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 etween texting, Tweeting, blogging, Facebooking, podcasting and  

Webcasting, every B2B marketer is also expected to be a reporter and 

an editor these days. It’s called “content marketing” and done right it 

helps attract prospects and drive them towards purchases. 

But you don’t have unlimited time or budget to do all this content creation. 

In fact, you probably have little or no time or budget for it, but are expected 

to somehow fit this in with your regular marketing or sales duties. Which 

means, to succeed in your job, you must prioritize your time and effort on 

only those content creation tasks where the 

prospect will reward you for higher quality. 

 This book briefly explains 1) why you as a 

B2B vendor need to be in the content cre-

ation business, 2) the steps in the “value 

chain” required to create quality content, 

based on my 20+ years as an IT writer and editor, and 3) how to choose 

which steps you should spend most heavily on based on the needs of your 

specific prospects. 

First, a brief review of how we got here. 

Once Upon a Time…

…all notebook computers were heavy, you needed a phone line and mo-

dem to get your email, “car phones” were only for the rich and the only way 

to learn about new IT products was from a print publication that landed on 

your desk every week. 

Readers liked these trade pubs because they provided a reality check to 

vendors’ product claims.  Vendors liked them because the IT pubs “qualified” 

their readers, offering a free subscription only to those who had a certain 

level of purchasing authority. The publishers got rich selling ads or the sub-

scription lists to vendors. 

KNOWING when to 
Invest in quality content 
is important because B2B 
marketers can’t afford to 
waste money on quality 
that prospects don’t value. 

B
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Everyone was happy. Except the cool technology the trade pubs were paid 

so well to write about wound up killing them. Between portable devices 

like notebooks, netbooks and smartphones, and ever-faster wireless con-

nections to the Internet, nobody wanted to, or had to, wait for that physical 

print pub to hit their desk every week.

B2B customers liked getting IT news quickly and easily over the Internet 

and began ignoring the print trade pubs. Facing competition from “free” 

producers such as bloggers and vendors, the trade pubs also had to give 

away their content on line. But since on the Web it’s much harder to “qualify” 

your audience, the trade pubs couldn’t charge the same premiums for on-

line ads as they had for print. The vendors realized traditional trade pubs 

were becoming less useful and began to produce much more of their own 

content such as white papers, Webinars, and podcasts.

Trade press story planning session, circa 1993. Author is on left.

  *I can hear the complaints now that many trade pubs “just reprinted press releases” and otherwise served as 
mouthpieces for vendors. Sometimes, yes, but readers could choose among known “brands” that faced financial 
consequences if they lost reader confidence. When vendors, or random users, control the “printing presses”  it’s 
harder to pin down the motivations, or even the identities, of the content creator.

Readers  
Gave Up…

Information  
about their  
purchasing         
authority,  
products in
use, company  
size, etc.

Reader got…

Earliest access  
to exclusive  
information  
that helps  
them do their  
jobs

Vendors  
GAVE UP…

Advertising  
bucks.

Vendors  
Got…

Exclusive access
to pre-qualified         
prospects.

The old trade press tradeoff:
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The New Trade Press 

The decline of the traditional IT trade press has created a new relationship 

between vendors and customers. Readers still want quality information and 

vendors still want to get their messages in front of them. But the trade press 

intermediary is out of the picture, and the communication happens more 

often directly between the vendor and the customer.

Except when forced to register to get something they want (like access to 

a Webinar or a white paper) readers don’t have to give up personal infor-

mation in return for content. But they do have to give up something which 

is almost more precious:  Their time and attention. The vendors still have to 

give up dollars, but they give them to their own marketing departments (or 

outside vendors like myself) rather than to a trade publication. 

And not all of the content needs to be created by vendors.  A recent Mar-

ketingProfs article, citing statistics from Forrester Research, shows nearly 

half (46%) of tech decision-makers say they maintain a profile on a social-

EVERY COMPANY is a media company because every company publishes to its cus-
tomers, its staff, its neighbors, its communities. It doesn’t matter if a company makes 
diapers or steel girders, it must also be a media company and know how to use all 
the media technologies at its disposal. While this has always been true to some 
extent, it is even more important today, because our media technologies have become 
so much more powerful. It is no longer a one-way broadcast medium; everyone now 
has access to an online printing press that can potentially reach tens of millions of 
people. – former IT journalist and now full-time blogger Tom Foremski.

Readers  
Gave Up…

Their time and 
attention, per-
sonal contact 
info about 
their purchas-
ing authority.

Reader got…

Access to 
information, 
from peers or 
others, that 
helps them do 
their jobs.

Vendors  
GAVE UP…

Marketing 
bucks to 
build  
Websites, 
create  
content.

Vendors  
Got…

To tell their  
stories and/or 
information  
directly to  
prospects

The new Web 2.0 tradeoff:
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networking site and visit the site at least once a month for business pur-

poses. A third of them create content, 51% are motivated by the ability to get 

answers to problems, 36% are looking for a broader range of answers and 

opinions. Even the customer, then, is a reporter.

When anyone can be their own writer, reporter, commentator or videog-

rapher, you get what “anyone” turns out. Some of it is great, from skilled, 

knowledgeable, articulate and fair IT professionals who otherwise might 

have been locked out of the conversation.  But some of it is pure vendor 

propaganda, rantings from cranks or poorly disguised attempts to sell rather 

than to educate the reader.

As a B2B marketer, your logo and company name are your “brand” online, 

and the quality of your content says everything about your brand.  And most 

B2B marketers don’t have anywhere near the content they need, nor a good 

idea about how to feed the content monster without going broke. 

Yesterday’s IT News Brands                           Today’s IT News Brands

 

 	                                 

 

To create and sustain your “brand” without going broke or crazy from 

overwork, you need to pick your content creation fights, deciding where it’s 

worth it to invest your money and effort. From the outside “creating content” 

looks like a writer tapping the keyboard or a Webcaster speaking in front of 

the camera. There is actually an entire “value chain” required to create qual-

ity content, and you need to understand which links are most important to 

your prospects to focus your efforts properly.	
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The Value Chain of Content 

Companies have long used the concept of a “value chain” to analyze and 

fine-tune operations. For an auto maker, design might be a high value-added 

step they want to keep in house, while stitching seat covers is low value-add 

and can be outsourced. In handling an insurance claim, talking to the cus-

tomer is high value-add so you want a person doing it, but moving their file 

from Point A to Point B is low value-add so you do it electronically. The aim: 

Eliminate or reduce cost in the steps that add the least value (perhaps ac-

cepting somewhat lower quality) and invest more in the steps that provide 

the most value in return. 

There’s a similar value chain in content creation.  In this age of Web 2.0 and 

social media mania, we tend to either throw out the whole value chain (let 

anyone write or say anything) or waste money trying to do every part of it 

right. But after 20-plus years of IT reporting and editing, including market-

ing writing for the last ten years, I’ve learned there are some parts you can 

leave to amateurs and some you want done by professionals. 

 The first link in the value chain is: 

1. Capture 

This is the act of capturing the “raw material”  in digital form (text, photo, 

audio and/or video) shareable over the Web. This could be:

© Bob Scheier

C

apture
Cull Polish Truthify

C
on

textualize In
si

gh
t/Delight R

in

se/Repeat

The Content Value Chain
Creating quality content requires a series of steps in a value 
chain. Decide which steps deliver the most value to your 
readers and invest accordingly.

5 Content Marketing    



An event: You release the new version of your virtualization software, a 

customer gets frustrated with poor service from a vendor, a new regulation 

sparks demand for tape-based archiving.

  

A problem: A customer runs out of space on their storage array, electricity 

price hikes force customer to seek more efficient servers, new regulations 

force customers to undergo new data protection audits.

A trend: iPad apps get unexpected interest from vertical markets like health 

care, server virtualization creates demand for network virtualization, mobile 

apps create new requirements for software testing.  

The event might happen outside the person to whom it happens (a key-

note at a trade show or a lousy experience with a product) or internally (their 

reaction to a new product or service.)  The “capture” might be done manu-

ally (a system administrator posting an answer on a Web support forum) or 

automatically (a Web analytics program records a large number of hits on 

a specific product page.) The value added is that someone or something 

was at the right place and time to record it so it can move further along the 

chain. 

IF YOU’RE PLANNING to have an outside expert “polish” your content, 
make sure they’re involved in the “capture” and “culling” stages. An expe-
rienced writer can ask 90% of the questions they need in the first inter-
view, reducing the need for follow-ups and speeding writing time. 

Even better, it reduces “rework” like the type I experienced in a recent 
press release assignment. The vendor sent over their standard “background” 
sheet which included information I couldn’t use (the customer’s future plans 
for the product) and didn’t include some information I needed (specifics on 
how the product achieves its cost savings.) That meant wasted time in the 
writing, edit and review cycles as we chased the missing info.

If you’re hiring an experienced reporter or editor to produce your con-
tent, be very explicit in what you want and then let them do as much of the 
job as possible. It will mean less work for you, a better product and faster 
turnaround. 
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In B2B marketing capture is a job you must share with your customers and 

prospects, because they (not you) are often in the right place at the right 

time to know what’s newsworthy. After all, they work with your stuff, or with 

your competitor’s. But customers and prospects are overworked and some-

times suspicious of sharing their thoughts. Luckily, you have your own “re-

porters” in the form of product managers, technical leads and salespeople 

who can harvest raw material for you.

 

	 For example:

	 At a trade show a marketing manager sees (and notes the  

	 deficiencies in) a competitive product.  

	 In customer calls, your salespeople notice prospects are  

	 talking not only about cutting costs, but about growing  

	 their businesses.  

	 While debugging a storage array for a customer, one of  

	 your tech reps overhears an admin describe a great new  

	 freeware management utility they’re using. 

	

In each case, you now have in your sweaty palms what we used to call 

“news” – something new and interesting that can help someone. Knowing 

the weaknesses of a competitor’s product prepares you to sell against it. 

Knowing customers are moving beyond cost-cutting mode helps you tai-

lor your marketing pitches. Sharing the link to that management utility can 

build good will with your customers and make them turn to you when they 

have money to spend. 

How much does such “capture” cost? When it is done automatically (say, a 

new comment in a discussion on your blog) the tab is just about zero – just 

the disk space, memory and power needed to record the event, store it and 

forward it if necessary.  When a busy human being has to stop and write 

something down, or record an event, the costs can rapidly rise based on 

what else the human could be doing. 
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OK. We now have our metaphorical raw material (events) in the door of 

the metaphorical factory and ready to start processing it. The first step is 

figuring out what to use and what to toss, which means to…

2. Cull

What stuff is most important and deserves the most or least exposure 

is one of the most critical functions any editor plays. What you choose to 

present in your marketing content, its length and tone, and what you choose 

NOT to publish speaks volumes about how well you know your market and 

your customers.

You’re lucky if you have someone in your organization who can take the 

coldly realistic few of what is and isn’t news. If you don’t, don’t feel bad: It’s 

so hard to create a great new product or service that you have to live and 

breath it, thereby losing the objectivity to describe it quickly and clearly to 

others. This is why the journalism industry invented editors (to remind re-

porters to explain why readers should care about the stuff they cover every 

day.) 

How To Think Like a Real Editor in Five Seconds 

If you can’t answer “yes” to both questions, ditch the content.

Is this information new? 

New means “new” to the reader, not new to 
you. You may have just caught up with an in-
dustry trend, technology buzzword, or sales 
model, but if your prospects already know 
about it, don’t waste your breath. 

 

Will the reader care?

You care about your new VP of sales, re-
seller agreement or release 7.0, but does the 
prospect? And why? It’s not newsworthy if it 
doesn’t help them cut costs, increase sales, 
improve their love life or make their children 
smarter, In journalism, editors insist on a “nut 
graf,” early in the story, that explains why the 
reader should care. If you can’t create such a 
“nut graf” for your news, it ain’t news.
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If they’re good, your sales and marketing departments should be able to 

help you assess what information is most valuable to your prospects. But 

since their job is to tell your story (rather than focus on what customers 

need to know) this is an area where outside help can be valuable simply be-

cause it comes from outside your organization.

In the B2B marketing world, some of this outside “ranking” can be done 

by your customers when their opinions genuinely add value. One example is 

the Dell IdeaStorm site, that lets readers vote by ”promoting” or “demoting” 

product suggestions. 

THE TYPICAL PRESS RELEASE is, unfortunately, a prime example of content that has been 
badly culled and contextualized – almost intentionally so. It harks back to a time when com-
panies “released” news on their own schedule to a “press” corps which controlled its distri-
bution to a waiting world. Today’s there’s far less “press” out there, and “news” (good or 
bad) about a company frequently hits the digital streets long before the company catches up 
with a press release.

Press releases usually say only what the vendor wants to say about itself 
(We had a great quarter, we signed a new distribution agreement, we hired 
a new chief technology officer.) There is little or no context to tell the reader 
why they should care. This is because a press release must be approved by the legal, 
marketing and PR groups, whose jobs depend on minimizing risk. Rather than include 
interesting context (what painful problems was the customer having, what internal weakness 
are we solving by hiring the new CTO) these groups insert only approved, bland, jargon that 
offends nobody, but says nothing.

Maybe, as PR pro Don Jennings suggests, companies need to issue press releases for regula-
tory or disclosure purposes. If so, perhaps they should do just enough polishing so they’re 
clear and accurate, and save the real culling, contextualizing and other steps for when they 
can create something more useful, in-depth and relevant to the reader. 

TIP: 15 Second Test:  
Do You Need an Outside Eye on Your Content?

 Ask the proposed author to explain, in 15 seconds, why the reader should care 

about what he will write. If the author can’t do it in 15 seconds, get someone else 

(from inside or outside your organization) to help hone the messaging. 

If you aren’t sure the message is clear enough, have the proposed author explain 

it to your spouse, significant other or the barista at your local coffee shop. If they 

get it, good. If not, you need outside help.
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Not only is this content inexpensive to produce, but it’s real (it comes right 

from customers). Every time a customer or prospect “promotes,” reTweets 

or forwards such content, or simply clicks on a “Like This”  icon, it instantly 

amplifies the impact on other prospects.  Such “organic exposure” means 

the mention of the product or brand occurred naturally during the pros-

pect’s social media activities, and is generally considered to be very power-

ful (see graph.) 

Facebook ad effects on brand metrics in the US, by as exposure 
type, 2009-2010 (average delta* above control)

Ad recall Awareness Purchase intent

Homepage ad
exposure

Homepage ad
+ social advocacy

Homepage ad
+ organic exposure

10% 16% 30% 4% 8% 13% 2% 8% 8%
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But there are limits to this “voting” model. First, it takes big numbers to get 

a statistically valid sample, and if you don’t have a Dell-size customer base 

that could be a problem. Second, it is only a “snapshot” of what people think 

at that moment. Third, if you rely on merely measuring page views, what 

you see first or most prominently reflects only that point-in-time “vote” of 

the sub-set of the entire market that is using that site. Finally, outsiders can 

“game” the ratings system to tout a company’s product or services.

 

Culling is more than selection. It also means eliminating redundant infor-

mation, such as when multiple people re-Tweet the same link or a search 

engine throws up responses in no particular order or priority. How about, for 

example, if you were about to commit to buying 3PAR storage and needed 

to know the effects of its upcoming acquisition by HP. Here’s a sample of 

what a search for “3PAR” and “HP” turns up:

 That’s quite a jumble of perspectives and 

even languages, which doesn’t lend itself 

easily to answering questions from a jumpy 

prospect on the verge of signing a deal.

The chaos is even worse in blogs and 

networking sites, where every poster 

starts and stops the conversation at a 

different point, assumes the reader has 

a different level of background and ap-

proaches the event from a different 

perspective. Consider these replies to a 

technical discussion on LinkedIn, just the 

sort of place a B2B prospect for a high-

end product (storage) might be found 

lurking.  The topic is how to configure 

the RAID storage on an EMC CX4 stor-

age area network to run Microsoft’s Ex-

change 2008 email and messaging serv-

er. (I told you it was geeky.) Among the 

39 answers the lucky questioner got:
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 There’s lots of useful information here, but NOT in easily digestible form. 

Various respondents gave totally different recommendations, and even dif-

ferent lists of factors to consider. And multiple responders gave the same 

answers, again forcing the reader to sort through the same information time 

after time to get to the new stuff. 

The technical reader who asked the question may be OK sifting through 

the multiple viewpoints and might enjoy the different insights, or the seren-

dipity of finding new approaches to the problem. But his boss, who is strug-

gling to get by with a reduced IT management budget and staff, wants him 

to find the answer quickly and move on to the other 1,400 jobs on his plate 

that day. He may thus value, and pay for (in the form of a premium support 

contract with EMC) fast access to short, concise technical information.

Speaking of EMC, they should worry if a “check signer” like a CFO sees this 

thread and says “Whoa! This CX4 thingy looks waaaaay too complicated and 

expensive for us to manage. Buy something else!” Paying someone to cull, 

condense and summarize those 39 answers into easily usable form could be 

the difference between making and losing a multi tens of thousands of dol-

lars sale. 

You can, then, consider spending less on the culling process  
to the extent: 

	 • The content is perceived as relatively unimportant.

	 • The reader has time to digest and compare multiple sources, and/or

	 • The reader values spontaneity and entertainment more  

	    than complete and instant accuracy.

But consider spending more on culling to the extent:

	 • The reader or prospect places value on the information;

	 • The reader or prospect values their time and needs the  

	    information quickly, and/or

	 • When assured accuracy is more important than the entertainment  

	    or educational value of browsing different viewpoints.
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How much does all this cost? Eliminating multiple references to the same 

link could be done by a low-paid intern or even automatically, but prioritizing 

multiple, conflicting viewpoints (such as in the SAN configuration thread) 

requires more technical expertise, context (see link 5 on the value chain, be-

low) and human judgment.

 

You can’t properly cull and prioritize until you know what the reader wants, 

and this, too, takes time and money. Responding to preferences readers 

express (either as individuals through registration forms or in aggregate 

through Web analytics) may seem easy, but editors go nuts trying to deliver 

“follow on” stories that keep readers on their sites. Knowing what readers 

want but haven’t asked for takes years of experience, really good analytics, 

and a touch of genius. Done reasonably well (as in Amazon recommending 

books and music for you) it works quite well. Done superbly – as with Steve 

Jobs’ anticipating market needs in everything from the iPod to the iPad – it 

blows the competition away. Same is true for content

DONE RIGHT CULLING ALONE CAN SOMETIMES BE ENOUGH to deliver 
solid value to a prospect. While researching a blog for a client, I came across 
an email from SAP Insider, a trade pub devoted to helping users get the most out of 
the giant software suite, promoting their Administrator and Infrastructure Conference.  
After a brief introduction, it listed six tips (“best practices”) from earlier conferences:

Tip 1 	 10-step guide to integrate SAP NetWeaver BW and SAP BusinessObjects security 

Tip 2 	T echnical prerequisites for your SAP enhancement package implementation project 

Tip 3 	T ips for working with SAP NetWeaver variables in Crystal Reports 

Tip 4 	 19 guidelines for avoiding common pitfalls during your next SAP NetWeaver  
	B usiness Warehouse upgrade project 

Tip 5	H ow to understand the difference between centralized, distributed, and  
	 autonomous data governance models, and

Tip 6 	 10 best practices for building Xcelsius dashboards

 
Each tip is specific and technical enough to show the prospect the type of nitty-gritty value 

they’d get from the conference. And by tracking which newsletter recipients click through 
to which tip (the prospect gave up their contact info to get the tip) a vendor can infer what 
products each prospect is using, what challenges they’re facing and thus which other products 
or services to pitch to them.
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3. Polish

OK, “polish” might be an overstatement. All I really mean is making the 

content look like it was written, narrated, or taped by someone with their 

head on straight.

 

I’m talking checking spelling and grammar, spelling out and explaining ac-

ronyms and using full names and titles. If the “event” is a price change or a 

product going on sale, clearly explain the pricing and terms and conditions. 

Make sure the product information is searchable. For written material, make 

sure the type is readable. For podcasts or Webinars check the sound quality 

and watch the “ums” and “ahs.” We’re not talking Academy Awards here, just 

enough so you’re not too embarrassed.

  

The costs for such polishing vary from zero (running a spell check) to 

moderate for chasing down proper names and titles to high if the original 

content is in really tough shape, or if you have to learn how to port media 

to various platforms. If you don’t think you can afford quality, consider this 

story touting, among other things, “The benefits of Employing an  Rewrite 

Content Tool.”*   

Would this bring sophisticated B2B customers to your Web site? If so, I 

have an Rewrite Content Tool to sell you.  This actually seems to be the SEO 

(search engine optimization) component of an online marketing platform 

sold (clumsily) as a standalone feature, substituting words search engines 

have identified as popular for the words you would use yourself. Kissing up 

to search engines may draw readers to your content, but can’t make them 

read.

  *Being cool, you of course noted that should have been “a” Rewrite Content Tool.
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You can spend less on polishing to the extent:

	 • Readers or prospects understand they are reading “raw”  

	    commentary from others and are content to do so; 

	 • They see misspellings, incomplete references and other  

	    imperfections as signs of authenticity. 

	 • The reader or prospect can understand the concepts or  

	    information “well enough” without it being corrected or improved.

But consider spending more on polishing to the extent:

	 • You are selling a high-priced product or service and need to  

	    show you are competent; 

	 • You are trying to establish thought leadership; 

	 • You are trying to brand yourself as a source for professional,  

	    unbiased information.

Bob Scheier’s Nine Marketing Writing Commandments  

Thou shalt: 

Explain all terms

Summarize at the beginning

Lead with most important information

Understand and tailor the content to needs of  
the target audience

Understand and tailor the voice to needs of the target audience.

Write clearly so grammar does not confuse.

Avoid/explain jargon and cut through verbal clutter.

Keep sentences short and understandable, and 

Strive to be honest and credible. (Honest, people DO notice.)
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One technical consideration here is cross-platform compatibility – whether 

your content will display correctly on all Web browsers, for those with slow 

Internet connections, and on platforms with unusual requirements (such 

smartphones with their small screens and various operating systems, and 

on the iPad with its refusal to play Flash.)

4. Truthify* 

Unless your content is sheer entertainment, the reader wants to know the 

source of the information and whether (or to what extent) it is true.  If you’re 

trying to provide “journalistic quality” micro-sites, e-books, newsletters, We-

binars and podcasts, you can’t outright lie and you can’t just talk up your own 

product.  You can overplay your strengths, underplay your weaknesses and 

subtly position the argument to make you look good. But you also need to

	T ake reasonable steps to authenticate the sources  
	 of information you cite;

	 Identify and disclose known conflict of interests;

	 Check at least basic or easily verifiable facts;

	 Clearly label which content is news and which is opinion, and 

	 Give both sides of the story.

Most of these steps are easier than they might seem. Disclosing conflicts of 

interest is as easy as the traditional “About the vendor” paragraph at the end 

of most white papers. Fact-checking is something most of my clients do as 

a matter of course. Giving “both sides of the story” is a bit trickier when the 

whole idea is to tell your side of the story. But you can gain needed credibility 

AND give prospects valuable information by admitting what your product is 

not ideal for, or some of the common implementation challenges customers 

face. After all, no product is good for every problem or for every customer, 

and admitting it up front shows you’re somewhat smart and honest. 

  * Hey, if Stephen Colbert can make up words, so can I.
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Finally, with all the lousy, biased, or just plain inaccurate information flood-

ing us all in the Web 2.0 world, being even reasonably honest and upfront is a 

competitive differentiator in and of itself. Especially when you’re selling prod-

ucts that cost tens or hundreds of thousands of dollars, if not millions, and 

whose performance could determine whether the customer keeps their job.

Three Ways to Be Open and Honest
Without Being Stupid About It.

1) Write about the problem, not the solution. Tap your in-house expertise to give 

anecdotes from the field or to highlight “common mistakes” customers make but 

might not realize. (Watch out for dropped files from NAS devices on a Fibre Channel 

network; be sure to include end users early on when doing software testing.) If there 

is a new, unique way to solve the problem – and that’s the foundation of your next 

product release – this is a good place to tease it.

  

2) Explain some of the common purchase 

mistakes or implementation problems 

customers face in your product category. 

(Be sure to ask about volume pricing for 

enclosures and not just disk arrays when 

buying storage; check with your software 

licensing experts to make sure extra soft-

ware costs won’t eat up your virtualization 

savings.) These are, again, tips your sales 

or support people should already know 

from their everyday work. Even if you’re 

not talking about yourself by describing 

them, you’re establishing yourself as a 

trusted expert in the field.

3) Come right about and describe what your product does and DOESN’T do.  You’re 

probably not targeting a regional retailer and Wal-Mart with the same product set, 

are you? You’re probably not equally skilled at, say, call center management as at 

supply chain optimization. Explain what each of your products or services does well, 

of course, but also explain what they DON’T do. Your customers will find out soon 

enough, and being up-front will build trust and help the right customers steer them-

selves to you.
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 It pays to spend more on “truthifying” when customers/prospects:

	 • Are new to the subject area and need/appreciate basic information; 

	 • Do not trust their ability to judge the accuracy/authenticity of the 	

	    content for themselves, and/or...

	 • Will base high-value personal or professional decisions  

	    on the content.

Consider spending less on truthifying to the extent customers/
prospects:

	 • Value the right to judge the accuracy/authenticity of content  

	   themselves.

	 • View the content specifically for the unfiltered ideas/feedback  

	   of their peers, not a “trusted source.” 

	 • Do not value the content highly enough to want or need clarity  

	   or accuracy, and/or

	 • Enjoy or are entertained by speculation. 

“Truthifying” is another area where, the more important accuracy is and the 

more consistently you need to vet information, the more you’ll have to pay.

  

5. Contextualize  

Another ugly word I think I just made up. Context means describing why 

the reader should care about the content and what it means to them. It is 

often included in the “nut graph” a good reporter includes no further down 

than the second or third paragraph of every story.

Sometimes, coming up with this “so what” angle is easy:
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 Other times, it’s more difficult or even inferred, as in this story about quar-

terly earnings from software giant SAP:

 Adding context often requires explaining events that happened before, 

and understanding which event  – in this case, a change to SAP’s support 

policies – angered customers and why. Often, providing context requires 

contacting outside sources such customers or industry analysts.

Instant Context: Heat This Side Down
 

Remember that “context” is 

just a fancy way of saying “Why 

should I care?” To find the con-

text, go back to the “culling” 

process where you asked your-

self why a reader would care 

about what you have to say. 

Add that explainer early in your 

content, and repeat at the end. 

Context gets costly because it requires background information and 

knowledge of what’s important to the reader. One of the highest “costs” is 

the effort required to pull back far enough from the subject to think like an 

outsider and remind the reader why they should care. Of course, if you find 

it too hard to explain why the reader should care, maybe you have no story.
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The Power of Questions

By asking questions, instead of making statements, you can get your 
customers or prospects to produce quality content for you and furnish 
context to the “news.” By asking the right question or elaborating on a 
previous question, you’re helping people by spurring them to think more 
deeply about their concerns, and to offer help to others.

 
I recently used this technique to spur networking among attendees 

before a user conference for a global professional services company.  I 
began by simply asking “What are you hoping to learn at the confer-
ence?” One person  – one – replied they were curious about how much 
their peers were spending on a certain support function. Rather than let 
the question hang, I repeated it and observed that the answer probably 
depends on a number of factors (such as the type and criticality of the 
application in question.) That spurred a second conference attendee to 
agree, and to say he had established specific criteria for determining 
how much to spend on support. Hmmm, very interesting, I replied – can 
you share any of the specific criteria? Which, it turned out, he was happy 
to do, and we were off and running.

Some tips for using questions to spur and  
extend customer feedback:

• Feel free to start open-ended, with “What problems are you fac-
ing with XYZ” or, even, “What questions would you like to see an-
swered in our blog?”

• If a reader’s question needs more information to answer intelli-
gently, ask someone to supply that information. (See my “It  
depends” example above.)	

• If someone says they have done something, but doesn’t  
explain how (such as with the metrics for support spending)  
ask for specifics.

• In fact, if every post doesn’t answer the “Who” “What” “When” 
“Where” and “Why” questions, ask them.

• Ask again if a respondent isn’t clear enough in their first post.

• And, if all else fails, the all-time reporter’s favorite: “Tell me more.” 
People usually will.

?
?
?
?
?
?
?
?
?
?
?
?

?
?
?
?
?
?
?
?
?
?
?
?

21 Content Marketing    



You should consider spending more time and  
effort on contextualizing when:

• You’re trying to establish thought leadership or to set new terms for 

the conversation (which of course helps you stack the deck in your fa-

vor. For example: “Most customers think only about cost savings when 

they virtualize their servers. But most of those savings have already 

been realized. The real benefit of virtualization is business agility…”

• The customer/prospect is unfamiliar with your product or service, or 

has only recently seen the need. “You’ve been tracking your IT infra-

structure with spreadsheets and flow charts for years. But now that 

you have thousands of servers and arrays, you need an enterprise 

architecture…”

• You are solving a problem the prospect never thought about solving 

or thought was unsolvable. “You probably didn’t even know that your 

Microsoft Office files were full of unnecessary information that’s taking 

up disk space. Our software removes that unneeded information without 

affecting image quality…”

Consider spending less time and effort contextualizing when:

• The threat, or opportunity, is so self-evident it needs no explaining. “A 

giant meteor is heading towards earth and will wipe out all life tomor-

row…”5  “How you can slash the time and effort required to provision 

new storage volumes.”

• The event or content has already been contextualized for you, such 

as an ongoing chat about a product or technical issue.

• You would look amateurish or insult your readers if you explained 

too much context for them.6

 Sometimes your customers/prospects will add the context for you, but 

usually they won’t be able to because they’re too close to the subject. The 

more you need context, and the more consistently you need it, the more 

you’ll have to pay. The good news is that the more important an issue is to a 

prospect, and the less time they already know about it, the more value they 

will place on the context you provide.  

5 A good indicator you can safely cut your marketing budget. 
6  In my opinion, vendors worry about this more than they should. Except for extremely specialized areas, you 
lose more prospects by under-explaining than by over-explaining. 
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Real Men Don’t Just Retweet

Don’t be fooled into thinking that just redistributing and com-
menting on other’s work is enough to move customers towards a 
purchase. In a recent interview, CEO Brian Halligan of marketing 
software vendor HubSpot was quoted as saying:

“So what a newspaper editor would do is he is reading blogs and 
newspapers all day looking for ideas…so I would spend a reason-
able amount of my day looking at my RSS reader looking at differ-
ent blogs, looking at different articles and when I find something 
interesting I would promote it by Twitter or Facebook or a LinkedIn 
group so other people can collaborate around it.”

No real editor would last a week if all he or she did was troll the 
competition for stories and throw them on the Web for other peo-
ple to (hopefully) add value.  Sure, as an editor I read “the other 
paper,” but mostly to harass my own reporters about scoops they 
missed. I spent much more time talking to those reporters about 
what’s going on in their beats, looking for the next great story the 
competition hasn’t found yet.

As a marketer, your “reporters” are your developers, your sales-
people and your product managers. Their “beats” are the technol-
ogy they work with and the customers they talk to. As an “editor” 
you need to find what they think is new and interesting, and help 
them turn those ideas and observations into content customers 
care about – before your competitors do.

6. Deliver Insight/Delight

This is the step where we swing for the fence, creating content that either 

changes how readers think about an important topic or their purchase deci-

sions.

One B2B example is an InfoWorld article explaining cloud computing, when 

readers might use it and the various forms it takes. Long after it was first 

posted, it’s still one of the higher-drawing articles on the InfoWorld site. One 

reason is its delivery of insight, in the form of a clear way of thinking about 

a confusing topic:
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If adding context requires you to step back and think like an outsider, add-

ing insight requires you to step way, way back and think about familiar things 

in an entirely new way. Adding delight requires sweating the details, going 

over each word and tweaking until it’s just right.  The result is nice, but it 

takes a lot of grunt work in addition to skill and insight.

It Doesn’t Take a Genius…
 
…to produce compelling content. 
True, there are times when you’ll 
want an expert videographer, for 
example, to capture a great cus-
tomer presentation, a designer to 
spruce up that ebook or a writer 
to polish the prose on that white 
paper. But for the content itself, 
look to your internal subject matter 
experts – the salesman who gives 
great presentations, your chief 
technology officer who is passion-
ate and insightful about the market, 
the customer who is really thrilled with what you did for them. It’s all, 
again, part of thinking through the value chain of content and investing 
more only where you need to.

Customers/prospects can sometimes achieve this level of insight and de-

light, as in the case of open-source developers who love crafting great code, 

or great bloggers who write for love of the craft or for a cause. But the more 

specialized the industry you’re in, the less likely it is you’ll find the right per-

son (or people) who will agree to consistently work for free. 
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Consider spending more to deliver insight and delight to the extent…

	 • You need to create a unique value proposition or brand experience;

	 • You need customers/prospects to think of you as a leader, or to  

	    quickly establish you can meet an important need;  

	 • You genuinely7  have something unique or delightful to say. 

Consider spending less time and effort to the extent  
customers/prospects…

	 • Are filling time with “good enough” content and don’t want or  

	    need insight or delight.

	 • Are not convinced, and cannot cost-effectively be convinced,  

	    you can provide either insight or delight, and/or

	 • Have numerous other sources for such insight and delight. 

7. Rinse and Repeat

If you want to make a splash, espe-

cially in the B2B world, you must create 

and distribute content repeatedly. The 

very act of repetition provides value, 

enhancing your reputation and brand 

over time. But it also carries high costs 

in effort, time and talent. The higher a 

level of repeatability, consistency and 

quality you need, the less you can rely 

on prospects and customers to do it 

for you. 

  7Be painfully honest with yourself here. If you’re not as smart as you think, you could wind up wasting a lot of 
time and money.  
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This is one of the areas where a trained journalist can use their expe-
rience covering a beat to come up with follow-up stories, such as:

	 • How different size customers tackle the issues/opportunities in  

	 Implementing your product. Hit the SMB market one time, the  

	 enterprise market the next. 

	 • How various vertical markets tackle the unique issues/opportunities	

	 in Implementing your product.  Most companies target 3-5 key  

	 verticals, which gives you material for 3-5 good-sized blog posts  

	 (or series of blog posts) right there.

	 • “Whatever happened to…” Think of all the channel deals, support 

	 for new standards or new capabilities you’ve announced. Report on 

	 how those deals, standards support or new capabilities have panned 

	 out in benefits for customers. If you’ve quietly pulled back on any 

	 past announcements, explain why before competitors or dissatisfied 

	 customers do.

	 • Customer Win, Chapter 2. You announced that contract from Mega 	

	 Customer with great fanfare, even though it only involved their East 	

	 Peoria plant. How did the implementation go, and are any others  

	 within the company adopting your product?

Consider spending more on repeatability and consistency to the  
extent that…

	 • Readers/prospects value alerts to time-sensitive events, whether 

	 that be product availability, price changes or breaking news.

	 • Readers/prospects make purchase decisions over a long and  

	 complex evaluation cycle , requiring gradual education in the  

	 benefits of your offer over time, and/or

	 • You are using the content to evaluate the interest of readers or  

	 prospects in different offerings, or to gauge where they are in the 		

	 purchase cycle.
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Consider spending less on repeatability and consistency to the  
extent that…

	 • Readers/prospects value the quality/insight of your content  

	 more than its timeliness;

	 • Readers/prospects are sensitive to even small changes in the  

	 quality of your content, and/or…

	 • The difference between so-so and great content could have a  

	 material effect on how well the prospect is educated, and the  

	 likelihood they will move further down the purchase path.

	

Where’s the Payback?

How are you making money from all this? The reader or prospect may pay in:

	 Time spent reading about your offerings and the smart folks in  

	 your organization who produce them. The more time they spend 		

	 with your content, the more you can learn about them by tracking 		

	 and analyzing their reading/viewing habits. Modern marketing  

	 automation tools let you track their behavior, nurturing them with 		

	 customized content and following up with an expensive sales call 		

	 only when they’re ready for it. 

	 Endorsement of your content by recommending it to others 

	 through social networks such as LinkedIn and Facebook, links to 

	 your blogs or by a “ReTweet” on Twitter.  

	 Information such as their name, email address, phone number,  

	 organization, purchase authority, buying timetable, etc. This is even 	

	 more valuable than their time, as you’ve generated an identifiable 

	 “someone” who might be interested in buying from you.  

	 A request to learn more, or even to meet with you. This is perhaps 

	 the ultimate compliment to your content because the reader is not 

	 only willing, but eager to get more of it, with the express  

	 understanding you might try to sell them something.
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My point here is that some consumers will always pay some premium for 

some forms of editing. Deciding when to  spend more, or less, on each step 

of the content value chain is critical to getting the most for your money. For 

all you visual thinkers out there.

Examples of When to spend More, or Less on Content
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Value of Time To Reader

Life and Death

Holy *****!!

Got to Do  
Something About  

This Now

Got to  
Share This

Got to  
Remember This

Good Background

Worth  
Knowing  

I Guess

Idly  
Curious

Got Nothing  
Better to do 

Should be 
Working 

Better Get 
This Done

In a 
Rush

Hair on  
Fire

Pants on  
Fire

Hair and 
Pants on Fire

Monitoring of readership to identity prospect’s needs

Unfiltered customer comments, tweets

Responses to customer comments, tweets

How to choose a (your offering)
Recorded stock presentations, clips from trade shows, etc.

Introduction to our technology
Conventional case sudies

General blogs from internet SMEs Detailed, industry-specific case studies, metrics

Expert commentary on industry trends

Six things to look for in (your offering)

Expert commentary on customer comments “Thought leadership” white papers

Detailed competitive analysis

Polished summary of conference proceedingsTweets from customer conference

Implementation guides

Now, Get Started

Now you now why, as a B2B vendor, you need to produce your own con-

tent. You understand the steps an event, idea or insight must go through to 

become outstanding content. And you understand when it pays to spend 

more, or less, on each of those steps. 
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I envy you the next step because it is the most exciting one. You will get 

to experience what editors and reporters have always known: The excite-

ment of knowing, or understanding, things a few minutes or hours or days 

or weeks before everyone else. You will get the satisfaction that comes with 

having strangers read (or hear or watch) something you’ve created and learn 

something from it. You’ll get to advance the state of knowledge in your in-

dustry. And you’ll do something fewer “editors” do these days: Make a bunch 

of money if you get your content strategy right.

Enjoy the ride, and don’t forget that spellchecker thing.   

About Us

At Bob Scheier Associates, we’re ready to fill whatever parts of the con-

tent value chain that are a) important to your customers and prospects, and 

b) you don’t have the time or expertise to do yourself. We can help you:

Focus your content marketing spending where it will do the most good;

Create stories, Webinars and other contentto reach IT buyers;

Repurpose your existing content to cost-effectively reach new  

prospects;

Design a content marketing plan that automatically scores prospects 

based on their reading habits, without losing them to long registra-

tion forms;

Help you choose the right content marketing/marketing automation 

platform, and 

Analyze readership results to understand your prospects’ needs and 

tailor custom offers for them.

We have more than 25 years experience writing about virtually 

every form of information technology and have interviewed hundreds 

of IT purchasers and CIOs about their needs. For more background 

visit our Web site, (www.scheierassociates.com) email us  

(bob@scheierassociates.com) or call at 781-599-3262.  
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Appendix A: When to spend more, or less, on content. 

Increase Spending To the Extent…

You are in a position the reader can’t be to 
recognize and record events/trends.

No other content creator will do as good a 
job as you as recognizing and recording 
the event or trend.

Readers will value “hidden gems” of info 
they don’t have time to find themselves.

Readers place  value on finding information 
quickly without excessive scanning. 

You need to precisely explain concept(s) 
that are key to your positioning or value 
proposition. 

Readers need and value clarity (are 
pressed for time and/or make high stakes 
choices based on content.)

Professional presentation is  important to 
building your image.

Stakes (money,  job or status) are high.

Prospects are faced with uncertainty or 
cannot easily determine truth themselves.

The “so what” or “what’s new” angle is 
critical to your “thought leadership” or 
positioning.

This is a response to content from another 
source, such as a competitor.

You are adding your own spin to “conven-
tional wisdom.”

You are trying to establish a new product 
or service in the market, or to convince 
customers to pay a premium price.

You are trying to establish industry leader-
ship or buzz; prospects wants/expects very 
high levels of value for their time.

Delight: Prospects value the “sizzle” of 
entertainment as much as the “steak” of 
content.

 

You represent yourself as the “publication 
of record” for an industry or technical field.

You want/need to establish credibility over time.  

Prospects get genuine value by your timely 
review of an issue. 

Reduce Spending To the Extent…

Readers are willing/able/best positioned to 
capture information themselves.

Other content creators (bloggers, trade 
press, etc. ) can do as good a job as you at 
capturing information.

Readers are willing and able to eliminate 
redundant material themselves. 

Sifting through unedited content in search 
of gems is part of the pleasurable user 
experience.

Readers value misspellings, poor grammar, 
etc. as signs of “authenticity.”

Immediacy of content is more important 
than wording or presentation.

The format (i.e., Twitter, Facebook updates) 
does not provide space to display polished 
content. 

Author’s bias is evident and accepted.

Prospect is in early “sniff” portion of prod-
uct evaluation and absolute truth not as vital.

Info is easily understood. 

Scope of content is well-defined or limited; 
speed of delivery, ease of comprehension 
are more important than context. 

Insight: Significance of event is instantly 
clear.

Delight: Reader value the message, or 
content, more than the medium or how the 
content is conveyed.  

Absolute top quality is more important 
than predictability.

You are in an industry where products or 
underlying technology change very slowly.

Capture

Cull

Polish

Truthify

Contex-
tualize

Insight/
Delight

Rinse/
Repeat
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