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BIO: Shama Hyder, Founder + CEO 

Shama Hyder is a visionary strategist for the digital age. A web and TV personality, 
a bestselling author, and the award-winning CEO of The Marketing Zen Group—a 
global online marketing and digital PR company, she has aptly been dubbed the 
“Zen Master of Marketing” by Entrepreneur Magazine and the “Millennial Master of 
the Universe” by FastCompany.com. Under her leadership, The Marketing Zen 
Group has grown to include a team of 30 and serve clients ranging from publicly-
held Fortune 500 companies to privately-held small businesses and nonprofit 
organizations across the globe.  

Shama is the bestselling author of The Zen of Social Media Marketing, now in its 4th 
edition, and an acclaimed international keynote speaker who has been invited to 
share the speaking stage with the world’s top leaders, including President Obama 
and the Dalai Lama. 

As a result of her success, Shama has been the recipient of numerous awards, 
including the prestigious Technology Titan Emerging Company CEO award. She was 
named one of the “Top 25 Entrepreneurs under 25” by Businessweek in 2009, one of 
the “Top 30 Under 30” Entrepreneurs in America in 2014 by Inc. Magazine, and to 
the Forbes 30 Under 30 list of movers and shakers for 2015. LinkedIn named Hyder 
one of its “Top Voices” in Marketing & Social. Shama has been honored at both the 
White House and The United Nations as one of the top 100 young entrepreneurs in 
the country. 

Her latest book, Momentum, is due out in May 2016.

CEOCFO: Ms. Hyder, what is the idea behind Marketing Zen?
Ms. Hyder: The idea is two fold in terms of the industry and the specifically the company. Marketing Zen is really a kind of 
a philosophy that we follow here. It revolves around this idea that marketing is only a struggle because you go against the 
grain, especially when with new media, emerging trends and new media. People are still trying very much to use old 
principles in marketing that have worked for traditional media and force them on to the new media platforms, which leaves 
them struggling. These lead to poor results as well. The idea for Marketing Zen was how to go with the flow of marketing 
until it is not a struggle but something that really pays dividends. That is the industry. Then specifically the company; 
obviously we have been around for seven years and we embody this philosophy. For our clients across the board, we look 
at how we can make marketing a more Zen experience, where they consider the low hanging fruit, how we can help them 
take better advantages in the market place, how we can help them gain more market share, better conversions, more 
visitors and really look at it from a digital perspective. 

CEOCFO: Do people understand the concept and the difference easily? Are they coming to you because they 
realize it or is it something that people are surprised and happy to find out that you are offering?
Ms. Hyder: I think it has shifted in the last few years. I think that when we first started there was more sense of even 
educating people in the why. Now, because of the way the world has moved, when people approach us it is because they 
understand the importance. We do not really have to pitch them on the idea. We are not explaining to them why this is 
important to them anymore. They are on the digital bandwagon. They get it, because that is where their customers are. 
That is where they are seeing their dollars going, so it makes sense to them. Now it is more of, “How can you help us?” 
We really walk our own talk. Our own inbound efforts, our own digital marketing efforts have drawn a lot of this to us. It 
has drawn a lot of customers to us, it as drawn a lot of visibility to us. I think that they see that and say, “I want to be able 
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to replicate that for my company” or they see the things we have done for their clients. It is a matter of the fact that they 
feel like they have gotten to a certain level, but to get to the next level they really need to maximize the digital playing field. 

CEOCFO: Would you walk us through a somewhat typical engagement? When might a client turn to you and how 
do you work with them on creating a solution? 
Ms. Hyder: We work with such a broad spectrum of clients; it really is across the board. I will try to give you two examples 
that might help you in different ways about how we approach and why someone comes to us. One example might be, let 
us say, an IT services provider that has been in business for fifteen, twenty years, but their clients have all been referrals 
and they go through a very traditional process. However, they have no digital footprint. They would like to get more leads 
online. They want more recognition online. They want visibility. They have done all this great work, but no one really 
knows about it and they are kind of a hidden secret and they want to be able to get their name out there. They want to 
drive more business. They want more new business. They want to make sure that what they have been able to 
accomplish in the industry stands out and helps them stand out as thought leaders. Therefore, they turn to us and that is a 
very typical engagement for us; to be able to look at which ways we could drive more visibility and traffic here. It might be 
a combination of things. It may be a combination of digital PR, social media, search engine optimization, maybe 
advertising, pay per click, or email marketing. It is going to be a combination of things that we look at to drive those results 
for them. We measure those results by how much traffic they are getting, how many conversions per B2B company, is 
their sales cycle different, have we shortened their sales cycle or how many incoming inquiries. That is one example. 
Another example may be more specific, such as the current client right now and their gaming app. It is a very popular 
gaming app. They have over fifty million users. What they are looking to do is grow it! They want to be the number one 
app! They want to move up from the top ten to be the number one most downloaded and played game. To that degree we 
might look at influencer marketing and engaging top You Tube and Instagram and Vine influencers to get the word out; 
social media campaigns, a traditional press campaign or a combination of those things to get them more users and 
downloads. 

CEOCFO: What have you taken from the old media approach that is still relevant today?
Ms. Hyder: That is an excellent question; a twofold question. I think the first element is that the basics of good media 
never go away. That means that you still have to have a good story. The messaging matters. With new media it is an 
amplifier. It amplifies what you have, but you still need that big question mark. What is it that you have? What is the story? 
What is the pitch? What is the message? That matters now more than ever before. Therefore, it makes a huge difference. 
I think that is something that has carried over from platform to new traditional media to new media and will continue to do 
so, regardless of platform.

CEOCFO: What has changed today that you understand but others have not quite figured out yet?
Ms. Hyder: Absolutely. The really big shift has become control and branding and how that has changed hands. By that I 
mean that traditionally marketing was all about branding and what does our company brand say about us. We are very 
company centric. All of these companies, from Johnson & Johnson to Campbell’s; they are all looking and saying, “What 
does our brand say about us, what do we want to stand for?” That element is still somewhat at play now, but the bigger 
question becomes, “what does doing business allow individuals or our customers to say about their personal brand”. That 
is a big switch. It is no longer what the company stands for, but if I do business with this company as customer X what 
does it allow me to say about myself. 

CEOCFO: When you are creating a solution for a client where do trends fit in? When does the approach of 
competitors come into play? What about gut feeling?  How do you combine all of the various elements? How do 
you keep your personal preferences out of what you do?
Ms. Hyder: I think there is something to be said about intuition in marketing. That is what differentiates good marketers 
from the great ones. It is that there is that element of intuition in being able to step back and say, “Is this our target market, 
is this who we want to go after? If the journal is just on the margin, great if we get that customer! Wonderful, but we really 
want the scruffy looking folks. That is our target market.” It is about understanding and actually leads us into my new book 
that is coming out called Momentum. It will be out in a couple of weeks. It will talk about these principles that marketing is 
based on or should be based on now for a business to be successful in the digital age. The first principle is this idea of 

“I think the first element is that the basics of good media never go away. That means that you still have to have a good 
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question mark. What is it that you have? What is the story? What is the pitch? What is the message? That matters now 
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agility through analytics. Rather than kind of making decisions based on what the art director feels or what Suzie in 
branding thinks or what Tom or CMO really feels; it is more about looking at analytics and letting that drive your decisions. 
There is no sacred cow then, because you are looking at the numbers and you are saying, “Hey, this results in this, so we 
should do more of what gets us better results.” That is why with websites at first you saw, and you are still seeing that 
websites are like, “Wow! Who thought of that? How does that work?” That is because it is subjective. Someone says, “I 
really like the color red so that is what we are going to go with.” What if green converts better than red? That is what A/B 
testing shows you. Therefore, I think there is something to be said about really looking at analytics. The information 
available today is staggering. It is much easier also, to use those analytics to make those decisions. 

CEOCFO: How many levels do you drill down? How do you decide what to look at when there are fifty items to 
choose from rather than three that you might have recognized without the analytics?   
Ms. Hyder: I would love to get this question more often, but it is so rare. That is because the truth is that ninety- nine 
percent of the people are not even taking advantage of the basics. There is the one percent that goes, “Wow, there is so 
much data”. However, there is also kind of the quick data that allows you to make fast decisions. This is kind of a bigger 
conversation around data and then informational, actionable insight. How do take actionable insight from data? I will give 
you two examples. Here are just two very quick examples that apply to pretty much anyone who has a website. There is 
Google Analytics which gives you a lot of in depth data or a lot of surface level data. The two metrics that I like to talk 
about that seem to say so much about a site are for example one, the bounce rate and two, how much traffic comes from 
mobile. The bounce rate, for example, is how quickly someone hits the back button on your site. If they do not spend more 
than a few seconds and they are out of there that is the bounce that stops the visitor that is not actually sticking around to 
look at your information. If that bounce rate, for example, is about sixty or seventy percent that tells you that six or seven 
out of ten customers that walk into the door front of your store leave. They leave before ever really getting to take a look at 
anything. That should tell you two things. One is that your site does not convert as well as it should or the traffic source 
system where you are getting that traffic; that is not really qualified traffic. You may be getting hundreds and thousands of 
visitors, but they are not the people who are actually potential customers for you. That is one metric; a real easy data point 
missed by so many. The second is mobile traffic. How much of your traffic comes from mobile devices. It is not rare that 
when we go in and audit a client when we get started that we will find that more than fifty percent of their traffic comes 
from mobile devices; iPads, smart phones, what have you. Yet, their site is not optimized for mobile. Literally half of the 
people who want to access their information or do business with them cannot.

CEOCFO: What has surprised you as Marketing Zen Group has grown and evolved?
Ms. Hyder: What surprised me? The sheer demand and its growth has surprised me. The day we started, literally, there 
were people that were lining up. They were hungry. They wanted the information. I thought that at some point this is going 
to grow, this is going to plateau; but really digital in so many ways is in its infancy. We have not even seen its peak. That 
is a pleasant surprise! Not to say that I ever thought it was a fad, obviously, but I just figured it will take people longer to 
figure it out and get on the bandwagon. We have been pleasantly surprised that more and more and more companies 
wanted to do business and are recognizing us. All of the studies show that more dollars are going towards digital. 
Therefore, it is nice! I expected it to take a little longer, but it happened. Businesses are seeing the value and they want to 
do more of it or to be competitors. They are saying, “Why are we not doing this?” 

CEOCFO: Why is Marketing Zen Group the best choice?
Ms. Hyder: I want to answer this in this way. We are not a fit for everyone, by any means. In fact we are in a very 
enviable position where we turn away more projects than we take on. We take on projects that we feel are going to be 
genuinely successful, that have a good track record, that have good leadership and frankly, selfishly, will make really good 
case studies for us when we knock it out of the park. Therefore, we look for projects that we feel have a lot of potential 
clients that we would generally love to work with. I think in that way, that separates us. We are not really just looking for 
business. We are looking to find the right projects and right companies that we feel that there are many opportunities 
there that we could be taking better advantage. There is that. Why clients choose us now is that we have an innate 
understanding of how this world works. It has been really heartening because we have had a chance to sort of be 
pioneers in this new media world and we have earned out stripes. I would say those are some of the things that clients 
appreciate and look for and why they usually find themselves at our door.

Interview conducted by: Lynn Fosse, Senior Editor, CEOCFO Magazine
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