what it was like to grow 
up here and I guess specifically when you first remember becoming 
aware of technology. 

Jim Sterne: First of all, I don't know what it's like to grow up in Silicon Valley 
because it wasn't really Silicon Valley while I was there. Hewlett 
Packard had started and there were the chip manufacturers going 
crazy and reel-to-reel tape was in, but Silicon Valley didn't really get 
going until I left. When I was living there, it was the sleepy suburb 
between San Francisco and San Jose. I grew up in Menlo Park. It was 
30 miles to the middle of San Francisco, which meant it was 30 
minutes, 60 miles an hour, all the time on the freeway. 
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Melinda Byerley: Not much traffic is what you're saying. 

Jim Sterne: Not much traffic. Would go on bike rides up Sand Hill Road and down 
Alpine and would hitchhike over the hill to go to the beach and when 
we were daring, we'd go up to La Honda and look at the hippies. Yeah. 
It was just a beautiful part of the world, lots of hiking, lots of great 
biking and I did elementary school in Encino and high school at 
Menlo-Atherton High and then ran off to university. 

Melinda Byerley: Was it still orchards or had it started to build up from there? 

Jim Sterne: It had started to build up, but there was just a whole lot of open 
space. 

Melinda Byerley: That's phenomenal. Do you remember when you first became aware 
of computing and technology? 

Jim Sterne: Well, my dad was in technology his whole career, but he got his 
degree in optics because when he was in university, atomics didn't 
exist yet. The longest period, he worked for Kaiser Aerospace doing 
marketing for government projects. He wasn't able to tell us a bunch 
about what he did, but he would bring home interesting stuff. 

Jim Sterne: Then, he did what we would now call the startup rounds and he would 
come home telling us stories about the things that these machines 
could do. I as a pre-teen was on a tour of an IBM mainframe 
computer room with the raised floors and the full blast air 
conditioning and a machine that could play the tune "Bicycle Built For 
Two." 

Melinda Byerley: What did you think of this as a pre-teen? Were you impressed? Did 
you think this is like going to my dad's work, not interesting or what 
was your perception of it? 

Jim Sterne: My perception was, "My God, I didn't know my dad was cool." 

Melinda Byerley: You were the one. 

Jim Sterne: Yeah. He was because he hung out with these people doing these 
amazing things, but he was in the marketing side. His job was 
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explaining it to people and by golly I followed in his footsteps. I am 
now a professional explainer. 

Melinda Byerley: That's absolutely fascinating. I didn't know that about your dad. Did 
you talk to him as you continued to grow up about what you do or did 
the- 

Jim Sterne: Yeah. 

Melinda Byerley: Yeah. That's really neat. 

Jim Sterne: Yeah. No, I mean if I had to pick a moment in my life that was like, 
"Okay, I can die now," was in 1995 when I handed him a copy of my 
first book. 

Melinda Byerley: He could actually understand it and read it, unlike a lot of us probably 
with our families. 

Jim Sterne: Origin story, when I tripped over the internet and decided that 
education was the way to go and putting on seminar series was going 
to be important for people in business and I might be able to make 
some money. I wrote up a business plan and I took it to the local bank 
and said, "I'd like to borrow $30,000 to rent a hotel space, do the 
advertising and get the travel covered and put on this event." They 
said, "No." 

Jim Sterne: I went to the bank with dad and I explained to him why this is...And he 
said, "Well, I have CompuServe, what do I need the internet for?" 
Walled garden, you don't like AOL, you like CompuServe. Well, that's 
different from the source and the well and the and the, but on if it's 
the internet, everybody can be on it. He said, "Explain it to your 
mother." Well, my mom was an interior designer. 

Jim Sterne: I said, "Well, imagine someday sitting in front of your computer and 
you'll be able to talk to your client and to the architect and you can 
drag and drop the tile you want on the countertop and the wallpaper 
and you can choose furniture and put it in place and turn it and see it 
from different angles and your client can see it from different angles. 
Then, you could push a button and it would order all of those things 
to be delivered on the days that it needs to be delivered." 
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Jim Sterne: She said, "Do you really think that's going to happen?" I said, 
"Absolutely." She said, "Wow, I can't wait." My dad said, "Yeah, I'll write 
you a check." 

Melinda Byerley: Wow, you respected what she had to say, too. 

Jim Sterne: Well, she knew that ... he knew that she was not a technophile and so 
had to be convinced that it had value to a normal human being. 

Melinda Byerley: Versus just being cool. 

Jim Sterne: Yeah. 

Melinda Byerley: That's a fantastic story. I'm going to spill out a little bit from tech 
because I discovered as I ... I will recommend to the audience that if 
you haven't ever read Jim Sterne's LinkedIn profile you should 
because it's filled with all lovely little Easter Eggs and copywriting. One 
of the things is that you said that you got your bachelor's degree in 
Shakespeare from the University of California Santa Barbara. 

Jim Sterne: Yeah. 

Melinda Byerley: I have a theater degree and I love talking to other theater geeks who 
made the transition into tech. I thought it would be fabulous for you 
to talk about...Cindy Gallop most notably was also a theater 
major...What is Shakespeare? I mean what is that as a degree, but 
then also ... So let me ask you that first before I ask you the followup. 

Jim Sterne: The English literature. My sister went to Berkeley, my brother went to 
Stanford, I got the hell out of town. 

Melinda Byerley: Yeah, down the road. 

Jim Sterne: Down the road to UCLA and after a year and a half, they said, "Okay, 
now you have to pick a major." I opened up the catalog of classes and 
said, "Well, all of it." I mean what do you mean pick? They said, "You 
should probably like come back later when you're ready to choose." I 
spent a year and a half learning why being in university was a good 
thing. When it was time to go back I chose Santa Barbara and on the 
first day, first class, Shakespeare, walked in and there was this blonde 
girl in the front row. 
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Melinda Byerley: I expected this like- 

Jim Sterne: I just tried to chat her up and she wasn't really interested and the 
professor came in and said, "You can't read Shakespeare, it's not 
literature. It's a script. You can only understand it by acting it. I want 
you to imagine that you're on a battlefield in France and the Duke of 
Somerset has just taken the Duchess of Anjou as his prisoner and 
immediately falls in love, but he's married. He decides to hook her up 
with King Henry and then they can dally on the side. You and you, 
come up and read this scene." That's how I met my wife. 

Melinda Byerley: I'm sitting with my jaw dropping. I did not know this. Really? 

Jim Sterne: Yeah, yeah. 

Melinda Byerley: She wouldn't talk to you, but after you read the scene from 
Shakespeare together, you fell in love and got married. 

Jim Sterne: We became the class joke because we were inseparable and often 
came to class late together. 

Melinda Byerley: Yeah. It was the '70s, '80s. It's totally fine. 

Jim Sterne: Yeah. 

Melinda Byerley: How do you think ... So it wasn't quite theater, but I think studying 
script and studying language, how do you think that that training that 
you received, that way of thinking has influenced the way you think 
about the work you do today? 

Jim Sterne: Well, I mean I've always been attracted to technology and I think the 
way most people ... well, let's see. Most people who are slightly 
socially inept are attracted to it, which is... It does exactly what you tell 
it to. Programming, my God, you'd tell this machine what to do and it 
does it every time. It doesn't ask you why. It doesn't ask you to louder, 
softer, sharper, cleaner, it just does what you tell it. You can build this 
logic system. It's so clean, it's so elegant. 

Jim Sterne: On the other hand, for those of us who are slightly, socially inept, 
theater was a way to learn how to communicate with other people. I 
did some acting in high school and I did some community college or 
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community theater, sorry. When I realized that I could be on stage 
and hold an audience's attention by explaining to them this cool new 
technology that was ah, that was magic. That was okay, sign me up. 

Melinda Byerley: I think I said when I was applying to business school that story, that 
the thing you learn in theater is how to tell a story or what the 
elements of a good story are and how that never stops being useful. 

Jim Sterne: Yup, absolutely. 

Melinda Byerley: I also think, I also have another theory the people in theater know 
how to work together. We were talking about Philip Rosedale from 
Second Life and we were talking about how it's the only collaborative 
art form, the only thing that you have to work with other people, you 
can't do it alone. 

Jim Sterne: Yes. The other people, the other actors are interesting and a 
challenge, but you cannot do it without the lighting designer and the 
set builder and the costumes person and the logistics people and 
stage manager. They have jobs that are incomprehensible to an actor. 

Melinda Byerley: It's true and even the people who do both. An apocryphal story is that 
a classmate in theater school who was an actor in a play, but he was 
also studying to be a lighting designer. That night when he went on 
stage, he tripped over the cable he had laid that morning. It just goes 
to show you're in a different head space. There's no winning. Again, 
your LinkedIn profile was such a gorgeous gold mine and then you 
said you went and sold computers to, and I quote, "Companies that 
had never owned one before," and I was pondering what that must 
have been like. What were they actually using? If they went to buy a 
computer and you were selling them a computer, they never had one 
before, what were they doing before they did it? 

Jim Sterne: Paper. 

Melinda Byerley: They used paper. What kind of computers did you sell to them? 

Jim Sterne: I sold a variety of computers you've never heard of that never 
survived. I sold Data General Systems, I sold IBM 34s and this is when 
we were competing against the BUNCH. I mean this was ... You're old 
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enough to remember the bunch. Burroughs, UNIVAC, NCR, Control 
Data Corp., and Honeywell were the BUNCH. 

Melinda Byerley: Yup. I didn't know that's what they were called. That's cool. 

Jim Sterne: Only huge corporations could afford them, until the minicomputer 
came out. Data General and DEC VAX were minicomputers. 
Microcomputers was what we call PCs. I was talking and here in Santa 
Barbara, there are no major corporations. There are $20 million 
companies, $10 million companies and they could be talked into a 
$50,000 box with one terminal and eight inch floppy diskettes. They 
didn't go out to buy a computer. I knocked on doors and said, "Hey, 
I'm here to sell you a..." "What are you talking about?" "Well, let me 
explain." 

Melinda Byerley: For accounting purpose, inventory- 

Jim Sterne: Yes. 

Melinda Byerley: All of the above. 

Jim Sterne: Yeah. Accounting and inventory, invoicing, yeah, that was it. 

Melinda Byerley: All of the above. 

Jim Sterne: Yeah. 

Melinda Byerley: On a time savings basis I would assume. You employ six accountants 
that takes you this much to do your invoices. If it takes you half the 
time over the many years, this is what you get. 

Jim Sterne: Yeah, exactly. It'd save you a bunch of time, which equals money. 

Melinda Byerley: Your ROI. 

Jim Sterne: Yeah. The big problem was I have file cabinets full of paper backup. 
How can I trust this black box that I don't understand? It was a 
consultative sale and it relied a great deal on testimonials from people 
who had tried it and, sure enough, it worked. 

Melinda Byerley: Yeah. I remember I am old enough to have done sales reporting on 
green and white dot matrix printers that were dropped off in a six 
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inch stack on my desk once a month. Then, having to use a calculator 
to actually do cross tabbing and like- 

Jim Sterne: I mean, a calculator in green eye shade is literally the guys I was 
talking to. 

Melinda Byerley: You then went to a company called or worked for the company called 
Soft Tool Corporation. I was laughing because it sounds like 
something out of "The Office." When and how did you transition from 
hardware into software in the internet? You're selling these boxes, as 
you said, to save time and money. How did you make the transition to 
thinking about the internet and software? 

Jim Sterne: Well, Soft Tool was way before the internet. That was software 
development tools, which is how it got its name, and yes, it does 
sound silly. The two brothers who started it, the younger one was the 
vice president of marketing. When he went to the department of 
motor vehicles to get a license plate that said Soft Tool, he was 
declined. He had to bring in his business license to prove that he- 

Melinda Byerley: This is awesome. 

Jim Sterne: They said, "You really want that on your car?" He said, "Yes." They 
said, "Okay." 

Melinda Byerley: All right. 

Jim Sterne: I was selling business computers when the IBM PC came out and 
suddenly, my product was just not interesting anymore. Now, what do 
I do? UCSB, University of California Santa Barbara was node number 
six on the internet. They had a computer science program and one of 
the professors decided to build software development tools as a 
company. We had FORTRAN and COBOL instrumenters and we had 
changing configuration control software for doing software version 
management. Sold that to giant companies and the government. 

Melinda Byerley: Were you marketing at that time? Is that what you were doing for 
them? 

Jim Sterne: That's how I got into marketing. 
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Melinda Byerley: That's my question. Go ahead, please. 

Jim Sterne: I was in sales and I created my own sales materials because we didn't 
have a marketing department. I discovered that I could get an Apple 
Macintosh to print, ink jet print, onto overhead foils. Actually, that's 
not what it did. It printed on paper and I could get overhead foils to go 
through the copy machine. That I have the company 35 millimeter 
slides in a carousel or I could create my own overhead foils, which of 
course were more effective because I knew what I was talking about. 
Then, Apple had a color ink jet printer and then the other salespeople 
came to me and said, "Can I have a copy?" 

Jim Sterne: Well, the ink is expensive and the foils are a dollar each and I went to 
the boss and said, "Hey, can I get reimbursed for making 10 copies of 
these 20 foils?" "No, no, no, you can't. That's marketing." I said, "Okay. 
Well, since I am the highest-selling salesperson here, how about if I go 
into marketing and instead of selling directly, I show everybody else 
how to sell as well as I do and I get a cut of their commission?" They 
said, "Yeah, okay," and so I was able to buy a house in Santa Barbara. 

Melinda Byerley: Dot, dot, dot, and then I was able to buy a house in Santa Barbara. 
You were very successful at this. How did you measure your 
performance at the time? Because of what we both do now, I mean 
how did you measure what you did at the time and in this case, how 
did marketers prove that they were worth it? 

Jim Sterne: They didn't. It was just faith-based marketing. It was a matter of 
begging for more budget so I could put ads in magazines, so we could 
have a booth at more trade shows and I could tell the salespeople 
what to say on the phone and give them presentation materials to 
take out in the field. Like all marketing departments, they never had 
enough budget, but figured out a way to get more people to say yes 
to a demo. It was sales, it wasn't really marketing, but I was 
responsible for print and trade show and telemarketing and events. I 
was always below the line. I was never in advertising. I was always in 
the marketing. 

Melinda Byerley: Which is an interesting distinction because I do think sometimes 
people get advertising and marketing conflated or they do it all the 
time I should say. I'm being nice. 
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Jim Sterne: Yeah. I would say that advertising is a part of marketing. Marketing is 
the general term. Advertising is standing out on the street corner and 
blowing a horn, or on TV or on Adwords or on LinkedIn, blowing a 
horn is advertising. Getting people's attention so that you can then do 
the marketing, you can then do the relationship stuff. 

Melinda Byerley: Not much has changed in a price sales it seems. 

Jim Sterne: No. 

Melinda Byerley: Same idea. Get their attention, but for sales, like you said, get more 
people into a demo. I'm not sure that you couldn't describe marketing 
for an enterprise company any more succinctly than that. Then, I see 
that you started your own consulting firm and I was curious. What 
made you decide to go out on your own and what were you selling at 
the time to your clients or your customers? 

Jim Sterne: Well, when I was at Soft Tool, I decided I wanted to ... If I was going to 
be an executive in technology, I really needed to go back to the Silicon 
Valley. In 1992, I spent a year working for a company called IntelliCorp, 
which started as an artificial intelligence company, survived the 1970s 
AI winter, and entered into the 1990s as a distributed object-oriented 
programming tool set company. 

Melinda Byerley: What does that mean for those of us who aren't developers? 

Jim Sterne: Object orientation means instead of writing a big monolithic piece of 
software, you write individual components that talk to each other. 

Melinda Byerley: Like services architecture now? 

Jim Sterne: Yes. 

Melinda Byerley: Okay. Similar to this. 

Jim Sterne: The first time I heard it, I said, "Wait, you have to explain that as if I'm 
in the fourth grade." They said, "Well, when you come to a four-way 
stop and there's three cars, how do they communicate?" Well, with 
their turn indicators. "Right, that's it." Inside the car, all crazy things 
are going on, but all that matters when they get to that intersection is 
who is turning left and who is turning right, who is going straight, and 
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each one of those objects communicates with the other objects. If you 
want to improve what's going on in one, you don't have to mess with 
any of the others. You can fiddle around with the insides of one 
object, all that matters is the inputs and outputs and the distributed 
part was it will communicate over the internet. What's that? Well, it's 
the series of tubes. 

Melinda Byerley: Invented by Al Gore. 

Jim Sterne: Invented by Al Gore. 

Melinda Byerley: Or not. 

Jim Sterne: They said okay. Now, you need to understand the seven layers of 
networking protocol. I said, "No, no, no, I'm in marketing. I don't ..." 
"Yes, you do if you want to work here." "Okay. I will." I learned how to 
explain. You talk to engineers and find out what they think they're 
making and you talk to engineers who are these people who are 
supposed to buy it and you figure out how to get the two people to 
communicate. Like, what are you really selling? What's the benefit that 
you really want? That's the marketing job. I did that for a year and was 
absolutely miserable because I was commuting from Santa Barbara. 
After a year I went to my boss's boss and said, "I just don't get along 
with my boss, we don't see eye-to-eye on anything. I like the company. 
I like the product, I want to do anything else here, even sales, but I 
can't continue being this guy's flunky." My boss's boss said, "Well, 
what do you like to do?" I had no idea that that was actually a 
reasonable question to be asked. 

Melinda Byerley: Why by the way? Why did you think that wasn't a reasonable or had 
no reason to think that would have come to you? 

Jim Sterne: Because it's work, it's a job, you go to work, you earn a paycheck. It's 
called work because it's not fun, but he said, "What is the most fun 
thing that you've done at this company?" Well, when I went to that 
user group meeting and I gave that presentation about the new 
features and everybody in the audience was excited and they asked 
me a bunch of questions and I was able to answer half of them and I 
learned a whole bunch about the people in the audience. And it's fun 
being on stage." 
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Jim Sterne: He said, "Yeah. No, you need to be the CEO or the guy that wrote the 
algorithm to do that. You can't do that here." I said, "Well, then I quit." 

Melinda Byerley: You did. I remember people telling me in 2001 when I was in business 
school that you couldn't get a job in technology if you weren't an 
engineer. The theme of this podcast is that the same things come 
around again and again, but please, continue on. I'm fascinated by 
this. 

Jim Sterne: I tucked my tail between my legs and came home to Santa Barbara. I 
mean, I've been commuting weekly, right? There was a company 
apartment and- 

Melinda Byerley: That's no joke though. That's a tough commute. 

Jim Sterne: She would come up on the weekends and I'd come back down on the 
weekends and it was the most miserable year of our lives. When I 
came home, I ran my resume all over town for several months, with 
no luck, and then two companies in the same week said, "We can't 
afford you, but we need your help. Would you be willing to be a 
consultant?" I hadn't even thought about what that might be until it 
occurred to me that either I could be absolutely miserable and collect 
unemployment or I could be a consultant, earn more money than I 
ever have, and have no real responsibilities. Okay. 

Melinda Byerley: You're letting, sshh, Jim, they're all going to figure it out soon! 

Jim Sterne: If you really want to know what it means to be a consultant, look up 
an article by Chris Locke called faster horses foxier women. 

Melinda Byerley: Nice. We'll put a link to it in the short notes. 

Jim Sterne: Boy, it just describes the kind of consultancy that internet startup 
types did back in the beginning, but this was still pre-internet for me. I 
was doing brochures and trade shows booths and direct mail pieces 
for these people. Until one day, one of the companies said "We need 
some help designing ... We're wondering if we should have an FTP site 
or just keep the bulletin board?" I said, "What are you talking about?" 

Melinda Byerley: What's an FTP site? 
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Jim Sterne: They explain it. I said, "So the only difference to the customer is I am 
making a long distance call to your modem or a local call to the 
internet and the result is the same?" They said that's right. Well, then 
obviously, you need an FTP site, make it easier and cheaper on your 
customers. Well, can you help us design it? It's a directory on a 
computer, what do you mean design? Well, here is what we're doing 
now, and it was 2,500 files in one directory with alphanumeric 
gibberish and I said, "What am I looking at?" 

Jim Sterne: Well, if somebody has a problem with our hardware, they download a 
patch and we tell them which one to download and that's how we do 
customer service. Yeah, I can help you. And I came back with a 
beautiful map of directories and subdirectories and read me files and 
whole nine yards. In the middle of presenting that, the network 
manager came into the room, interrupted the meeting, which was 
unheard of, and said "Guys, you have to come downstairs and see this 
thing. It's called Mosaic. It will blow your mind." 

Jim Sterne: That was 1993 and it blew my mind and that's when I went to the… we 
should do education and I went to the bank of dad and started in '94, 
did the seminar series, marketing on the internet. In '95, my first book 
came out. 

Melinda Byerley: What was marketing on the internet in the first book? What were the 
primary tactics? Are we in banner ads with link tags yet or are we 
before that? 

Jim Sterne: Yeah, no. No, these were banner ads with link tags. This was, have you 
ever clicked here? You will, the first AT&T banner. 

Melinda Byerley: Yup. 

Jim Sterne: Primarily, I was trying to explain the difference between pull 
marketing versus push marketing. This is you have a website and if 
people are interested, they will pull out the informations they want. 
Your job is to create the… we didn't know to call it content, so that 
they will come, and you know what, keep doing your advertising. 
Instead of telling them to call you or in addition to telling them to call, 
tell them to go to your website. 
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Melinda Byerley: Just the way we tell them to go to your social media profile now or 
your Facebook page, or what have you. 

Jim Sterne: Yeah. "Like" me. Yeah. 

Melinda Byerley: Was marketing tracked then, yet? 

Jim Sterne: Well, so there's these three branches of marketing analytics. There 
was market research. It always has been. You'll do a survey of 100 
people and extrapolate. There's marketplace analysis, competitive 
analysis, economics, econometrics. Then there was direct marketing. 
If you had a catalog, you did AB split testing on catalogs. I have 
100,000 people in my database. I send out 10,000 with this cover and 
10,000 with that cover, and whichever one pulls the best, the other 
80,000 people get that B cover. Those were the three areas and then 
when we started going online, well the direct mail model of measuring 
direct response was obvious. 

Melinda Byerley: Did cookies exist at that time? 

Jim Sterne: No. 

Melinda Byerley: When did cookies come into play? 

Jim Sterne: That's a Google question. How about '96? 

Melinda Byerley: Roughly, yeah. Just ballpark. It helps me understand because I don't 
know if I knew the answer to that and I should. For the record, just 
because I've actually had developers not even 10 years ago ask me 
what a cookie is, I'm going to ask you to define it because you 
probably know better than anybody on the planet what it is. 

Jim Sterne: It is a tiny text file that a server records into your browser with a serial 
number, and it gives you a serial number so that when you come back 
to that server, it recognizes you from the last visit. It doesn't know 
who you are but says, "Oh, you're the same person who was here 
yesterday," which is really important if you want to be able to put 
something into a shopping cart and have it be there after the next 
time you click the button anywhere. Without cookies, you can't do 
eCommerce because the internet is stateless and cookies give us this 
really funky way of creating statefulness. 
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Melinda Byerley: Why are they called cookies? Do you happen to know? If you don't, it's 
okay, but I've never been able to find the answer to that question. 

Jim Sterne: I used to know that. It is a coding term of art as… creating a fill in the 
blank name of a file or an entity in software is food, where did come 
from? I have no idea. 

Melinda Byerley: It's just a term of art that's always been there? 

Jim Sterne: It's a software term of art that I believe came out of Netscape. 

Melinda Byerley: I have to see if I can dick around at Netscape, in the Netscape alumni, 
and see if someone can find it. Again, I've had a developer ask me 
that. As if knowing that would make a difference on whether we 
should use the cookie or not. Like, what does that matter what it's 
called? It could be called foo. It could be called salted caramel. 

Jim Sterne: That's right. 

Melinda Byerley: It's a thing we use. 

Jim Sterne: Yeah. 

Melinda Byerley: Good, you've got the timing right because I was trying to think about 
like to the best of your recollection, when did we start relying on 
cookies? This is one of my big questions. I know we can always spend 
an hour and we won't have enough time to talk about this, but boy 
could I go deep with you, and it's, why do you think we still have 
cookies? Like I said this on the phone, I can't believe 20 years after I 
started my career, I'm still talking about cookies and tracking with 
cookies. I've got to believe that surprises even you on some level. 

Jim Sterne: Because the internet is still stateless. It was designed that way by the 
powers that be in order to survive a nuclear attack on communication 
headquarters. It was designed to route around damage by being 
packet-switching instead of like telephone-switching, circuit 
connections. Statelessness was part of the design and e-commerce 
had to figure out a way around that. 

Melinda Byerley: Do you think that because of that initial stateless design or those 
commitments, which makes sense in the context of history, that there 
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would ever be a way to improve on cookies, or will we continue to 
struggle with them for the foreseeable future? 

Jim Sterne: Foreseeable future, yes. It will take a considerable redesign to avoid it. 
In the meantime, they are wildly useful. We figured out workarounds 
around the workarounds around the workarounds so that they are 
useful. It's just kludgey. 

Melinda Byerley: It is, isn't it? Sometimes it's hard to explain to finance people in 
particular, sometimes even very data-driven engineers why the data 
never matches what they have in their log files or what they have in 
their point of sale, and they're frustrated by it. 

Jim Sterne: Yeah. Yeah. I've written a number of articles on why the numbers 
don't match. 

Melinda Byerley: Good, so we will definitely link to those in the show notes, and I will 
now point all clients who ask me this question to those. It's funny, I've 
only been at this half, probably half the time you've been at it, Jim, and 
I would love to hear your thoughts on what's getting better in 
marketing analytics. We're going to come to artificial intelligence in a 
moment because you've written such a great book on the topic. 

Melinda Byerley: I would love to hear from folks who have been at it even longer than I 
am because I might be at that trough of despair in my career where I 
think is it really this hard? Is it always going to be this hard? How, in 
over your career, has tracking marketing gotten better and what 
surprised you about that? 

Jim Sterne: Well, the tools. The tools are getting really, really, really good. The 
tools have outpaced our ability to teach people how to make the most 
of them. You can teach people how to use the tool but the capabilities 
of the technology have outpaced the ability to imbue the user with the 
wisdom of the ages. I think about the first time I used a computer, the 
Apple IIe, and then worked my way up through understanding how 
they work and how the internet works, and...and...and..., oh and by 
the way, I understand branding and direct marketing and market 
research. Imagine trying to explain that to somebody who is "studying 
marketing" and you need to know everything there is to know about 
Instagram, go. 



 
 

https://www.stayinaliveintech.com/podcast/2019/s2-e10/jim-sterne-statisticians-blues pg. 18 
 

Paula Buchanan: “An American Girl” 

Melinda Byerley: Or whatever's been invented in the last five years. 

Jim Sterne: The last five minutes. I mean- 

Melinda Byerley: You have Snapchat, right? 

Jim Sterne: The iPhone came out in 2007. 

Melinda Byerley: It's unbelievable. 

Jim Sterne: There are things that are improving by leaps and bounds. I saw a 
demo this morning of a the system that does advertising attribution in 
a way that I actually believe instead of- 

Melinda Byerley: Well now I'm going to make you tell me what it is and if it's not on this 
call afterwards, I'm going to hold you hostage until you tell me. By the 
way, as a side note, why don't you believe the things that you have 
now? We won't name names to protect the guilty but what's driving 
you crazy and what don't you trust? 

Jim Sterne: Well, every time you see a presentation about advertising attribution, 
you go through the models. There's first click, last click, time decay, 
and all that stuff. Those are all artificial mechanisms, models that 
have been designed to maybe we can get some value out of them but 
there are… they have nothing to do with reality. They are artificial 
precepts put on top of data and then you push the data in to make 
them fit them the model. No, that doesn't work. Now, with machine 
learning and with higher levels of statistical analysis, we have enough 
data coming in to say that if you've got a million people buying things 
from you a month, we can actually tell you where you should spend 
your money. 

Melinda Byerley: How is that progression happening? Because I think we're still, like 
you've talked about, there's this gap between we have all the data. For 
a long time, we didn't have the data. Now, we have the data and 
everybody's drowning in the data. That's the problem we're certainly 
seeing from our clients. We've got Google Analytics. We have 
Facebook and Instagram, and Snapchat and point of sale, and banner 
ads, and AdWords, and lions and tigers and bears, oh my., 
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Melinda Byerley: How is, this is a great way to come into machine learning and artificial 
intelligence. How is that going to help marketers on the day-to-day, 
boots on the ground getting, one, connecting customers with the 
product like you talked about, or two, being able to prove their worth 
so they can grow their budgets? 

Jim Sterne: There are two different problems or two different ways to approach 
marketing today. One is the buyer journey attribution and the other is 
customer segmentation. When you marry the two together, you get, 
not because you are this stage living in this zip code, and you've 
looked at these ads, and clicked on those articles, therefore this is the 
most profitable thing we should advertise to you. It's also, oh you've 
already seen that ad and you've already looked at this blog post of 
ours. 

Jim Sterne: You've already interacted with our social media. Therefore, you are at 
this stage, so it's a matrix. It's this kind of person is at this stage in the 
buying cycle. Therefore, this is the proper message. Well, you're now 
talking about hundreds of attributes, maybe thousands of attributes 
that create millions and millions of permutations that a human being 
with a spreadsheet could do but it would take 47 years. Machine 
learning can do it in 47 milliseconds. 

Melinda Byerley: Okay. Those inputs are constantly changing too. 

Jim Sterne: Right, which is why the milliseconds are so important. 

Melinda Byerley: Being able to not just, the static segmentation of who's clicked on our 
last email, but since our last email, they've bought three things from 
them. 

Jim Sterne: Right. 

Melinda Byerley: Or they were in this category or we have this information from them. 

Jim Sterne: Now, at the same time, we're still suffering with the fact that spam is 
profitable. Retargeting brings money in the door and these are the 
most annoying ways of advertising we've invented, and yet they are 
functional and inexpensive. Doing really thoughtful marketing, 
creative marketing with the data, takes machine learning and takes a 
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dedication to the long view to build a system, rather than we just have 
to hit our quarterly numbers. 

Melinda Byerley: How long do you think that that system takes to build? I know the 
answer is going to be it depends for the same business so I'm just 
going to cut you off the knees right there. For a medium sized 
company that's maybe selling one product or two, kind of in the same 
family, I like to say this is a years' long process, is that my question? I 
think it is. Is it a year's long process? Is it a decade long process? 

Jim Sterne: It's a never-ending process. I mean, you're thinking that there is a time 
at which you're done and you can tick the box and move on and 
marketing doesn't work that way. 

Melinda Byerley: Because we're human beings and we change. 

Jim Sterne: And the economy changes and the competition changes, and the 
political climate changes, and styles change and yeah. The weather 
changes. It's constant. 

Melinda Byerley: Do you suggest that companies think about investment and this 
system as R&D versus say SG&A, marketing expense? 

Jim Sterne: That's a political question, who has the power and who has the ear of 
the CEO. First, it's a philosophy that the most important thing that you 
can get from your customers is willing information about themselves, 
willingly give you opt-in information about their likes and their 
dislikes, and their hopes and their dreams, because we have the 
technology now to deal with that on a personal basis. 

Jim Sterne: I mean, let's take a lesson from Cambridge Analytica. Let's offer 
something of value to people in exchange for their psychological 
profile. If the value is sufficient, then they will flock to you. I want 
Amazon to know all about me because they make good 
recommendations. I want companies to know me better than myself if 
the value proposition continues to provide value. In 1995, Amazon 
said, "We want your email address and we want to know who your 
favorite authors are." 

Jim Sterne: It's like, "Oh, so you can spam me? Thanks so much." "No. So that 
when your favorite author comes out with a new book, not only can 
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we tell you about it in advance and you'll be the smartest kid on the 
block, but we'll offer you a preordered discount on a book you know 
you're going to buy." It's like, "I'm going to get a discount on William 
Gibson's latest book? Yes, sign me up." But in the same month, the 
Bank of America said, "We'll send you our monthly newsletter about 
all the great products that we sell if you will tell us your age, your 
education, your income, your household income, how many children 
you have, how old they are, how much schooling they've been 
through." "Wait, no, no, no, no. That's not a good value proposition. 
Leave me alone." 

Melinda Byerley: Why do you think that companies still struggle to implement these 
things? I actually, I want to back up and reframe that question, which 
is: what is the difference? I still struggle with what is machine learning 
and what is artificial intelligence when it comes to marketing? What's 
the difference? 

Jim Sterne: The best description, of course, is that if it's written in Python, it's 
probably machine learning and it's probably artificial intelligence if it's 
written in PowerPoint. 

Melinda Byerley: I think we're going to put that on a poster for you. 

Jim Sterne: You can get it on a cross-stitch sampler already. 

Melinda Byerley: Yes, I think I'll have that pillow on my bed soon. 

Jim Sterne: Artificial intelligence is a broad term that covers lots of cool things 
that we didn't think computers can do. Computer vision and voice 
recognition, and self-driving cars, and robots and all of that is AI. 
Machine learning is a new programming that is useful when you have 
lots of data. 

Melinda Byerley: What is Amazon's… you have these books, you might want this book. 
Is that machine learning or is it AI? 

Jim Sterne: Machine learning is a part of AI, so it's all AI. 

Melinda Byerley: You need machine learning to get to AI? 

Jim Sterne: No. 
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Melinda Byerley: No? 

Jim Sterne: Because robots are artificial intelligence but they don't necessarily 
learn anything. The Boston Dynamics Atlas that can do a back flip, it's 
not learning how to do it. It's programmed to do it and it took them 50 
tries. It's AI because it's a robot! But machine learning is a specific 
software that instead of being statistical analysis that you build the 
model, we've figured out how to get the machine to build its own 
model and to change its mind as new data comes in. 

Jim Sterne: It builds a model that says, "Melinda is most likely to… in the building 
she lives in, she's the most likely one to watch Games of Throne 
Season Eight." Then when they see that you are more interested in 
cooking shows, it changes the model to calculate around you and it's 
not just changing its opinion of you. It changes how it's doing 
statistical analysis. We've created a system that looks at data and 
creates structure, and form opinions about that data, and take action 
based on that structure and those opinions. 

Jim Sterne: If the machine says, "I'm going to send out these emails. I've got 27 
subject lines to choose from and 600 pictures to put in email to see, 
can I get opens? Can I get clicks? Can I get conversions?" It sends out 
tens of thousands. It learns which ones work better for which 
segments of which kinds of people and it learns how to do a better 
job. 

Melinda Byerley: Then it can extrapolate, right, and say that if A and B are true and B 
and C are true, then A and C are related, and then project that onto a 
new data set that they may not have seen before? 

Jim Sterne: And that's why we have data scientists. 

Melinda Byerley: Yes, sort of. 

Jim Sterne: No. 

Melinda Byerley: You started your career working or early in your career working with 
an artificial intelligence company, as you've said, and what made you 
decide that now was the time or recently to write a book about 
artificial intelligence for marketing? 



 
 

https://www.stayinaliveintech.com/podcast/2019/s2-e10/jim-sterne-statisticians-blues pg. 23 
 

Paula Buchanan: “An American Girl” 

Jim Sterne: Because I couldn't find one. I wrote a book about online marketing 
because I couldn't find one. I went to Internet World Conference in 
Washington DC and of the 20 booths in the exhibit hall, the first one I 
walked into was John Wiley & Sons. "Where is there a book about 
online marketing?" The guy said, "Well, what would that look like? Oh, 
are you talking about this and this, and this, and this?" I said, "Well, 
could you write that?" I said, "Okay." 

Melinda Byerley: And he did. 

Jim Sterne: Now he did. 

Melinda Byerley: Narrator says, "And he did." That's what you did with AI, the same 
thing is… I want a book on this and it doesn't exist so I'm going to 
research it, or did you have ideas that you knew you wanted to 
communicate? 

Jim Sterne: I totally had to research it. I had no idea what it was. I'm not a 
statistician. I'm not a programmer. I'm a marketing guy. I wanted to 
know what does it mean to marketing people. After the introduction, 
the next chapter is, this is a machine learning for dummies, start from 
the beginning, this is basically what it's all about. The next chapter is, 
this is what marketing is all about, what data we have. If a marketing 
person reads the chapter on machine learning and the data scientist 
reads the chapter about marketing, they can have a conversation. 

Melinda Byerley: Why aren't they having those conversations now? 

Jim Sterne: Instead of before? 

Melinda Byerley: Mm-hmm (affirmative). 

Jim Sterne: Because we didn't have enough data and we didn't have enough 
machine learning. Machine learning has bubbled up very recently 
because we have an enormous amount ... remember Big data? It's so 
cute. Now, we have humongous data, which is necessary for machine 
learning. We have chip speeds that we never had before of the 
gaming industry. The gaming industry needed really fast, graphical 
processing units so people could do real time gaming online and then 
Google and Microsoft and IBM and Amazon said, "Let's build data 
centers out of these things." Now, we have enough compute power 
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and enough data that this stuff that Alan Turing was thinking about in 
the 1940s is actually doable. 

Melinda Byerley: What surprised you most when you were researching for your book? 
What was something that you thought might be true and surprised to 
discover wasn't or something exciting that was going to happen that 
you saw we were close to getting? 

Jim Sterne: I think the thing that continues to surprise me is how difficult it 
actually is--still. I'm a big fan of a podcast called "This Week In Machine 
Learning & AI." 

Melinda Byerley: We'll link to it in the show notes. 

Jim Sterne: Thank you. It introduces each one by saying he's a data scientist who 
interviews other data scientists doing interesting things in artificial 
intelligence. It is fascinating to listen to these because it's people who 
are inventing science, talking to each other. About 30% of it is actually 
understandable by human beings. 

Melinda Byerley: A lot of gleep, gleep, glork. 

Jim Sterne: There's a fair amount of that. But boy, if you start at the beginning of 
this series, the thing that's so impressive is the guy, Sam Charrington, 
who is the host, knows his stuff so well that he knows how to ask 
questions. Somebody will say, I'm doing X, Y and Z. That's very 
interesting, can you unpack X for us, please. Now, let's go back and 
unpack Y. He brings the audience along. By golly, I know stuff that I 
didn't because of a podcast. Who knew that podcasting would be a 
thing! 

Melinda Byerley: What an idea! Maybe it'll stick around. I could get on my soapbox 
because one of the reasons that I think you've challenged me and 
challenged our profession is it's not just enough to know how to build 
a great ad. Marketers, not just in technology but across all products, 
are going to have to face understanding technology and be unafraid 
of it. 

Jim Sterne: On that note, we have to be unafraid of the machine writing a great 
ad. 
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Melinda Byerley: Say more about that. 

Jim Sterne: We are teaching machines how to be creative in a programmatic way, 
which is, here's a whole bunch of spaghetti and there's a wall. Throw 
the spaghetti, see what sticks. If you have an infinite number of 
cookies that you can advertise to, then, yeah, you can learn a lot. 
Nobody has that much and oh by the way, you just burn through half 
of your potential audience by showing them stuff they don't care 
about. 

Jim Sterne: Machine learning is really good when you have a lot of data, a lot of 
transactions, low risk. Banner ads. You can show banner ads all day 
long and...Look at that one, it's really getting attention, how 
interesting. Instead of doing that personally, instead of doing that by 
hand, you do it with a machine at scale. 

Melinda Byerley: This is AdWords. I've always felt that AdWords was going to go 
algorithmic and it certainly has. Over time, it'll just be continued to be 
run by machines. You're saying that this is applying to some of the 
more creative, if you will, parts of advertising that have traditionally 
thought to have been out of the reach of automation. 

Jim Sterne: Yes. But it's baby steps. You can take a video and put in six or seven 
different points in that video that you give the machine control over. 
When does it crank up the music? When does it show the tagline? 
Which image does it show of the consumer? You let the machine mix 
and match that a thousand ways to Sunday against a thousand 
segments of human beings. It's going to say, when this kind of person 
shows up, we know that this is the best kind of ad to show them. We 
can put their name on it as well. 

Jim Sterne: That takes a human creative to come up with the idea of using a 
machine to do that. It's like a painter being afraid of Photoshop. It's 
just a different tool. It's a different tool, but it's not going to take away 
your value as an artist. It's not going to take away your value as a 
creative, advertising, empathetic human being. That's where we will 
always have jobs. In fact, let me make that fundamental. 

Jim Sterne: Three places we will always have jobs when it comes to machine 
learning. Number one, what problem are you trying to solve? These 
machines are just going sit there until you give it a problem to solve or 
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a question to answer. Number two, what data should the machine 
consider? Because you can't give it everything, we don't have enough 
money to do that. It can do a lot but it can't do everything. When you 
give it too much, it's all just noise. If you give it too little, it's very 
confident about the wrong answer. 

Jim Sterne: This is a human task. What problem? What data? Then, is the output 
reasonable? If you tell the machine that you want more email opens, 
then it will figure out that it can get more people to open email by 
sending them 10,000 emails a minute each. Every human being on the 
planet gets 10,000 emails. They will open one of them. That's not what 
I'm after. Thank you very much. 

Melinda Byerley: It's like a heuristic filter, if you will. 

Jim Sterne: Very much. Exactly. 

Melinda Byerley: I've often said to people, people were threatened by this whole 
hypothesis model, testing model that you cycle through 20 shades of 
blue until you get the right shade. I always say that the hypothesis is 
the creativity. 

Jim Sterne: Yes. 

Melinda Byerley: What could be possible is where we want to focus people's creative 
energy not necessarily pushing pixels around. 

Jim Sterne: What problem are you trying to solve? Which bits of information 
might reveal the answer to that question? Are the results logical? If I 
want the computer to figure out, I want you to do advertising that will 
… in fact, I'll give you more control than just advertising. I'll give you 
control over product design and product management. Go find the 
most successful product in advertising in the most successful way. 

Jim Sterne: The machine says, "What is success?" "Revenue. I want revenue." 
"Okay." After 17 milliseconds, it says, "I've just increased your revenue 
by 800,000% by selling $20 bills for a dollar." Wait, no. 

Melinda Byerley: For people like me, who's sort of in the middle of their career now, I 
think, so I'm going to ask this question for two segments. There's a 
young person who's getting started in their marketing career today. 
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Knowing that this is coming, I mean, the worst thing you can do, I 
would say to anybody, and this is me on my soapbox, is pretend like 
this isn't happening, because it is. I stood on the floor of a trade show 
in my early days at Ebay and heard the vice president of sales for 
Callaway golf clubs tell me that Big Bertha's would never be sold on 
the internet. That happened in my lifetime. I heard it. I guarantee that 
any profession that thinks it will never be changed or disrupted by 
technology is delusional. That's my word, not Jim's. 

Melinda Byerley: Embrace what's coming, but specifically, how can first me as a middle 
career marketing person, who loves technology and loves data, 
continue to stay on top of this? What can we do to start growing our 
companies and moving them in this direction? Then, we'll come back 
to young folks. 

Jim Sterne: I hate to do this to you. It depends. 

Melinda Byerley: We're consultants. That's what we say. 

Jim Sterne: What are you interested in? If you are a marketing person and you're 
interested in marketing and you want to succeed in marketing, then 
you recognize that this is a new tool. It is a new type of tool and you 
have to learn how to use it as a tool. You don't have to learn how to 
make it. You don't have to learn how it runs. You don't have to 
understand the deep dark innards. You probably don't understand 
your laptop as the way you used to. You don't need to, it doesn't 
matter. 

Jim Sterne: My car, I push this pedal and it goes and this pedal and it stops. I turn 
this thing and it turns. That's all I really need to know except, I need to 
know where I want to go and I need to be able to navigate there. I 
need to be able to understand the rules of the road and be careful of 
other crazy drivers. That's a lot. Same thing with machine learning. I 
need to know what it's good for, what is it good at, and what is that 
good for, when should I use it, when is it overkill and just too much 
money and too much effort. How many people do I need around me 
to help me use it? 

Jim Sterne: This is a short term answer because in, pick a number, four years, five 
years, six years, asking somebody if they're using machine learning 
will be the same as asking them if they're using a computer. 
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Melinda Byerley: That's gonna happen that fast, is your prediction. 

Jim Sterne: Yeah. Anything that is sufficiently valuable gets pushed down under 
the operating system. You buy a laptop and it comes with Microsoft 
Office because we all use Word and PowerPoint and Excel. We just do. 
The browser is so valuable it's just pushed down on the operating 
system. Any directory, any folder, you type in http and it's going to 
take you out to the World Wide Web. Machine learning is so valuable 
it's being pushed out under the hardware. 

Jim Sterne: Are you using machine learning is the same as are you using a 
computer? If you want to do it for marketing and that's your goal, then 
it's a new tool, it's a new type of tool, learn when to use it versus the 
normal other tools you're already accustomed to. If you are an 
analyst, if you love web analytics and digital analytics, you've got job 
security, because your job is to be the buffer between the marketing 
person and the data scientist. 

Jim Sterne: The data scientist is the person inventing new algorithms, doing the 
deep dive, getting the PhD, figuring out new models, without really 
knowing what the business is about, they're doing the math. That is 
mathematics. They rely on the data engineer who is in the collect … 
well, the ETL, those who collect it and extract it and transform it and 
then load it so that we can munch it all together so that that model 
can work, so the analyst can ask a good question and give some 
insight and direction to the marketing person. 

Melinda Byerley: The web analytics field, from when you started, it will evolve it sounds 
like. It's going to be less about like mining the data, like messing with 
it… because a lot of us had to do that in early days. We had to ETL it 
and … 

Jim Sterne: You bet. 

Melinda Byerley: … mash it up and Frankenstein it all together. Many of us still are, we'll 
drink about that another time. We'll mash it all together, but in the 
future, in the years to come, that role of that analyst sounds to be 
much more about data visualization and telling the story, like finding 
the action items within the data, versus just being experts in the data, 
which is very compatible with what Avinash says too. 
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Jim Sterne: Yes. There's no arguing with Avinash. He's right. 

Melinda Byerley: He would say the same about you. For people like me or people who 
are in their mid to senior years, it's, I think, in terms of the career wise, 
I think your book will be a phenomenal place for them to start getting 
that information. What is it? Where do you use it? How do you 
structure a team? How do you get ready for this? How do you start 
preparing your organization? I think your book will great for junior 
folks too. If you're somebody that's just coming out of college, if 
you're just getting started in your marketing career, how do you figure 
out where your role is going to be? How do you set yourself up for 
being able to move with this technology in your career? 

Jim Sterne: What's the most fun that you have? Do you really enjoy branding? Do 
you enjoy creating customer experience? Do you enjoy solving difficult 
mathematical problems? Do you like building data pipelines and 
constructing development systems? Because there's a career in each 
one of those. But "what do you like to do?" turns out to be the most 
difficult question of all. 

Melinda Byerley: I'm struck by how we, based on your description, Jim, we are at a 
turning point that happened at the earliest phases of my career in 
tech. It's another branching out. When I was a young analyst or 
marketer at PayPal and Ebay, the branch that was happening was, do 
you want to focus on AdWords, which I could see was becoming 
algorithmic driven. It's a fixed set of words and a fixed set of 
outcomes. Likely, this is going to be done by machines. Then, there's 
this whole user experience side. How do people convert? Which 
eventually became SEO and content. I was always fascinated with 
what happens on the website, is always been the most interesting 
part for me. What you're saying is, even within this web analytics 
world, that's going to subdivide again into the creation of this data, 
into the asking of the questions, if you will, into the manipulation or 
the writing the programs or actually extract the information from the 
data. It sounds like even more. 

Melinda Byerley: If you're at that early stage of your career, it's important to think 
about which of these … you can't just be like a web analyst anymore, 
unless you're going to be in that middle layer. It's like, which of these 
sub-specialties now will you pursue? Do I have that correct? 
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Jim Sterne: Let's do an analogy. Would you like to build musical instruments? 
Would like to play a musical instrument? Would you like to write 
music? Or, would you like to figure out what appropriate music would 
be for this particular video? 

Melinda Byerley: Well stated. If you're a young person, just listening to Jim tell it, it's 
exactly what it felt like 20 years ago when we had to make … many of 
us made that decision. Some people went into email marketing. Some 
people went into AdWords. Some people went into SEO. Pay attention 
to what he's saying and really start to hone in on where you think you 
might want to at least point yourself. It doesn't mean you won't shift 
over, but it's a place to start. 

Jim Sterne: My best advice for any young person about their career is Go Do Stuff 
and find out which of it is interesting because you're not going to end 
up where you're aiming, you're going to … but when you get there and 
you look back, you'll see it's an absolute straight line from where you 
are now. 

Melinda Byerley: Like Steve Job said, right? You can only connect the dots in hindsight. 

Jim Sterne: That's right. Yup. 

Melinda Byerley: Just a couple more questions for you, but I would have you back again 
any time because I love talking this stuff with you. I think there's not 
enough of it out there. What do you wish that you'd learned a lot 
sooner? This has been one of my new favorite questions on the 
podcast is, gosh, if I'd only known X so many years ago, I would have 
saved myself so much time and energy. 

Jim Sterne: If only I had known that experts are put on this earth for you to ask 
them questions and not to be impressed or flummoxed or afraid or 
timid, somebody holds themselves out as an expert, they gain their 
identity by having people come up and say, "Oh, can I ask you a 
question?" If I had known that as a small fry, I would have asked the 
most difficult questions of the most impressive people. Generally, 
they like answering questions. Don't be afraid. 

Melinda Byerley: This is me drawing a heart around what you're saying with my fingers 
because that is really true. I have just two more questions. What do 
you wish executives, and not just CMOs, because we talk a lot about 
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marketing because that's where we both spent our careers. But, if you 
could imbue executives in all areas with knowledge about analytics 
that they don't have, what's the thought or the thoughts that you wish 
you could put in their head? 

Jim Sterne: It is statistics and probability, it is not accounting. 

Melinda Byerley: Brilliant. The last question is, what is the best advice you've ever 
received? 

Jim Sterne: The best things that ever happened are when people told me that I 
couldn't do something that I wanted to do and I found a way to do it. 
The best advice I guess is go for it. 

Melinda Byerley: With that, we have a clear. Where can people find you on the internet? 
I assume it's not on a BBS anymore? 

Jim Sterne: Is it not on the usenet user groups. My personal website is 
targeting.com. The rest of me is available from there. 

Melinda Byerley: You have a conference coming up. Do you want to tell folks a little bit 
about it? 

Jim Sterne: The Marketing Analytics Summit is coming up in the middle of June in 
Las Vegas. It is where digital analysts get together to share their 
secrets and learn tips and tricks and form community. We've been 
doing it for 17 years. 

Melinda Byerley: He really invented it folks. It's really one of the conferences where the 
people know what they're doing come together. Lastly, where is your 
book available? Would you believe it if I said Amazon? 

Melinda Byerley: It is? That's phenomenal. Amazon and all places where books are sold 
as they used to say. 

Jim Sterne: That's right. 

Melinda Byerley: Jim, when you talked about asking questions to experts, that's what I 
felt like I was doing with you. I can't thank you enough for letting me 
ask you these questions. I hope we'll get to see you again on the 
podcast. 
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Jim Sterne: This has been an enormous amount of fun for me. Thank you so 
much. 

Speaker 1: Thanks for listening to Stayin' Alive In Technology. We want your 
feedback and comments. Find us on the web at stayinaliveintech.com 
where you can talk to us, learn more about the show and our guests, 
and subscribe to the show. Follow us on Twitter at @StayinPodcast. 
Until next time, keep stayin' alive. 

 

 

 


