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STORYTELLING IN SEQUENCE: HOW BRANDS ARE CREATING MORE
ENGAGING MESSAGING
All brands have a story to tell consumers, but telling it in a way consumers want to hear can be challenging.
Content marketing offers a variety of storytelling possibilities, and marketers are taking advantage of their ability to
use content and ad creative sequentially to present longer, more compelling messages to consumers.
■■

■■

■■

■■

The lines between content and advertising are blurrier
than ever, thanks to the continued growth of native as
well as the importance of paid channels for distributing
marketing content.
Marketers are relying on a mix of owned, earned and
paid media to disseminate content that tells their
brand story.
Personalization and automation make it possible to
deliver marketing content in a sequence, at scale, to
foster more engagement.
Using multiple formats, platforms and channels to
tell stories to consumers over time can make brand
messages more relevant and useful.

KEY STAT: Data is the leading source used to develop
content strategy, according to BrightEdge. This allows
marketers to personalize content for more effective,
relevant storytelling.
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WHAT’S IN THIS REPORT? This report explores current
practices in content marketing, including popular formats
and tactics, with a focus on how marketers can use
sequential pieces of creative to tell larger stories.
Primary Source Used by US* Marketing Leaders to
Develop Their Content Strategy/Calendar, May 2017
% of respondents
Customer
feedback
10.3%

Other
15.5%
Data
44.8%
Departmental
direction
29.4%

Note: n=252; *primarily US-based
Source: BrightEdge, "The Future of Content Marketing" conducted by
SurveyMonkey, June 20, 2017
228458
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THE DIGITAL NARRATIVE
Consumers’ shift to digital media goes way back. The
average adult in the US was already spending more
than a quarter of daily media time with digital as long
ago as 2010, eMarketer estimates, and by 2014 was
spending more time each day with digital than with
TV. In 2017, digital will account for nearly half of US
adults’ daily media consumption.
Share of Average Time Spent per Day with TV* vs.
Digital Activities** by US Adults, 2010-2019
% of total time spent

41.4% 41.1%

42.8%

45.1%

46.7%

48.2%

49.3% 50.2%

TV*

2012

2013

2014

2015

2016

2017

2018

2019

Digital activities**

Note: ages 18+; time spent with each medium includes all time spent with
that medium, regardless of multitasking; for example, 1 hour of
multitasking with digital activities while watching TV is counted as 1 hour
for TV and 1 hour for digital; *excludes digital; **includes all internet
activities on desktop/laptop, mobile and other connected devices, including
video streamed through over-the-top services
Source: eMarketer, April 2017
228918

These changes on the consumer side have coincided with
shifting practices among publishers and brands, who are
aiming to deliver stories and messages in the channels and
formats they believe are most relevant for contemporary
lifestyles. It’s been a game of catch-up, as evidenced by
comparing eMarketer’s estimates of time spent with digital
media vs. corresponding shares of ad dollars.
Share of Average Time Spent per day with Select
Media by US Adults vs. US Ad Spending Share, 2010,
2014 & 2017
% of total
2010

28.3%

2011

MEETING NEW NARRATIVE NEEDS

39.9% 40.0%

38.1%
36.7%
35.7%
35.3% 34.5%
33.6% 32.9%
32.4%
32.1%

2010

For more on eMarketer’s latest estimates of US adults’
media consumption habits, see the April 2017 report, “US
Time Spent with Media: eMarketer’s Updated Estimates
and Forecast for 2014–2019.”
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And that just scratches the surface of recent media
consumption changes. For example, take the shift within
digital to mobile. In 2014, the same year total time spent
with digital media surpassed TV time, time spent with
mobile outpaced time spent online via desktop and laptop
PCs. This has coincided with apps’ solidifying their hold on
mobile time. App time has long dominated smartphone
usage: eMarketer estimates that in 2010 two-thirds of
smartphone time was spent in apps rather than the
mobile browser. This year, the average US adult will spend
a stark 89.2% of smartphone internet time with apps.
That share is expected to rise in coming years.
There’s also been a significant shift toward video
consumption on digital, even if it’s not as dramatic as the
overall shift toward mobile. The average US adult spends
one-fifth of digital media time watching video—which
amounts to one-tenth of total daily media time.
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2014

2017

Time
Ad
Time
Ad
Time
Ad
spent spending spent spending spent spending
share share
share share
share share

Digital

30.4%

19.0%

44.4%

30.4%

49.6%

42.4%

4.0%

0.6%

22.3%

11.7%

27.5%

29.4%

—Desktop/laptop* 26.5%
and other
connected devices

18.4%

22.1%

18.7%

22.1%

13.0%

37.2%

—Mobile
(nonvoice)

TV**

44.6%

42.6%

38.1%

41.9%

34.6%

Radio**

16.2%

11.0%

12.9%

9.0%

12.2%

7.3%

Print**

8.8%

27.4%

4.6%

18.6%

3.6%

13.2%

—Newspapers

5.3%

16.4%

2.7%

9.7%

2.0%

6.6%

—Magazines

3.5%

11.0%

1.9%

8.9%

1.6%

6.6%

Note: ages 18+; time spent with each medium includes all time spent with
that medium, regardless of multitasking; for example, 1 hour of
multitasking on desktop/laptop while watching TV is counted as 1 hour for
TV and 1 hour for desktop/laptop; ad spending share excludes
out-of-home; numbers may not add up to 100% due to rounding; *time
spent with desktop/laptop includes all internet activities on desktop and
laptop computers; **excludes digital
Source: eMarketer, April 2017
228356
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Dollars have also flowed into native advertising, which
often puts the emphasis on story and allows brands to
communicate in new ways, with the help of publishers.
Adam Aston, vice president and executive editorial
director at The New York Times’ T Brand Studio, explained
how the Times seeks to marry its own brand with
advertisers’ to tell the most engaging stories possible.
“We say: ‘Look, we know. We’re hearing what you want
to do. Let’s hybridize it with what we understand the
Times’ truth to be—our expertise, the sophistication of
our audience, their appetite for learning, for discovery of
characters, for quality in finished media that we create.
Let’s fuse it all together in a way that yields something
that lives naturally on our site, and looks at home for our
readers when they click through into it.’”
©2017 EMARKETER INC. ALL RIGHTS RESERVED
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Whether it’s working with native content studios
to develop original stories, using innovative new
technologies like augmented or virtual reality (AR or VR),
or simply enjoying the greater branding possibilities of
digital video vs. static images, marketers have a variety
of creative options for getting their brand’s story told. And
doing so is a priority: Nearly 90% of marketing execs and
brand managers surveyed in December 2016 by OnBrand
magazine said their story and value proposition were part
of their brand strategy. This was second in importance
only to brand vision and mission—the ideas a brand’s
story seeks to get across.

Brand story

18%

Content types

17%

Mission statement

17%

Metrics

15%

Audience personas

14%

Potential challenges
Content distribution

12%
8%

Note: n=300; numbers may not add up to 100% due to rounding
Source: Clutch, "2016 Content Marketing Survey" as cited in "The Complete
Guide to Content Marketing For SEO," Feb 14, 2017

Aspects of Their Brand Strategy According to
Marketing Executives and Brand Managers
Worldwide, Dec 2016
% of respondents

223383

www.eMarketer.com

CONTENT FORMATS AND TACTICS

Brand vision and mission
94%
Our story and value proposition
87%
Brand guidelines
77%
Deep understanding of audience personas
46%
Audience poll or research study
39%

The Clutch research found infographics, product reviews
and original research were the three leading types of
content produced by both B2C and B2B marketers.
Majorities of respondents in both groups, however, said
they created a wide variety of types of content, including
video, blog posts, interviews and white papers.
Content Produced by Their Company According to US
B2B vs. B2C Content Marketers, Sep 2016
% of respondents

Other
8%
Source: OnBrand, "State of Branding Report 2017," March 8, 2017
224912

Most Important Elements of Their Content Strategy
According to US Content Marketers, Sep 2016
% of respondents

www.eMarketer.com

US content marketers surveyed in September 2016
by professional services and software research firm
Clutch were more likely to say brand story was the most
important element of their strategy than they were to
cite any other factor. And both the business-to-business
(B2B) and business-to-consumer (B2C) content marketers
polled in that survey pointed to brand awareness as the
most common reason for their efforts.

B2C

B2B

Infographics

76%

72%

Product reviews

75%

71%

Research/original data

74%

75%

Videos

72%

65%

Blog posts

58%

54%

Case studies

54%

59%

Interviews

52%

45%

White papers

51%

62%

Podcasts

38%

38%

Ebooks

20%

28%

Source: Clutch, "2016 Content Marketing Survey" as cited in "The Complete
Guide to Content Marketing For SEO," Feb 14, 2017
223382
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An August 2016 survey conducted by the Content
Marketing Institute (CMI) and MarketingProfs for creative
collaboration platform Hightail offered a longer list of
options, and social media (excluding blogs) came out
on top for B2C marketers in North America, followed
by blogs and email newsletters. Most respondents also
said they used video for content marketing, as well as
in-person events. For B2B marketers polled in a similar
CMI and MarketingProfs survey sponsored by online
video platform Brightcove, the top three tactics were the
same, with a majority of respondents also using in-person
STORYTELLING IN SEQUENCE: HOW BRANDS ARE CREATING MORE ENGAGING MESSAGING
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events, ebooks and white papers, videos, infographics,
and webinars and webcasts.

Visual Content that Has the Highest Engagement
According to US Digital Marketers, Dec 2016
% of respondents

Content Marketing Tactics Used by B2C Content
Marketers in North America, 2016
% of respondents

Stock
photos
7.6%

GIFs and
memes
5.0%

Videos and
presentations
20.2%

Social media*

85%

Blogs

75%

Email newsletters

75%

Video (pre-produced)

60%

In-person events

59%

Infographics

48%

Illustrations/photos

45%

Ebooks/white papers

35%

Interactive tools

31%

223169

Online presentations

31%

Webinars/webcasts

31%

Print magazines

22%

Mobile apps

21%

Video (live-streaming media)

16%

Books

16%

Digital magazines

15%

Print newsletters

14%

Research reports

14%

Podcasts

10%

Separate content hubs

10%

Still, many of the leading formats for content marketing
are relatively traditional—and with good reason, according
to Aston. “There’s a lot of hunger to do something to get
noticed in the trades, and that can win attention with a
client, or with the agency, but it may not perform well,” he
said. “While we’re happy to, and also enjoy getting those
headline moments when we hit something new, like AR
or VR, we’re also learning how much it can depend on
proven, tried formats and story approaches, which was
instinctive back three years ago.”

Virtual conferences

Data visualizations
25.7%

Source: Venngage, "Visual Content Marketing Statistics to Know for 2017,"
Jan 3, 2017
www.eMarketer.com

6%

Other

13%

Note: *excludes blogs
Source: Content Marketing Institute (CMI) and MarketingProfs, "B2C
Content Marketing: 2017 Benchmarks, Budgets, and Trends—North
America" sponsored by Hightail, Oct 19, 2016
218432

Original graphics
(e.g., infographics)
41.5%

www.eMarketer.com

Visual content has emerged as particularly important,
thanks both to the rise of digital video as well as to
the popularity of Instagram, Pinterest, Snapchat, and
several other image- and video-oriented social networks.
The largest share of US digital marketers surveyed by
infographic-maker Venngage in December 2016 said they
planned to spend more than one-third of their budget on
visual content this year. More than three in five described
visual content as “absolutely necessary” to their 2017
marketing strategy.

CONTENT DISTRIBUTION AND
ENGAGEMENT STRATEGIES
Content marketers rely on a mix of owned, earned and
paid channels to distribute the content they’ve created
in hopes of driving engagement. The Clutch survey, for
example, found that US content marketers were slightly
more likely to use ads to distribute content than any
other tactic, with organic social media distribution and
traditional forms of marketing just behind.

More than a third of respondents said most of their
visual content consisted of stock photos, with 30.4%
saying they primarily use original graphics (including
infographics). The latter were typically considered the
most engaging visual content format.
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Marketing Tactics Used by US Content Marketers to
Distribute Content, Sep 2016
% of respondents
Paid advertisements

71%

Organic social media

69%

Email newsletter

63%

Events

62%

Blog posts

56%

Guest posts

46%

Press releases

44%
31%

Note: n=300
Source: Clutch, "2016 Content Marketing Survey," Jan 10, 2017
222075

Usage

Effectiveness*

70%

Traditional marketing

Journalistic outreach

Usage and Effectiveness* of Paid Methods Used to
Promote Content According to B2C Content
Marketers in North America, 2014-2016
% of respondents

www.eMarketer.com

Among the B2C content marketers in North America
surveyed by CMI and MarketingProfs, email and
Facebook were tied for most commonly used content
distribution channel, with 89% of respondents each.
These were also considered the most important
distribution channels for content marketing success, by
91% and 68% of respondents, respectively.
Use of distribution channels did not always line up so well
with success, however. Just 31% of survey respondents
reported distributing their content via print, but it was the
third most important channel, at 62%. Twitter, meanwhile,
was the third most commonly used distribution channel,
at 73% of respondents, but just 57% rated it important to
their success—leaving it tied for fifth place with LinkedIn.
In separate questions specifically about paid promotion
of content, CMI and MarketingProfs found that social ads
were the most common type of paid media among B2C
content marketers in North America last year—about nine
in 10 respondents bought them. (Previous versions of
the survey had separate options for social media-based
display ads vs. promoted social posts.)
These social ads were also reported to be the most
effective paid method of distributing content—but just
barely ahead of search marketing, which was significantly
less common than social advertising.

2014

2015

2016

-

-

-

-

89%

66%

Search engine marketing (SEM)

63%

57%

76%

64%

76%

65%

Print or other offline promotion

71%

46%

69%

46%

68%

42%

Traditional online banner ads

59%

39%

65%

39%

60%

37%

Native advertising

38%

40%

46%

46%

50%

38%

Content discovery tools

19%

42%

21%

-

29%

34%

Promoted posts
(e.g., Promoted Tweets)

59%

47%

76%

61%

-

-

Social ads (e.g., LinkedIn ads)

60%

49%

74%

59%

-

-

-

-

-

-

7%

-

Social promotion

Do not use

Note: *responses of 4 or 5 on a 5-point scale where 1=not at all effective
and 5=very effective
Source: Content Marketing Institute (CMI) and MarketingProfs, "B2C
Content Marketing: 2017 Benchmarks, Budgets, and Trends—North
America" sponsored by Hightail, Oct 19, 2016
218481

www.eMarketer.com

In a survey of marketers worldwide conducted by
inbound marketing and sales platform HubSpot in July
2016, respondents in North America pointed to YouTube
(35%), Facebook video (28%) and Instagram (26%) as
the leading distribution channels they planned to add to
their efforts in the next year. All three channels are visually
focused, and reflect the shift toward consuming video and
other visual content on digital devices, including mobile,
which was also highlighted by the Venngage research.
For the most part, US marketers are confident in their
ability to drive engagement with video on these channels
(as well as on Twitter), according to April 2017 polling by
video creation service Animoto. More than eight in 10
respondents were at least “confident” that they could
create video content that would drive views, purchases
and engagement on Facebook, with almost as many
saying the same about YouTube video content. Marketers
were less sure of their ability to create successful videos
for Twitter and Instagram, but strong majorities still said
they could do this.

At least half of respondents also reported paying to have
their content distributed via print and offline promotions,
traditional banner ads and native ads.

STORYTELLING IN SEQUENCE: HOW BRANDS ARE CREATING MORE ENGAGING MESSAGING
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It’s notable that influencers were listed separately from
celebrities, and that they were more likely to be followed
than those in the latter category, emphasizing how
important influencers are for content reach.

US Marketers Who Are Confident in Their Ability to
Create Video Content that Will Drive Views,
Purchases and Engagement on Select Social Media
Platforms, April 2017
% of respondents
Views
87%
84%
72%
69%
Engagement
86%
81%
73%
72%
Purchases
83%
79%
70%
67%
Facebook

YouTube

Twitter

Instagram

Note: responses of "confident" and "very confident"
Source: Animoto, "The State of Social Video: Marketing in a Video-First
World," June 6, 2017
227950
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These also tend to be channels where influencers play
a significant role in content distribution. Among luxury
beauty and fashion marketers in the UK and US surveyed
by Econsultancy in March 2017 for Fashion and Beauty
Monitor, two in five reported that influencers were
“highly effective” for content promotion and distribution,
with another third rating them “effective.” April 2017
research from influencer marketing platform gen.video
and Geometry Global found that US internet users were
more likely to follow influencers than brands on platforms,
including YouTube, Twitter and Instagram.
Entities/Types of Individuals that US Internet Users
Follow on Social Media, by Platform, April 2017
% of respondents
k

oo

b
ce

m

ra

g
ta

t

es

r
te

er

itt

t

ha

c
ap

s

Family member

58%

I
51%

P
47%

Tw
Sn
44% 36%

Friend

56%

54%

51%

47% 32%

38% 34%

Brand

52%

54%

48%

42% 35%

39% 40%

Store

52%

53%

38%

38% 33%

39% 34%

Influencer

50%

55%

41%

47% 35%

55% 59%

Lifestyle website

46%

49%

42%

41% 32%

45% 40%

Magazine/newspaper

45%

51%

34%

43% 39%

42% 32%

Celebrity/musician/athlete 44%

53%

27%

44% 33%

36% 40%

e
ub

uT
B
Yo
33% 33%

Fa

ns

in

g
lo

Note: n=1,000 ages 18+
Source: gen.video and Geometry Global, "The Influence of Influencers,"
June 22, 2017
228408
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ASSEMBLING A STORY
The purpose not only of content marketing but of
marketing in general is to engage consumers and help
encourage at least some part of their buyer journey.
By sequencing exposure to that content, or creative,
marketers hope to foster ever-building engagement
with a brand.
Sequencing can take a number of forms. For example,
a supermarket website featuring a collection of recipes
and meal ideas might include links to additional recipes
that are similar to ones a user has perused in the past.
A shopper who has checked out banana bread recipes
would be progressively engaged by more recipes
for baked goods, while a different shopper who has
focused on cocktail recipes might get more ideas for
summer drinks.
This basic example can also extend across channels:
If the supermarket has an email newsletter, the same
personalized content can be included in those messages,
with the customization based on previous behaviors
across both email and the website. And more content
could be distributed via retargeted display ads or social
media posts, inviting continued engagement with various
forms of the brand’s content wherever the user happens
to be, in a way that’s relevant to the user’s place in the
buyer journey. This is a strategy used by Whole Foods
Market and executed with the help of OneSpot’s content
marketing platform.
The blurred lines between ads and content, especially
due to the importance of paid placements for
disseminating marketing content, mean they are
frequently both part of the sequencing picture. Tapad
senior vice president of product management Preethy
Vaidyanathan gave an example of a movie studio
advertising a summer blockbuster with a sequential
display campaign. The first exposure is to a video ad
featuring the movie’s trailer. If the user watches the
trailer, he will later be targeted with a direct-response
ad calling him to purchase a ticket to the movie online.
But if another user doesn’t watch the video at the first
exposure, she’ll be targeted with the video again—on a
different device, in hopes that reaching her in a different
way will make a view more likely. If she still shows no
interest in the video, she won’t be touched with that
campaign again, whereas if she does watch, she’ll later
be invited to purchase a ticket.
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This type of messaging allows marketers to take
advantage of a range of formats and platforms to tell
their story to consumers over time in a relevant—and
respectful—way. Personalization and automation are at
the heart of these efforts.
Blurred Lines Between Content and Product
The line between content marketing and advertising has
long been blurry, but in many cases the line between
content and product can be just as unclear, and some
brands have taken the same kind of personalized approach
to storytelling with the product itself.
The most obvious examples are publishers—content is
their product, and storytelling has always been at the
heart of their activities. Aston of The New York Times,
for example, pointed out the many ways in which the
paper’s longtime understanding of how to tell stories to
its audience has informed the way it now tells stories for
other brands via native advertising.
But storytelling can extend to tangible items as well. For
example, at BarkBox, each monthly box of dog treats
and toys has “a theme with a cohesive storyline, and
we’ve gotten more complex with what we can do using
objects to tell a visual story to people,” according to
head of content Stacie Grissom. The theming extends
into cards and fliers in the box that encourage social
engagement with it, especially via Instagram. Customers
share unboxing photos and videos, which BarkBox
compiles into a video montage that becomes part of that
month’s marketing campaign. The company also creates a
professional themed video featuring a dog playing with the
month’s toys.
Again, customization is a factor. BarkBox knows whether
a customer’s dog is small, medium-sized or large, and
whether the pet has certain characteristics, like heavy
chewing vs. a preference for soft, plush toys. So the
items in a given month’s box also depend on that type of
personalization, which then tells a slightly different story to
the owners of different types of pets.
The same story extends to email, as BarkBox follows up
with subscribers to let them know themed products are
also available a la carte on the website, allowing them to
get more related toys and treats.

PERSONAS, SEGMENTATION AND ONE-TOONE PERSONALIZATION
While true one-to-one personalization is typically
considered the ideal, many brands are still using
segments or personas to create and target content.
For example, 80% of marketing executives and brand
managers worldwide surveyed in December 2016 by
©2017 EMARKETER INC. ALL RIGHTS RESERVED
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OnBrand said they had buyer personas, though many
had not documented them. One-third of B2B marketers
worldwide surveyed by LinkedIn in July 2016 said they
segmented content by buyer persona, making it the
most common type of segmentation after product or
service category.
Personas are often developed based on a combination
of hard data about the brand’s audience plus gut feelings
of internal stakeholders. When asked how they had built
their buyer personas, the marketers surveyed by OnBrand
were most likely to cite interviews with real buyers
(60%), followed by consultations with stakeholders (56%)
and online surveys (43%).
The CMI/MarketingProfs research polled content
marketers in North America in August 2016 about
the techniques they used to learn about their target
audiences in the service of content creation. Among B2C
respondents, at least half engaged in keyword research,
social listening, website analysis and customer panels.

nearly half of US marketing leaders surveyed to develop
their content strategy, with about three in 10 relying
on direction from internal departments. Most were not
yet using artificial intelligence or deep learning for that
purpose—just 2.8% said they did—but about two in five
said they were at least somewhat likely to do so this year.
Primary Source Used by US* Marketing Leaders to
Develop Their Content Strategy/Calendar, May 2017
% of respondents
Customer
feedback
10.3%

Data
44.8%
Departmental
direction
29.4%

Note: n=252; *primarily US-based
Source: BrightEdge, "The Future of Content Marketing" conducted by
SurveyMonkey, June 20, 2017
228458

Techniques Used by B2C Content Marketers in North
America to Learn About Target Audiences, Aug 2016
% of respondents
Keyword research

59%

Social listening

54%

Website analysis

54%

Customer feedback/panels

50%

Competitive analysis

49%

A/B testing

47%

Employee feedback

45%

Database analysis

35%

Secondary data analysis

35%

Quantitative primary research

33%

Qualitative primary research

30%

Auditing existing buyer data

27%

Usability testing

18%

Expert advisory boards

12%

Other

3%

Do not use techniques

4%

Source: Content Marketing Institute (CMI) and MarketingProfs, "B2C
Content Marketing: 2017 Benchmarks, Budgets, and Trends—North
America" sponsored by Hightail, Oct 19, 2016
218431

www.eMarketer.com

B2B respondents to the corresponding survey were less
likely to engage in any of the cited techniques other than
website analysis, which was selected by 58%. Keyword
research was also a majority activity, and half of B2B
respondents said they used employee feedback.
In a more general question, search engine optimization
and content performance platform BrightEdge found
in May 2017 that data was the primary source used by

STORYTELLING IN SEQUENCE: HOW BRANDS ARE CREATING MORE ENGAGING MESSAGING

Other
15.5%
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Earlier research, conducted in July 2016 by Accenture
Interactive, found that half of executives polled worldwide
reported that users and customers were a source
used to develop their content strategy; 51% used
their product development team, and 62% used their
marketing department.
Often, brands are able to work with vendors to extend
personas based on richer data. Even if a brand’s
personalization is already based on data—for example,
information about user behavior on the brand’s owned
properties as well as interaction with email campaigns—
content marketing and ad tech platforms have access to
data about the same users on a wider swath of properties,
and thus more information about who they are, what
they’re interested in, and how they access content. Of
course, a major caveat is that audience identification across
devices and platforms is still not perfect.
Advertisers are also able to refine their ideas about
personas and segments as campaigns progress. Chris
Kelly, chief creative officer at digital creative agency
Organic, explained that in his experience, large media
agencies are often still coming up with big media plans
around personas, which brands are familiar with, even
though smaller, specialized agencies see value in oneto-one personalized creative. The agency works with
those personas, which are often vague, but might use
the results in real time to fine-tune the campaign into
something more customized.
©2017 EMARKETER INC. ALL RIGHTS RESERVED
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Brands can refine their customized storytelling over
time, drilling down from personas to the personal, as a
customer builds up a lifetime of history. For example,
Sandro Roco, director of strategic initiatives at men’s
clothing subscription box service Bombfell, explained
that at the beginning of the customer relationship, the
company has just three customer types, which were
developed based on qualitative user interviews as well
as customer relationship management (CRM) and
transactional data. “As time goes on, we get a really
good sense of who they actually are personally,” he said.
“The persona might be helpful when they first become
customers, but we get more and more touchpoints and
can go much more one-to-one.”

SEQUENTIAL STORYTELLING WITHIN AND
ACROSS CHANNELS
For many marketers, personalized, sequential content
marketing is still a single-channel activity, or one that may
occur on multiple channels but in separate streams, as
part of separate experiences. For example, Trusted Media
Brands (TMB), which publishes Reader’s Digest and other
magazines, currently delivers a progressive series of
messages via subscription email newsletters, though it is
working to expand these messages into other channels
like traditional and social media. “While we are still in
the early phases of these programs, we will be rapidly
ramping and scaling them over the coming year,” said
Vince Errico, the publisher’s chief digital officer.
But personalization of these programs might also mean
differences in distribution platform—which may track
back to differences in the content itself. Mark Nardone,
executive vice president of Pan Communications, gave
the example of a B2B using an account-based marketing
strategy targeting a financial institution. The target is a
CIO, who is a major decision-maker.
“In your research and in identifying that persona, you see
that the CIO really isn’t on LinkedIn and doesn’t have a
digital profile,” he said. “You may go to his networks of
trusted sources. You may think about trade publications.
But take the flip side. You see the CIO who is living
and breathing online. She’s very active in social and
LinkedIn. She shares a lot. Her profile’s engaging. Well,
your content needs to be adjusted to her style, and her
channel, and her choice of consumption. You can’t just
take your content, go with it no matter what, and see
where it sticks.”
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That means true personalization requires thinking not just
about what the relevant message is for the consumer, but
also about what the right platform is to distribute it, and
what the right format is for the platform, and more.
“We really start thinking through what the platforms are
that we want this stuff to reside in, and not just thinking
that it can be anywhere, because I don’t think that it can,”
Kelly said. “It depends on the type of content that you’re
creating. Then we think about what is going to be the
proper KPI [key performance indicator] on that platform,
understanding the behavior of those platforms, what type
of content is going to be best viewed there, and then
what we expect to get out of that. We build out a rich
strategic approach before we even get into that creative
process, and I think that helps our clients understand why
the sequencing makes so much sense, rather than just
saying we want to take a 5-minute video, cut it up into
five separate pieces and show it over time.”
Putting the Consumer First
Several of the experts interviewed mentioned that effective
sequential storytelling requires putting the consumer’s
needs and preferences first—and that doing so in turn
makes this type of storytelling more respectful of the
consumer than traditional advertising or even nonsequential
content marketing. It’s the difference between an internet
user being bombarded with the same retargeted ad many
times and one who sees a series of different placements
based on prior reactions. Take the example of the movie
trailer, displayed on a different device if a user did not
engage at the first touchpoint. If the user also declines to
watch on the second touchpoint, that’s considered a sign
that she’s not interested in the campaign, and she won’t see
it again. Vaidyanathan said more brands are taking control
of the user experience by limiting exposure in this way.
Sequential storytelling can also be more respectful of the
consumer’s place in the customer lifecycle. For example,
BarkBox’s Grissom explained that the service has two
main segments for content: new and current customers.
“We don’t want to be telling the same story to our current
customers, who could find it boring,” she said. “Whereas
with the new customers, we have to be a lot more explicit
with the way we are talking about our products and the
way we are talking about all of the different pieces of
content we’re putting out there.” She also pointed out that
marketing content like the monthly theme-related videos
described previously doesn’t necessarily make sense for
prospective customers, who don’t have their paws on a
similar box of their own. “We can’t go too in-depth with
content for people who aren’t customers yet, so it’s more
on the surface and the majority of our content calendar
consists of entertaining dog memes, and pictures and
videos of dogs,” Grissom said.
©2017 EMARKETER INC. ALL RIGHTS RESERVED
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It all comes down to utility and relevance for the consumer,
according to Organic’s Kelly. “The thing I always talk about
is that brands have an agenda and consumers have an
agenda, and it’s not the same thing. But sometimes those
agendas cross, and when they do cross we need to be
relevant there,” he said. “At other times we can help them
to cross, but we really need to be relevant there. That’s how
an intelligent agency of the present and future should be
thinking, and then you bring ideas to match that, rather
than coming up with a big headline and a big idea and
then just saying, ‘Put it all over the damn place.’”
Marketers seem to agree. Among the B2B content
marketers surveyed by CMI and MarketingProfs for
Brightcove, 69% said they focused on creating content
for their audience rather than their brand either always or
frequently, making it one of their leading considerations
in content creation. Pawan Deshpande, CEO of content
marketing and curation platform Curata, believes this
mindset comes with content marketing maturity. “Initially,
a lot of brands are very product-centric,” he said. “Then
eventually they’re audience-centric. They’re thinking of the
audience’s needs.”

One perhaps counterintuitive sequencing strategy is
simply to encourage content bingeing by making it easy
to do. The idea, as explained by Marcia Riefer Johnston
in the CMI’s blog, is that consumers aren’t typically
waiting to hear from marketers, but sometimes they are
in the mood to consume content—and marketers should
be ready to facilitate that, one piece of content after
another, just like Netflix does with the next episode of a
TV show. The content isn’t sequenced to pull the user
down the funnel, but simply to keep him engaged with
something he’s already chosen to spend time with. This
is also a very basic strategy that requires relatively simple
forms of customization and only a single channel to work
with (as with the supermarket serving recipe ideas,
discussed earlier).
More typical perhaps, especially in the B2B world, is
content designed as part of a lead nurture program to
draw consumers down the funnel, from awareness
to consideration to conversion. According to July
2016 research from CSO Insights and Seismic, B2B
professionals worldwide tend to use email templates and
white papers for the awareness or prospecting phase of
the cycle, for example. Most other content types tended
to be used for the bottom of the funnel, including product
collateral and customer case studies.

Primary Stage of the Customer Journey During Which
B2B Professionals Worldwide Use Select Forms of
Content/Tools, July 2016
% of respondents
Email templates
76.5%
65.3%

9.7%

27.3% 7.4%

Product collateral
42.0%

52.9% 5.0%

Needs analysis template
38.4%

53.4% 8.2%

Customer case studies
38.4%

53.4% 8.2%

References
21.4%

74.1% 4.5%

Client-focused presentations
19.5%

67.8%

ROI/business value justification template
14.6%

12.7%

76.8% 8.7%

Proposal templates
14.1%

83.8% 2.1%

Technical presentations
12.9%

75.2%

Awareness/prospecting
Buying/selling

11.9%

Implementation/relationship
maintenance

Note: numbers may not add up to 100% due to rounding
Source: CSO Insights and Seismic, "2016 Sales Enablement Optimization
Study," July 28, 2016
213860
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Annuitas found in September 2016 that most US B2B
marketers created specific content for the middle of the
funnel, to nurture leads. And about three in five said they
created content to align with their buyers’ pain points
and challenges.
US B2B Enterprise Marketers Who Create Specific
Content for Mid-Funnel/Lead Nurturing*, Sep 2016
% of respondents

No
18.6%

Sometimes
28.3%

Yes
53.1%

Note: *that is different in tone/language from early and late stage content
Source: Annuitas, "2016 B2B Enterprise Demand Generation Survey," Oct
27, 2016
219190
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For more on how B2Bs are using personalization as part
of their account-based marketing strategies, see the May
2017 report, “B2B Personalization: Delivering One-to-One
Experiences to Buyers.”

And nurture doesn’t stop with the first sale. Bombfell’s
Roco explained that the first subscription shipments tend
to include items “a little bit more on the conservative
side.” As the client-stylist relationship progresses,
however, “we’ll start pushing that customer a little more
out of their comfort zone,” including customized notes
in the box explaining why they’ll like an item even if it’s
unexpected, and how to style it or what special events it
might be good for.
Measurement, of course, is key to finding out which
types of content work at which places in the funnel—
something that can change across industries, but
also based on specific marketing practices in place
at any given brand. Deshpande gave the example of
infographics, which are typically considered a higherfunnel piece of content. One of Curata’s clients
unexpectedly found that not only were infographics
performing well for them at the top of the funnel, but
they were also highly effective at the very bottom. The
explanation came from talking to the sales team: They had
been sharing infographics with prospects who had gone
cold during a promising conversation, and successfully
closing sales that way.

Phases of Buyer's Journey During Which B2C Content
Marketers in North America Measure Content
Marketing ROI, Aug 2016
% of respondents
Top of funnel (lead generation and building an audience)
39%
Mid-funnel (developing relationships with qualified leads and
existing customers)
37%
Bottom of funnel (conversions/sales)
45%
Post-sales (retention, upsell/cross-sell, loyalty, evangelism)
29%
Do not measure content marketing ROI
25%
Source: Content Marketing Institute (CMI) and MarketingProfs, "B2C
Content Marketing: 2017 Benchmarks, Budgets, and Trends—North
America" sponsored by Hightail, Oct 19, 2016
218433
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Several of the vendors and agencies interviewed for
this report noted what should at this point be a truism in
digital marketing: More data is not necessarily better—
what marketers need is the right data. For them, this
means they work with brand partners to understand
campaign goals and develop analytics dashboards to
support those goals.

According to the CMI and MarketingProfs polling,
B2C marketers were most likely to measure content’s
effectiveness at the bottom of the funnel, by looking
at metrics like conversion. For the B2Bs polled in the
analogous survey sponsored by Brightcove, top-offunnel measurement was more common, with content
marketing efforts evaluated for their effect on things like
lead generation and audience-building efforts. But among
both B2C and B2B respondents, no single phase of the
buyer journey was in focus for a majority.
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THE NEXT CHAPTER
There are potential problems, of course, at every
stage of the process of executing on sequential
stories—as well as content marketing done with
varying levels of maturity.
Deshpande outlined four general stages in a brand’s
content marketing maturity. “Initially, it’s producing enough
content,” he said. “They know they need to do it, and they
know they need to do a better job just getting content and
populating all the channels, because more channels come
online every day. Once they get over that, the challenge
is being authentic about the storytelling, or at times
the content is not that engaging—it’s very product- or
company-centric. So they have the volume, but they don’t
necessarily have the engagement they’re hoping for.” The
third challenge, after finding authenticity, is developing a
scalable process. Finally, according to Deshpande, come
measurement and being able to understand and optimize
content return on investment (ROI).
Different types of sequencing may be possible (or not)
depending on this maturity level. A large stable of varied
content is necessary for many of the types of efforts
outlined in this report, although there are ways to get
started with techniques like third-party content curation
(one of Curata’s offerings). It can be a significant hurdle:
Bandwidth to create content was the No. 1 content
marketing challenge, according to US creative and
marketing professionals surveyed by Widen Enterprises in
April 2016. And media professionals worldwide surveyed
by NewsWhip in August 2016 were more likely to point to
resources as a stumbling block to video content creation
than any other issue.
Most Common Video Problem for Content Creators
According to Media Professionals Worldwide,
Aug 2016
% of respondents
Monetization
5%
Quantity
7%
Virality
and reach
14%
Good tactics
16%

Copyright
2%
Resources
37%

Adequate resources were also cited as the biggest
challenge to native content success by 27% of
respondents to the same survey. The largest share, 37%,
said quality of content was the top problem for native.
The proliferation of media channels and platforms is
also a perennial challenge, from both tech and creative
perspectives. Sloan Gaon, CEO at programmatic ad
firm PulsePoint, said clients are always asking about
whether they can reach the newest channel, sometimes
even when those channels are still in closed beta. The
proliferation of units and formats requires more and
more creative tweaks, at the same time as advertisers
need to plug into new APIs and identify users across
new channels. As the tech side teaches systems to work
together, the creative side struggles to produce engaging
visuals, according to the Venngage research.
Biggest Challenge of Creating Visual Content
According to US Digital Marketers, Dec 2016
% of respondents
Finding reliable and interesting data
10.1%

Reaching a wider
audience
24.1%

Consistently producing
engaging visuals
36.7%

Producing welldesigned visuals
29.1%
Source: Venngage, "Visual Content Marketing Statistics to Know for 2017,"
Jan 3, 2017
223170
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These creative problems are often longstanding. “The
biggest challenge is the challenge we’ve been facing
for the past 10 years or so,” said Organic’s Kelly. “It’s
that brands need to stop putting a TV commercial on
the internet.” He encouraged brands to make sure
their content was contextual. “Use the platforms in the
way that they were intended and the way that people
actually consume content on them,” he said. “Don’t try
to force-fit your message or the way you want to do your
campaign to those platforms and insist that people digest
it that way.”

Content quality
19%

Source: NewsWhip, "The State of Content & Social Strategy 2016," Aug 26,
2016
215820
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3 Tips to Take Your Mobile Marketing to the Next Level
This post was contributed and sponsored by IBM
Personalization.
- David Miller, Product Marketing, Watson Marketing
Mobile marketing is an exciting way to engage with customers,
prospects and brand advocates. This approach has a terrific
probability of reaching your audiences at the right time and the
right place. In other words, at the right moment, which, after all,
is what customers expect. Let’s explore three tips for enabling
marketers like you to take your mobile marketing efforts to the
next level:
Mobile tip #1: Use location
Connecting with users on their mobile devices is powerful—but
marketers need to be smarter. Instead of delivering a generic
message, incorporate the location of a consumer to deliver the
right message. In doing this and considering time-of-day, offers
can be localized and highly targeted, increasing conversions.
Using geo-fences or “virtual geographic boundaries” is a nobrainer. Your marketing automation solution should let you easily
establish geo-fences for your physical store locations and
anywhere your goods or services are available. Automate this by
regularly synchronizing to a list of locations.
Then, establish zones within a geo-fence with location beacons.
Deploy these small and inexpensive devices that can identify the
location of a customer within a location. Greet a visitor as they
enter, or guide them to the latest products or designs—and then
deliver a special offer!
Mobile tip #2: Leverage artificial intelligence (AI)
What if you could securely determine whether a customer was
approaching or leaving their home or work location (while
keeping data local and protecting their privacy)? You couldn’t
possibly know every customer’s home and work locations. But,
based on a user’s daily, repeated activity, you could use AI to
determine their key locations—including “home” and “work.”
This information must remain secure and be known only to a
device. An automated campaign would use a trigger provided to
it by the mobile device (essentially a “Yea” or “Nay”) and then
deliver the right message.
Equipped with these cognitively determined locations, you can
create programs that previously wouldn’t have been possible.

Roundup: Path to Purchase Beyond the Retail Vertical

Mobile tip #3: Connect mobile with other channels
Mobile marketing shouldn’t be used in isolation. Behavioral
and profile data from other systems must be used to
properly target audiences. A mobile automation platform
must connect to other systems to access this data. The
platform must also interoperate with the platforms
supporting your other digital channels such as email and
social. Even better, these channels should be managed
from within a single, multichannel marketing automation
platform.
This creates efficiencies by accessing data, offers and
messages within one solution and using them across
multiple channels. With a multichannel automation platform
that can speak the same language and the rest of your
ecosystem, you’ll be able to do your job more quickly and
effectively.
So, you may be asking yourself: Can I do this with my
current tools or my existing martech stack? If you’re not,
you should be!
According to the recently published report Forrester
Wave™: Mobile Engagement Automation Q3 2017,
the next battleground for marketers to win, serve and retain
consumers is in the moment. This means that enterprises
large and small must ensure they can deliver personalized
content and services when and where a consumer expects
them.
Engagement via mobile is at the heart of this effort. The key
to delivering communications and offers to customers when
and where they expect is using what Forrester terms a
“Mobile Engagement Automation” solution. According to
Forrester, the core components of these solutions include:
• Data integration
• Audience creation and management
• Campaign and moment orchestration tools
• Behavioral and campaign analytics tools
• AI
Read the Forrester report now to learn about the Mobile
Engagement Automation market and see why Watson
Marketing is a leader. Good luck with your mobile
marketing efforts!
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