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Introduction

Content marketing and thought leadership are terms that are frequently tossed around at companies, but often without defining them precisely or creating a rigorous system for producing and publicizing content marketing and measuring its results. Some books discuss how to create content marketing. Others are about marketing automation. Still others focus on customer relationship management tools. Few books put the pieces together.

That’s where this book comes in. It connects the dots. To get the most out of it, though, I suggest that you read the book sequentially. Don’t skip around or just read the chapter that seems most relevant. The book has a narrative. It begins by looking at how to develop a robust content marketing strategy. It shows how you can research your customers’ needs and identify your company’s areas of expertise. It then looks at how to bring this content to market through a variety of channels. These include email, social media, paid social media, and web marketing. It identifies best practices in developing a campaign landing page and explains how to draw in new users, as well as ways to pitch your most promising thought leadership to the media.

The book then examines how to turn campaign responders into leads through scoring, grading, and tracking them with campaign automation tools. Next it looks at ways to route leads to sales effectively and tools for sales enablement. Finally, the book suggests how to measure your results and report them to senior management.

Peppered throughout the book are primary interviews that I conducted with business leaders, thought leadership consulting companies, and business academics. I also interviewed business-to-business (American Express OPEN, IBM), consumer (Whole Foods), and nonprofit organizations (Museum at Eldridge Street) as mini-profiles for using content marketing.

In addition, there are visual representations of concepts throughout the chapters. These include models referenced, metric dashboards, infographics, survey findings from research companies, and screenshots.

I wrote this book for a wide audience, including marketers at consumer or business-to-business companies considering content marketing, as well as staff at agencies, consulting firms, and ad-tech firms, and freelance consultants advising their clients. The book is also relevant for entrepreneurs looking to grow their businesses. The content applies to both large and small for-profit and nonprofit organizations.

Visit my website at paulkaplanauthor.com to learn more and to leave comments.

Enjoy the book.


Section One

Developing a Thought Leadership and Content Strategy


1

What Content Marketing Can Do for You


In this chapter:

•  What content marketing does—and what it can do for you

•  Definition of content marketing and thought leadership

•  How thought leadership educates buyers

•  How thought leadership relates to the rest of your content marketing



Content and inbound marketing simultaneously solve three of every marketer’s knottiest problems: generating leads, qualifying potential clients, and educating buyers about your products and services. Effective content marketing brings customers to you, because buyers self-select through their interest in the content you provide. Well-targeted content marketing screens out unqualified buyers by addressing the specific problems your company solves. Most important, content marketing educates buyers about the best solution for their needs—allowing you to influence how clients evaluate possible solutions.

The Content Marketing Institute defines content marketing as “a strategic marketing approach focused on creating and distributing valuable, relevant, and consistent content to attract and retain a clearly defined audience—and, ultimately, to drive profitable customer action.”1 This approach usually involves a long-term commitment to producing, sharing, promoting, and improving online materials that create prospect or customer interest in the company’s products or services.

Importantly, content marketing, for the most part, does not try to promote the products themselves. The purpose is to build a company’s brand and enlighten, educate, or entertain prospects and customers. Typically, companies use online channels such as social media, blogs, videos, games, polling, or interactive web pages. In some cases, companies conduct content marketing in their stores or at other events. The business goal is ultimately to increase customer acquisition, spend, and retention. Examples may be a recipe from a food store, advice from a tool manufacturer, or trends on retirement from a financial planner.

Thought leadership, the highest strategic level of content marketing

Thought leadership is a subsection of content marketing. At its best, thought leadership brings a fresh perspective to the marketplace on a particular issue. For example, it may explain the effect of a regulation or a market shift. Besides outlining the situation, excellent thought leadership will chart a course of action. It’s not enough to define the problem or issue; thought leadership should guide the reader. The most helpful thought leadership also offers commercial insights so readers can see how to improve their businesses. Ultimately, the value of thought leadership is the value it brings to readers’ organizations. Channels for thought leadership engagement usually include blogs, videos, social media, influencer blogs, tweets, pitches to media, and industry events and conferences.

“Thought leadership consists of ideas that can lead people in unexpected directions. Thought leadership needs to be educational and ideally provocative.”

Generally, thought leadership is more suited to business-to-business companies, though consumer companies can employ it when giving customers advice. An example would be a clothing brand writing a blog on how to accessorize outfits. In this case, that company sells such ware or partners with one that does. Thought leadership is more common and, in some ways, expected in business-to-business. An example would be an information service provider to building contractors relating the latest building trends and predicting their short- and medium-term impacts.

Jon Miller, vice president of product marketing at Marketo, notes that “both thought leadership and content marketing can very effectively build your awareness and brand, but … true thought leadership is much rarer. Thought leadership consists of ideas that require attention, that offer guidance or clarity and that can lead people in unexpected, sometimes contrarian directions. Thought leadership needs to be educational and ideally provocative; content marketing can simply be fun or entertaining.”2

LinkedIn, a key platform for promoting thought leadership, offers its perspective as well: “Thought leadership is about sharing insights and ideas—and a unique point of view—that provoke new ways of thinking, spark discussions and debates, and inspire action. A true thought leader knows a topic inside and out, has formed a clear, unique and defensible point of view about it, and freely shares that perspective.”3

As Jeff Ernst, principal analyst at Forrester Research, puts it: “Business buyers don’t ‘buy’ your product or service, they ‘buy into’ your perspective and approach to solving their problems.”4

How thought leadership can shape client thinking

The payoff for a company with a well-implemented thought leadership strategy is to elevate uncommitted buyers out of discussions about product minutia and to engage them at the strategic level. Studies show that companies value—even crave—a unique perspective from vendors. Respondents place a high value in breadth and depth of information as well as originality of thinking and ideas.

Companies value—even crave—a unique perspective from vendors.

Another benefit of thought leadership is that it allows your company to better engage clients and prospects. Salespeople often say they need material to substantiate conversations, particularly in the beginning of relationships. Through a constant output of thought leadership, your company is less likely to be lost in the shuffle and more likely to be remembered at key purchase points. Business-to-business sales cycles are frequently long so this could be significant. Corporate Visions found that “74% of buyers choose the company that was first to add value as they are defining their buying vision.”5

Through a constant output of thought leadership, your company is more likely to be remembered at key purchase points.

There are three steps for building a thought leadership marketing strategy:

1.  Understand the current issues, evolving trends, and pressing business concerns for your prospects and clients.

2.  Create a road map of how you think industry players should react to trends and problems.

3.  Show how prospects and clients can solve some of these issues through your company’s products or solutions. This does not mean simply showing them your sales collateral. Rather, you need to show—and customize—how your company’s solutions can be a tool to solve for those specific issues and needs that plague your clients.

Marketers often miss the last point. Often, companies do not link their thought leadership to their clients’ and prospects’ business operations and needs. Unless marketers offer specific recommendations to improve business operations, clients cannot implement the findings of thought leadership. It is like giving them a forecast for a snowy day but not mentioning that they should wear snow boots, a scarf, and gloves.

Thought leadership must, in the end, introduce and map topics that address an audience’s key issues and provide solutions for solving those issues. Put another way, marketers must ensure that there is “consistency in their company’s mission and vision, what the company delivers in the market, and its marketing messages. This is key to making sure there’s muscle behind getting your thought leadership noticed.”6

Effective thought leadership leverages your company’s unique knowledge to establish expertise

Bloom Group, a prominent thought leadership and content marketing consulting firm based in Boston, Massachusetts, defines thought leadership as “New, informative, useful information on a compelling, complex issue that positions a company or professional as an expert in a field.”7 Ultimately, thought leadership illuminates issues of interest to a particular industry. In the process, the company providing the thought leadership usually becomes better known and attracts more clients.

“Focus is absolutely key. The broader you go, the harder it is not to state the obvious.”

In my interview with Tim Parker, partner at Bloom Group, he explained the importance of having content stand out in today’s crowded marketplace. He noted Bloom Group’s seven Hallmarks of Thought Leadership (see Table 1.1, page 7).

Parker also shared his thoughts on how a company without many resources can still hope to develop promising thought leadership. “Focus is absolutely key because you can often draw on field experience where you actually have unique insights, so you may not have to do much research to support your thesis. And if you do research, it too can be very focused. The broader you go, the harder it is not to state the obvious. If you are a large organization with a sizable budget like McKinsey, you can spend the money doing original research—thereby saying something new about a big topic. But you need significant resources to do that.”



	
	What Is It?

	What We Do




	Focus

	Having a single, fundamental message

	Clearly define issue/problem to research; create a theme statement/structure for the point of view (POV)




	Novelty

	Coming up with a unique diagnosis of the problem or solution

	Conduct literature searches to review other POVs on topic and position for “white space”




	Relevance

	Meeting a critical and specific market need (making a case for action)

	Gather evidence on prevalence and importance of problem through survey, case interviews, and literature surveys




	Validity

	Proving that the solution you offer is effective

	From client work and analysis of best practice case studies, collect examples of companies that have followed the solution you prescribe




	Practicality

	Demonstrating you have a solution that can be implemented

	Develop tools, frameworks, and methodologies that companies can use to solve the problem




	Rigor

	Having tight, consistent logic

	Produce an early white paper that sets down the message, arguments, and evidence; test core frameworks and methods with internal group




	Clarity

	Making a clear argument, with words and concept

	Identify and eliminate jargon, unclear concepts, and other confusing material from the POV





Table 1.1 Bloom Group’s Hallmarks of Thought Leadership.

“Thought leadership has become the new competitive battleground for any B2B firm that competes on the basis of expertise and advice.”8

When asked which companies are doing some of the best work in thought leadership and content marketing, Parker was quick to mention McKinsey and Boston Consulting Group. He offered several reasons:

•  They compete on their expertise alone, and they are the best at it.

•  They started doing thought leadership marketing 50 years ago, so they have had a lot of practice.

•  They have the processes and people in-house.

•  Their culture rewards pushing the intellectual envelope—at the very least some get kudos for doing it. This stands in contrast to other consulting firms that, for instance, reward rerunning the same process at multiple clients. That is an equally valid model, but those firms have trouble producing good thought leadership.

How thought leadership relates to the rest of your content marketing

Now, let’s relate this discussion of thought leadership to the broad topic of content marketing. Generally, content marketing is viewed more broadly as curating and distributing content with the goal of acquiring and engaging customers. Importantly, content marketing is relevant for both consumer and business-to-business (B2B) companies.

Figure 1.1 on page 9 from Forrester Research shows the inverse relationship between the amount of content and its impact on potential buyers. Thought leadership, loosely defined as original ideas to guide the industry, has the most potential to influence potential buyers. This is particularly true for “top-of-the-funnel” buyers just learning about a brand or product. They are researching the problem they are seeking to solve.

Yet producing this kind of content is resource-consuming. It requires original, rigorous research, writing, and editing. Therefore, it rests on top of the content marketing pyramid. Moving down the pyramid, the information is more “how-to” based. It guides the consumer. One level down is collateral for particular products and services underlying the solutions. Since this is not “objective” content, it carries less influence to the industry, but more marketing collateral is produced than thought leadership. At the bottom of the pyramid is brand advertising and messaging, which may play a vital role in promoting a company but rarely influence an industry.

[image: Image]

Figure 1.1 Volume of content versus impact on buyers. Illustration by Robert Pizzo; adapted from Forrester Research, “Nurture Thought Leadership to Nurture Your Brand,” April 2013.

An example is a multinational investor communications company that produces thought leadership on topics like how proxy statements can be digitized. This is an interesting idea for publicly traded companies that must issue proxies. Through this material, such companies come to know better the investor communications firm producing this content. As leads are developed, the investor communications company provides case studies and evaluation tools for its prospects, so that over time the warm leads learn about the particular products and solutions of the investor communications company. Throughout this process, the company’s brand, advertising, sponsorships, and messaging reinforce its value.


2

Creating Your Content Marketing Plan


In this chapter:

•  Creating a content marketing strategy

•  Aligning your content marketing to your company’s marketing plan

•  Business-to-business (B2B) vs. business-to-consumer (B2C) content marketing

•  Identifying your company’s areas of expertise

•  Collecting and using existing content

•  Defining your content marketing objectives



In this chapter, we’ll discuss how to come up with a winning content strategy.

The first order of business is to create a global content marketing strategy. But there is a major step to take before writing that. The strategist needs to understand what marketing as a whole is trying to accomplish and how content will further these objectives. Otherwise, the content marketing program will have no real direction and won’t align to overall business goals. It will lose internal support. Another danger is that output will be a series of one-off pieces that have little promotional value, audience appeal, or internal buy-in.

Overall marketing plan: The foundation

The first step is to read through the company’s marketing strategy. Then gather the answers to these questions:

•  What is the company’s marketing objective?

•  How does this objective contribute to revenue and profit?

•  What are key customer segments?

•  Are these segments translated into personas for other digital marketing efforts?

•  What promotional tactics are currently used?

•  Which tactics have been the most successful and why?

•  What key metrics are used to measure success?

•  Which products or solutions is the company emphasizing and why?

•  What is the sales cycle?

Identifying company objectives that aren’t in the marketing plan

If a marketing plan exists with the answers to these questions, great. But if not, you may have to do some digging.

Here are some suggestions:

•  Company objectives: Examine sales goals by company, division, and region. You don’t need to get too deep, but you should have the basics.

Where to look: If your company is publicly traded, read the annual and quarterly reports carefully. Also read any analyst reports. If your company does “town halls,” or employee meetings to discuss the company’s trajectory, look through those presentations. If possible, obtain a copy of an internal sales report.

•  Marketing objectives: How will marketing fulfill the overall company business objectives? Look for metrics like “increase leads by 10 percent” or “increase subscribers by 15 percent in fiscal year.”

Where to look: Ask the senior leadership in marketing. Review presentations on marketing strategy. Review company town hall meetings for statements about marketing objectives. Ask also about reviewing any marketing strategy presentations that were prepared for senior management.

•  Customer segments: How does the company identify and define its key customer segments? Are they businesses or consumers? How are they distinguished? How does messaging vary among them? What are their needs?

Where to look: Marketing town hall PowerPoint decks, presentations to senior management, any past consultant reports.

•  Competitive framework: Who are the key competitors? The answer is often multifaceted, and you should primarily look at your company’s competitors for specific products. Your business may have some partners for certain products who are competitors for other products.

A competitor may compete with certain product lines but not others. For this purpose, you don’t have to know the competition for every product your company has. Focus on the main competitors for the products that your marketing plan indicates you are trying to grow.

Where to look: Look both within and outside your company for information. Start with the sales and marketing teams. You may need to conduct this search by country since competitors differ from location to location. Focus on the regions the marketing strategy emphasizes. Also look at analyst reports, though often their lists of competitors are inaccurate. Read industry reports. Market research reports often provide excellent analyses of competitors. You may have to pay for them so ask for a preview to see if the report is worth the cost.

•  Products prioritization: Which products or services is the company trying to push the most? Do different units of the company prioritize different products?

Where to look: Try the various business units’ yearly and quarterly plans, sales plans, and town hall decks, as well as announcements to analysts if your company is public.

Once you have gathered this information, you will use it to build your content marketing plan. It will serve as your guide on what content to use, the intended audiences, and the business reasoning behind the project. In later chapters, we’ll explore how to measure success and garner leads.

Think of the content plan as the house you are building. The marketing plan described above is the foundation. If you don’t have the foundation right or simply skip it altogether, your house will be on shaky ground. Your content marketing may be short-lived.

Now let’s turn to building the content marketing plan.

Content marketing plan: Identifying content topics

Your content marketing plan should define your major objectives and strategies but be succinct—as a rule, no more than five pages.

The first and most essential item in your plan is to define what editorial topics you will cover in your content marketing. This is key because in many ways what you choose as content will showcase the company’s brand. Ultimately, the topics you choose should bring together client interests and needs with what your company has expertise in.

Start with the needs of your industry. What are your clients or customers struggling with?

Start with the needs of your industry. What are the key trends and issues? What are your clients or customers struggling with? Think about any conferences you attended about this industry. What were key topics? What questions came up a lot from the audience? Read trade periodicals and notice what topics reemerge. What are the pain points of the industry you are serving?

Find out who are the key influencers in your industry and visit their blogs. Sites like Followerwonk and AllTop will allow you to identify and engage with them. Read their blogs and consider leaving comments. As you conduct this research, you can benefit by promoting your company in this space. Figure 2.1 (below) illustrates the various kinds of influencers.

[image: Image]

Figure 2.1 Different types of influencers. Courtesy of Smartinsights.com blog.

Make a list of at least five influencers in each major part of your business. For example, if your company has three major lines of business, try to find five influencers for each of the three. The distinction is important because influencers are often specific to a particular field. Write down their perspectives on industry issues. What topics do they bring up? How do they propose to solve for them, if at all? Themes will emerge. This will be crucial in building a content platform, which we will discuss later in the chapter.

Social media is a primary vehicle for identifying influencers, trends, and issues.

Social media is also a primary vehicle for identifying influencers, trends, and issues for your industry. Which channels you choose will depend on whether you are a consumer or business-to-business marketer. For the latter, the most important channel will be LinkedIn, which is designed for this purpose. You will also want to review Twitter, YouTube, and Facebook, at a minimum, for content ideas. Let’s discuss how to leverage each of these channels for the business-to-business marketer looking for content ideas. Afterward, we’ll look at additional channels for the consumer marketer also in pursuit of content.

Identifying content topics for B2B markets

LinkedIn

Follow the influencers you found on LinkedIn. Read through their profile posts and notice the recurring themes. View what LinkedIn groups they are in and join those you deem most relevant. You may have to apply to some groups for entrance. If so, state your case to the administrator and what you can bring to the group.

Try to become a member of about five robust, lively, topical, and well-attended groups. A higher number will be difficult to manage if you are serious about consistently participating. Your objective in joining is to see which topics are resonating with users. When you are at the stage of promoting your content, these groups will play a crucial role. We’ll discuss that later.

Ask the following questions to select the best groups:

•  Is the group active? How many posts occur each day and week?

•  Is the discussion about topics related to my industry?

•  Is there a sizable user base? (A small user group is OK for niche topics.)

•  Is much of the discussion about job opportunities or vendors pitching their products?

•  Do users ask and answer questions among one another or is the group messaging a lot of one-off posts with virtually no comments?

Remember, less is more. Don’t spread yourself too thin by entering too many groups and then not participating. Choose a few and apply to them if needed. Feel free to post questions to the groups about key issues or trends that they think are important or that their companies are struggling with. After reading through posts and group messages on LinkedIn, jot down additional ideas for content areas.

Twitter

On Twitter, your challenge will be finding the pertinent information amid lots of noise. Start with finding which hashtags are used in your industry on Twitter. Notice who is tweeting substantive information on topics, their followership, and their influence in social media. By clicking on users’ profile pages, you can see their followership.

At this point, you are trying to accomplish two crucial tasks. The first is to identify key issues for content. The second task is often overlooked but equally important. You are networking among influencers. You want to listen, respond intelligently, and get your company’s name in the conversation. You are lining up contacts to whom you will promote your content. In the ecosystem of social media, your aim will be for these influencers to retweet, blog, and link to your content. We’ll discuss this further later in the chapter.

If your business does not already have a Twitter account, see if you can start one. Ask your corporate communications department if this is possible. If your company already has one, ask if you can tweet replies, direct messages, and retweet. The key point is entering the conversation.

Let’s look at each technique:

•  Direct message (DM) replies are private messages to the Twitter user. Your company’s followers will not see them. This is effective for a one-on-one conversation. You may want to direct-message a content creator with any interesting points, comments, or questions. You can also thank the content creator if you found a particular article or infographic helpful. Later, we will discuss promotion of content and how contacts with content creators will prove useful.

•  Retweeting is your company tweeting someone else’s message to your followers. It’s a way of amplifying the original poster’s message. It’s also a way for an influencer to take notice of your company’s Twitter handle after you have retweeted consistently. You can add your own messaging to the retweet, though character limitations may prevent writing much.

•  List building is an important way to cut through the clutter of Twitter. Go to Hootsuite and enter the Twitter handles of the people who write about the topics you’re interested in and who have a sizable followership. To create this list, you will have to peruse through many tweets to decide which users are most relevant. Much of it will be noise—a myriad of press releases, irrelevant product information, and unrelated information. Think of your list as a trusted source for carving out the most relevant ideas for building your editorial content.

YouTube and Facebook

YouTube is also crucial. Search for any videos of influencers you found on the other channels. View videos from conferences in your industry. As you visit the YouTube channels, observe how they’re organized. In which subject areas are videos grouped? Are they grouped by themes? Which videos received the most views?
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