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You Are What You Publish: Building Your Marketing and PR Plan
Does your company sell great products? Or, if you don’t work in a traditional company, does your organization (church, nonprofit, consulting company, school) offer great services? Well, get over it! Marketing is not only about your products or services! The most important thing to remember as you develop a marketing and PR plan is to put your products and services to the side for just a little while and focus your complete attention on the buyers of your products or services (or those who will donate, subscribe, join, or apply). Devoting attention to buyers and away from products is difficult for many people, but it always pays off in the form of bringing you closer to achieving your goals.
Think Starbucks for a moment. Is the product great? Yeah, I guess the three-dollar cup of coffee I get from Starbucks tastes pretty good. And most marketers, if given the opportunity to market Starbucks, would focus on the coffee itself—the product. But is that really what people are buying at Starbucks, or does Starbucks help solve other buyer problems?
Maybe Starbucks is really selling a place to hang out for a while. Or for that matter, isn’t Starbucks a convenient place for people to meet? (I use Starbucks several times a month as a place to connect with people or conduct interviews.) Or do people use Starbucks for the free wireless Internet connections? Maybe Starbucks saves 10 minutes in your day because you don’t have to grind beans, pour water into a coffeemaker, wait, and clean up later. For some of us, Starbucks just represents a little splurge because, well, we’re worth it.
I’d argue that Starbucks does all those things. Starbucks appeals to many different buyer personas, and it sells lots of things besides just coffee. If you were marketing Starbucks, it would be your job to segment buyers and appeal to them based on their needs, not just talk about coffee.
The approach of thinking about buyers and the problems our organizations solve for them can be difficult for many marketers, since we’ve constantly been told how important a great product or service is to the marketing mix. In fact, standard marketing education still talks about the four Ps of marketing—product, place, price, and promotion—as being the most important things. That’s nonsense. To succeed on the web under the new rules of marketing and PR, you need to consider your organizational goals and then focus on your buyers first. Only when you understand buyers should you begin to create compelling web content to reach them. Yes, marketers often argue with me on this. But I strongly believe that the product or service you sell is secondary when you market your organization on the web.
So I will ask you to put aside your products and services as you begin the task for this chapter: building a marketing and PR plan that follows the new rules. While the most important thing to focus on during this process is buyers, we will do that in the context of your organizational goals. Trust me—this will be like no marketing and PR plan you’ve created before.
What Are Your Organization’s Goals?
Marketing and PR people have a collective difficulty getting our departmental goals in sync with the rest of the company. And our management teams go along with this dysfunction. Think about the goals that most marketers have. They usually take the form of an epic to-do list: “Let’s see; we should do a few trade shows, buy Google AdWords ads, maybe create a new logo, get press clips, produce some T-shirts, increase website traffic, and, oh yeah, generate some leads for the salespeople.” Well, guess what? Those aren’t the goals of your company! I’ve never seen leads or clips or T-shirts on a balance sheet. With typical marketing department goals, we constantly focus on the flare-up du jour and thus focus on the wrong thing. This also gives the marketing profession a bad rap in many companies as a bunch of flaky slackers. No wonder marketing is called the branding police in some organizations and is often the place where failed salespeople end up.
Many marketers and PR people also focus on the wrong measures of success. With websites, people often tell me things like: “We want to have 10,000 unique visitors per month to our site.” And PR measurement is often similarly irrelevant: “We want 10 mentions in the trade press and three national magazine hits each month.” Unless your site makes money through advertising so that raw traffic adds revenue, traffic is the wrong measure. And simple press clips just don’t matter. What matters is leading your site’s visitors and your constituent audiences to where they help you reach your real goals, such as building revenue, soliciting donations, and gaining new members.
This lack of clear goals and real measurement reminds me of seven-year-olds playing soccer. If you’ve ever seen little children on the soccer field, you know that they operate as one huge organism packed together, chasing the ball around the field. On the sidelines are helpful coaches yelling, “Pass!” or “Go to the goal!” Yet as the coaches and parents know, this effort is futile: No matter what the coach says or how many times the kids practice, they still focus on the wrong thing—the ball—instead of the goal.
That’s exactly what we marketers and PR people do. We fill our lists with balls and lose sight of the goal. But do you know what’s even worse? Our coaches (the management teams at our companies) actually encourage us to focus on balls (like sales leads or press clips or website traffic statistics) instead of real organizational goals such as revenue. The VPs and CEOs of companies happily provide incentives based on leads for the marketing department and on clips for the PR team. And the agencies we contract with—advertising and PR agencies—also focus on the wrong measures.
What we need to do is align marketing and PR objectives with those of the organization. For most corporations, the most important goal is profitable revenue growth. In newer companies and those built around emerging technologies, this usually means generating new customers, but in mature businesses, the management team may need to be more focused on keeping the customers that they already have. Nonprofits have the goal of raising money; politicians, to get out the vote (for them); rock bands, to get people to buy CDs, iTunes downloads, and tickets to live shows; and universities, to get student applications and alumni donations.
So your first step is to meet with the leaders of your organization—your management team or your associates in your church or nonprofit or your spouse if you run a small business—and determine your business goals. If you run a nonprofit, school, church, or political campaign, consider your goals for donations, applications, new members, or votes. Write them down in detail. The important things you write down might be “grow revenue in Europe by 20 percent,” “increase new member sign-ups to 100 per month in the fourth quarter,” “generate a million dollars in web donations next quarter,” or “generate five paid speaking engagements in the upcoming year.”
Now that you have the marketing and PR plan focused on the right goals (i.e., those of your organization), the next step is to learn as much as you can about your buyers and to segment them into groups so you can reach them through your web publishing efforts. In the next chapter, we’ll go into depth about how your marketing and PR programs drive sales.
Buyer Personas and Your Organization
Successful online marketing and PR efforts work because they start by identifying one or more buyer personas to target, so you need to make buyer personas a part of your planning process. A buyer persona (which we touched on back in Chapter 3) is essentially a representative of a type of buyer that you have identified as having a specific interest in your organization or product or having a market problem that your product or service solves. Building buyer personas is the first step and probably the single most important thing that you will do in creating your marketing and PR plan.
Consider the market for tricycles. The user of the most common tricycle is a preschool child. Yet a preschooler doesn’t buy the tricycle. The most common buyer personas for children’s tricycles are parents and grandparents. So what problem does the tricycle solve? Well, for parents, it might be that the child has been asking for one and the purchase quiets the child down. Parents also know that the child is growing quickly and will want a two-wheeler with training wheels soon enough, so a basic trike is typically enough in their eyes. However, grandparents buy tricycles to solve the problem of providing an extravagant gift, so they often buy an expensive model to show their love to the child and his or her parents. When you think about tricycles from the perspective of buyer personas, you can see how the marketing might be different for parents and grandparents.
You, too, need to segment buyer personas so you can then develop marketing programs to reach each one. Let’s revisit the college example from Chapter 3 and expand on it. Remember that we identified five different buyer personas for a college website: young alumni who had graduated within the past 10 or 15 years, older alumni, the high school student who is considering college, the parents of the prospective student, and existing customers (current students). That means a well-executed college site might target five distinct buyer personas.
A college might have the marketing and PR goal of generating 500 additional applications for admission from qualified students for the next academic year. Let’s also pretend that the college hopes to raise $5 million in donations from alumni who have never contributed in the past. That’s great! These are real goals that marketers can build programs around.
The Buyer Persona Profile
After identifying their goals, the marketing people at the college should build a buyer persona profile, essentially a kind of biography, for each group they’ll target to achieve those goals. The college might create one buyer persona for prospective students (targeting high school students looking for schools) and another for parents of high school students (who are part of the decision process and often pay the bills). If the school targets a specific type of applicant, say, student athletes, the marketers might build a specific buyer persona profile for the high school student who participates in varsity sports. To effectively target the alumni for donations, the school might decide to build a buyer persona for younger alumni, perhaps those who have graduated within the past 10 years.
For each buyer persona profile, we want to know as much as we can about this group of people. What are their goals and aspirations? What are their problems? What media do they rely on for answers to problems? How can we reach them? We want to know, in detail, the things that are important for each buyer persona. What words and phrases do the buyers use? What sorts of images and multimedia appeal to each? Are short and snappy sentences better than long, verbose ones? I encourage you to write these things down based on your understanding of each buyer persona. You should also read the publications and websites that your buyers read to gain an understanding of the way they think. For example, college marketing people should read the U.S. News & World Report issue that ranks America’s best colleges as well as the guidebooks that prospective students read. Reading what your buyer personas read will get you thinking like them. By doing some basic research on your buyers, you can learn a great deal, and your marketing will be much more effective.
The best way to learn about buyers and develop buyer persona profiles is to interview people. The marketing person at our hypothetical college must interview people who fit the personas the school identified. The college marketing people might learn a great deal if they turned the traditional in-person college admissions interview around by asking prospective students questions such as the following: When did you first start researching schools? Who influenced your research? How did you learn about this school? How many schools are you applying to? What websites do you read or subscribe to?
Once you know this firsthand information, you should subscribe to, read, and listen to the media that influence your target buyer. When you read what your buyers read, pay attention to the exact words and phrases that are used. If students frequent Facebook or other social networking sites, so should you, and you should pay attention to the lingo students use. By triangulating the information gathered directly from several dozen prospective students plus information from the media that these students pay attention to, you easily build a buyer persona for a high school student ready to apply to a college like yours.
“A buyer persona profile is a short biography of the typical customer, not just a job description but a person description,” says Adele Revella,1 who has been using buyer personas to market technology products for more than 20 years. Revella is the author of Buyer Personas: How to Gain Insight into Your Customer’s Expectations, Align Your Marketing Strategies, and Win More Business, which is a new release in my New Rules of Social Media books series. “The buyer persona profile gives you a chance to truly empathize with target buyers, to step out of your role as someone who wants to promote a product and see, through your buyers’ eyes, the circumstances that drive their decision process. The buyer persona profile includes information on the typical buyer’s background, daily activities, and current solutions for their problems. The more experience you have in your market, the more obvious the personas become.”
Though it may sound a bit wacky, I think you should go so far as to name your persona. You might even cut out a representative photo from a magazine to help you visualize him or her. This should be an internal name only that helps you and your colleagues to develop sympathy with and a deep understanding of the real people to whom you market. Rather than a nameless, faceless prospect, your buyer persona will come to life.
For example, a buyer persona for a male high school student who is a varsity athlete and whom you want to target might be named Sam the Athlete, and his persona might read something like this: “Sam the Athlete began thinking about colleges and the upcoming application process way back when he was a freshman in high school. His coach and parents recognized his athletic talent and suggested that it will help him get into a good college or even secure a scholarship. Sam knows that he’s good, but not good enough to play on a Division 1 school team. Sam first started poking around on college websites as a freshman and enjoyed checking out the athletic pages for the colleges in his home state and some nearby ones. He even attended some of these colleges’ games when he could. Sam has good grades, but he is not at the top of his class because his sports commitments mean he can’t study as much as his peers do. He has close friends and likes to hang out with them on weekends, but he is not heavily into the party scene and avoids alcohol and drugs. Sam frequents Facebook, updates his Facebook at least once a week, and has a group of online friends that he frequently instant messages with on Snapchat. He is hip to online nuance, language, and etiquette. Sam also reads Sports Illustrated. Now that he is a junior, he knows it is time to get serious about college applications, and he doesn’t really know where to start. But to learn, he’s now paying more attention to the application pages than the athletic pages on college websites.”
Okay, so you’re nodding your head and agreeing with this buyer persona profiling thing. “But,” you ask, “how many buyer personas do I need?” You might want to think about your buyer personas based on what factors differentiate them. How can you slice the demographics? For example, some organizations will have a different profile for buyers in North America versus Europe. Or maybe your company sells to buyers both in the automobile industry and in the government sector, and those buyers are different. The important thing is that you will use this buyer persona information to create specific marketing and PR programs to reach each buyer persona, and therefore you need to have the segmentation in fine enough detail that when they encounter your web content, your buyers will say, “Yes, that’s me. This organization understands me and my problems and will therefore have products that fit my needs.”
Marketers and PR pros are often amazed at the transformation of their materials and programs as a result of buyer persona profiling. “When you really know how your buyers think and what matters to them, you eliminate the agony of guessing about what to say or where and how to communicate with buyers,” says Revella. “Marketers tell me that they don’t have time to build buyer personas, but these same people are wasting countless hours in meetings debating about whether the message is right. And of course, they’re wasting budgets building programs and tools that don’t resonate with anyone. It’s just so much easier and more effective to listen before you talk.”
How Beko Develops Products Global Consumers Are Eager to Buy
Let’s step back and look at how buyer persona research is used to develop products that people want to buy. That’s the first step in effective marketing. Then, when the resulting product is brought to market, those same buyer insights are used to create compelling web content to educate and inform consumers.
Arcelik, based in Turkey, is one of the largest white goods (refrigerator, washer/dryer, dishwasher) manufacturers in the world. The company sells white goods and other electronics in more than 100 countries under many brand names. The Beko line is the best known around the world.
People from Beko conduct buyer persona research in many of the countries the company sells in and modifies product features based on what the researchers learn from consumers. The key here is that Beko staff develop buyer personas using actual input from interviews. Unlike most companies, which dream up product features in a conference room at headquarters, Beko taps the marketplace to gather intelligence first.
With clothes dryers, Beko marketing people learned through discussions with Chinese consumers that the traditional approach of drying clothing in the sun is an important aspect of Chinese culture. In some parts of China, people believe that clothing is part of an individual’s soul. After washing, the clothing must be exposed to sunlight in order to bring the soul back. Thus, Beko realized it might be too much of a leap for consumers to go from hanging clothes outside in sunlight to drying them indoors with a machine.
Seems like an insurmountable problem, doesn’t it? Not for Beko! The company developed a dryer that includes a setting to stop the cycle after clothes are about halfway dry. The consumer then hangs the slightly damp clothing outside in the sun to finish the process. These dryers are selling very well in China.
Another insight led to product development in the Beko refrigerator line sold in China. Because rice is a staple of the Chinese diet, rice storage is important for Chinese families. It turns out that rice is best stored at low humidity and at about 10 degrees Celsius. But this is not a good setting for storing most fresh foods. In this case, Beko product engineers created a three-door fridge that has the usual freezer and refrigerator compartments as well as a new compartment for rice storage.
With both the fridge and the dryer, the buyer persona insights are also used to market the product. The actual words and phrases used by Chinese consumers to describe the way they dry clothing and store rice can be used in product descriptions.
At a recent IFA Fair in Berlin, Germany, the world’s leading trade show for consumer electronics and home appliances, the Beko refrigerator won a coveted innovation award. But you simply can’t make such products up in your conference room. The only way to learn about customer needs in a global marketplace is to spend time speaking with buyers in the countries where you plan to sell.
That’s also the only way to tap insights from buyers to create web and social media content that appeals to consumers in your markets.
So whether you’re a product developer or a marketer, buyer persona research will give you insights to drive success.
Reaching Senior Executives
Many people ask me about reaching senior executives via the web. That executives do not use the web as much as other people is a commonly held belief, one that I’ve never bought. Frequently, business-to-business (B2B) marketers use this misperception as an excuse for why they don’t have to focus on building buyer personas and marketing materials for senior executives. Based on anecdotal information from meeting with many of them, I have always argued that executives are online in a big way. However, I’ve never had any solid data to support my hunch until now.
Forbes Insights, in association with Google, released a study called The Rise of the Digital C-Suite: How Executives Locate and Filter Business Information. The findings clearly show that executives consider the web to be their most valuable resource for gathering business information, outstripping at-work contacts, personal networks, trade publications, and so on. In a follow-up study, Video in the C-Suite: Executives Embrace the Non-Text Web, Forbes Insights found that 75 percent of executives surveyed said they watch work-related videos at least weekly, and 65 percent have visited a vendor’s website after watching a video. The social element of online video is strong in the executive suite. More than half of senior executives share videos with colleagues at least weekly and receive work-related videos as often.
“The common perception is that top executives at the largest companies do not use the Internet, but the reality is just the opposite,” says Stuart Feil, editorial director of Forbes Insights. “These findings show that C-level executives are more involved online than their counterparts, and younger generations of executives—those whose work careers have coincided with the growth of the PC and the Internet—are bringing profound organizational change to these companies.”
The Importance of Buyer Personas in Web Marketing
One of the simplest ways to build an effective website or to create great marketing programs using online content is to target the specific buyer personas that you have created. Yet most websites are big brochures that do not offer specific information for different buyers. Think about it—the typical website is one size fits all, with the content organized by the company’s products or services, not by categories corresponding to buyer personas and their associated problems.
The same thing is true about other online marketing programs. Without a focus on the buyer, the typical press release and media relations program are built on what the organization wants to say rather than what the buyer wants to hear. There is a huge difference. Companies that are successful with direct-to-consumer news release strategies write for their buyers. The blogs that are best at reaching an organizational goal are not about companies or products but rather about customers and their problems.
Now that you’ve set quantifiable organizational goals and identified the buyer personas that you want to reach, your job as you develop your marketing and PR plan is to identify the best ways to reach buyers and develop compelling information that you will use in your web marketing programs. If you’ve conducted interviews with buyers and developed a buyer persona profile, then you know the buyer problems that your product or service solves, and you know the media that buyers turn to for answers. Do they go first to a search engine? If so, what words and phrases do they enter? Which blogs, chat rooms, forums, and online news sites do they read? Are they open to audio or video? You need to answer these questions before you continue.
In Your Buyers’ Own Words
Throughout the book, I often refer to the importance of understanding the words and phrases that buyers use. An effective web marketing plan requires an understanding of the ways your buyers speak and the real words and phrases they use. This is important not only for building a positive online relationship with your buyers but also for planning effective search engine marketing strategies. After all, if you are not using the phrases your buyers search on, how can you possibly reach them?
Let’s take a look at the importance of the actual words buyers use, by way of an example. Several years ago, I worked with Shareholder.com to create a web content strategy to reach buyers of the company’s new Whistleblower Hotline product and move those buyers into and through the sales cycle. The Shareholder.com product was developed as an outsourced solution for public companies to comply with Rule 301 (the so-called Whistleblower Hotline provision) of the U.S. Sarbanes-Oxley legislation that was passed in the wake of corporate scandals such as Enron. Most important, we interviewed buyers (such as chief financial officers within publicly traded companies) who were required to comply with the legislation. We also read the publications that our buyers read (such as CFO, Directors Monthly, and the ACC Docket of the Association of Corporate Counsel); we actually downloaded and read the massive Sarbanes-Oxley legislation document itself; and we studied the agendas of the many conferences and events that our buyers attended that discussed the importance of Sarbanes-Oxley compliance.
As a result of the buyer persona research, we learned the phrases that buyers used when discussing the Sarbanes-Oxley Whistleblower Hotline rule, so the content that we created for the Shareholder.com website included such important phrases as “SEC mandates,” “complete audit trail,” “Sarbanes-Oxley rule 301,” “confidential and anonymous submission,” and “safe and secure employee reporting.” An important component of the website we created (based on our buyer persona research) was thought-leadership-based content, including a webinar called “Whistleblower Hotlines: More Than a Mandate” that featured guest speakers Harvey Pitt (former chairman of the U.S. Securities and Exchange Commission) and Lynn Brewer (author of House of Cards: Confessions of an Enron Executive). Because this webinar discusses issues of importance to buyers (not only Shareholder.com products), and the guest speakers are thought leaders that buyers are interested in learning from, 600 people eagerly watched the presentation live.
“The webinar was very important because when we launched the product we were starting from a position with no market share within this product niche,” says Bradley H. Smith, who was director of marketing/communications at Shareholder.com at the time. “Other companies had already entered the market before us. The webinar gave us search engine terms like ‘Harvey Pitt’ and ‘Enron’ and offered a celebrity draw. Search engine placement was important because it created our brand as a leader in Whistleblower Hotline technologies even though we were new to this market. Besides prospective clients, the media found us, which resulted in important press including prominent placement in a Wall Street Journal article called ‘Making It Easier to Complain.’”
Shareholder.com then took the service to the Canadian market, where the legislation was called “Ontario Securities Commission and the Audit Committees Rule of the Canadian Securities Administrators Guidelines Multilateral Instrument 52-110” (quite a mouthful). Smith and his colleagues interviewed buyers in Canada to conduct buyer persona research to determine if there were any differences in the words and phrases used in Canada. There were! Unlike the other U.S. companies attempting to enter the Canadian market for hotline solutions by just using their U.S. marketing materials, Shareholder.com created a separate set of web content for Canadian buyers. In the pages for these buyers were specific phrases that were used by Canadian buyers (but not buyers in the United States), such as “governance hotline,” “conducting a forensic accounting investigation,” and the exact name of the Canadian legislation.
Because the marketers at Shareholder.com had done extensive buyer persona research and had created web content with the words and phrases used by buyers, the Shareholder.com pages were visited frequently and linked to often, and they became highly ranked by the search engines. In fact, Shareholder.com became number one out of 258,000 hits on Google for the phrase “whistleblower hotline.”
As a result of traffic driven from the search engines and great web content for both U.S. and Canadian buyers (such as webinars), the product launch was a success. “In the four months immediately after the webcast, we signed 75 clients,” Smith says. “Furthermore, the webcast archive of the event continued to work for us throughout the year, advancing our brand presence, generating sales leads, and contributing to the strongest Shareholder.com stand-alone product launch ever.”
After I wrote the original version of this story, the Nasdaq Stock Market, Inc., acquired Shareholder.com.
Figuring out the phrases for your market requires that you buckle down and do some research. Although interviewing buyers about their market problems and listening to the words and phrases they use is best, you can also learn a great deal by reading the publications they read. Check out any blogs in your buyers’ marketplace (if you haven’t already), and study the agendas and topic descriptions for the conferences and seminars that your buyers frequent. When you have a list of the phrases that are important to your buyers, use those phrases not only to appeal to them specifically but also to make your pages appear in the search engine results when your buyers search for what you have to offer.
What Do You Want Your Buyers to Believe?
Now that you have identified organizational goals, built one or more buyer personas, and researched the words and phrases your buyers use to talk about and search for your product or service, you should think about what you want each of your buyer personas to believe about your organization. What are the actual words and phrases that you will use for each buyer persona?
In the 2008 election, Barack Obama focused on his buyer personas and identified as crucially important the concept of “change.” Everywhere you saw the Obama campaign, there were nods to this theme: on the podium where the candidate was speaking, on T-shirts and buttons, on posters, and of course on the web. The Obama campaign shrewdly understood that when voters pulled the lever to vote for Obama, they were buying into the idea of the need for change.
The same thing was true with the Donald Trump campaign in 2016. The Trump campaign focused on buyers and clearly articulated a campaign promise to “Make America Great Again.” He established the #MAGA hashtag for social media, especially Twitter.
In both of these cases, voters were choosing an idea, not just a man. The Obama and Trump campaign strategists clearly understood, and articulated, what they wanted their buyer personas to believe that the candidate would bring.
You must do the same thing with your buyer personas. What do you want each group to believe about your organization? What messages will you use to reach them on the web? Remember, the best information is not just about your product. What is each buyer persona really buying from you? Is it great customer service? The safe choice? Luxury? For example, Volvo doesn’t sell just a car; it sells safety.
And don’t forget that different buyer personas buy different things from your organization. Think about Gatorade for a moment. For competitive athletes, Gatorade has been the drink of choice for decades. I found some interesting messages on the Gatorade website,2 including: “If you want to win, you’ve got to replace what you lose” and “For some athletes, significant dehydration can occur within the initial 30 minutes of exercise.” These are interesting messages, because they target the buyer persona of the competitive athlete and focus on how Gatorade can help those athletes win.
Now, I’m not an expert on Gatorade’s buyer personas, but it seems to me that it could further refine its buyer personas based on the sports that athletes play or on whether they are professionals or amateurs. If tennis players see themselves as very different from football players, then Gatorade may need to create buyer persona profiles and messages to target both sports separately. Or maybe women athletes make up a different buyer persona for Gatorade than men.
But there’s another buyer persona that I have never seen Gatorade address. I remember back to my early 20s, when I lived in an apartment in New York City and was single and making the rounds in the party circuit and late-night club scene. To be honest, I was partying a little too hard some weeknights, skulking home in the wee hours. I then had to make it down to my Wall Street job by 8 a.m. I discovered that drinking a large bottle of Gatorade on the walk to the subway stop helped me feel a lot better. Now I don’t actually expect Gatorade to develop messages for young professionals in New York who party and drink too much, but that buyer persona certainly has different problems from those that Gatorade solves for athletes. Imagine advertising for this buyer persona: “Last night’s third martini still in your system? Rehydration is not just for athletes. Gatorade.”
I told this Gatorade story to a group of people at a seminar I ran for marketing executives, and a woman told the group that her mother had always served Gatorade to her when she had a cold or the flu. How interesting—another buyer persona for Gatorade: parents who are caring for sick children and who want to make sure they are properly hydrated.
The point is that different buyer personas have different problems for your organization to solve. And there’s no doubt that your online marketing and PR programs will do better if you develop information specifically for each buyer persona, instead of simply relying on a generic site that uses one set of broad messages for everyone.
Developing Content to Reach Buyers
You must now think like a publisher. You should develop an editorial plan to reach your buyers with focused content in the media they prefer. Your first action might be to create a content-rich website with pages organized by buyer persona. This does not mean you need to redesign the entire existing website, nor does it necessitate a change in the site architecture. You can start by just creating some new individual pages, each with specialized content customized for a particular buyer persona, creating appropriate links to these pages, and leaving the rest of the site alone. For example, our hypothetical college might create content for each of the buyer personas it identified. Sam the Athlete (the high school student who is a varsity athlete and a candidate for admission) should have specific content written for him that describes what it is like to be a student athlete at the college and also gives tips for the admission process. The college could include profiles of current student athletes or even a blog by one of the coaches. In addition, appropriate links on the homepage and the admissions pages should be created for Sam. An appropriate homepage link such as “high school athletes start here” or “special information for student athletes” would attract Sam’s attention.
At the same time, the college should develop pages for parents of high school students who are considering applying for admission. The parents have very different problems from those of the students, and the site content designed for parents would deal with things like financial aid and safety on campus.
As you keep your publisher’s hat on, consider what other media your organization can publish on the web to reach the buyers you have identified. A technology company might want to consider a white paper detailing solutions to a known buyer problem. Perhaps you have enough information to create an e-book on a subject that would be of interest to one or more of your buyer personas. You may want to develop a series of a dozen videos focusing on issues that you know your buyer is interested in. Or it might be time to start a blog, a podcast, or a Twitter feed to reach your buyers.
Consider creating an editorial plan for each buyer persona. You might do this in the form of a calendar for the upcoming year that includes website content, an e-book or white paper, a blog, and some news releases. Notice as you build an editorial plan and an editorial calendar for the next year that you’re now focused on creating the compelling content that your buyers are interested in. Unlike the way you might have done it in the past (and the way your competitors are marketing today), you are not just creating a big brochure about your organization. You’re writing for your buyers, not your own ego.
Let’s think for a moment about the real estate business. Most Realtors focus on the property itself. In residential markets, they talk about the number of bedrooms and bathrooms, the type of countertops and appliances in the kitchen, and how much land the house sits on. If you’re only talking about product attributes, you’re not marketing to real customer needs effectively.
It’s much more important to focus on your buyer’s attributes than your product’s. Real estate professionals need to step back and understand the people looking for property.
As in many parts of the United States, the countryside around Portland, Maine, has many farmhouses no longer occupied by professional farmers. When the owners of these properties want to sell, the challenge for real estate professionals is to help buyers who aren’t professional farmers find and appreciate these homes. (There just aren’t that many farmers looking to buy.)
That’s where buyer personas come in. Distinct buyer personas relevant to this situation might include the following: newly married couples who want to raise a family in a rural environment; professionals from urban areas seeking a simpler way of life; professionals who live within driving distance of Maine, perhaps in nearby Boston, and want to buy a weekend retreat; people who want a vacation home but can’t afford a place on the beach; and people who grew up in a rural area and dream of returning to that life, perhaps becoming hobbyist farmers.
In short, creating content that frames the Maine farmhouse property according to possible lifestyles—rather than as an amalgam of room counts and land acreage—is a subtle but critically important shift. Not for nothing, the associated content on the real estate website, blog, or social media feed will also be a lot more fun to read, and to write.
An effective real estate agent doesn’t focus first or even primarily on the farm. They investigate, through interviews and other research, and then cater to the attributes of potential buyers. Then they weave those attributes together to try to understand how people of the desired sales demographics actually think—and speak, and search—about such a property. What words and phrases would they use to describe such a property? How do they feel about the prospects of owning that property?
This information can then be incorporated into online content by an editorial team dedicated to serving each buyer persona with relevant content. It might include YouTube videos, e-books, audio podcasts, photo essays, charts, and interactive tools or calculators. Agents’ new knowledge should also inform their participation in real estate forums, social networks, and blogs. It should also inform a search engine optimization strategy, generating relevant and timely information that solves problems for buyers, uses their natural language, and ultimately benefits search rankings. This content also leads buyers down conversion paths where they are more likely to express interest in a property that appeals to them.
The measurable results of countless marketing makeovers I’ve been privy to demonstrate the benefits of marketing based on detailed understanding of buyer personas.
Clear benefits accrue to marketing based on detailed understanding of buyer personas. In particular, when you stop talking about yourself and your products and services and instead use the web to educate and inform important types of buyers, you will be more successful.
Marketing Strategy Planning Template
Over the past several years, as I’ve connected with people from around the world who have read earlier editions of this book, I’ve heard from some readers that they’ve struggled with getting started. Most of the implementation challenges that people describe involve the shift from focusing on products and services to the more effective approach of focusing on buyer personas and information that helps solve buyers’ problems. A secondary challenge people share is the shift in emphasis from offline marketing techniques and programs (such as direct mail, trade shows, and advertising) to reaching buyers on the web.
Taking a suggestion from Toby Jenkins and Adam Franklin of Australian web strategy firm Bluewire Media, I’ve devised an aid to tackling these challenges: a simple marketing strategy planning template. Jenkins and Franklin had been working on a similar template when we first got connected, so we decided to collaborate. You can download a newly revised and updated full-color and more user-friendly version on my website.3
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I created the template to help people implement strategies for reaching buyers directly. I believe it’s essential to shift out of the marketer’s comfort zone of preaching about products and services. For example, if you were to say to me, “I want to start a blog,” I would point you to the template and have you start asking the following questions:
· Who are you trying to reach with the blog?
· Is a blog the best tool? Or might another form of content be better?
· What problems can you help solve for your buyers?
· What value do you bring as creator of this content?
· What search terms are people entering to find you? (This will help you name the blog itself and to title individual posts.)
· What sort of person are you, and what is your company’s personality? (This is helpful for creating the design.)
· What do you want people to do—buy, donate, subscribe? (It is helpful to create appropriate links to additional content.)
The marketing and PR strategy planning template is built on the same principle I use throughout this book: Understanding buyers and publishing information on the web especially for them drives action. This approach becomes clear on the second and third pages of the strategy template. The second page points out that when you publish valuable information (videos, blogs, Twitter feeds, e-books, and so on), you are creating the sorts of links that search engine algorithms love. Thus, your content surfaces when buyers are looking for help solving their problems! The third page reminds you that the information people find will drive them to action and help you achieve your goals. Moreover, you can monitor your own effectiveness: You can measure how many people follow you on Twitter, sign up for your email newsletter, or download a white paper. You can also measure how your marketing strategies are helping your organization reach its most important goals, such as new sales and revenue growth.
The New Rules of Measurement
Readers of my blog and those who have seen my talks know that I am very critical of the old return on investment (ROI) approach to measuring marketing and public relations success, an approach still popular today. In my days as vice president of marketing and PR for a NASDAQ-traded B2B technology company more than 15 years ago, we measured success in two ways. Our marketing programs were measured via sales leads: the number of people who registered to download a white paper or who tossed a business card into a fishbowl at the trade show. In other words, the only thing that mattered in our approach to marketing was how many people raised their hands by submitting personal information to us. Similarly, our public relations programs were measured via a PR clip book, a collection of all the clippings of magazine and newspaper articles written about the company. The book represented a month’s worth of clippings and was usually bound for us by our PR agency. We would then calculate the advertising equivalency value of those press clips—that is, how much we would have had to pay to purchase a similar amount of ad space in that publication. These were the measures my bosses used to gauge my success. And I’m told by tons of marketing and PR people that sales leads and clip books are still the primary metrics used today.
Asking Your Buyer for a Date
To illustrate how the old form of measurement based on sales leads is flawed, I like to appeal to a dating analogy. Imagine that a man goes up to someone he finds attractive at a bar and the first thing out of his mouth is “Give me your phone number.”
Imagine that a woman sees someone she finds interesting at the local coffee emporium and starts off the conversation with “How much money do you make?”
If you’re a famous celebrity or amazingly hot, this approach might work. However, mere mortals are not likely to get too far in the dating world by acting like this.
Yet this is exactly the way that many companies behave. They apply to the web the old rules they learned for offline marketing. They require the disclosure of personal information before sending an interested party a white paper. They design inane “contact us” forms to fill out before it’s possible to speak with a human. How does that make you feel? So the next time you have to design a marketing strategy, think about how you would approach it if you were trying to date the buyer.
Measuring the Power of Free
While the dating discussion helps us understand what’s at stake for marketing measurement, what about for public relations? How do we measure the effectiveness of PR?
A reader named Lee put it bluntly: “Wow you really don’t like us poor old PR people do you? So—how do you replace the clip books, which you are so scathing of and our bosses and clients still demand? Can you help me understand how to explain to a client exactly what they have paid for on a monthly basis? They want to see results.”
Here is a longer version of what I answered back to Lee:
The problem I have with clip book measurement is that it does not reflect the realities of what we can do today to reach our audiences via the web. A clip book implies that all we care about is ink from mainstream media. Measuring success by focusing only on the number of times the mainstream media write or broadcast about you misses the point.
If a blogger is spreading your ideas, that’s great.
If a thousand people watch your YouTube video, that’s awesome.
If a hundred people email a link to your information out to their networks, tweet about you, or post about you on their Facebook pages, that’s amazing.
If a hundred people join your LinkedIn group, go ahead and shout, “Woo-hoo!”
If you come up on the first page of Google results for an important phrase, break out the champagne!
You’re reaching people, which was the point of seeking media attention in the first place, right?
The problem is that most PR people measure only traditional media like magazines, newspapers, radio, and TV, and this practice doesn’t capture the value of sharing. There’s nothing wrong with a clip book, but it’s not enough.
What You Should Measure
These days, the web gives everyone—not only B2B companies like the one I worked for but also consumer brands, consultants, nonprofits, schools, and many others—a tremendous opportunity to reach people and engage them in new and different ways. Now we can earn attention by creating and publishing online for free something interesting and valuable: a YouTube video, a blog, a research report, photos, a Twitter stream, an e-book, a Facebook page.
But how should we measure the success of this new kind of marketing? The answer is that we need new metrics.
Take another look at the last page of the marketing and PR strategy planning template. Under Goals is a list of many things that you can measure and observe, such as how many people participate in your social networking sites, how many people are reading and downloading your work, and how many are making inquiries about or buying your products and services.
Here are seven things you can measure:
1. How many people are eager to participate in your online efforts? (You can measure how many people like you on Facebook, subscribe to your blog, follow you on Twitter, sign up for your email newsletter, or register for a webinar.)
2. How many people are downloading your stuff? (You can measure how many people are downloading your e-books, presentation slides, videos, podcasts, and other content.)
3. How often are bloggers writing about you and your ideas?
4. (And what are those bloggers saying?)
5. Where are you appearing in search results for important phrases?
6. How many people are engaging with you and choosing to speak to you about your offerings? (You can measure how many people are responding to contact forms and making requests for information.)
7. How are sales looking? Is the company reaching its goals? (Ultimately, the most important form of measurement within management teams is revenue and profit.)
The closer marketers align the way we measure with the real goals of the business, like revenue and profit, the more our marketing programs will help to achieve those goals. And an added benefit of this approach is that you will be more respected by your peers in other parts of your company.
Stop Thinking of Content Creation as a Marketing Expense
I get pushback about the new rules from many entrepreneurs, business owners, and chief marketing officers (CMOs) because they see the investment in “content people” as a barrier. They say things like: “I cannot find money in my budget to spend $5,000 a month (or however much) on content creation.”
When I’ve probed, I’ve learned the vast majority of these decision makers are looking at content creation in the same way they look at other marketing expenses: advertising, trade show booths, agency retainers, and printing.
Thinking of your online content as just another marketing expense will always lead you to underspend.
For example, if you spent $5,000 in a given month on a Google AdWords advertising campaign, the only thing you bought were the ads appearing in the search results and the resulting clicks on your ads, which appeared against the important phrases people search with to find your business. But as soon as you stop paying, your advertising and clicks completely stop. That is a classic example of a genuine marketing expense. You pay and you get something but when you stop paying it immediately goes away.
However, if you spend $5,000 in a given month to hire a freelance journalist to write a bunch of interesting blog posts, that content will live on beyond that particular month. It will continue to drive people from the search engines to your website for years to come. The content will retain its value many years after it has been paid for.
I started writing my blog in 2004. There are posts that I wrote many years ago that rank highly in the search engines for phrases that people search on today: “brand journalism,” “newsjacking,” and many others.
My free e-books provide an even more dramatic example. They’ve been downloaded well over a million times. Every single day, people download my e-books, in some cases years after I have written them. Why? Because they enter search terms like “viral marketing” into a search engine and discover my content created long ago.
Those blog posts and e-books are assets that I own. They’re not one-shot marketing expenses. They draw 500 or so search engine users to my website or blog each day. For free.
Almost all marketers make this mistake, viewing investment in content as a short-term advertising expense rather than the creation of a long-term asset.
It’s time we educated the decision makers that content creation is asset building. I am such a believer in this idea that I think we should start putting our blogs and YouTube channels onto our balance sheets in the same way that many companies value patents, trademarks, or brands.
Allow me to propose a metric for doing so. Let’s call it AdWords value equivalency, analogous to the traditional PR metric of advertising value equivalency.
The way to calculate it is to figure out how much you would have to pay for the Google AdWords equivalent of a particular search term for which you rank highly in the natural search results (thanks to that great content you invested in). Then figure out how often that phrase is searched on and clicked to calculate a value for a year (or 10 years, or in perpetuity).
Here’s an example. As I write this, my content is currently in the #2 position for the phrase “online media room” on Google. That’s from a report titled “Online Media Room Best Practices” I wrote and posted to my site nearly 10 years ago! At the same time, there are companies buying ads against this phrase using Google AdWords, including LVL Studio and Prezly. I would argue that the value of that phrase as a marketing asset to my business is the present value of the maximum AdWords price you have to pay, times the number of searches (or the number of clicks). You could figure it out such that a keyword like that could potentially be worth hundreds of thousands of dollars over, say, 10 years. Maybe millions of dollars.
My point here is simply that a marketing expense is something that you spend money on and, after it’s spent, the value is gone. However, a marketing asset like content is a lasting investment and needs to be weighed differently. In many cases, the value far outweighs the initial investment, and benefits accrue for years to come.
Stick to Your Plan
If you’ve read this far, thank you. If you’ve developed a marketing and PR plan that uses the new rules of marketing and PR and you’re ready to execute, great! The next 13 chapters will give you more specific advice about implementing your plan.
But now I must warn you: Many people who adhere to the old rules will fight you on this strategy. If you are a marketing professional who wants to reach your buyers directly, you are likely to encounter resistance from corporate communications people. PR folks will get resistance from their agencies. They’ll say the old rules are still in play. They’ll say you have to focus on the four Ps. They’ll say you need to talk only about your products. They’ll say that using the media is the only way to tell your story and that you can use press releases only to reach journalists, not your buyers directly. They’ll say that bloggers are geeks in pajamas who don’t matter.
They are wrong. As the dozens of successful marketers profiled in this book say, the old rules are old news. Millions of people are online right now looking for answers to their problems. Will they find your organization? And if so, what will they find?
Remember, on the web, you are what you publish.
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Growing Your Business: How Marketing and PR Drive Sales
Successful selling no longer follows the playbook that worked even just a few years ago. The rules have changed here, too, yet most organizations and the salespeople they employ haven’t made the transition.
Because of the wealth of information on the web, the salesperson no longer controls the relationship between buyer and seller. Now, buyers are in charge. They can see what your CEO is saying on Twitter and LinkedIn. They can check out independent blogs to learn what it’s really like to be a customer. Buyers actively go around salespeople, gathering information themselves and engaging a company representative only at the last possible moment. By then, they are armed with tons of information. In the old days, salespeople controlled the information. Now it’s the buyers who have the leverage.
It gets worse. As you probably know, salespeople have a bad reputation in the marketplace. Except for salespeople themselves, almost everyone I talk to associates sales with being hustled and taken advantage of. They think of dealing with a salesperson as a purely adversarial relationship. The very word sales summons sleazy connotations, so people get defensive immediately to protect themselves.
It’s Time for a Sales Transformation
After the first edition of this book was released in 2007, hundreds of people asked me to extend the ideas in this book to the area of sales. I frequently heard from people who had transformed their organizations’ marketing and public relations functions and are now ready to do the same with their sales departments. Like anyone following the new rules, I listened. Soon I began research on how the ideas in this book apply to sales. I found incredible examples of how content also influences sales, so I wrote a follow-on book to the one you’re reading. Originally released in 2014 and with a newly revised paperback edition in 2016, it’s titled The New Rules of Sales and Service: How to Use Agile Selling, Real-Time Customer Engagement, Big Data, Content, and Storytelling to Grow Your Business. This chapter explains the basics of how to apply the ideas from the Sales and Service book. If you work in a larger organization, you’ll learn how to work with your sales colleagues. If you’re an entrepreneur, business owner, or employee of a smaller organization, you’ll see how to integrate marketing and sales to grow your business.
Before we dig in, let’s take a moment to look at how these two disciplines differ. By making certain we understand the difference, we can then close the gap between marketing and sales and grow business faster.
Marketing generates attention from the many people who make up a buyer persona. Sales content (and salespeople), on the other hand, communicates with one potential customer at a time, putting the buying process into context.
Reaching many people: The job of marketers is to understand buyer personas and communicate with these groups in a one-to-many approach. That’s what most of this book is all about. Web content as a marketing asset captures the attention of a group of buyers and drives those people into and through the sales process. The content marketers create—blogs, YouTube videos, infographics, e-books, webinars, and the like—can influence large numbers of people. Done well, with a research-based understanding of buyer personas, this content generates sales leads.
Influencing one person at a time: The role of sales is completely different. The goal of a salesperson is to influence one buyer at a time, typically when the buyer is already close to making a purchase decision. While marketers need to be experts in persuading an audience of many, salespeople excel in persuading the individual buyer. They add context to the company’s expertise, products, and services. Through them, the marketers’ content fulfills its potential by connecting buyer to salesperson when the buyer is interested.
If, like me, you run a small business, you’re probably playing both roles—communicating to your wider marketplace and engaging with one interested buyer at a time.
In this chapter, we’re going to build on some of the ideas and concepts I’ve already introduced. In Chapter 3, we talked about reaching buyers directly with your organization’s online content, and Chapter 10 was where we put together a detailed plan to identify and target buyer personas with individualized approaches. But to extend these ideas to sales, we’re also going to talk about some new concepts, particularly how content influences individual buyers when they close in on a purchase decision.
Let’s start the chapter with some ideas for how you can build a website that walks buyers through the research process as they consider doing business with your organization and moves them toward the place where they are ready to buy (or donate, or join, or subscribe). Remember, that’s the goal of all web content! We’ll also spend some time discussing how you can work directly with the salespeople in your organization.
How Web Content Influences the Buying Process
As I’ve said many times in these pages, when people want to buy something, the web is almost always the first stop on their shopping trip. In any market category, potential customers head online to conduct research. The moment of truth is when they reach your site: Will you draw them into your sales process, or allow them to click away?
While many marketers now understand that content drives action, and quite a few have embraced the ideas in this book, the vast majority focus their content effort only at the very top of the sales consideration process. In other words, they create content to attract buyers but none to support the salespeople. That’s a big mistake!
People don’t go to the web looking for advertising; they are on a quest for content.
When buyers arrive at your site, you have an opportunity to deliver targeted information at the precise moment when they are looking for what you have to offer. By providing information when they need it, you can begin a long and profitable relationship with them. Editors and publishers obsess over maintaining readership. So should you.
To best leverage the power of content, you first need to help your site’s visitors find what they need. When someone arrives for the first time, he or she receives a series of messages—whether you realize it or not. These messages are answering the questions that matter to the visitor.
· Does this organization care about me?
· Does it focus on the problems I face?
· Does it share my perspective or push its own on me?
You need to start with site navigation that is designed and organized with your buyers in mind. Don’t simply mimic the way your company or group is organized (e.g., by product, geography, or governmental structure), because the way your audience uses websites rarely coincides with your company’s internal priorities. Organizing based on your needs leaves site visitors confused about how to find what they really need.
You should learn as much as possible about your buyers’ process, focusing on issues such as how they find your site or how long they consider a purchase. Consider what happens offline in parallel with online interactions. The two should complement each other. For example, if you have an e-commerce site and a printed catalog, coordinate the content so that both efforts support and reinforce the buying process: Include URLs for your online buying guide in the catalog, and use the same product descriptions online, so people don’t get confused. In the business-to-business (B2B) world, trade shows should work together with Internet initiatives. For instance, you might collect email addresses at the booth and then send a follow-up email pointing to a show-specific landing page.
For most B2B products and services, as well as higher-priced consumer goods, your buyers will at some point need to reach out to engage with a representative of your company. In that moment, you’ve gone from marketing to your buyers as a group to selling to your buyer as an individual person. While this process may happen via email, the phone, social networking, or an in-person visit, content still plays a vital role in getting the buyer ready to buy. But you have to understand the process to help shape it.
Tips for Creating a Buyer-Centric Website
The online relationship begins the second a potential customer hits your homepage. The first thing he or she needs to find is a self-reflection. That’s why you must organize your site with content for each of your distinct buyer personas. How do your potential customers self-select? Is it based on their job function, on geography, or on the industry they work in? It’s important to create a set of appropriate links based on a clear understanding of your buyers, so you can quickly move them from your homepage to pages built specifically for them.
One way many organizations approach navigation is to link to landing pages based on the problems your product or service solves. Start by identifying the situations in which each target audience may find itself. If you are in the supply chain management business, you might have a drop-down menu on the homepage with links that say, “I need to get product to customers faster” or “I want to move products internationally.” Each path leads to landing pages built for buyer segments, with content targeted to their problems. Once buyers reach those pages, you have the opportunity to communicate your expertise in solving these problems—building some empathy in the process. Then you can move customers further along the buying cycle, handing them off to a salesperson when appropriate.
As you build a site that focuses on your buyers and their purchasing process, here are some tips to consider.
Develop a Site Personality
It is important to create a distinct, consistent, and memorable site. The tone of voice of the content will contribute to that goal. As visitors interact with the content on your site, they should develop a clear picture of your organization. Is the personality fun and playful? Or is it solid and conservative? For example, when people search on the Google homepage, they can choose to click “I’m Feeling Lucky.” That’s a fun and playful way for them to be taken directly to the top listing in the search results. That one little phrase, “I’m Feeling Lucky,” says a lot about Google.
And there’s more where that came from. For example, the collection of more than 100 Google-supported languages goes from Afrikaans to Zulu but also includes the language of Elmer Fudd.1 If you choose this option, you’ll see everything translated into Fudd-speak—“I’m Feewing Wucky,” for example. You probably also know about Google’s fun tradition of modifying its homepage logo to mark special events. Called Google Doodles, these whimsically altered logos vary around the world to celebrate everything from Australia Day to Cézanne’s birthday. This is cool, but it wouldn’t work for a more conservative company—it would just seem strange and out of place.
Contrast Google’s homepage to Accenture’s.2 At the time of this writing, the Accenture logo appeared just above a tone-creating promise: “High Performance. Delivered.” The site features photos with messages such as “We have advised clients on more than 570 merger and acquisition deals in the last 5 years” and “Every year our systems process 300 million airline ticket reservations.”
Both of these homepages work because the site personality is compatible with the company personality. Whatever your personality, the way to achieve consistency is to make certain that the written material, as well as the other content on the site, conforms to a defined tone that you’ve established from the start. A strong focus on site personality and character pays off. As visitors come to rely on the content they find on your site, they will develop an emotional and personal relationship with your organization. A website can evoke a familiar and trusted voice, just like that of a friend on the other end of an email exchange.
For an example of a site with a very distinct personality, check out HOTforSecurity from Bitdefender.3 Bitdefender is a particularly interesting example because the online security market is very competitive, making product differentiation a challenge. A cornerstone of the company’s marketing approach, HOTforSecurity was launched as a stand-alone site focused on key influencers within the information technology (IT) security community. The new site was not a redesign of the existing company site but, rather, an informational supplement to the main Bitdefender product site.4
HOTforSecurity is for people who are interested in the latest information on Internet threats. The Bitdefender team clearly understands that the best online initiatives are those that deliver specific information tailored to a particular buyer persona. The HOTforSecurity site was developed to appeal to three different buyer personas:
       IT security press (both mainstream press and social media).
Bitdefender users.
A group of “Internet security geeks”—the most important buyer persona for HOTforSecurity.
The HOTforSecurity site appeals directly to the Internet security geek buyer persona. Who else would appreciate dryly incredulous headlines like this one: “Phishing Attacks against Commercial Vessels on the Rise, Alerts US Coast Guard.” The design is clearly that of an informational site that might be a media property—in stark contrast to the slew of boring corporate tech sites. It delivers valuable information to everyone interested in Internet security issues, not just Bitdefender users. It is not a sales site, so people trust it. While there are identifiers that the site is an online property of Bitdefender, it is a subtle tie. They don’t brag about it, but they don’t hide the association, either. HOTforSecurity from Bitdefender is a great example of online content that effectively reaches buyers.
Photos and Images Tell Your Story
Content is not limited to words; smart marketers make use of nontext content—including photos, audio feeds, video clips, cartoons, charts, and graphs—to inform and entertain site visitors. Photographs in particular play an important role for many sites. Photos are powerful content when page visitors see that the images are an integrated component of the website. However, generic stock photographs (happy and good-looking multicultural models in a fake company meeting room) may actually have a negative effect. People will know instantly if you use fake photos. Neither you nor your users are generic.
A technical note: While photos, charts, graphs, and other nontext content make great additions to any site, be wary of very large image sizes and of distracting multimedia content like Flash graphics and animation. Visitors want to access content quickly, they want sites that load fast, and they don’t want to be distracted. See Chapter 16 for much more on photos and images.
          Include Interactive Content Tools
Anything that gets people involved with the content of a site provides a great way to engage visitors, build their interest, and move them through your sales cycle. Examples of interactive tools include the stock quoting and charting applications found on financial sites and “email your congressman” tools on political advocacy sites. Interactive content provides visitors with a chance to immerse themselves in site content and take action. That makes them more likely to progress through the sales consideration cycle to the point where they are ready to spend money.
Make Feedback Loops Available
Providing a way for users to interact with your organization is a hallmark of a great site. Easy-to-find “contact us” links are a must, and direct feedback mechanisms like “rate this” buttons, online forums, viewer reviews, and opportunities to post comments provide valuable information by and for site visitors.
Provide Ways for Your Customers to Interact with Each Other
A forum or wiki, where customers can share with and help each other, works well for many organizations as a way to show potential customers your vibrant user community. In other words, it’s great marketing to get an existing set of customers interacting with each other on your site!
Make Sure Your Site Is Current
Many people are so busy creating new content for their sites that they forget to ensure that existing content is still current. Websites tend to become outdated quickly because of product changes, staff turnover, and other factors. You should make a point of auditing your site regularly, perhaps once per quarter, and revising as appropriate. At a minimum, you must change the copyright date, if you have one, each January 1. I’ve seen hundreds of pages with copyright dates many years old.
Include Social Media Share Buttons
A great way to extend the potential reach of your content—to people you do not even know yet—is to make it easy for readers to share it with their networks. Share buttons do this best. Your videos, white paper download pages, blog posts, and similar content should definitely have them. Share buttons make it easy for people to point to your content on social networking sites like Facebook, Pinterest, LinkedIn, and Twitter. An example of a share button is the little thumbs-up “Like” button on Facebook. When your fans push that button on your website, the news that they like it is then reported to their Facebook friends. It sounds like such a simple thing, but these buttons are one of the most effective ways to promote content on the web.
Think about Your Buyers’ Preferred Media and Learning Styles
Some people prefer to read when researching an organization and its products and services, while others prefer audio or video content. And many, like me, consume all three. We all have different learning styles and media preferences. So on your site, you should have appropriate content designed for your buyers. This does not mean that you need to have every single format, but you should think about augmenting text with photos and maybe some video.
Create Content with Pass-Along Value That Could Go Viral
Web content provides terrific fodder for viral marketing—the phenomenon where people pass on information about your site to their friends and colleagues or link to your content on their blogs. When content proves interesting or useful, visitors tend to tell friends, usually by sending them a link. Creating buzz around a site to encourage people to talk it up for you isn’t easy. It’s an organic and usually uncertain process. There are a few things you can do to improve your chances, though. When creating site content, think carefully about what content users might want to pass along, and then make that content easy to find and link to. Humor often helps, as does content that is intensely practical. Be sure to make the actual URLs permanent so that no one finds dead links when visiting months (or years) later. To set yourself up for success with viral marketing is to say something interesting and valuable and to make it easy to find and share.
Now let’s take a look at how content moves an individual potential buyer from “just looking” to buying. The key is understanding your sales cycle and how buyers interact with your content.
Step 1: Sales Begin with Informational Content
The most successful sites draw buyers directly into the sales cycle. To see how, we need to remember that people considering a purchase go through a fairly predictable thought process. In the case of something simple and low cost (say, a song download from iTunes), the process may take only seconds. But for a major decision such as buying a new car, sending a child to university, or accepting a job offer, the process may take weeks or months. For many B2B sales, the cycle may involve many steps and involvement from representatives of multiple buyer personas (a business buyer and an IT buyer, perhaps). The process may take months or even years to complete.
Effective web marketers take website visitors’ buying process into account when writing content and organizing it on the site. The early stages involve gathering basic information about their problems and learning how your organization solves them. Those further along in the process want to compare products and services, so they need detailed information about the benefits of your offerings. And when buyers are ready to whip out their credit cards, they need easy-to-use mechanisms linked directly from the content so they can quickly finish the purchase (or donation, or subscription, or the like).
For an example of a very long sales cycle, consider our university example from earlier chapters. High school students in the United States apply to university in the fall of their final year and typically make a decision in the spring about which school to attend. But having gone through the process with my daughter, I know the sales cycle starts much earlier. Students tend to visit universities in person when they are juniors in high school (third-year secondary school students). And when they first visit university websites, they are probably freshmen or sophomores (first- and second-year high school students). The university website is often the first place that a student comes into contact with the school, and the site must cater to an audience of young teenagers (and their parents) who won’t be ready to apply for two or three years. Creating appropriate content to develop a lasting relationship over a long sales cycle is possible only when an organization knows the buyer personas well and understands the sales process in detail. The university must provide high school students with appropriate content so they get a sense of what university life would be like if they were to attend and what the admission process entails.
Based on my years of research, the vast majority of sites are little more than online brochures, vast one-way advertising vehicles. These sites are almost wholly ineffective at shaping and supporting the buying process. To be successful, you must focus on your buyers and understand their buying process.
Step 2: A Friendly Nudge
After you’ve demonstrated expertise in the market category and knowledge about solving potential customers’ problems, you can introduce your product or service. When creating content about your offerings, remain focused on the buyer and the buyer’s problems, rather than elaborating on distinctions between products. As people interact with your content at this middle stage in the buying process, it is appropriate to suggest subscriptions to related content—perhaps an email newsletter, webinar (web-based seminar), or podcast. But remember, if you’re asking for someone’s email address (or other contact details), you must provide something valuable in return.
People want to poke, prod, and test your company to learn what sort of organization you are. They also have questions. That’s why well-designed sites include a mechanism for people to inquire about products or services. Be flexible but also consistent; offer them a variety of ways to interact with your company, and make contact information readily available from any page on the site (one click away is best). Also keep in mind that, particularly with expensive products, buyers will test you to see how responsive you are, so you must make responding to these inquiries a priority. Do you respond to email requests in real time? At this stage, you want people to think: “This is an organization I can do business with. They have happy customers, and they are responsive to me and my needs.”
As the customer approaches the end of the buying process, you must provide tools that facilitate the decision. Buyers may be unsure which of your products is appropriate for them, so you may need to provide online demonstrations or a tool that allows them to enter specific details about their requirements and then suggests the appropriate product.
Step 3: Closing the Deal
If your product or service is an e-commerce offering, you will need to make it very easy for people to make a purchase when they are ready. Have a “buy now” button on all of the pages at the end of the sales cycle and make sure that the e-commerce engine makes it simple for people to make selections.
For products and services that require interaction with a salesperson, this is the point where you need to have multiple ways for buyers to express interest. You might include a simple “contact us” and “have a salesperson call me” link. But you might also include a way that buyers can preconfigure their order so the salesperson has a great deal of information before the sales call. Auto dealers often have an online tool for buyers to express interest in the make and model of car plus desired features, which serves as a way to show the salesperson that the buyer is ready.
You must respond quickly to any inquiry! When a buyer submits a form, you should respond within minutes. Don’t wait until after lunch or the next day.
Now that we’ve walked through the sales cycle in its totality, and seen how content is vital not just at the beginning but throughout the process, let’s look at a few examples of content in action to drive sales.
Triathlon Coach Delivers Content for All Ability Levels
Rebekah Keat enjoyed tremendous success as a professional triathlete. She raced at the elite level for 15 years and is a two-time Junior World Champion, three-time Australian Ironman Distance Champion, and six-time Iron Distance Champion. When a 2016 injury forced her to retire and dried up her sponsorship revenue and prize money, she decided to become a Triathlon coach. She started with just four clients, but that wasn’t nearly enough to pay her bills.
Soon after, Keat founded Team Sirius Tri Club to conduct virtual coaching services and began to create content to attract people interested in her sport. Specifically, Keat realized that most other Triathlon clubs focused on elite-level athletes, ignoring the many beginner and weekend warrior triathletes who need basic information. This was an ideal opportunity for Keat to create content, deliver it via social media, and reach the beginner triathlete buyer persona.
Keat worked hard to create a profile for the beginner triathlete. She used that as her guide. For example, her research showed that people new to triathlon had very basic questions about the sport, training, and gear but were often embarrassed to ask. So she started creating content about how to sight in open water so you can swim straight, or how to mount your bike quickly in race conditions.
“I always want my content to add value,” Keat says. “I’m not asking people to join my club. Instead I’m just giving away content, and some of them will become interested. Every day I make sure to post at least two times to social media, and it’s always adding value, something about training or a workout.”
Keat’s Team Sirius Tri Club Facebook page has 50,000 likes, her @rebekahkeat Twitter account, over 10,000 followers, and she hosts a members-only group on Facebook. She also shares personal information and snapshots, including her passion for rescuing horses and the beautiful location in Boulder, Colorado, where she trains elite triathletes. This glimpse into Keat’s personal life helps people understand more about her and what it might be like to work with her as a coach. (Most people separate business and personal on social media, and I think that’s a mistake. A fun aspect of social media is getting to know a bit about the personal lives of those we do business with. You will read more about this idea when I introduce Dr. Jon Marashi in Chapter 23.)
When Keat conducts in-person coaching, she always films the session. “I have a library of thousands of videos now, and I release those on my social channels,” she says. “I’ve learned that a specific workout tends to get much more interest than when I just post a tip. I put [the workouts] out on Twitter or Instagram, and people really like them and learn about me that way.”
Once people follow a link to the Team Sirius Tri Club website, they can sign up for a free email newsletter. Keat’s email list now includes over 5,000 triathletes and fans. “You have to build a relationship with people first,” she says. “Build a following and develop a rapport with your audience, and then you can offer something.”
The three club membership levels Keat offers include the Tri Club at $37 per month (a virtual place to interact with Keat and other athletes), Gold level at $199 per month (which includes a personal training plan), and Platinum level at $300 and up per month (which includes personal feedback and customized coaching).
The approach of targeting a specific buyer persona has led to Team Sirius Tri Club growing from those original four clients to 250 members in just three years. The club is now ranked as the #2 Tri Club in the United States, the #5 Tri Club overall, and the #1 female-coached Tri Club out of over 2,000 clubs worldwide. Keat’s strategy of using content creation to drive membership is just as responsible for this growth as are her athletic prowess and coaching skill.
The focus on all levels of triathletes has been especially important for driving Keat’s business. One club member commented, “Being a rookie to the sport of triathlon I was nervous to join any club, let alone Team Sirius. I had never competed in a single race in my life and the team made me feel like I was a world champion.”
Salespeople as Content Curators
When a salesperson is engaged with a potential customer, it’s a great time to deliver content and a perfect reason for a salesperson to send an email. A YouTube video, blog post, e-book, or whatever can be precisely what a buyer needs. It’s so much more friendly to send a buyer a link to appropriate content than to do the typical “Are you ready to buy now?” email. A focus on understanding the buying process and developing appropriate content that links visitors through the cycle to the point of purchase is essential. And the salespeople, who manage one deal at a time, are the perfect ambassadors to share the content.
Recently I was researching bamboo flooring. It’s time to update some of the floors in our home, and I was considering bamboo. When I started my research, I knew absolutely nothing about it. So I began my journey on Google by searching on the phrase “bamboo floors” and checking out the first few pages of results.
There were a number of websites that helped me, but the one I found to be the most valuable was BuildDirect’s. The site has excellent product pages for the company’s bamboo flooring, and they offer free samples.
The BuildDirect Learning Center5 offered valuable text-based information: “The Durability of Bamboo Flooring” and “The Sustainability of Bamboo Flooring.” The site’s YouTube channel included the video “How Hard Is Bamboo Flooring?,” which features BuildDirect co-founder Rob Banks. It has been viewed more than 60,000 times.
There were many more videos and reports that I didn’t check out. In other words, BuildDirect has a lot of content to share! That’s great. All this excellent information led me to request five free samples from BuildDirect. I also ordered samples from two other suppliers.
For many companies, this is the place where marketing’s job has finished and sales’ job has just begun. But a much better approach is for sales and marketing to work together to provide ideal content to buyers as they continue their journey through the buying process.
After I placed my free sample order with BuildDirect, I received an email confirmation that looked like a basic order form: just the facts. This was a missed opportunity. BuildDirect could have pointed me to some content designed to help at this stage: “How to Evaluate Your Bamboo Floor Samples,” or something like that.
When sales and marketing work together, business grows more quickly!
The BuildDirect samples arrived very quickly, and I enjoyed imagining my floors with each of the options. Interestingly, the samples I ordered from the other bamboo flooring suppliers never appeared. A few days after the BuildDirect samples arrived, I got a nice follow-up email from my salesperson at BuildDirect. It was to confirm that the samples had arrived and to offer to answer any questions I had. This was standard sales stuff handled well. But again, there was a missed opportunity to share content that people in my stage of the process might be interested in. Imagine the power of an extra paragraph like this: “By now you’ve likely compared the samples we sent. At this stage, many of my customers want to learn about installing bamboo flooring, so I am attaching a report that might interest you: ‘How to Install a Bamboo Floor.’ And here’s a link to a video made by our co-founder that explains how bamboo flooring is graded.”
BuildDirect had excellent online content, and I liked the samples. But I could have used some nudging to get me to the point where I’d be ready to pull out my credit card. In the end, I purchased my flooring from another supplier.
Your Company’s Salesperson-in-Chief
Speaking of salespeople, the person at the top of your organization—your CEO or equivalent—should be your best salesperson. When I speak with CEOs about generating attention for their businesses through real-time marketing and sales, most ask me how to staff for success in their companies. Very few ask the right question: How do they become a social CEO and support the sales cycle?
Richard Branson, Elon Musk, and Arianna Huffington all have something in common. Not only are they CEOs of large organizations, but they are also 
 top executives on social media. In fact, they have a combined 42 million Twitter followers. I have had the social CEO discussion with leaders of smaller organizations. When the best ones do it right, they engage directly with customers whenever possible. And that connection helps drive business.
Another connected CEO is Gerard Vroomen of Open Cycle, whom we met in Chapter 2. Vroomen blogs and tweets and answers emails from interested people, and he has quickly built several businesses based on his open philosophy. Larry Janesky is an inventor with 29 patents and the founder and CEO of Basement Systems and its sister companies. He runs a successful-in-every-way enterprise that is number one in the dry basement industry, with 345 dealers in six countries. But that doesn’t keep Janesky from writing a short “Think Daily” blog post for his customers and friends every single day.
What do people find when they go to your CEO’s bio page?
An important consideration for the CEO is his or her corporate bio page. That’s the place to showcase the content the CEO generates. You can post things like a YouTube video of a recent speech, links to his or her social feeds, and important posts from the CEO blog.
As people consider doing business with your company, they’re also evaluating your executive team, especially the CEO. By showing that she is engaged, you help push people along the buying process. Don’t let her be reduced to a boring resume of the dusty old degrees she earned decades ago.
For example, when people go to the bio page of HubSpot CEO Brian Halligan, they find valuable information that Brian has generated. How valuable? HubSpot marketers learned that 20 percent of new HubSpot customers in the past three years viewed Brian’s bio page on the company website. This is clear evidence that the CEO’s bio page is an important aspect in many buyers’ journeys, as they evaluate the company and its management. Because HubSpot measures for this phenomenon, the company understands that Brian’s bio page is important content to help to drive HubSpot’s growth. Your CEO is an important part of your content effort and helps to drive sales—just by being visible and active online.
Educating Your Salespeople about the New Buying Process
Back in the 1990s, there was little love lost between marketing and sales. At many companies, the relationship was downright adversarial. The tension often extended all the way up to senior management. It stemmed from the sales process involving a handoff. Marketing generated leads and then handed them over to sales. Then the sales team owned them until close.
Like a marriage gone bad, the dialogue circa 1995 was an endless tape loop:
Sales said, “Get us some good leads! These leads stink! Our people can’t sell.”
Marketing responded, “You’ve got good leads! Your people just stink at closing!”
I’ve been in the middle of these discussions at several companies. They are so 20 years ago. And if you’ve made it this far in the chapter, you understand why.
Marketers and salespeople alike need to understand that we’re all in this together. We are no longer in a world where marketing hands off to sales. Marketing needs to create content for each step in the process. And salespeople, if they are active in social media, can drive people into the beginning of the sales process just like marketers can.
As a marketer, it is important that you make sure the sales and management teams understand this point—“sales leads” are no longer the primary metric of success. Explain that registration requirements just don’t work in an environment where Google delivers the best content. Free content is what drives action today. And the most successful companies are those where salespeople and marketers work together to move people through the sales process.
You want your buyers to consume your content, not be forced to register for it! It’s important to measure total exposure to your ideas (e-book downloads, blog post views, and so on) rather than the number of people willing to hand over their private information. But you’ll need to make sure that the others in your organization, especially the salespeople, understand this new approach.
Registration or Not? Data from an E-Book Offer
I’ve looked into the differences in download frequency for content such as e-books when they are made completely free versus when they require registration. My research suggests that you will generate between 10 and 50 times more downloads when you do not require registration. That’s right—based on data from companies that have tested offers with and without registration, it’s a good guess that if you’re getting 100 downloads per month with registration, you might get as many as 5,000 downloads per month without registration.
Think about your own behavior for a moment. When you’re interested in a free white paper, do you eagerly give up your email address to get it? Or are you reluctant, and do you sometimes refuse? Now if the paper were completely free, how would you feel? And what’s even more interesting, ask yourself if you’d be willing to share a link to the white paper with your followers on Twitter or with your friends and colleagues via email if there were no registration. You’d be much more willing to share, right? Because you’d have nothing to lose. But if there were a registration requirement, would you share the link? The vast majority of people tell me they wouldn’t, because they fear that their contacts might get put on a sales list and then receive unwanted emails and phone calls. This is exactly why free e-books with no registration have so many more inbound links and much higher search engine rankings.
I’m always interested in new metrics that help inform this debate. John Mancini, president of the nonprofit Association for Information and Image Management (AIIM), agreed to share his experience. AIIM represents the users and suppliers of document, content, and record management technologies and publishes content on this subject as part of its marketing program.
Mancini released the organization’s first e-book, 8 Reasons You Need a Strategy for Managing Information—Before It’s Too Late,6 as a totally free download, with no registration required. In just the first month, the e-book was downloaded 5,138 times. AIIM also created a presentation version of the book and posted it, also with no registration requirement, on SlideShare. This version had 3,353 downloads. That makes for a total of 8,491 downloads that month.
“Making the e-book available for free and totally without registration was a new approach for us,” Mancini says. “These results for unfettered access are particularly impressive when considered against a couple of more traditional examples (i.e., content requiring a registration on our website).”
As a case in point, Mancini compares the e-book to one of his organization’s most popular pieces of content, AIIM Industry Watch research papers. “We require registration for these papers because they are also used as a lead generation program for the sponsors,” he says. “During roughly the same period as the e-book, there were [only] 513 actual downloads. I am convinced that open access is best for content like my e-books.”
Although it’s impossible to know for sure, since we’re comparing two different pieces of content, AIIM’s data suggest that there is a significant advantage in not requiring registration. Specifically, unlocking content at AIIM seems to have meant more than a 16-fold increase in the number of downloads. Mancini is convinced that the more forward-looking of AIIM’s sponsors will start to realize that the future lies in creating as much visibility as possible for their content—rather than viewing this marketing problem solely through the prism of name acquisition and lead generation.
Still not convinced about the power of free? Starting to be, but wanting to hedge your bets? When asked about this debate in my live presentations, I also offer a third option, which is a hybrid. I suggest the first offer be totally free, such as a totally free e-book with no registration requirement. Then, within the e-book, I suggest including a secondary offer that requires a registration that you can use to capture leads. This secondary offer might be access to a webinar or similar premium content. This way, you can spread your ideas yet still collect contact information.
Close the Sale—Continue the Conversation
I talked previously about three steps in the sales process. But there really are four. Once the deal is closed, you must continue the online dialogue with your new customer. Add her to your customer email newsletter or customer-only community site, where she can interact with experts in your organization and other like-minded customers. You should also provide ample opportunities for her to give you feedback on how to make the products (and sales process) better.
The manner in which salespeople engage potential new customers when trying to win new business is often light-years removed from how these same customers are treated by the company only months later.
Focusing a great deal of attention on the buying process and then relegating buyers to poor postsale service means customers are far more likely to leave. This can lead to a churn cycle in which companies add more sales resources to replace the customers who abandoned them, and around and around it goes.
You keep customers happy not by doing something different from how you won them in the first place but by doing exactly the same things that won them in the first place. Shifting strategy doesn’t work.
Measure and Improve
There’s one more point for you to consider as you attend to every stage of the sales process: Effective marketers constantly measure and improve.
Because it is so easy to modify web content at any time, you should be measuring what people are doing on your site. Benchmarking elements such as the self-select links and testing different landing page content can help. If you have two offers on a landing page (a free white paper and a free demonstration, say), you might measure which one works to get more clicks but also measure how many people who responded to each offer actually bought something. This way you will know not just numbers of clicks, but revenue by offer type, and you can use that in future landing page decisions. Armed with real data, you make valuable modifications. You might want to see what happens if you change the order of the links on the homepage. Sometimes people just click the thing at the top of a list. What happens if something else is at the top? Don’t be afraid to experiment—as long as you’re committed to acting on what you learn.
Let’s close this chapter by meeting someone who has put all the ideas of this chapter to work: built an online content strategy, measured the results, and achieved impressive business growth.
How a Content Strategy Grew Business by 50 Percent in One Year
Sales Benchmark Index7 is a professional services firm focused exclusively on B2B sales force effectiveness. Before making the switch to a content marketing strategy, the company used classic old-rules marketing to try to reach customers. “We hired telemarketing firms to cold call,” says CEO Greg Alexander. “We did batch and blast email. We did interruption-based marketing tactics of all kinds, and for a period of time, that approach met our needs. And our needs are really well defined: We know how many inquiries we need to generate all the way through to paying customers. Then the effectiveness of the outbound channels just stopped. It was like somebody slammed the doors shut.”
Alexander thinks that his interruption-based strategies stopped working because his target audience was incredibly busy. “I wasn’t competing against other companies,” he says. “I was competing for buyers’ attention.” Alexander did a great deal of research on how his buyer personas solve problems, and that was the starting point for his efforts to reach buyers with online content.
“When our target customer, the head of sales or the head of marketing in a B2B organization, has a problem or needs in their business, the very first thing they do—and we’ve done a lot of research to support this—is start searching the web and reading and educating themselves,” Alexander says. “They typically don’t want to engage with a service provider, us or anybody else for that matter, for a long time. Through education on the web, they develop a crisp, well-articulated problem statement. Then they reach out to a small number of people to ask for their assistance in how they might approach solving that problem. It’s similar to the way somebody would hire a law firm or a strategy consulting firm or an advertising agency.”
Once Alexander and his team understood how their buyers solved problems, the next step was to develop buyer persona profiles. “We wanted to understand the key business objectives of each target audience,” Alexander says. “What was standing in the way of them accomplishing those objectives? What were the things that were important to them when they made a decision to hire a service provider? How were they measured? What would the definition of success be? Once we understood that, we mapped the buying process for each persona. We identified when information requests were happening in the buying process, for example, and what those information requests were.”
Alexander quickly realized that he had to develop a large number of new content channels, but outside firms couldn’t provide writers, editors, and designers who understood well enough what his firm actually does. So he chose to create what he calls an “internal content marketing agency” using his company’s smart subject matter experts. To do so, they needed to create an infrastructure to channel their expertise into the creation of blog posts, videos, and longer-form content like e-books.
Alexander’s “internal agency” includes three staff members: a full-time editor, who manages an editorial calendar, production schedule, and set of media channels; a search engine optimization (SEO) expert, who increases the likelihood of the content getting found in search; and a copywriter, who works with subject matter experts inside the firm.
“But the actual writers, the contributors of all the content, are the subject matter experts in our company who are working with our clients,” Alexander says.
Interestingly, the subject matter experts at Sales Benchmark Index are organized by buyer persona. I always recommend this buyer-centric approach, yet most companies focus on the product lines they offer rather than the personas they sell to. “It was a difficult transition for us,” Alexander admits. “We used to be service offering focused. I had to break that. It was a painful transition, and it took us some time to get there.”
Another of Alexander’s smart strategies that comes straight out of this book is that he named his buyer personas. At Sales Benchmark Index there are nine of them, and there are two people from the firm assigned to work with each persona and to create content for them. “For example, we have a persona called ‘Big Company Mark,’” Alexander says. “Big Company Mark is the chief marketing officer or the VP of marketing. We have two individuals in our firm who have been serving the chief marketing officer in the B2B environment for many years, even prior to joining our company. They were the ones who actually constructed the buyer persona, so they understand what their needs and challenges are.”
When it came time to start writing, the team started with a blog. They worked with HubSpot to deploy the HubSpot marketing platform8 for hosting the content. “It started slowly,” Alexander says. “Our early blog posts probably weren’t our proudest moments. But then we started to build interest and get subscribers. Soon everybody in the company saw the success and wanted to participate, so we began posting to our blog every day.”
The team at Sales Benchmark Index also creates long-form content, including a recent e-book targeted to newly promoted VPs of sales. “It was a heavy lift for us to put it together,” Alexander says. “But it has created over 4,000 leads for us so far this year.”
Alexander knows from his buyer persona research that 75 percent of his potential U.S. clients are on a calendar-based planning cycle. “July through October is when they go through their annual operating plan,” he says. This is the time when buyers are most receptive to Sales Benchmark Index services and when the majority of sales take place. “They are trying to figure out things like ‘How many salespeople do I need?’ ‘How should I place the territories?’ ‘What should the quotas be?’ ‘How should I pay them?’ A lot of their research is centered around those issues, and we can help them with that.”
Because most of Alexander’s sales happen from July through October, he has a calendar-based approach to content creation. “From November through June, the approach is to give away lots and lots of intellectual property to build up the subscriber base,” Alexander says. “We believe that permission to have a conversation with buyers is a valuable asset. Within the blog, we will write about a problem. We’ll offer up a tool that we used with one of our clients to solve that specific problem. All we ask is that they click on the link. We put it behind a form, and then they get the tool for free. During this quiet period, we don’t bombard them with follow-up marketing activity.” This is classic “step 1” stuff.
Alexander’s team shifts focus during the selling season, when buyers have a greater need for information because they are planning next year’s budgets. “During that time period, we shift the focus of the blog to having subscribers participate in our annual research tour, which we call ‘Make the Number: How Your Peers Plan on Allocating People, Money and Time for the Upcoming Year.’”
“Make the Number” gives potential clients access to a personal review of benchmarking data and research. “This is an onsite seminar,” Alexander says. “If you want access to all these tools, and you’ve been a subscriber of ours for months and sometimes years, one of our experts will come and give you a presentation for 90 minutes on a set of best practices heading into the New Year.” This is “step 2” content, nudging potential buyers toward the Sales Benchmark Index products.
Alexander has had tremendous success with the calendar-based approach to content creation. “In prior years, we might do between 50 and 100 visits during the July to October period,” he says. “But this year, we’ll have done over 220 of them. We know that about half of those sites eventually, inside of six quarters, become clients of ours. When people prepare to buy a professional service like ours, the product is intangible. So we use the ‘Make the Number’ meetings to turn what we do into a tangible. It makes it easier for the buyer to buy.”
Alexander’s team measures every aspect of his content efforts. After all, this is a company that helps sales and marketing executives be more effective through measurement! In fact, they measure down to the blog-post level. “We grade posts based on things like how closely each is related to the problems of our buyer personas,” he says. “We count the number of words in sentences, targeting between six and 14 words per sentence. And we grade the effectiveness of the title. Then there are the hard metrics like the number of comments, social shares, links generated, and view counts.”
Alexander also analyzes what he calls “branded versus nonbranded keywords” to understand how many people come to the blog on a monthly basis for each. He tallies a branded keyword hit when somebody arrives at the blog via a term like “sales benchmark index” (which means that person entered the company name into a search engine). A nonbranded word is subject-specific but not company-specific, like “sales territory design.”
HubSpot’s analytics tools are important in Alexander’s efforts. “We’re looking at the number of incoming links, and we use the HubSpot Link Grader Search Engine Optimization Tool. This year we’ve generated 579 new domains linking to us, with 27,780 individual links coming from those domains. The thing that I’m probably the happiest about is that the quality of the links has gone up. HubSpot graded the links earlier in the year at 47 on a scale of 0 to 100. Now the average link rating is 82.”
The ultimate measure of success for a business is revenue growth, and the strategies Alexander has implemented have contributed greatly to his company’s success. “We’re up a little over 50 percent this year,” he told me. “That’s our revenue number and our head count, which in professional services is a key metric. I can directly attribute much of that gain to content marketing. This is a mental shift to realize that you’re really in the publishing business. If you embrace publishing, then the transformation will happen.”
Yes, product superiority, advertising, the media, and branding remain important to the marketing mix. But on the web, smart marketers like Greg Alexander understand that an effective content strategy, tightly integrated to the buying process, is critical to success.
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An Image Is Worth a Thousand Words
In the past several years, images have become increasingly popular marketing and public relations assets. In particular, we’ll look at storytelling through photographs, image-sharing applications (Instagram and Pinterest in particular), and delivering complex data clearly with infographics. As with other forms of content, success in this area comes from a focus on your buyers and creating the images that will be valuable to them as they consider doing business with your organization.
Photographs as Compelling Content Marketing
With all the talk about image-sharing services like Pinterest and Instagram, sometimes a basic premise of communication practice is lost. Images are important in all your marketing content. Don’t get so excited about the latest tool that you forget about the value of the image itself.
An original photo is great as a way to communicate with your buyers.
For example, consider Zürsun Idaho Heirloom Beans. The company was the first to offer authentic heirloom beans and unusual legumes to customers worldwide via specialty stores. Dozens of bean, lentil, and pea varieties are available, with colorful names like Dapple Grey, Scarlet Runner, White Emergo, and Tongues of Fire. “The glorious true-to-size pictures, carefully taken in natural light, have done more to promote the beans than any words possibly could,” says Allison Boomer, the founder of Eco-Conscious Food Marketing. Boomer worked with Zürsun on website design and content.1
It seems so simple, doesn’t it? Photos help to tell a story, particularly for a product that comes in unusual shapes and colors. Yet so many marketers rely on boring stock photos that make their organization appear lazy and uncaring and that hide the uniqueness of their products.
You can read about the beans on the site: “Zürsun heirloom beans are grown on small-scale farms in the Snake River Canyon region of south central Idaho known as the Magic Valley Growing Area. The area’s arid climate, rich, well-drained loamy soil, moderate temperatures and stable moisture level—internationally recognized as having ideal environmental conditions for bean growing—produce pure, distinctly flavorful beans, superior to common store-bought beans.” Sounds yummy, right? Sure, the text Boomer wrote is compelling. But the beautiful photos seal the deal and get buyers to place an order.
“I was careful about writing the content,” she says. “However, it turns out the photos resonated so much more with customers than the text. I didn’t anticipate this going into designing the site, so I was lucky. Zürsun has reached an awesome tipping point, for which I give much credit to the website and those glorious bean photos. Sales in the last year have doubled. Responding to the many inbound queries through the website has become a daily task for me.”
As you’re creating the content for your site and blog, learn from the success of Zürsun Idaho Heirloom Beans: Shoot original photographs to tell your story to your buyers. Even organizations without photogenic product offerings can use images. As we will see next, even sellers of commodities and intangible services can still get into the photo game with Instagram and other new photo networking services.
Images of Real People Work Better Than Inane Stock Photos
Several years ago, I helped my mother evaluate senior living centers. My father was suffering from Alzheimer’s, so we needed a place that also had a memory care facility onsite.
As I checked out one website after another, I was disheartened that so many used stock photos to depict residents and staff. Ugh. I just don’t feel good about a place that doesn’t focus on reality. A bunch of photos of generic happy seniors playing cards and riding bikes doesn’t inspire me to entrust my parents to this organization.
If you’ve heard me speak live, you might have seen my riff on stock photography, a subject I wrote about in a blog post titled “Who the Hell ARE These People?”2 This is one of my most popular posts, so the subject obviously strikes a nerve with other marketers and entrepreneurs as well.
Using models from a stock photography catalog in your content is insulting to your customers and to your employees. It doesn’t reflect the reality of your organization. At one facility I checked out, The Greens at Cannondale, the image for spa treatments and salon services was just outrageous! It showed a middle-aged woman with her hair wrapped in a towel. She’s gazing knowingly against a Photoshop-perfect blue sky, her arms folded atop a folksy wooden fence. I’ve been to several senior living facilities in the past several years and this looks like no place I’ve ever seen. If this woman existed, she’d be living on a ranch outside Santa Fe, not in a seniors community in Wilton, Connecticut. There’s no way spa treatments at The Greens at Cannondale look anything like this.
This generic approach doesn’t fly at Omaha, Nebraska–based Heritage Communities, a company that runs 14 senior living facilities. There were images and videos of actual residents throughout the site. Since it’s so unusual to take this approach, the homepage even points out the fact: “All photographs proudly feature residents of Heritage Communities.”
“We hired David Radler, an amazing photographer, to shoot at a handful of our buildings,” says Lacy Jungman, director of sales and marketing at Heritage Communities. “Some were staged and some were candid shots. They are of the highest caliber, taken with dignity to show each resident’s best attributes—but also to show their humanity. Additionally, since we had such great photos, we are able to share them with family members.”
I love the photos. Many tell fun stories of Heritage Communities. There is one I particularly like, showing six residents around a pool table. They’re wearing realistic clothes and standing with realistic postures, and you can see out a real window to some trees and another building. There’s no set and no props and no models. It’s just six men playing pool, guys I’d like to spend some time with. I’m imagining some hysterical conversations as they go at it in the afternoon.
Nate Underwood, chief financial officer of Heritage Communities, shared that the company is doing great. Obviously, website photo policies are a tiny part of the work of this company, but this practice indicates to me that the company cares, goes a little further than the rest, and wants to make a difference. I’m not surprised that attitude has been rewarded with strong financials.
One of the most common excuses I get from marketers is they have trouble getting photo releases from people. But this habit can become a part of an organization’s culture.
“Whenever a resident moves in our communities, we ask them to sign a photo release,” Lacy Jungman says. “Most sign, but some have declined. After we shot the photos, we made sure each resident had a photo release signed, and those who didn’t, we either secured a release at the time or didn’t use the photo. We had key associates at each building guiding us to residents who were willing to participate in the photo shoot and also had signed a photo release.”
Sometimes people ask me about what to do when an employee no longer works for the company, or after someone is no longer a customer. Do you still use the photo? Tough question, but I generally answer “yes.” For Heritage Communities, there’s an emotional issue of what to do with photos of a resident who has passed away.
“Some families prefer we do not use an image of their loved one after they pass, because the pain and grief of their loss are still raw,” Jungman says. “Seeing that person posted on a website or billboard may stir up too much emotion. Others look at these images as yet another legacy their loved one is leaving, another imprint on the world. Adult children have expressed how honored they are to have their mom or dad remembered in this light—smiling, happy, full of life. When one of our residents passed away, we had his photo framed and matted. We were able to give this gift of love to the family, who were beyond grateful to have such a wonderful reminder of his good days.”
Jungman adds, “The stories, feelings, and emotions of our residents are what we wanted to capture. Life isn’t flawless like stock photography might want us to believe. Transparency is a big deal to us, and this was an excellent opportunity to showcase what actual people living in our communities are really like.”
Photos are important, and people recognize a stock photo instantly. For any product or service, but especially a people-focused one like healthcare, please use real people.
How to Market an Expensive Product with Original Photographs
When Boston-based creative director Doug Eymer was ready to sell his home, he turned to photo-sharing services to get images of the home out to prospective buyers. “We had a unique house in a great spot on the water, and we knew that water is prime real estate,” Eymer says. “We also had an incredible view. We felt like that added a significant amount to the price of our house, although it’s not something you can really measure. So I started documenting sunrise every morning, and putting the photos together into a collection. What’s really cool is how the marsh grasses changed colors and the leaves in the background changed colors. It was an ever-changing view.”
Eymer snapped the photo each morning and shared the series Sunrises at 31 Bow Street (well over 100 photos) on a wide variety of social networks and photo-sharing sites, including Instagram, Facebook, Twitter, Tumblr, Pinterest,3 500px,4 and Flickr. “On 500px I had sets with all of my photographs, including a set for my sunrise photographs. 500px is great for followers; as soon as you post, you start getting feedback right away. Usually it’s like one or two words: ‘Love it,’ ‘Great.’ And 500px also gives you a lot of information about the activity on your photos. You can see what people are responding to.”
When Eymer listed his home with a Realtor, the photo series became a valuable asset, which the Realtor linked to. “The Realtor that we used was pretty web-savvy,” Eymer says. “He was posting information on his blog about the photos, and he mentioned them on Facebook and Pinterest.”
Documenting the view from his home as the seasons changed was a subtle but very effective form of marketing. “It brought a lot of attention to our house, especially from people in town, and that’s built positive word of mouth,” Eymer says. “There were a few people who responded every morning, and I think they looked forward to seeing what photograph I was going to post. When I first started, we had a red canoe that was in the yard, and I always made the red canoe part of the photograph. One day we had some high water, and we moved the canoe so it wouldn’t float away. People said, ‘What happened to the canoe? Where did it go?’ Then someone made the leap of, ‘It looks like summer’s over. The canoe has been put away.’ That was pretty interesting. It was just one little thing, people letting me know that they were actually watching.”
Eymer also brought his photo series into the offline world to market his home when buyers were viewing it. In various rooms, he had laptop computers and iPads running a continuous slide show of his photos of the ever-changing view toward the water from 31 Bow Street. “As buyers walked through the house, especially the rooms which overlook the view, we showed how it changed over time. There’s summer, the beautiful changing leaves, and photos of wintertime with ice. It gives people another window on what’s outside, and gives them an idea of what is there to look at.”
Eymer successfully sold his house and credits the photo series he created as an important aspect of his marketing.
Original photos, shared on Instagram and other photo-sharing social networking services, are a powerful way to showcase your offerings. And when you take your photos and integrate them into your online and offline marketing, you set yourself apart from the pack.
Why I Love Instagram
It’s rare that I get particularly excited about a new social network, but that’s what happened to me when I first joined Instagram.5 Instagram is a photo-sharing application for iPhone and Android that makes it easy and fun to manipulate a photo; a variety of filters turn a snapshot into instant art. Then, with a few clicks, you can share your photo and caption to your Instagram followers and on other networks. While there are other photo-creation and photo-sharing applications, Instagram has quickly become the most popular, with more than one billion people who use it every month.
I love that Instagram makes it so easy to create and share content. One of the first things people push back on in my conversations with marketers and entrepreneurs is how much time it takes to create content and publish it on the web. Many say they just can’t manage to create daily content. But Instagram is so easy! It just takes a minute or two to shoot a photo, manipulate it with the filters, and share it with your network. Other critics tell me they’re lousy writers and are therefore hopeless on social sites. But with Instagram, you do almost no writing, so even word-challenged people can create awesome content.
I’ve taken hundreds of photos as I’ve traveled the world, and my several thousand Instagram followers can see what I’ve been up to in just a few seconds.6 If I want, I can also share the Instagram photo on other social networks like Facebook and Twitter. I love it.
While Instagram started as a photo sharing social network, the service now offers video sharing as well as Instagram stories, a way to curate your life to share with your friends.
Many entrepreneurs use Instagram to capture ideas related to their business. Rachel Brathen, a Swedish native living in Aruba, is an internationally respected yoga instructor. She uses her Instagram feed (@yoga_girl) to share aspects of her life to her two million followers and help her potential clients learn more about her interests. Sure, there are some shots of her doing yoga poses, but she also shares images of beautiful scenery and of her friends.
There are tens of thousands of social networks out there. Many are copycats of existing networks or merely add incremental feature changes. These networks don’t succeed. Truly original ideas for social networks are rare—I can count on one hand the number that made me say “wow.” YouTube makes video sharing easy. Twitter is for sharing short messages. Facebook is for connecting with friends; and Instagram, for beautiful photos. Instagram is cool because it combines content sharing (photos) with artistic expression. It’s addictive, at least for me. When I have a few minutes of downtime, I like to pull out my iPhone and scroll through the photos of the people I follow on Instagram. It’s like a stroll through an art gallery.
Okay, so Instagram is a fun way to share photos with your social network. But how can you use it to market your product or service?
Marketing Your Product with Photos on Instagram
Nantucket Island is my favorite surfing spot. When I’m there, I’ll frequently take a lesson at Gary Kohner’s Nantucket Island Surf School. Kohner grew up on Nantucket and started surfing in 1984. He founded the school in the summer of 1999 to share his love of surfing and the ocean with others. Besides offering lessons for people of all ages and weeklong surf camps for kids, Kohner also rents surfboards, stand-up paddleboards, and wetsuits. He is an avid photographer and shares photos almost daily on his @nantucketsurfing Instagram feed.
Kohner uses simple equipment that anybody can master: a GoPro in the water and an iPhone on land. “I’m a little OCD about certain things I enjoy,” Kohner says. “I enjoy taking the pictures. I enjoy playing with the editing tools on Instagram and then putting it out there. It doesn’t feel like it’s a work thing. It’s something I do for fun. I try to keep it fresh and keep it interesting so I figure it gives people something to look at.”
Instagram is a great social network to share about any product or service that has a visual component or customers who use the product in interesting ways. It also allows those who don’t feel as comfortable creating written content to get their ideas out there.
Kohner shoots a bunch of photos from the water and then looks to find the best ones to post. “If I’m using the GoPro while surfing, I usually have it on an automatic setting. I’ll come in sometimes with over 1,000 pictures. I go through them quickly and weed out the ones that are junk, because a lot of those pictures are just not good and you can tell right away,” he says. “I will pick out the top 50 or so that look the best, and out of those 50, I usually pick the top three or four that I really like. I’ll save them and use them for Instagram. That’s why I’m able to post stuff daily. If I go out surfing one day and take a bunch of shots, I can save those up and post them over the next week.”
Kohner sometimes posts epic shots of a really good surfer on an awesome wave, but he also posts beginners standing up for the very first time during a lesson. “It’s a nice moment to capture,” Kohner says. “I wish I had a shot of my first ride when I was a kid. [My account is] an Instagram for the surf school, so it makes sense not just to have surfers inside a tube [a cresting and breaking wave that is challenging to surf], but have it more accessible to everybody.”
When Kohner posts shots of people surfing, they often repost on their own Instagram accounts, which extends his reach. “I have a lot of kids who taken lessons with me follow me on Instagram,” Kohner says. “I’ll ask the parents, especially if they’re younger kids, ‘Hey, I’m going to take some pictures; if I get a good one, is it cool if I put it on my Instagram?’ And the parents almost always agree. I tag the surfer and the kids love it. They say: ‘Oh, I’m on Gary’s Instagram! I’m on the surf school Instagram! I’m famous!’ And they share on their Instagram with their friends. So much of my business here in Nantucket is word of mouth; I’m sure that my Instagram is helping.”
I know for a fact Kohner’s Instagram is helping market his business. When people who know I love surfing ask how to get started, I just point them to Kohner’s wonderful photos. That often leads to them signing up for lessons.
Instagram allows users to comment on each other’s photos. Many people pay attention to those who tag them in these comments. If you use Instagram for your business, you should pay attention, too. For example, when I shared a photo of me wearing my Nantucket Surfing T-shirt and hat on Hawaii’s North Shore, I included this caption (tagging Kohner’s Instagram ID): “Showing my @nantucketsurfing colors at Sunset beach prior to watching the Vans Triple Crown.” Kohner responded to me: “I’ll be there tomorrow! How long are you going to be around the North Shore?” And I replied: “Hey Gary. I just left. . . . Have fun! It was my first time and loved it.” A friendly approach like Gary’s is a great way to acknowledge or endorse customers who take the time to talk about you and your product or service.
Kohner’s Instagram helps keep his business top of mind with the typical family that visits Nantucket for a few weeks each summer. When the kids follow Kohner’s photos all year long and Mom and Dad ask the kids what they want to do while on Nantucket Island, the first thing they’re going to say is that they want to go back and take some surfing lessons. “A lot of people are away doing their thing in the winter,” Kohner says. “They don’t surf year-round, so I remind them of that memory of surfing, the time they spent in Nantucket. If they’re coming back, it’s going to be ‘Let’s go surfing!’”
Sharing with Pinterest
Many organizations create original photographs, like Doug Eymer did to market his home. And like Eymer, many share those photos on Pinterest, a pinboard-style social network. Think of Pinterest as the virtual equivalent  of a bulletin board where you can “pin” items of interest to come back to later. The marketing aspect is that other people can see your “boards” to follow what you find interesting. In addition, if you create interesting visual content, people will pin it (from your website) or repin it (from Pinterest), driving traffic to your site. Pinterest boasts nearly 300 million users as of this writing and is growing very quickly.
Whole Foods Market, which started with a small store in Austin, Texas, in 1980, is now the world’s leader in natural and organic foods. There are more than 300 Whole Foods stores in North America and the United Kingdom. The company uses Pinterest7 to showcase a wide variety of foods in interesting categories. Like Eymer, Whole Foods uses original photography to display its product offerings. As I write this, Whole Foods has some 450,000 followers and more than 5,000 pins on 44 boards, which include Who Wants Dinner?! (144 pins), Eat Your Veggies (217 pins), and Cheese Is the Bee’s Knees (56 pins).
Pinterest is also frequently used to share things you like that aren’t your products or services but that get people interacting socially with you. For example, one Whole Foods board8 showcases photographs of designer kitchens. Whole Foods isn’t in the kitchen business, but the food the company sells is, of course, to be prepared in home kitchens. Many of the kitchen photos have hundreds of repins, and many have multiple comments. One commenter wrote, “We live in Maryland now, however, plan to move to Florida by the New Year. I am getting some great ideas for our new/used home.”
While creating and sharing content on your own board is a great way to showcase your organization, Pinterest is also extremely valuable as a source for inbound links to your web content, including your blog posts, videos, and images. Many people use Pinterest as a sort of virtual scrapbook, a way to catalog information that is important to them. Others use it as a reminder tool. These people might pin your stuff, which others will then be able to see.
For example, if I’m planning a vacation to a beach resort, I might catalog the locations I’m considering by making a board. It’s simple to save the images or videos of the resorts as pins, which point to the web page or blog post where I found the image or video. It takes just seconds. Then I can share my “Dream Holiday” board with family members or friends, and they can help me decide where to stay. Then, after my holiday, I can make another board cataloging the places I visited, restaurants I ate at, and activities I enjoyed. These pins then become recommendations for others.
As I said, it’s the social sharing of boards that creates the opportunity for marketing, because others can see my boards, too. Maybe friends or colleagues want to take a similar holiday. All I need to do is point them to my pinboard. Imagine how great that is for the owners of the restaurant I loved—people are sharing my content, introducing that restaurant to an audience of new customers.
To succeed with Pinterest, you need to—you guessed it—publish great content for people to pin. And that content needs to be visual. That means you need to have photographs, videos, and infographics on your blog and site. For example, that restaurant I enjoyed on holiday would be smart to have its current menu available as an image ready to be pinned. The restaurant might also have photos of each dish and the labels of the wines it serves. Interior photos of the tables and exterior shots of the building might make sense, too, particularly if the restaurant has unique design elements. The availability of these images makes it easy for happy diners to pin what they liked.
Whatever your business, you should have content available that people are eager to share. To make it really easy for them to pin your content, you should have a “Pin it” button on each piece of online content. Just like the Facebook “Like” button and the Twitter “Tweet” button, the Pinterest “Pin it” button helps get your content to others via their boards. I have a “Pin it” button at the bottom of each of my blog posts and get many pins of my posts. One recent post was pinned nearly 100 times. Thus, there are 100 new places on the web pointing to that post, and the followers of those 100 people’s boards could choose to click through to read it. How great is that?! Pinterest is now an important source of many inbound links for my blog and for the content of all kinds of organizations. It’s an exciting way to get your content seen.
The Power of SlideShare for Showcasing Your Ideas
SlideShare has quickly become a valuable sharing platform and can be more powerful than YouTube or a blog if used well. However, most companies don’t know about SlideShare as a tool of social sharing. And many that do simply use the platform as a way to pitch products.
Essentially, SlideShare is a place to post slide presentations, those business standbys typically created in Microsoft PowerPoint or Apple Keynote. Users can scroll through your slides on the SlideShare site and embed them into blogs and social network posts.
As I write this, my own SlideShare The New Rules of Selling9 has been viewed more than 300,000 times and shared more than 2,300 times on LinkedIn. It has also racked up more than 700 Facebook likes and been tweeted over 1,300 times. I’m stunned by this result! The first month of this presentation’s life on SlideShare was the fastest sharing of any of my content in more than a decade of sharing free stuff on the web. The SlideShare has spread the word way beyond my own network to reach many people who have never been exposed to my ideas. Here are some lessons I learned. I hope they’ll help you achieve similar results for your business.
LESSON 1: Focus on what you are giving away rather than the product you are selling. I created the SlideShare to showcase the ideas in my new book The New Rules of Sales and Service: How to Use Agile Selling, Real-Time Customer Engagement, Big Data, Content, and Storytelling to Grow Your Business. The SlideShare release was timed to coincide with the release of the book in September 2014.
Rather than talk about my new book on social networks and in media interviews, I chose instead to promote the SlideShare. This approach differed from the vast majority of book launches, where authors and publishers focus too much on selling books.
The same is true for any type of launch—most marketers focus too much on the product or service. When you focus on offering something of value for free, you generate interest in the products you sell.
LESSON 2: Put your best work out there. I chose not to hold anything back in the SlideShare. I shared my best ideas, for free. Sure, most people will choose to use the free content rather than purchase my book. But many will want to dig into more details and be eager to purchase it. Either way, I benefit from increased name recognition and influence with both groups.
LESSON 3: The social sharing aspect of SlideShare is powerful. There is a heavy graphical element in SlideShare content, and people love to share images. Thus, many will share your content for you, extending your network as a result.
Much of that sharing will take place on LinkedIn, which now owns SlideShare and has made sharing there very simple. This connection offers you a great opportunity to reach senior contacts on a premier business social network.
LESSON 4: People are looking for content to showcase. The fact that so many SlideShare views come from embeds on other sites reminds us that many people are looking for valuable content to share with their readers. If you create something that publishers like, they will help you to reach new audiences. Remember: Success on the web is all about helping other people solve their problems.
LESSON 5: You need a great design, as SlideShare is a visual medium. Its power comes from people’s ability to process and understand your ideas quickly. I can create serviceable PowerPoint and Keynote slides, but I’m certainly not a designer. So I hired a designer to help me create my SlideShare. It cost me some money and took more time, but many people commented on the design. I am sure it helped extend the content’s reach.
LESSON 6: One idea per slide. There are 158 slides in my SlideShare. Everyone I spoke with prior to launch said that was way, way too many slides. Many SlideShare presentations consist of only 20 or so slides. But I’m not a fan of cramming a bunch of ideas onto each one. The number of slides doesn’t seem to have been a problem.
SlideShare is a powerful tool that can be used to showcase your ideas, too. It doesn’t matter if you have a consumer product or are a B2B brand; the easy-to-share visual medium of SlideShare gets your ideas into the marketplace and helps you grow your business.
Infographics
We finish this chapter on marketing using visual images with a discussion of information graphics (or simply “infographics”), which are graphical representations of complex data, information, or knowledge. Infographics take advantage of the human ability to visualize very complex data quickly. For most people, a visual representation is much easier to understand than columns of numbers or percentage representations, which is why I have used several in this book such as those on pages 177 and 178. For example, a map of a train or metropolitan transit system is an infographic, with train lines characteristically appearing as different colors. Frequently, the major stations where you can change trains figure prominently, and sometimes the maps note the neighborhoods each line serves. Can you imagine using the London Underground without the Tube map? It would be nearly impossible!
Increasingly, marketers are delivering complex data to buyers in the form of infographics. Typically offered as an image file or PDF on a website or blog, an infographic that delivers information in a useful way is highly valuable to buyers. It may also be shared via social networks, including Pinterest.
As examples, a few infographics I like are “The World’s Biggest Real Estate Bubbles in 2018” and “The Raw Materials that Fuel the Green Revolution.” This kind of content is best shown as a graphic rather than as text or numbers. Another, The Sequel Map published by BoxOfficeQuant, a blog about film statistics, graphically compares whether movie sequels are better or worse than their original, based on the consensus opinion of professional film critics from Rotten Tomatoes. In seconds, I can take in the relative sales ratios of movies and their sequels. The graphic is much easier to grasp than a table with star ratings.
To learn about the ins and outs of creating infographics for marketing purposes, I spoke with Marta Kagan, director of brand and buzz for marketing software company HubSpot. “We’re extremely dependent on data here: love it, live by it,” she says. “Using infographics allows us to cherry-pick the juiciest pieces to draw your eye to what’s most relevant in a very appealing way.”
Kagan continues: “The other way we use infographics a lot is to explain processes or to tell a story. We do that with our infographic ‘The History of Marketing.’10 With the short attention span people have as a result of all the devices they use and how much information everyone juggles at any given time, an infographic grabs your eye, it gives you a headline, and it includes color in a way that a text blog post can’t. You can bookmark it and look at it later, share it, or subscribe. Whenever there’s a thirst for information about how to do something, why I need to do it, what’s the adoption rate, those types of things, we have a lot of success compiling that as an infographic, because it’s a visual and highly shareable format.”
Creating a good infographic is more like doing a video than writing a text blog post, because so many elements need to come together. “You’re telling a story in a very visual medium,” Kagan says. “Buyers’ brains are wired to work differently with images, and they notice different things than when they are just reading straight text. So we have to basically lead you down a path of visual cues through how we create the hierarchy of the information. This is different from reading; you read from left to right, from top to bottom.”
HubSpot brings employees with varying skills into the process of creating infographics. “Part of our marketing team will focus on brainstorming ideas around what’s the topic we want to cover,” Kagan explains. “Another group may be the ones that actually pull together the data, either from our own sources or research from external sources. Another few folks will actually then map out the story like you would for a video.
“Is it vertical? Is it horizontal? What’s the art direction around it? Is there photography? Is this handwritten? What’s the style? What’s the tone we’re trying to strike? All those questions need to be answered like they would for a video or for another creative piece of media.”
HubSpot has a team of in-house graphic designers who create the final artwork. If you don’t have your own team, there are a number of options. You can make a simple infographic in PowerPoint. Kagan’s team at HubSpot has developed a free resource to make it easy: “The Marketer’s Simple Guide to Creating Infographics in PowerPoint.”11 Another option is to use the templates offered by Piktochart, a drag-and-drop infographic editing tool. Or you can outsource the work. A company called Visually (visual.ly) has created a marketplace to tap the expertise of thousands of designers who can make an infographic for you.
Once the infographic is created, post it in appropriate places on your blog and website. You might consider sending links to your customers and the media that cover your industry. And don’t forget to put a “Pin it” button on the download page!
Marketing with photos and images is a fast-growing way to tell a story for your buyers. In combination with text-based content and video, images are an important component of any organization’s new marketing plan.
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