
 Clarity 

 How to Create Compelling Digital Content 

 By Mike Stopforth 



 /ˈklarɪti/ 

 noun  : clarity 

 the quality of being coherent and intelligible. 
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 Creating Compelling Content is Hard 

 The  Stella  Artois  logo,  and  particularly  the  horn  and  star  that  rest  above  the  label,  can  be  traced 

 back  to  the  Den  Hooren  brewery  established  in  Belgium  in  -  believe  it  or  not  -  1366  AD.  The 

 name  Stella  Artois  name  came  some  centuries  later,  but  the  brand’s  iconography  has  remained 

 consistent throughout the company’s history. 

 I  imagine  that  back  in  the  14th  century,  having  a  logo  at 

 all  would  be  enough  to  differentiate  your  company  from 

 your  competitors.  But  over  time  and  as  economic  and 

 competitive  activity  ballooned,  logos  came  to  represent 

 something more amorphous: the brand. 

 Investopedia  1  defines  a  brand  as  “an  intangible  marketing  or  business  concept  that  helps  people 

 identify  a  company,  product,  or  individual.”  Global  branding  agency  Interbrand  2  describes  a 

 brand  as  “the  sum  of  all  expressions  by  which  an  entity  (person,  organisation,  company, 

 business unit, city, nation, etc.) intends to be recognised.” 

 The sum of  all  expressions? Yikes. 

 As  long  as  brands  have  existed,  marketers  have  had  the  job  of  communicating  their  value  -  and 

 the  value  of  the  products  and  services  they  represent  -  to  existing  and  potential  customers. 

 They  do  this  to  attract  our  attention,  initiate  a  positive  emotional  response,  and  (ideally)  move  us 

 to buy something. 

 Communicating  brand  value  was  easier  when  choices  were  limited,  but  today  a  cursory  stroll 

 through  your  local  supermarket  will  remind  you  that  we  live  in  the  age  of  optionality  3  .  Brands 

 have  had  to  adapt  to  competing  with  each  other  (not  to  mention  Netflix,  Amazon,  Spotify,  and  a 

 million  other  distractions)  for  customers’  attention  spans.  We  consumers  are  bombarded  with 

 messaging to the point where most are almost immune to it. 

 3  https://medium.com/the-ascent/the-tyranny-of-choice-858cdf761115 
 2  https://interbrand.com/london/thinking/what-is-a-brand/ 
 1  https://www.investopedia.com/terms/b/brand.asp 
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 Your challenge is cutting through the clutter. Compelling content is the solution. 

 In  this  short  book,  I’ll  share  timeless,  practical  frameworks  for  creating  content  that  sets  you  and 

 your  brand  apart  from  the  competition.  Before  we  get  to  the  how,  though,  I  want  to  ensure  you 

 understand why we are here. 

 You  see,  what’s  surprising  about  brand  communication  is  that  the  principles  of  effective 

 communication  and  persuasive  content  are  consistent  regardless  if  you’re  a  corporation,  a 

 company,  a  cause,  or  an  individual.  The  complexity  and  execution  might  change,  but  the 

 underlying principles are immutable as natural laws. 

 Why  is  this  true?  You’re  speaking  to  human  beings.  What  has  worked  in  connecting  and  building 

 relationships  with  humans,  not  to  mention  persuading  and  changing  their  behaviour,  has  not 

 changed for centuries (I mean, people still read and recommend good ol’ Dale Carnegie  4  .) 

 If  it’s  theoretically  that  straightforward  and  just  about  principles,  I  hear  you  asking,  why  are  so 

 many  companies  getting  it  wrong?  Why  do  so  many  executive  teams  complain  that  they  don’t 

 see  the  ROI  in  communication?  Why  do  so  many  brands  find  themselves  in  hot  water  because 

 of social media crises resulting from thoughtless or poorly planned content? 

 I believe there are several reasons. 

 Conversation is hard 

 Firstly,  companies  are  accustomed  to  speaking  at  people,  not  with  people;  this  is  true  for 

 communication  with  customers  and  employees  alike.  There  are  no  corporate  conversation 

 departments.  There  are  no  Chief  Conversation  Officers.  The  very  idea  of  conversation  and  the 

 vulnerability that goes with it makes many a corporate executive wobble. 

 Until  the  early  2000s,  customers  had  few  platforms  to  express  their  dissatisfaction.  Before  social 

 media,  customers  were  forced  to  use  structured  protocols  and  controlled  channels  (like  call 

 centres  or  email  helplines)  to  complain.  This  was  great  news  for  marketers!  It  was  easy  to 

 4  https://www.amazon.com/How-Win-Friends-Influence-People/dp/0671027034 
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 create  and  broadcast  brand  messaging,  and  fewer  customers  went  to  the  trouble  of 

 complaining. If they did, it was kept private, (mostly) under the company’s control. 

 The  brand  custodian’s  job  was,  more  than  anything  else,  to  paint  an  image  of  the  organisation 

 as  ideal  as  possible.  Marketers  wore  rose-tinted  glasses.  It’s  no  wonder  social  media  sparked 

 such  a  revolution  in  brand-consumer  relationships  and  no  surprise  that  marketers  struggled  to 

 keep up. 

 Being human is hard 

 The  second  reason  companies  struggle  with  content  is  that  social  media  wasn’t  designed  for 

 them.  It’s  easy  to  forget  that  social  media  was  intended  (at  least  initially)  for  individuals  to 

 network  with  individuals.  Mark  Zuckerberg  didn’t  spit  out  the  first  lines  of  Facebook’s  code  to 

 monetise people’s data through corporate advertising. That came later. Sadly. 

 People  were  desperate  for  the  connection  and  communication  that  early  social  media 

 innovators  provided.  We  flocked  there  in  our  millions.  Brands  watched  this  with  glee,  clamouring 

 over  each  other  to  find  ways  to  reach  the  new,  digitally-savvy  audience;  to  plunder  the  as  yet 

 unmined riches of the new frontier. 

 But  many  brands  made  the  mistake  of  thinking  that  social  media  would  be  like  other  media: 

 essentially  an  auditorium  packed  with  passive  listeners  and  viewers,  a  stage  and  loudspeaker 

 they  could  use  to  broadcast.  It  wasn’t.  Social  media  was  more  like  a  dinner  or  cocktail  party.  No 

 person  in  their  right  mind  would  walk  into  a  cocktail  party,  grab  a  megaphone,  and  yell,  “WOULD 

 ANYONE LIKE TO BUY SOME INSURANCE FROM ME?” 

 And  yet,  this  irritating  and  awkward  behaviour  is  how  many  brands  approached  (and  continue  to 

 approach)  social  media.  It’s  no  wonder  those  early  days  were  so  challenging  for  companies 

 trying  to  gain  a  community  foothold.  They  had  to  be  sharp.  They  had  to  be  authentic.  They  had 

 to  earn  the  right  to  participate  in  the  conversation.  And  they  were  held  to  account  for  what  they 

 said. 

 In  truth,  most  of  the  challenge  of  brand  communication  in  digital  channels  is  avoiding  making 

 your complexity your customers’ problem. 
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 It’s  about  narrowing  the  gap  between  what  you  promise  and  what  you  deliver,  and  there  are  only 

 two  ways  to  do  that:  modify  what  you  promise,  or  improve  what  you  deliver.  More  on  this  topic 

 later. 

 Measurement is hard 

 The  third  reason.  Another  feature  of  the  pre-social  media  world  of  communication  is  a  lack  of 

 stringent  measurement.  Essentially,  and  I  realise  I’m  generalising  here,  companies  held 

 marketers and their agencies to two metrics: reach and conversion. 

 Reach,  or  awareness,  spoke  to  the  number  of  eyes  that  could  potentially  view  your  content  if 

 you  paid  enough  money  to  have  it  flighted,  printed,  aired,  mounted  on  a  billboard,  etc. 

 Conversion  was  how  many  people  changed  their  behaviour  and  made  a  purchasing  decision 

 because of those messages and advertisements. 

 The  analogue  nature  of  most  traditional  advertising  made  it  very  difficult  to  draw  a  clear  line 

 between  these  two  numbers.  This  lack  of  analytical  foundation  gave  rise  to  a  great  deal  of 

 confusion, smoke and mirrors, and in some cases, downright deception. 

 Digital  channels  promised  a  fix  to  the  measurement  problem.  In  part,  they  delivered.  In 

 particular,  social  media  channels  made  possible  new  metrics  for  measurement  and 

 effectiveness,  giving  us  a  better  understanding  of  what  customers  were  responding  to  and  why. 

 On  top  of  these  added  tracking  tools,  the  smorgasbord  of  personal  information  customers 

 willingly  share  on  social  media  platforms  promised  a  delectable  array  of  targeting  options  5  .  But 

 agencies  didn’t  all  keep  up.  If  we’re  honest,  a  world  where  measurement  was  a  bit  hazy  suited 

 agencies  better  than  a  world  where  clients  could  evaluate  every  dollar  spent  on  communication 

 for its return. 

 Too many variables 

 Despite  the  challenge  of  effective  communication  in  a  noisy  and  polluted  space,  some  notable 

 brands  have  excelled.  Not  all  companies  and  products  are  alike,  and  certain  categories  lend 

 5  https://www.campaignasia.com/article/metrics-that-matter-and-the-real-roi/468313 
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 themselves  naturally  to  creative  content.  Luxury  brands,  for  example,  have  no  excuse  for  failing 

 in  social  media.  In  fact,  the  challenge  for  many  of  these  highly  visual  and  widely  loved  brands  is 

 not overdoing it  6  . 

 Not  all  of  you  market  alligator  skin  handbags  and  high-speed  cars,  though.  It  takes  more  than 

 showing  up  to  succeed.  You  need  a  formula  for  success  that  considers  the  increased  demands 

 on  your  audience,  the  complexity  of  your  own  business,  and  the  changing  nature  of  the 

 platforms. 

 Consider the following content: 

 In  this  example,  one  of  a  series  of  popular  viral  ads  produced  by  Nando’s  (this  example  in  the 

 context  of  the  COVID  pandemic),  the  creators  had  to  consider  multiple  variables  before  or  while 

 putting it together: 

 6 

 https://www.forbes.com/sites/forbesagencycouncil/2021/07/15/luxury-brands-and-social-media-when-less- 
 is-more/?sh=4c5cd155f463 
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 ●  Who is the target audience? 

 ●  Does it need to be published in multiple languages? 

 ●  What should the tone of the content be? 

 ●  Is there a cultural nuance or context to consider? 

 ●  What should the “look and feel” be? 

 ●  On which topic or theme do we focus? 

 ●  What  content  type  is  best?  An  image  or  set  of  images,  a  video,  a  long-form  article, 

 multiple short blog posts, or an animation? 

 ●  What are the objectives of the content? Are they aligned with business objectives? 

 ●  Can we measure the effectiveness or performance of the content? 

 ●  On  which  platform(s)  should  we  publish?  Should  it  exist  on  both  our  own  and  other 

 platforms? 

 ●  Should  we  promote  or  boost  the  content?  How  often  should  we  re-use  or  share  the 

 content? 

 ●  What  time  of  day,  week,  or  month  is  best  for  publishing?  How  do  we  get  the  best  return 

 on our effort? 

 ●  How  might  our  intended  (and  unintended)  audiences  respond  on  social  media?  Should 

 we anticipate any backlash? 

 ●  How  do  we  make  it  as  easy  to  discover  and  share  as  possible?  Who  do  we  tag?  Should 

 we use hashtags? How many? Which ones? 

 These  questions  and  their  answers  impact  the  content  product  and  the  effectiveness  of  your 

 communication,  even  if  they  are  not  all  conscious.  Instead  of  considering  all  the  variables,  you 

 tend  to  consider  only  those  that  are  easiest  to  answer  first  7  .  You  then  start  out  planning  with 

 those  easiest-to-answer  answers.  As  a  result,  the  product  often  fails  to  consider  the  full 

 spectrum of variables or favours one above all others. Or worse, it excludes some completely. 

 Trying  to  answer  every  question  each  time  you  want  to  publish  a  tweet  or  a  Facebook  post 

 would  be  ridiculous,  so  we  need  a  process.  A  recipe.  A  system  that  we  get  so  good  at,  that 

 compelling content is the product of muscle memory. 

 So  that’s  the  key  consideration  -  which  of  these  variables  matters  most?  Which  should  be 

 considered first? How do you prioritise? 

 7  https://storyneedle.com/content-variables-content-engineering/ 
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 Thinking  this  through  can  be  overwhelming  and  result  in  analysis  paralysis.  As  a  result,  many 

 marketers  avoid  navigating  them,  experimenting  instead  with  a  range  of  tactics  akin  to  throwing 

 wet toilet paper on a wall and hoping some of it sticks. 

 And  sometimes  it  does.  Woo  hoo!  But  the  problem  with  that  approach  is  not  knowing  precisely 

 why it stuck - i.e. why that particular piece of content or tactic worked - and how to replicate it. 

 The  good  news  is  that  you  can  organise  this  long  list  of  questions  and  variables  into  a  neat 

 framework  that  produces  compelling  content  so  that  you  will  always  know  what  worked,  what 

 didn’t, and why. 

 Call  it  a  strategy  if  that’s  helpful.  My  experience  is  that  strategy  is  an  overused  and  abused  word 

 that  has,  certainly  in  advertising  and  marketing,  often  come  to  mean  a  well-designed  stack  of 

 PowerPoint  slides  that  seldom  gets  applied  to  anything.  This  framework  aims  to  provide  you 

 with a highly practical, step-by-step roadmap to content success. 
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 It’s  worth  mentioning  here  that  creating  compelling  content  is  a  challenge,  not  just  for 

 organisations,  but  for  individuals  too.  Social  media  gave  rise  to  the  citizen  journalist,  the 

 influencer.  Personal  branding  is  critical  to  their  success,  and  prolific  content  creation  is  a 

 cornerstone  of  any  influencer’s  offering.  But  it’s  not  just  influencers  who  benefit  from  personal 

 branding.  “Normal”  employees,  business  owners,  consultants,  tradespeople,  and  more  have  all 

 begun to consider the power of social media and personal branding for themselves. 

 Whether  you  represent  a  big  corporate,  a  suite  of  brands,  a  small  business,  or  just  yourself, 

 you’re about to discover the secret of creating compelling content. 
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 Science, Not Art 

 If  there  is  a  formula  that  produces  compelling  content,  it  has 

 to achieve two things: 

 1.  Account for all the variables we just listed. 

 2.  Prioritise  those  variables  in  a  sequence  that  makes 

 sense and produces reliable outcomes. 

 Building  great  content  is  like  baking  a  cake.  Getting  right 

 the  quantities  of  your  ingredients  and  the  process  by  which  you  add  and  mix  them  is  critical. 

 Tiny deviations can result in catastrophic flops. 

 The  central  premise  of  my  approach  to  content  strategy  is  that  the  ingredients  of  your  “content 

 cake”  must  be  arranged  from  most  likely  to  change  to  least  likely  to  change.  In  other  words,  the 

 more permanent and consistent a variable is, the earlier in your strategy it belongs. 
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 Spend  a  few  minutes  looking  at  the  image  above  and  mentally  rearranging  the  variables  along 

 the continuum to reflect their importance. It is likely to end up looking like this: 

 You  don’t  want  to  change  your  brand’s  personality,  tone,  look  and  feel  monthly,  do  you?  That 

 would  be  catastrophic.  So  it  makes  sense  to  arrange  personality  and  tone  as  far  to  the  left  as 

 possible.  But  conversely  I’m  sure  you  don’t  mind  experimenting  with  hashtags  on  a  daily  basis. 

 This  somewhat  less  critical  variable  can  go  on  the  right.  And  so  we  arrange  all  the  variables  on 

 the continuum. 

 Another  way  of  thinking  about  the  order  we’ve  placed  them  in,  left  to  right,  is  from  the  most 

 predictable  variables  to  the  least  predictable  variables.  Predictability  is  vital  when  we  start 

 thinking about reputational risk. 

 But it’s still an unwieldy image. How can we simplify it? 

 For  a  start,  some  of  the  variables  are  thematically  related.  I’ve  taken  a  stab  at  grouping  them 

 thematically below: 
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 Now  that  we  have  all  of  our  variables  arranged  from  least  likely  to  change  (higher  strategic 

 importance)  to  most  likely  to  change  (lower  strategic  importance),  and  we’ve  grouped 

 thematically-aligned  variables  to  simplify  the  image,  we  can  dig  deeper  into  the  four  thematic 

 groupings. 

 These four groupings are the spine of your content strategy. 

 Who are you? 

 The  first  group  of  variables  answers  the  strategic  question,  WHO  are  you?  How  do  you  want  to 

 come  across?  What  personality  do  you  want  to  portray  in  your  communication?  How  will  you 

 distinguish  yourself  from  the  noise?  Now,  for  individuals,  this  should  be  an  easy  question  to 

 answer. You can only be you. 

 Wait,  maybe  that’s  not  entirely  true.  You  can  invest  enormous  effort  into  pretending  to  be 

 someone  you’re  not  in  the  hope  that  your  deception  will  go  unnoticed  and  deliver  your  audience 

 to some end, but then you’d be a politician. So you can be you, or you can be a politician. 
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 For  brands,  this  is  a  little  tougher.  Rather  than  understanding,  capturing  and  refining  their 

 personality (as would an individual), brands must invent, embellish, and then differentiate theirs. 

 I call the answer to this question  IDENTITY  . 

 Why are you communicating? 

 The  second  chunk  of  variables  answers  the  strategic  question,  if  you  know  who  you  are,  do  you 

 know  WHY  you  are  communicating?  Do  you  know  what  your  goals  are?  Do  you  know  what 

 you’d like your audience to do when they consume your messaging? Can you measure it? 

 This  question  matters  as  much  for  the  corporation  as  it  does  for  the  individual.  The  time  a 

 smaller  entity  or  individual  might  waste  on  pointless  marketing  and  communication  is  no  less 

 destructive  than  the  budgets  corporations  pour  down  aimless  marketing  black  holes. 

 Communication  for  communication’s  sake,  is  a  waste  of  time  and  money,  and  your  audience’s 

 attention. 

 I call the answer to this question  OBJECTIVES  . 

 What will you say? 

 Once  we  know  who  you  are  and  why  you’re  communicating,  you  can  work  more  clearly  on 

 answering  exactly  WHAT  you’ll  say.  This  is  the  heart  of  content  strategy,  but  so  often  strategies 

 begin  here  without  answering  the  critically  important  (and  more  concrete)  questions  of  who  you 

 are and why you’re communicating first. 

 Starting  with  your  target  audience  (which  may  change  from  time  to  time,  or  from  product  to 

 product),  or  content  pillars  or  themes  (which  may  evolve  for  the  same  reasons),  or  heaven 

 forbid  the  platform  (most  of  which  seem  to  change  their  feature  sets  on  a  whim),  and  then 

 attempting  to  retrofit  a  brand  personality  and  objectives,  will  leave  you  looking  and  sounding 

 schizophrenic. 

 I’ve  lost  count  of  the  number  of  times  I’ve  seen  clients  struggle  to  justify  the  time,  money  and 

 effort  being  poured  into  a  now  relatively  established  Instagram  profile  or  Facebook  page  or 
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 Twitter  account  that  was  started  for  some  inane  reason  (“our  competitors  have  Instagram!”),  but 

 without  any  business  objectives  attached  to  it.  I’ve  consulted  with  large  banks  who  at  any  given 

 moment  in  time  have  over  a  hundred  social  profiles  started  by  multiple  departments  with 

 divergent  corporate  identities,  totally  different  approaches  to  content,  and  an  incredibly  confused 

 audience  as  a  result.  Sometimes  this  schizophrenia  goes  a  step  further  and  causes  reputational 

 damage. You can’t be schizophrenic if your brand identity is clearly defined (and authentic). 

 I call the answer to this question  CONTENT  . 

 When will you say it? 

 The  last  group  of  variables  relates  to  WHEN  and  how  frequently,  and  with  what  support,  content 

 will be published. 

 So  in  summary,  the  logical  flow  for  epic  content  strategy  is:  Know  who  you  are  and  be  authentic 

 to  it.  Be  clear  on  the  purpose  of  your  communication  and  measure  its  effectiveness  accordingly. 

 Engage  your  audience  at  the  intersection  of  their  needs  and  your  legitimate  expertise.  Enhance 

 the  message  using  the  possibilities  of  the  platforms  and  channels  at  hand.  Fine-tune  your 

 approach through insight garnered from data. Rinse and repeat as necessary. 

 I call the answer to this question  PUBLISHING  . 

 IDENTITY. 

 OBJECTIVES. 

 CONTENT. 

 PUBLISHING. 
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 Let’s now dig deeper into each of these questions, and the methods for answering them. 
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 Identity: Defining Your Brand’s Personality 

 Lipstick on a pig 

 It’s  a  widely  held  misconception,  especially  among  those  not  in  marketing  (i.e.  the  board),  that 

 your  brand  and  your  logo  are  the  same  thing.  It’s  not  uncommon  to  see  big  corporations 

 scrambling  to  change  public  sentiment,  typically  off  the  back  of  poor  performance  or  delivery,  by 

 sprucing up a corporate identity with some flashy new fashionable design. 

 In this case, that identity is just lipstick on the pig—a facade. Garnish on the burger. 

 Your  brand  is  not  what  you  tell  your  customers  it  is.  It’s  what  your  customers  tell  their  friends  it 

 is. Brands are so much more than a corporate identity. 

 A  brand  presence  that  is  inconsistent  or  inauthentic  opens  itself  up  to  risk.  This  risk  is  not  limited 

 to reputation risk, but includes the risk of wastage of marketing budgets. 

 Brand consistency and authenticity 

 Imagine  you  and  I  meet  at  a  conference.  We  shake  hands,  make  small  talk,  get  along  well, 

 exchange  emails,  and  agree  to  meet  for  coffee  to  explore  opportunities.  A  week  later,  we  bump 

 into  each  other  at  a  supermarket.  I’m  cold,  rude,  and  stand-offish.  You’d  walk  away  from  the 

 meeting confused, and probably upset. 

 If  we’d  met  at  the  conference  and  I’d  been  aloof  and  arrogant,  you  would  not  have  been 

 disappointed  after  our  second  interaction,  because  even  if  I’d  been  unpleasant  and  cold,  it 

 would  have  been  a  consistent  experience  from  one  interaction  to  the  next.  You  would  not  have 

 expected otherwise. We are let down when our experience falls short of our expectation. 

 Happiness equals reality minus expectations. 

 As  brands,  we  strive  in  all  communication  to  create  as  lofty  and  perfect  an  image  of  ourselves  in 

 the  minds  of  our  customers.  This  is  a  natural  instinct.  Who  would  promise  to  be  average?  But  if 
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 we  happen  to  be  average,  in  the  delivery  of  a  service,  or  the  manufacturing  of  a  product,  or  in 

 fulfilment or interactions with staff, we foster disappointment. 

 Brand  trust  and  loyalty  is  built  over  years  of  consistent,  authentic  messaging:  promises  you  can 

 back  up.  Ultimately,  the  goal  of  any  senior  marketing  executive  must  be  to  narrow  the  gap 

 between  what  you  promise  as  a  brand  and  what  you  can  deliver  as  a  business.  Any  deficit  is 

 risk. I’d argue, in fact, that any deficit is the source of reputational harm. 

 We  discovered  this  years  ago  in  the  course  of 

 conducting  research  into  the  relative  sentiment  of 

 major  South  African  consumer  brands  on  social 

 media.  The  research  sought  to  understand  which 

 brands  suffered  the  most  complaints  on  social 

 platforms,  and  why.  We  used  online  reputation 

 management  software  (and  its  automated  sentiment 

 analysis)  to  objectively  count  the  number  of  outright 

 negative  mentions  of  a  selection  of  brands  on  Twitter,  and  then  adjusted  for  their  estimated 

 customer base. We were astonished by the results… 

 The  South  African  brand  with  the  least  number  of  complaints  on  Twitter  for  its  market  base  was 

 none  other  than  our  public  utility,  Eskom.  Eskom  is  widely  considered  to  be  one  of  the  most 

 inefficient,  poorly  run  SOEs  in  the  country  (maybe  on  the  planet),  so  it  was  a  surprise  that  in  a 

 country  plagued  by  rolling  blackouts  and  unreliable  power,  negative  sentiment  wouldn’t  be  much 

 worse. 

 But  the  picture  became  clearer  when  we  looked  at  the  data  on  the  opposite  end  of  the 

 spectrum.  The  South  African  brand  with  the  most  complaints  for  its  market  base  was 

 Woolworths,  our  beloved  retailer.  Woolworths  has  invested  a  fortune  in  creating  a  powerful 

 brand  narrative  around  quality  and  sustainability.  I  expect  the  best  from  Woolies,  and  more  often 

 than  not,  I  get  it.  But  when  I  don’t  -  when  I  get  food  with  even  the  slightest  blemish  or 

 imperfection  -  I  am  unreasonably  irritated.  Why?  Happiness  equals  expectation  minus  reality.  I 

 expect 10/10 from Woolies, so when I get 8/10, I’m upset. 
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 I  expect  2/10  from  Eskom,  though.  So  when  Eskom  delivers  sub-optimal  or  even  outright  bad 

 products  and  services,  I’m  not  surprised.  In  fact,  if  Eskom  raised  its  delivery  to  4/10  I’d  be 

 happier on a net average than I would with Woolworths delivering at 8/10. 

 A  powerful  brand  is  an  extraordinary  asset,  but  that  influence  comes  with  a  price.  The  price  you 

 pay if you break your promise, or even just fall short of expectations. 

 So  then  the  ideal  positioning  for  a  brand  in  social  media  is  as  authentic  as  possible,  i.e,  with  as 

 little a gap between who you promise to be and who you are in actuality, as possible. 

 Any  failure  to  deliver  on  your  promises  usually  lands  up  broadcast  in  social  media.  In  a  way, 

 social  media  is  an  archived  history  of  your  non-delivery.  Listening  to  and  understanding  that 

 feedback is a powerful opportunity to vastly improve brand sentiment. 

 How to listen 

 Social  media  complaints,  while  painful  to  read,  are  a  powerful  data  point,  and  especially  in 

 volume.  But  not  all  feedback  on  social  media  is  negative  in  nature.  Often,  clients  are  sharing 

 and  talking  about  experiences  that,  if  we’re  willing  to  listen  carefully  (and  not  defensively),  can 

 tell us a great deal about where and how to improve. 
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 One  of  my  favourite  examples  of  a  brand  who  has  much  to  lose  in  terms  of  reputation  and  yet 

 wholeheartedly  embraces  all  forms  of  customer  engagement,  is  Lego  8  .  When  many  of  its 

 contemporaries  were  slow  to  understand  and  embrace  social  media  as  a  communication 

 channel,  Lego  opened  its  arms.  Sure,  it’s  worth  noting  that  toy  companies  probably  on  average 

 get  less  complaints  than  say  your  average  bank  or  insurance  company,  but  the  counterpoint  is 

 that  their  brands  are  loved,  desired,  and  consequently,  fragile.  Reputations  can  take  decades  to 

 build and mere moments to destroy. 

 Listening  is  a  very  broad  term  though.  There  are  multiple  data  points  through  which  you  can 

 distill  the  customers  experience  of  your  products  and  services.  The  common  adage  that  data  is 

 the  oil  of  the  21st  century  is  cute,  but  wrong.  Insight  is  the  oil.  Data  is  the  unrefined  raw  material, 

 and unlike oil, there’s too much of it. That topic is for another book. 

 In  this  case  I’m  referring  specifically  to  the  insight  we  can  garner  from  audience  interaction  and 

 engagement  on  social  and  digital  media  and  leveraging  (smartly)  the  range  of  online  reputation 

 management and monitoring tools available to you to do so. 

 Social  media  platforms  evolve  rapidly,  and  so  it’s  no  surprise  that  listening  tools  have,  too.  I’m 

 going  to  resist  the  temptation  to  make  recommendations  because  ultimately,  the  correct  tool  is 

 the one that is fit for purpose. 

 Smartinsights.com  9  identifies and outlines three different  tiers of social listening: 

 ●  Social  media  listening  ,  which  they  divide  into  basic  (eliciting  responses  from  your 

 existing  audiences  and  analysing  those  reponses  for  insight)  and  deep  (proactively 

 investigating  and  tracking  topics  and  trends  relevant  to  your  business  and  audience  to 

 extract insight.) 

 ●  Social  media  monitoring  ,  which  overlaps  with  reputation  management  in  that  you’re 

 tracking  mentions  of  your  brand,  proto  improve  brand  sentiment  vastlyto  preempt  online 

 9 

 https://www.smartinsights.com/social-media-marketing/social-media-listening/3-levels-social-insights-digit 
 al-marketing/ 

 8 

 https://www.mycustomer.com/customer-experience/engagement/five-ways-lego-has-brought-customers-in 
 to-the-company-and-how-this 
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 issues  and  better  understand  the  relationship  between  what  your  brand  promises,  and 

 what people experience. 

 ●  Audience  development  ,  which  is  an  attempt  to  gain  a  deeper  understanding  of  your 

 customer  archetypes  leveraging  a  combination  of  listening  and  monitoring,  and  to 

 expand your audience and the opportunities linked to it on that basis. 

 Comparison is the thief of joy 

 Brands  are  an  amalgamation  of  corporate  identity  and  market  opinion,  contextualised  against  a 

 competitive  landscape.  I’ts  important  to  make  a  distinction  between  contextualising  your  brand, 

 and being obsessed with comparing yourself to your competitors. 

 The  analogy  of  an  individual  helps  here  again.  I  am  one  of  several  digital  marketing  /  digital 

 transformation  thought  leaders  in  the  South  African  market.  Some  of  my  contemporaries  occupy 

 their  niche  particularly  well.  One  of  my  friends  is  the  de  facto  email  marketing  expert.  Another  is 

 the woman to speak to if you need an authoritative referral for social listening tools. 

 Obsessing  over  comparing  myself  to  these  colleagues  leads  to  the  inevitable  result  of  trying  to 

 emulate  them,  which  will  land  up  in  me  appearing  as  (most  likely)  a  slightly  worse  version  of 

 them.  I  don’t  want  to  be  a  slightly  worse  version  of  someone  else  -  I  want  to  be  a  refined  version 

 of me. 

 The  same  goes  for  brands.  Comparing  yourself  to  your  competitors  can  have  disastrous  results. 

 When  I  say  you  should  contextualise  your  brand  against  the  competitive  landscape,  that  means 

 if  some  other  bank  has  taken  on  the  “most  innovative  bank  in  SA”  moniker,  don’t  chase  that 

 angle. Unless, of course, you have a compelling case to prove they’re wrong in their claim. 

 Contextualising  your  brand  identity  in  the  competitive  landscape  should  be  an  exercise  in 

 refinement, not in compromise. 

 21 
 © Mike Stopforth, 2022 


