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FOREWORD
�e web is all about action verbs. We click. We search. We navigate. We 
make choices. Alone among other forms of media, we�re the ones who con-
trol our experience.

When organizations try to connect with their customers online, one of the 
�rst things they always want to know is �how can we get our users to do 
what we want them to?�

�ere�s an answer to this question, but it requires a change in mindset. 
Marketers typically want to build awareness for their products, and they try 
to replicate this broadcast approach on the web. �ey create static designs 
that recall print ads, �ashy microsites that replicate TV commercials, and 
email blasts that resemble nothing so much as a street-corner barker, yell-
ing loudly while he tries to press a �yer into your hand.

And then they wonder why users don�t do what they want them to.

Organizations that want to connect with users online need to shi� their 
approach from gaining awareness to building in�uence. Persuading people 
to behave di�erently means understanding how to inspire people, motivate 
them, and gain their trust.

�e user experience �eld might rightfully say: �In�uencing user behavior? 
Why, that�s what we do!� And it�s true	if you�re looking for techniques 
to prod people into behaving a certain way, your friendly user experience 
designer can help you. �ey�ll tell you that the way to get users to do what 
you want them to is to design a sexier landing page, chunk pages so they 
�ow be�er, and create an eye-catching call to action. Not working well 
enough? Just A/B test di�erent options until you �nd the optimal design.

We�ve lost our in�uence with users because our obsession with the medium 
means we�ve lost our focus on what really ma�ers 	 the message. We�re so 
focused on form that we�ve forgo�en about substance. It�s time to bring a�en-
tion back to what we want to say, not just how and where we want to say it.

Well, guess what? Long before there even was a web, we knew how to com-
municate our messages by tailoring them to the needs and expectations 
of an audience. We knew how to persuade people by appealing to logic or 
emotion. We knew the art of rhetoric.
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THE 
CROSSROADS



When it comes to attaining results on the web, we face 

two ways not equally fair. One way follows the same old 

road to give us the same old results. The other way is 

harder and higher�but promises remarkable results. 

Which way will you choose?
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SAME ROAD, SAME 
(LACK OF) RESULTS

Expecting old solutions to bring new outcomes always disappoints.

INSANITY: DOING THE SAME THING OVER AND OVER 
AGAIN AND EXPECTING DIFFERENT RESULTS.

�Albert Einstein

1
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Results. From improving health to drawing advertisers to selling 
products, everyone wants results. But, on the web, many of us aren�t 
ge�ing them. We face an important choice.

For more than 13 years, I�ve watched the interactive industry try these 
same approaches again and again, hoping for a di�erent result.

PUSHY TRICKS AND SMALL TWEAKS 
�ink about conversions, a critical result. To make a sale or get a lead, many 
websites use persuasion like a pushy salesperson, aiming high-pressure 
ploys at people as if they�re stupid targets. One trick I love to hate is the 
countdown timer. Every tick of the timer tries to rush me into signing up. 

Such tricks act like prods to push people along. Do they get results?

Many consultants say we should expect 2 to 3 percent of people who visit 
websites to convert (buy a product, for example). In fact, the global conver-
sion rate as noted by the Fireclick Index has hovered around 2 to 4 percent 
since 2003.1 Let�s look at online retail, an industry that depends heavily on 
conversions. Most online retailers don�t exceed 10 percent in their conver-
sion rates.2 In other words, at least 90 percent of visitors to most online 
retail websites do not buy. Even if you consider that not everyone who visits 
a retail website intends to buy, these rates are low.

How can we improve? Ever since testing tools	such as Google Website 
Optimizer in 2006	came on the scene, many consultants tell us testing 
and optimizing are the answer. We�re encouraged to tweak the text, but-
tons, and pictures on our websites and landing pages until conversion rates 
rise. (�at�s sometimes where manipulative tricks come in, too.) We�ve had 
years to experiment. If tricks and tweaks worked so well, the global conver-
sion rate would have improved, if not skyrocketed, by now. 

Should you stop testing or stop optimizing? No. But that shouldn�t be all 
you do. Tricks and tweaks, by themselves, are not enough to get meaning-
ful results.
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OVERPROMISED TECHNOLOGY
No IT product, feature, or widget alone will give you results. I don�t care 
what the smiley vendor with the slick demo and the free drinks says! Tom 
Davenport, an industry analyst and author, has pointed out the limits 
of
technology.

��e important point, however, is that we need more naysayers in the IT 
�eld... Most products don�t work as advertised or very well in general, and 
even more are unworthy of the hype that surrounds them.�3

Time and again, I�ve watched companies	especially big ones	look to 
an IT product as the quick pill to cure all ills. Time and again, I�ve watched 
those companies try to launch that IT product through a doomed project. 
In fact, reports of research by Standish Group, Dynamic Markets Limited, 
and others suggest most IT projects fail.4, 5 �ose projects remind me a lot 
of this Dilbert cartoon (Figure 1.1).

Figure 1.1: Many IT projects start with unrealistic expectations and end in disappointment. 
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SEO SNAKE OIL
A cousin of overpromised technology, SEO snake oil is the promise of high 
search engine rankings with li�le e�ort. Who sells it? Slippery SEO con-
sultants who take advantage of the fact that search engine formulas aren�t 
public. �ey�re held more sacred than your grandmother�s secret recipe. 
�ose formulas also change regularly. So, no one	including no consul-
tant	knows exactly what ranks your website. �e snake oil consultants 
�guarantee� rankings and make dubious recommendations. One of my 
favorites is to post lots of articles crammed with keywords. �e result o�en 
is gibberish that humans can�t understand. And, these consultants insist 
the e�ort is worth spending a chunk of change. 

Now, there is legitimate SEO work done by good SEO consultants. �ey 
experiment with di�erent variables and observe what a�ects your search 
engine rankings. Mostly, good web design and content go a long way 
toward good SEO. I don�t mean you should throw out SEO concerns. 

SEO snake oil, however, leads people to spend money on being found 
(which o�en doesn�t work) at the expense of making their website worth 
�nding. If your website is mired in meaningless articles �for SEO purposes,� 
you�re not going to get results. 

DESIGN ALONE
An eye-catching and easy-to-use website is good. But, is that all you need 
for results?

GRAPHIC DESIGN HELPS BUT ISN�T ENOUGH
Good graphic design gives people a fantastic �rst impression so they don�t 
leave your website right away. It also helps set your style. �ose bene�ts are 
valuable but, by themselves, don�t sustain results for the long term. How 
many beautiful websites have you visited once and then forgo�en? Oh, 
wait, you probably don�t remember.
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USABILITY AND INTERACTION ARE 
IMPORTANT�BUT YOU NEED MORE
Deeper design, such as whether a website has a user-friendly interface, is 
important. If people can�t interact well with your website, you have a major 
problem. Usability is even a common courtesy that will help your reputa-
tion.6 But, this deeper design does not fully address the substance of most 
websites	content. 

Persuasive Design: A Little Knowledge Is a Dangerous Thing

Persuasive design is the effort to apply persuasion research to design, 
especially graphic and interaction design. Persuasive design has potential 
to help results. (For a practical introduction, see Neuro Web Design.) 
The
problems?

1. Practitioners don�t get enough time to learn persuasion deeply enough 
to apply it well. The result often is pushy tricks.

2. Persuasive design does not address content	the substance of most 
websites.

SHORTSIGHTED MARKETING
I used to think ge�ing results online was marketing�s job. I changed my 
mind when I kept running into these problems. 

BROADCASTING DOESN�T WORK FOR THE INTERACTIVE WEB
Since the late 1990s, marketing has claimed to adapt to the web. Before 
then, marketing followed a broadcast model, which treated the company 
brand as a ba�leship blasting its message at targets (the customers). Usu-
ally, the blasts were campaigns or promotions, which lasted for a few weeks 
or months.

While marketers still talk about becoming interactive, it largely hasn�t hap-
pened. A 2010 Harvard Business Review article has called for the complete 
reinvention of marketing and states (emphasis mine):
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�To compete in this aggressively interactive environment, companies 
must shi� their focus from driving transactions to maximizing customer 
lifetime value. �at means making products and brands subservient to 
long-term customer relationships.�7

Most marketers I encounter still blast a message at customers rather than 
plan to interact with customers for the long term. 

WEB ADS ARE ANYTHING BUT INFLUENTIAL
Banner ads. Pop-up windows. Distracting videos. Online ads are so bad, 
they�re infamous. It�s easy to blame the designers. But, the real problem is 
with the advertising system. As Karen McGrane, president of Bond Art + 
Science and a researcher of online advertising, pointed out: 

��ere are any number of reasons that web ads are terrible, but most of 
them sit far upstream from the beleaguered agency art director asked to 
churn out banner ads each week.�8

McGrane explains that advertisers spend too li�le money on ads through a 
system with too many creative constraints. She also observes that the ads 
try to raise awareness of a message rather than persuade.

I could go on, and I bet you could add to this list of tried-and-untrue 
solutions.

It�s time to stop driving ourselves crazy. �e only way to di�erent results is 
a di�erent road. I�m convinced that di�erent road is building clout through 
in�uential content.

SUMMARY
As you work for results on the web, beware of misleading shortcuts. Avoid 
the lure of pushy tricks, a magical IT product, SEO snake oil, design with-
out substance, and outdated marketing techniques. �ose shortcuts are 
really dead ends. Instead, take a harder but more rewarding road	the road 
to in�uential content. 
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A HARDER BUT 
HIGHER ROAD

�e way to get results online is clout�in�uence or pull. Achieving clout 
demands new thinking and a new focus on web content.

THE GREATEST ABILITY IN BUSINESS IS TO GET ALONG WITH 
OTHERS AND TO INFLUENCE THEIR ACTIONS.

�John Hancock

2
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�e way to get results on the web, no ma�er your goal, is to 
achieve�clout.

A NEW WAY OF THINKING 
Clout is in�uence or pull. On the web, clout allows you (or your organi-
zation) to a�ract the right people and, at the right time, change what they 
think or do. Clout isn�t achieved with only a quick trick, a personalization 
feature, a sexy design, a tweet, or a campaign blast. Rather, clout is the 
outcome of publishing in�uential web content during lasting relationships 
with people.

�is thinking demands sophistication and substance. Crass tactics that 
the interactive industry o�en calls persuasion or in�uence simply will not 
do, as I explained in Chapter 1. How does our thinking need to change? 
Table�2.1 summarizes the biggest shi�s we need, and the rest of this book 
will explain them.

Table 2.1: Changes in Thinking to Achieve Clout

OLD THINKING NEW THINKING

Target people Attract people

Plan for campaigns Plan for entire customer relationships

Tell, or talk, the message Tell and show, or walk, the message

Blast the message repeatedly Reveal facets of the message

Force or trick Nudge

Detached Contextual

Action only Attitude and action

Just as important, this new way of thinking requires a new focus on content. 
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WEB CONTENT IS THE KEY TO CLOUT
Many people are on the web, and they need content to help them make deci-
sions. �at�s a big opportunity to in�uence. Let�s consider it in more detail.

THE WEB IS WHERE PEOPLE ARE
Most people, from teens to seniors, are online. For example, in the United States 
74 percent of adults and 93 percent of teens use the Internet (Figure 2.1).1

Knowing where people are is half the ba�le in business. As billionaire 
entrepreneur Ray Kroc has noted, ��e two most important requirements 
for major success are: �rst, being in the right place at the right time, and 
second, doing something about it.�

Now is the time for organizations large and small to be on the web. What 
should you do about it? Give people what they want.

CONTENT IS WHAT PEOPLE WANT
Content is the stu�	text, data, graphics, video, and audio	that people 
want on the web.2 People spend lots of time reading, viewing, or listen-
ing to content online. People share and comment on content over social 
networking. And, new studies show that many other people never share or 
comment but they do pay a�ention to what others do.3 It�s as if they read, 
not converse, over social networks. 

Figure 2.1: Most teens 
and adults in the United 
States are online.
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Blasting the Myth That People Don�t Read

�Just post it	no one will read it anyway.�

If anyone has said that to you as an excuse not to spend time on web 
content	especially text	then take heart. Research is on your side. The 
Poynter EyeTrack07 study shows that people actually read more deeply 
online than off line. (For an insightful discussion of the study, see �Myth: 
People Read Less Online� by Erin Kissane at http://incisive.nu/2010/
myth-people-read-less-online/.)

Where did this myth come from? One source is Jakob Nielsen�s study 
�Concise, SCANNABLE, and Objective: How to Write for the Web.� For 
my take on problems with this study, see my blog post �How Users Read on 
the Web Redux� at http://www.leenjones.com/2009/06/how-users-read/.

In short, people do read web content, so web content is a huge opportunity 
to inf luence people. 

Content is also what people turn to as they decide what to buy, how to care 
for their health, how to vote, and more, as Pew Internet research shows again 
and again.4, 5, 6 Likewise, people turn to the web for help with topics that scare 
or embarrass them. (For a fascinating look at how we use the web to decide, 
read Bill Tancer�s Click: What Millions of People Are Doing Online and Why It 
Ma�ers.) In short, people look to web content now more than ever for help 
with their decisions. Will your web content shape those decisions?

CONTENT CAN INFLUENCE LIKE PEOPLE CAN INFLUENCE
With or without social networking, web content is a public conversation 
between your company�s people and your users. Your content speaks for 
your organization. Your content can even take on a personality through its 
voice or tone. If your content speaks well, it grows a relationship between 
your company and your customers or users. �en, in the context of that 
relationship, your content can persuade. 

I �nd web content persuades best when it acts like a trusted advisor or consul-
tant	what academics call a �social actor.�7 In your industry, you might �nd 
inspiration from a person or role that tends to be the advisor to your custom-
ers o�ine. Figure 2.2 shows a summary of inspiration I�ve found in di�erent 
industries. Does your web content act and sound like a trusted advisor?

http://www.leenjones.com/2009/06/how-users-read/
http://incisive.nu/2010/myth-people-read-less-online/
http://incisive.nu/2010/myth-people-read-less-online/
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trusted advisor

aesthetician / stylist
beauty / fashion

counselor / advisor
higher education

chef / nutritionist
food

genius / geek
technology

concierge
travel personal shopper

retail

doctor / nurse
health

financial advisor
finance

CONTENT IS EVERYWHERE
It�s easier than ever for people to access web content. You can deliver 
content through all kinds of tools and channels. You have the power to give 
people the right content for their situation. �at�s like having the power to 
say the right thing in the right place at the right time. If content is every-
where, so is your opportunity to in�uence. Are you making the most of it?

BUT, WEB CONTENT IS HARD
�Of course we�ll have the right content.�

�at�s how some of my clients �rst responded when I said the best way to 
in�uence people is web content. Such clients assume that the right content 
will �nd its way to their website. Dangerous assumption!

Figure 2.2: 
Draw inspiration for your 
web content from your 
industry�s trusted advisor.
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Table 2.2: Characteristics of Quality Content

CHARACTERISTIC DESCRIPTION

Usable and Findable The content is easy to find, access, and read.

Clear and Accurate The content is understandable, organized
cohesively, and correct. 

Complete The content meets customer needs with the right 
amount of content for the situation.

Consistent The content across the website or interactive 
experience is similar in style, tone, and approach.

Useful and Relevant The content meets user and business goals. It is timely 
and pertinent.

Creating quality content is no less intense than forming the strategy for it. 
It�s not simply writing articles or posting pictures. You o�en need elements 
like these behind the scenes.

Excellent Editorial Oversight
Editorial oversight is having real, live humans involved in decisions about 
your website content. Technology can�t make those decisions for you. 
People have to plan topics, develop your brand�s voice and style, and review 
every bit of content you publish. It�s the only way to ensure your content 
works well for other people.

HowStu� Works.com, for example, relies on strong editorial guidance. 
Editor-in-Chief Conal Byrne notes there is �no substitute� for �ve�ed, 
edited, reliable, and engaging content.�14

Flexible Content Structure and Efficient Production
Without ge�ing too technical, well-structured content works for people 
and for technology. When content is structured well in a database or 
content management system, a website can integrate di�erent types of 
content and show relevant content more accurately. �is �exibility requires 
understanding and documenting the technical side of content and the 
relationships between di�erent pieces of content. To boot, a good content 
structure usually makes your website easier to �nd through search and 
more accessible. 
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For e�cient production, deciding whether and how to use a content manage-
ment system, planning the work�ow for publishing di�erent types of content, 
and identifying ways to repurpose content are just some of the concerns.

Flexibility and e�ciency were top of mind when the New York Times rede-
signed T: �e New York Times Style Magazine. �e redesign transformed 
T
from a stylized Flash site to a blog-inspired site with daily updates. �e 
new site be�er integrates content and makes content production faster. 

�By integrating the best technologies of NYTimes.com with T�s visually 
arresting images and thought-provoking content by our marquee columnists 
and contributors, we believe our readers will �nd the site even more engag-
ing, immersive and useful,� said Stefano Tonchi, editor of the magazine.9

Denise Warren, SVP and chief advertising o�cer, �e New York Times 
Media Group, added, ��e new site is more reader- and advertiser-friendly, 
and it is be�er integrated into search, opening the renowned content of T
to a broader audience of readers.�

Quality Content Books More Hotel Rooms for Holiday Inn 

InterContinental Hotels Group (IHG)	an international hotel company with seven brands 
including
InterContinental Hotels and Resorts, Crowne Plaza, Hotel Indigo, Holiday Inn, Holiday Inn 
Express, Staybridge Suites, and Candlewood Suites	conducted a content experiment with remarkable 
results. IHG wanted to know whether professional-quality content about their hotel properties would 
perform better than the regular content, which was created by property owners. In other words, would 
professional photos and descriptions of a hotel inf luence customers to book it better than owner-generated 
photos and descriptions?

IHG created high-quality photos and text for a sample of Holiday Inn hotels. Then, they diverted a segment 
of www.holidayinn.com visitors to that sample of hotels. Finally, IHG conducted extensive analysis to 
compare bookings for the sample hotels and the hotels with owner-generated content.

The results were stunning. Hotel properties with the high-quality photos and text outperformed owner-
generated photos and text by a statistically significant margin. While IHG cannot release the exact 
numbers, the results were so impressive that executives kicked off a long-term project to revamp the 
photos
and descriptions for all Holiday Inn hotels.

�We were amazed at the impact that better quality content had on online hotel bookings. Our goal is to 
connect guests with great hotels. We believe that professional photos and descriptions help guests more easily 
decide whether a property is right for them,� says John Muehlbauer, Director, Product Strategy and Planning.

www.holidayinn.com




CLOUT: THE ART AND SCIENCE OF INFLUENTIAL WEB CONTENT20

EARNING LOYALTY�AND SOME SLACK 
If you keep up this good reputation for a while, then your business earns 
people�s trust for the long haul. You develop a relationship with people. 
People like and have interest in what you say. �is trust is important when 
you ask people to buy your product, consider your (or your advertisers�) 
opinion, or act on your recommendation. HowStu� Works.com, for 
instance, still turns out quality content day in and day out. �e result? 
Webby awards, ardent fans, and eager advertisers. 

�is reputation also makes handling small mistakes during a long customer 
relationship much easier. People who like and trust you are more likely 
to give you the bene�t of the doubt. Fast Company once asked, �Which 
one are you more likely to cut some slack: Apple or Microso�?�10 I bet you 
answered Apple. So did Fast Company. 

Why? Apple has �ercely loyal fans, and content grows the relationships 
with fans. Blogs and online publications seem to hang on Steve Jobs�s 
every word. �e speculation on, reviews of, and comments about Apple 
products and decisions ripple through the Internet. �e online coverage 
of Macworld (the annual Apple conference) through video, articles, blog 
posts, and more, is unlike that for any other brand. And, if you criticize 
Apple online, expect the consequences. For instance, in 2008 Eric Savitz 
published an article on the Barron�s website that reported some negative 
assessments about Apple. Enraged Apple fans �red back with more than 
100 comments, mostly defending the company.11

You might have noticed that Apple doesn�t create all this content. However, 
Apple carefully plants the seeds	through events, promotions, and inter-
views	that blossom into in�uential web content. 

GETTING AHEAD OF A CRISIS
Business leader Warren Bu�e� has quipped, �It takes 20 years to build a 
reputation and �ve minutes to ruin it. If you think about that, you�ll do 
things di�erently.� 

Regularly plan for in�uential content, and you�ll be at least hours ahead in 
communication when crisis strikes. Any crisis specialist will tell you that 
hours are precious when news spreads fast and worldwide across social 
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networks. Too many companies scramble for content as catastrophe hits. 
Take Domino�s Pizza, for example. Rogue Domino�s employees videotaped 
themselves violating all kinds of health regulations while preparing food	
then posted the video on YouTube. Millions of people saw it. A�er 48 hours 
of delay and plunging stock prices, Domino�s �nally cobbled together a 
video of the CEO explaining an action plan and then posted statements on 
a brand new Twi�er account.12

A crisis is stressful enough without having to muddle through new content 
approaches, too. If you plan for in�uential content anyway, you won�t have 
to muddle.

ATTRACTING THE RIGHT PEOPLE 
As you grow your reputation online, your website has gravity. It�s like a 
friendly black hole that draws people in. �en, those people draw more
people toward you because they tell others about your content, share links 
to your content, quote your content, and�you get the idea. 

Even be�er, your website will a�ract not just any people but the right
people. Who are they? �ey�re the people who match your business goals. 
A�racting these people makes in�uencing their a�itudes and actions much
easier for you or your advertisers. 

Brian Eisenberg, a respected online marketing expert, has suggested that 
driving the wrong people to our websites is a big reason conversion rates stay 
low.13 Many online marketers try to push lots of people to a website instead of 
a�racting and in�uencing people who already have some interest. 

When I asked HowStu� Works.com Editor-in-Chief Conal Byrne what 
the
secret to success was, he explained, �It�s no secret. We really try to 
match people�s needs and interests with content on our site.�14 As a result, 
HowStu� Works steadily draws the right readers and the right advertisers. 

WINNING THAT CONVERSION, AFTER ALL
When your content has built your reputation enough to a�ract the 
right people, convincing those people to act is a natural next step. You 
and the
people you�re trying to reach already have much in common. 
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You�ve
dated for a while. Now, you want a commitment. At this point, 
you
need to understand well what will help or hinder a person�s decision. 
�en, you can create content that makes the decision easy and desirable. 
For example, Grasshopper�s landing page o�ers a voicemail service 
(Figure�2.4). Even if you don�t know all the persuasive techniques used, 
you can quickly see that the content explains the bene�ts and addresses 
concerns	without pushy
tricks. 

How does it 
benefit me?

How does 
it ease my 
concerns?

If you know how to o�er the right content for people deciding whether to 
convert, more people will decide in your favor. 

HELPING PEOPLE DECIDE�FOR THE BETTER
Your goal might not be entirely commercial. You might want to encour-
age decisions that make us be�er people and the world a be�er place. 
You
might want to help people choose what is best for them and their loved 
ones. In�uential content will help you gently direct people in those choices. 
For example, the Livestrong Foundation produces an entire website 
(www.livestrong.com) with articles, videos, tools, and more to help people 
adopt and stick to a healthy lifestyle. 

Figure 2.4: 
The Grasshopper landing 
page presents content 
that helps people decide.

www.livestrong.com
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IF CONTENT IS YOUR LABOR OF LOVE

Consider how you will finance producing quality, influential content�
advertising, paid subscriptions, donations, cost savings from other 
types of marketing? (See the Strategy section in this chapter.)

Don�t underestimate the time and resources it takes. Start small, and 
then grow. Marketing expert Seth Godin cautions, �Keep your overhead 
low and don�t quit your day job until your idea can absorb your time.�

�e funny thing is that helping people make be�er decisions is somehow 
linked to be�er business (or be�er funding, if you are a government agency 
or nonpro�t). Take these examples from retail, public health, and consult-
ing (Table 2.3).

Table 2.3: Examples of Influencing Decisions with Content

WHO INFLUENCES 
DECISIONS ABOUT 

USING THIS 
CONTENT

ENJOYING THIS 
BENEFIT

Zappos Happiness Quotes, 
comments, and 
conversations

Bought for 
estimated $847 
million

Centers for Disease 
Control and 
Prevention (CDC)

Public health Articles, 
podcasts, data 

Most trusted 
U.S. govt. 
agency

Seth Godin Change Blogs and 
books

Best-selling 
author and A-list 
speaker

For Zappos, content such as large product pictures helped customers select 
shoes and other merchandise. Content also demonstrated Zappos�s quirky 
culture of happiness	and consequently its competitive edge. For the Cen-
ters for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), content shows its public 
health expertise and responsiveness to crises. For Seth Godin, content 
articulates his di�erent way of thinking about and doing business.

All of these examples are win-wins. �e people who were in�uenced made 
be�er decisions related to happiness, health, and business. �e people who 
did the in�uencing bene��ed in ways so valuable, they are di�cult to price. 
And, all of these situations owe much of their success to in�uential content. 
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SUMMARY
�e same road with the same middling results or a harder road with poten-
tial for extraordinary results	the choice is yours. To try the climb to clout, 
meet me at the next chapter.
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THE PRINCIPLES



Clout begins and ends with understanding context, 

or the situation. To make your content resonate in any 

context, learn principles from the ancient art of rhetoric 

and the modern science of psychology.
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CONTEXT: 
WHERE CLOUT 
BEGINS AND ENDS

We can�t in�uence what we don�t understand. Discovering context is hard, but the more you do it, 
the easier it gets�and the faster you can plan in�uential content.

FOR ME, CONTEXT IS THE KEY�FROM THAT COMES 
THE UNDERSTANDING OF EVERYTHING.

�Kenneth Noland, artist

3
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Context is the situation, or set of circumstances, that surrounds your 
web
content. 

For a quick example of context, consider Grasshopper again. �is website 
o�ers a voicemail service for entrepreneurs. �e web content has to sell the 
service to new customers and support current customers. �e web content 
is the virtual glue that binds Grasshopper to its entrepreneurial custom-
ers	throughout their entire relationship.  

I can�t emphasize enough that context is important to making your 
web
content in�uential. Context is the number one principle of clout. 
�e faster and be�er you understand context, the faster and be�er 
you can in�uence it through content.

THE ELEMENTS OF CONTEXT
If context sounds big, that�s because it is. But, you can get a handy under-
standing of context by focusing on a few important elements. In this book, 
I focus on elements of context that help you in�uence. �ose elements are 
the result (or goal), users (or customers), the brand, the timing, and the 
forum or channel (Figure 3.1). 

Let�s take a closer look at each element, starting with the result you want.

Figure 3.1: The elements 
of context for influential 
content.
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RESULT
What are you trying to do? To accomplish that, do you need to in�uence 
what people think, what they do, or both? In my experience, the answer 
usually is both (Figure 3.2). 

actionattitude result+ =
context

In the case of Grasshopper, one desired result is to get more entrepreneurs 
to subscribe to its voicemail service. What a�itudes and actions help 
achieve this result? Well, entrepreneurs need to have a good a�itude toward 
Grasshopper and its service. For example, entrepreneurs need to �nd 
Grasshopper likable and its service trustworthy. And, entrepreneurs need 
to act	to sign up for the service successfully. 

Now, your goal might be completely di�erent from Grasshopper�s. 
To
jump-start your thinking, Table 3.1 lists several website goals and, 
for
each, a simple example of a relevant a�itude and action. 

Figure 3.2: Think about 
whether influencing 
attitude, action, or both 
will bring the result you 
want.
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Table 3.2: User/Customer Characteristics to Know 

CHARACTERISTIC DESCRIPTION

Demographics Statistics about users such as age, income, race, education, 
sex, occupation

Behaviors Users� patterns of action, such as where they shop or which 
websites they visit

Expectations Users� notions of how an experience should work or flow

Role(s) Function or responsibility (e.g., buyer, decision-maker, influencer)

Values Users� individual, community, and cultural beliefs

Disposition Perception(s) of your brand, topic, idea, and more

A great way to bring these characteristics to life is a user persona. A user 
persona tells the story of a �ctitious user who represents the key character-
istics. �is story makes those characteristics easy to remember as you plan 
and create content. For more about using personas for web writing, check 
out Le�ing Go of the Words by Ginny Redish.

With this understanding of your users or customers, you can see what will help 
or hinder the results you want	and where to focus your in�uential content. 

What Aligns and What Needs to Change?
When you compare what you learn about your users with the a�itudes and 
actions you need for results, you�ll �nd some things align well	and some don�t. 
Grasshopper, for example, likely faced some simple alignments and gaps when it 
�rst tried to o�er services to entrepreneurs. See Table 3.3 and Table 3.4.

Table 3.3: Sample Alignments Between Result and Users

WE NEED USERS TO� AND ENTREPRENEURS� SO AN ALIGNMENT IS�

Be aware of us Keep up with new trends and 
companies (Behaviors)

Reachability

Like us Like other entrepreneurs 
(Disposition)

Entrepreneurship 

Trust us Support innovation (Value) Innovation

Want to sign up Are open to trying new things 
(Disposition)

Openness to change

Be able to sign up Use other web-based services 
(Behaviors)

Web service
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Table 3.4: Sample Gaps Between Result and Users

WE NEED USERS TO� BUT ENTREPRENEURS� SO A GAP IS�

Be aware of and 
like us

Don�t know we exist 
(Disposition)

Awareness

Trust us Are used to big brand telcos 
(Expectation)

Credibility

Want to sign up Don�t see an urgent need for 
service (Disposition)

Benefit/Need

Be able to sign up Have little time and patience 
(Disposition)

Attention span

�e alignments likely are strengths to call out in your content. �e gaps are 
weaknesses to overcome through your content. 

A famous example of overcoming a gap through content is Apple. When 
Apple introduced the very �rst iPhone, the interface was nothing like 
other mobile phones. Would people have the ability to use it? When people 
expected hard keys, asking them to try a tiny touchscreen was a big deal. 
So, did Apple bury how to use the iPhone in a user manual? No, just the 
opposite. Apple created videos, pictures, text, and more about using the 
iPhone, then used that content for advertising, buyer research, and support 
(Figure 3.4). 

Figure 3.4: Example 
video about the iPhone 
touchscreen.
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TIMING 
Know what�s happening around you and your users to make your content 
relevant. Also, think about the time you�ll need to in�uence your users� 
a�itudes or actions. 

What�s Happening in the Market, Industry, or World at Large?
What are competitors doing in your market or industry? What trends are 
in full force? What season or time of year is it? Are any major events in the 
country or the world on everyone�s minds? Answering these questions will 
help you think of ways to make your content clearly relevant. (In journal-
ism, these ways are known as hooks.) 

For instance, REI�s home page features relevant product information that�s 
appropriate for the time of year (Figure 3.6). In this example, that time of 
year is summer. 

How Big Is the Gap Between What Users Think 
Now and What You Want Them to Think?
�e bigger the gap, the longer you will need to raise awareness, become 
liked, earn trust, and motivate change. For example, content on the It�s 
Your Sex Life website (sponsored by MTV and Kaiser Family Foundation) 
addresses teens� a�itudes toward safe sex. Facts make teens aware of 

Figure 3.6: REI ties 
content into the season.
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and Prevention strives for a friendly but authoritative tone across its websites 
and presence on social networks. Tone also is important to encourage people 
to give useful comments or reviews. For some excellent examples, see the 
presentation �Who Rocks the Party?� by Margot Bloomstein.3

Don�t Sponsor Content or Pay Bloggers to Post about You
Why? Because that�s trying to buy, not earn, your credibility. �e payo� 
will not be great if people know it�s sponsored. �e payback could be hell 
if people don�t know it�s sponsored. Science Blogs (owned by Seed Media), 
for instance, tried to introduce a food science blog sponsored by Pepsi	
without disclosing it was sponsored. As a result, respected science bloggers 
boyco�ed while both Seed Media and Pepsi �ailed in the �ak.

For a more detailed discussion of the pros and cons, see Chris Brogan�s blog 
post, �Di�erentiating Between Blogger Relations and Sponsored Content� 
at www.chrisbrogan.com.

INFLUENCING CONTEXT: 
A 10,000-FOOT VIEW OF CLOUT
We�ve covered much ground in this chapter. To close, let�s take a bird�s-eye 
view of achieving clout.

LEARN THE PHASES OF CLOUT
For any result, your web content must in�uence within the context (users, 
brand, timing, and forums) in three phases: 

1. Raise Awareness
Your organization can�t in�uence people who don�t know what it is and 
what it stands for. For this phase, you need web content that shows and tells 
who you are in a way that a�racts and appeals to people. You also can plant 
seeds for other people to create content	articles, reviews, and more	
about you.

www.chrisbrogan.com
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2. Become Liked and Trusted
People won�t spend enough time with your organization to be in�uenced 
if they don�t like it. People also won�t consider making a change for your 
organization if they don�t trust it. For this phase, your web content needs 
to
demonstrate your personality, values, expertise, credibility, and more 
in
a useful and appealing way. 

3. Motivate, Inspire, and Help Action
People will not take an action	whether it�s subscribe to Grasshopper or 
get tested for STDs	unless they want to and can do so easily. For this 
phase, your content has to explain how the action will meet people�s needs 
best, o�er them unique bene�ts, and prove that it�s easy. At the right time, 
your web content must call people to act. Finally, your content should 
guide people through the action itself.

USE PRINCIPLES OF RHETORIC AND PSYCHOLOGY
To in�uence, your web content has much work to do. Fortunately, help 
is here	rhetoric and psychology. �is rich mix of art and science o�ers 
plenty of ideas for compelling content. To learn more about these prin-
ciples, press on to Chapter 4. 

SUMMARY
�e be�er you know context	result, users, brand, timing, and forums	
the be�er you can plan web content that in�uences the context. �is chap-
ter was heavy, but it will make you stronger for the climb to clout. Now, let�s 
move on to principles from rhetoric and psychology to help you think of 
content ideas.

REFERENCES
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RHETORIC: THE ART 
OF INFLUENCE

�e ancient Greeks knew more than how to wear a toga. �ey introduced principles of rhetoric, such 
as persuasive appeals, identi�cation, repetition, and seizing the opportune moment. �ese principles 
will help your web content in�uence results. 

...PERSUASION HAPPENS TO BE NOT A SCIENCE, BUT AN ART.

�William Bernbach, advertising mogul

4
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Reviews, Awards, and Other Kudos
Focus on useful praise from sources your users know and value. For 
instance, the household products retailer Alice.com earned features from 
trusted media such as Good Housekeeping and CNN (Figure 4.2).

Quotes 
Pick quotes from people your users respect and can relate to. Alice rotates 
quotes from actual customers that describe how the service helped them 
save time, money, and stress (Figure 4.2).

Partner or Advertising Affiliations
If your website has advertising, your advertisers re�ect on your credibility. 
�e design trade journal A List Apart, for example, includes only select 
advertisers who are respected in the design community (Figure 4.3).

Select advertisers

Figure 4.2: Pertinent 
awards and quotes greet 
customers at Alice.

Figure 4.3: A List Apart features quality 
advertisers such as Parsons: The New 
School for Design.
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If you�re not a media property, business partnerships or alliances serve 
a
similar purpose. 

Expert Contributions
If a respected expert contributes content to your website, you gain cred-
ibility. In turn, if you�re invited to be the expert contributor, you gain 
credibility. American Express Open Forum, a knowledge center for small 
businesses, o�ers content from experts at Mashable and Small Business 
Trends (Figure 4.4).

Curated Content from Credible Sources
Curating content is showcasing good content in a unique way. When you 
curate content from credible sources, you enhance your own credibility. 
�e Brain Tra�c Twi�er feed, for example, highlights work by content 
strategists around the world and commentary from industry publications 
(Figure 4.5).

Figure 4.4: American 
Express Open Forum 
includes content from 
outside experts.

Figure 4.5: Brain Traffic�s 
Twitter feed curates 
content in and around 
content strategy.



CLOUT: THE ART AND SCIENCE OF INFLUENTIAL WEB CONTENT48

References
When you ground your facts with references, you not only ensure you�re 
telling the truth but also align with credible sources (Figure 4.6).

Brand, Organization, or Product History
Sometimes, your organization or product has a rich and relevant history. 
�e original Mini Cooper, for example, was designed to o�er less expen-
sive and more e�cient transportation in the 1960s. Mini Cooper�s website 
makes that story pertinent to today�s environmental concerns (Figure�4.7).

Figure 4.7: Mini Cooper offers an appropriate brand history.

Figure 4.6: Centers for 
Disease Control and 
Prevention (CDC) cites 
sources for its facts and 
guidelines.





www.content-science.com
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Five Logic Mistakes You�ll Regret

For airtight arguments, don�t let these mistakes (also called fallacies) bubble 
up in your reasoning. 

1. Generalizing Hastily. It�s drawing a conclusion based on an odd example 
(edge case) or a very small set of examples. SEO will double all companies� 
website traffic because SEO doubled her company�s website traffic.

2. Distracting with a Red Herring. It�s making an emotionally charged 
point that isn�t relevant. We should spend half of our interactive budget 
on SEO, unless we want our competitors to trample us like they did on that 
customer satisfaction survey.

3. Confusing Cause with Correlation. It�s claiming that one event 
caused another only because the events happened at (or close to) the 
same time. My company hired an SEO expert, and the next day my dog 
died. Hiring the SEO expert killed my dog.

4. Sliding Down the Slippery Slope. It�s exaggerating that a situation will 
lead to a catastrophic chain of events. If you don�t spend lots of money on 
SEO, then you�ll lose all of your prospective customers, and then your sales 
will plummet, and then the terrorists will win.

5. Jumping on the Bandwagon. It�s relying only on the evidence that 
other people are doing it. Your competitors are spending lots of money 
on�SEO. You should, too.

Of course, every rule is meant to be broken. Sometimes, using a fallacy is funny.

Figure 4.9: Mint makes 
the case that it is secure.
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Handle Feeling with Care
Who determines whether emotion works? Your users. Injecting emotion 
into your web content is like igniting a �re. You can shine brilliantly	or 
burn badly. If you consider your users� cultural values and beliefs, you�re 
more likely to shine. 

In my experience with international brands, di�erent countries and regions 
respond di�erently to emotion. Some cultures prefer subtle appeals, while 
others respond to bold appeals. I�ve shown a range in Table 4.1.

Table 4.1: Sample of Cultural Considerations

COUNTRY/REGION PREFERRED STYLE EXAMPLE

Canada and 
Western Europe

Subtle We neutralize our carbon emissions.

United States Bold Our travel is 100% carbon neutral.

Middle East Very bold We�re the first and best 100% carbon 
neutral travel company.

Apply Emotion to Content
Content o�ers many opportunities to charm your users� emotions.

Voice
It�s the personality or feel of your content. Two very di�erent examples 
are
Bliss and HowStu� Works.com. Bliss is sassy, while HowStu� Works 
is
dissecting (Figure 4.11).
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Figure 4.11: Bliss has 
a sassy voice, while 
HowStuffWorks has an 
analytical voice.
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Sensory Detail
When you portray how things look, sound, smell, taste, or feel, you trigger 
people�s gut reactions. Lindt, for instance, describes how wonderfully choco-
late engages all �ve senses, tempting a chocoholic like me (Figure 4.12).

Associations with Words and Images 
Beyond their literal meanings, words and images stir up feelings (also 
called connotations). �Grow� in the previous Grasshopper example meant 
not only a larger voicemail plan but also the ambition to thrive. Refer to 
Figure 4.10.

2. IRRESISTIBLE IDENTIFICATION
Identi�cation is overcoming our di�erences to �nd common ground. It�s 
the key principle to help you a�ract the right people. Rhetorician Kenneth 
Burke de�ned identi�cation as �any of the wide variety of means by which 
an author may establish a shared sense of values, a�itudes, and interests 
with his [or her] readers [users].�6 When users identify with you, they�re 
more likely to be drawn to you. 

Figure 4.12: Lindt uses 
sensory detail to evoke 
emotion.
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Five Rhetorical Devices You�ll Love

Rhetorical devices are tools to enhance content emotionally. These are 
text examples, but you can apply many of these devices to images, video, 
or
audio, too.

1. Hyperbole. It�s over-the-top exaggeration, usually meant to be funny. 
I�love quality content so much that I want to marry it.

2. Irony. It�s when the literal and intended meaning are out of sync, often 
intended to be funny. You should publish the blog post that you paid 
someone $10 to write for you.

3. Simile. It compares unlike things. This stagnant content is like a cesspool.

4. Rhetorical Question. It�s a question for dramatic effect, not asking for 
a literal answer. Do we really want to keep creating terrible web content?

5. Personification. It�s adding personality or human qualities to a concept 
or object. The website threw content from 1999 in my general direction.

Identify on the Right Level
We connect with people who are like us on di�erent levels. 

Shallow
People relate super�cially to people who share the same demographics. We 
can identify quickly with people who appear to be just like us. For example, 
the Alice home page features a thirty-something woman	a key demo-
graphic for household goods (Figure 4.13).

Figure 4.13: The photo of a woman 
represents an important demographic 
for Alice.
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Deep
People connect more intensely to other people in a similar role or with like 
values, interests, and beliefs. Relating to people deeply can transcend shallow 
di�erences. In his historic campaign to become the �rst African American 
president of the United States, Barack Obama stressed change (Figure 4.14). 
�at value came to life in the slogan �change we can believe in� and web con-
tent such as interviews, videos, photos, tweets, and other web content that 
showed Obama�s personality and way of thinking as a change.

Figure 4.14: Content on the Obama campaign website 
appealed to people�s values.

Not Everyone Will Identify with You�and That�s OK
It�s hard to watch people turn away from your company or cause. Even 
the successful Obama campaign didn�t a�ract everyone. When you try to 
reach everyone, you risk reaching no one. As content marketing expert Joe 
Pulizzi says, �Your brand has to stand for something. If everyone loves you, 
you might be doing something wrong.�7 As long as you�re a�racting the 
people you want to a�ract	whether quali�ed leads or enthusiastic sup-
porters	you can rest easy if someone turns away.
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Apply Identification to Content
To a�ract people who identify with you or your organization, web content 
can help. 

Persona/Character/Spokesperson
It�s representing your organization with a person or character (or two or 
three) who relates well to your users. For example, HowStu� Works o�ers 
a collection of podcasts hosted by relevant personalities. �e most popular 
is Stu� You Should Know. On this podcast, the self-proclaimed geeks Josh 
and Chuck banter about, well, stu� they think other geeks should know 
(Figure 4.15).

Another example is @sharpiesusan, a persona who embodies Sharpie on 
Twi�er. (For more about how Sharpie�s use of personas evolved, see the 
sidebar Sharpie�s Shi� from Celebrities to Personas and Users.) 

Figure 4.15: Josh and 
Chuck represent geekdom 
for HowStuffWorks.
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User-Generated Content
Similar to personas, your users can represent you well. How? �rough 
comments and content they contribute to your social networking space. 
�e right potential customers will identify with your current customers. 
�e trick is to facilitate the discussion so it stays true to your brand and 
your users. FootSmart, for example, carefully cultivates community on its 
active Facebook page (Figure 4.16).

Figure 4.16: FootSmart 
actively facilitates 
discussion on its 
Facebook page. 
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Cause Content
Another approach is creating content around a cause. Research from the 
public relations �rm Edelman has found that supporting a cause could even 
inspire users to switch brands.8 Select a cause that �ts your brand values 
and your users� values. For example, REI devotes much content to environ-
mental concerns (Figure 4.17).

Figure 4.17: The environment is a cause close to the hearts of many REI users and relates to REI�s brand as an 
outdoor outfitter.
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Sharpie�s Shift from Celebrities to Personas and Users

David Beckham. A megacelebrity. An ideal spokesperson. 

Sharpie enjoyed soccer star David Beckham�s representation in several commercials. In them, Beckham 
signs autographs with fans� Sharpies	and becomes so enamored with the pens he humorously tries to 
score one for himself. While these commercials succeeded, the rise of consumer creativity and social 
networking inspired Sharpie to try a new approach.

Sharpie developed a persona on Twitter, @sharpiesusan (Susan Wassel), who shares news and tips as well as 
banters with Sharpie customers. 

At the same time, Sharpie introduced Sharpie Uncapped (www.sharpieuncapped.com), which curates 
the elaborate artistic creations by Sharpie users. As Wassel notes, the effort �celebrates the amazing 
and inspiring things our fans are doing with our product while encouraging others to uncap their own 
creativity. The goal is to amplify our efforts and engage our passionate fans in the social space with 
compelling content.�

www.sharpieuncapped.com
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While pioneering this approach to content has meant a lot of work and a lot of lessons learned, the effort has 
paid off, say Wassel and Bert DuMars, Vice President of E-Business and Interactive Marketing for Newell 
Rubbermaid.

�The overall integrated marketing program helped us grow Sharpie into the number one writing 
instruments brand in North America in 2010. We have also successfully achieved a significant foothold in 
brand community and engagement building with our Sharpie Facebook page reaching 1.2 million fans,� 
says DuMars.

Adds Wassel, �What we�re doing is clearly resonating. We have more than a million fans on Facebook 
alone	highly engaged fans who comment and share in huge numbers. And, we just recently expanded the 
bandwidth on our blog to accommodate dramatic increases in traffic. Truth is, we�re as passionate about 
our fans as they are about us. I think that comes through.� 
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Story Content
Still another approach to identi�cation is telling a story, or narrative. 
A
story allows you to bring values to life in a memorable	even entertain-
ing	way.9 Because a story o�en involves credibility, logic, and emotion, 
too, it makes a strong in�uential impact. You can �nd a story in almost 
anything, but I �nd two types work well for practical purposes.

Brand/Organization Story
If you�re a startup, tell the tale of solving a tough problem or making a big 
change to help people. Grasshopper, for example, o�ers the concise but 
compelling story of its founding (Figure 4.18). If you�re more established, 
explore your history (see Credibility) or the story of an innovation or 
accomplishment. 

Figure 4.18: Grasshopper tells the tale of its entrepreneurial roots.
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Client/Customer Case Study
Case studies recount how you help your users. One approach is dramatiza-
tion. For example, BooneOakley, an advertising agency in North Carolina, 
humorously explains why it�s di�erent (Figure 4.19). �e agency shares 
the story of Billy, a typical marketing director who goes to the typical 
advertising agencies in New York and gets typical work	only to be �red, 
then untypically killed. 

THE STORY OF A SLIPPERY SLOPE

The BooneOakley video website employs the logical fallacy 
of sliding down the slippery slope to hilarious effect. See 
it at www.youtube.com/watch?v=Elo7WeIydh8

A di�erent approach is to present actual customer stories. A series of iPhone 
videos, for instance, showcases real users explaining how the iPhone saved 
the day. In one, a pilot recalls how he looked up the weather on the iPhone 
to help his �ight avoid a three-hour delay (Figure 4.20).

Figure 4.19: 
BooneOakley, located 
in North Carolina, 
dramatizes why it�s 
different through the 
story of a marketing 
director.

www.youtube.com/watch?v=Elo7WeIydh8
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Although Burke de�ned identi�cation in the 1950s, I wonder whether he 
had a crystal ball that let him glimpse the 21st century. He felt identi�ca-
tion could happen within a short paragraph, a long series of communica-
tions over time, and everything in between. So, now, let�s turn to two 
principles of timing.

3. REPETITION THAT DOESN�T BORE OR BROADCAST
�e ancient Greeks cra�ed creative ways of repeating ideas. Why go to 
such pains? �ose toga-sporting orators knew that repetition helps people 
remember	but also risks boring them. Today, when we use tweets, emails, 
and ads to blast a message again, again, again, again, again, and AGAIN, 
our users could tune us out. So, let�s take a closer look at repetition. 

Three Really Is a Charm
When it comes to making the same point, three times is enough. Research 
everywhere from speech communication to television advertising suggests 
three as the magic number.10 A challenge with web content is that we can�t 
control exactly how many times a user sees or hears our message. But, we 
can control how o�en we publish the same message, how o�en we change 
the message, and how we bring the message to life through web content. 
We can avoid bombarding our users.

Apply Repetition to Content
With web content and some help from modern media, we have the power to 
plan our repetition wisely.

Figure 4.20: A pilot 
explains how the iPhone 
helped him.



www.contentmarketinginstitute.com
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Content Formats and Types
We can make points through a combination of photos, podcasts, videos, 
articles, and more. HowStu� Works, for example, o�ers several ways to 
experience the danger of sharks (Figure 4.23).

AMPLIFYING ISN�T ADDING

Amplification does not mean more web content is better. You still 
have to select or craft the content carefully to develop your point. 

Echo
It�s a phenomenon on social networking sites where other people share or 
restate your message or your content. When that happens, you don�t have 
to state it yourself so o�en. (An extreme version of this is having something 
go �viral.�) A case in point is CDC on Twi�er and Facebook (Figure 4.24). 
When CDC posts an update, users share it with others.

Figure 4.23: Video, 
photos, and text intensify 
the danger of sharks.
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Three Devices to Repeat Words Remarkably

The ancient Greeks had all kinds of devices for repeating words. Consider 
these three for emphasis.

1. Anaphora. Repeating a word or phrase at the beginning of each clause. 
Content attracts people. Content motivates people. Content guides people.

2. Antistasis. Repetition of a word in a different or contrary sense. Don�t 
be content with your lackluster content.

3. Diacope. Repetition of a word or phrase broken up by one or more 
intervening words. Content, content, content�where will we get the content? 

Figure 4.24: Users share 
CDC�s updates on social 
networks.
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4. THE OPPORTUNE MOMENT!
Time. A concept so complex, the Greeks had not one, but two, words for 
it. Chronos meant chronological time, such as morning, noon, and night. 
Kairos meant the opportune moment. It�s the right time to say something 
in the right way. I think of it as the ideal time to ask people to change their 
viewpoint or to take an action. �e key is to ask when people are ready.

Don�t Ask Too Much Too Soon or Too Often
Ancient rhetoricians felt the opportune moment was special. It didn�t come 
along everyday. �at�s worth remembering when we�re tempted to press users 
quickly for personal information or bombard them with emails and tweets. 
As a simple example from Content Science, we send an email once per quar-
ter to our email list. Our email open rate is 50 percent. When I shared that 
high rate with a marketing friend, she nearly fell out of her chair.

Ask Clearly 
People won�t respond how you�d like if they aren�t sure what you want. For 
instance, Content Science assessed this original version of a CDC web-
site about travel health. We found some quality content to help travelers 
stay healthy. But, what CDC recommended people should do was vague 
(Figure 4.25). CDC even tested this website with real users, most of whom 
were very interested in the content but confused about what to do next. 
(For a case study of how we improved this website, see Chapter 5.)

React to a Crisis Promptly
A hurricane strikes. A CEO resigns. A damaging video goes viral. Some-
times, the opportune moment arises because of a shocking event. When 
I
worked for CDC, I occasionally took a turn responding to everything 
from bioterrorism to SARS. I can assure you it�s much be�er to say some-
thing trustworthy sooner, not later, so people don�t panic or spread rumors. 
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Figure 4.25: A website vaguely asks people 
to travel healthy. 
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Apply the Opportune Moment to Content
On the web, our content can seize kairos in several ways.

Advertisement
Chapter 1 noted how ads annoy people. What if ads were more relevant to 
a website�s topics and users? For example, National Geographic�s readers 
typically care about the environment. An IBM ad stays pertinent with the 
message to �build a smarter planet� (Figure 4.26). 

Call to Action
Clear, concise, and earnest	what makes a good call to action. Mayo 
Clinic Health Manager o�ers an unmistakable invitation to begin the sign-
up process with a bu�on labeled �Get started now� (Figure 4.27).

Figure 4.27: An effective call to action appears on Mayo Clinic Health Manager.

Figure 4.26: A relevant 
ad on the National 
Geographic website.
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WHEN TO USE WHAT PRINCIPLES
Aristotle advocated applying a mix of in�uential techniques. Ge�ing the 
mix right is an art. Without it, users will feel bored, manipulated, or pres-
sured. Indeed, ge�ing the mix wrong will make your results worse than if 
you use no techniques.13

�e right mix of principles depends largely on the context. So, let�s map 
these principles to context	the phases of clout (Figure 4.31). 

Figure 4.31: A guide to using rhetorical principles to achieve clout.

Figure 4.30: CDC cuts 
to the chase of a disease 
crisis.
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In the �rst two phases, in�uencing people�s a�itude is critical, so rely on 
principles that establish your credibility, likability, and trustworthiness. 
As
you enter the third phase, use principles that in�uence people�s actions.

A basic example is that Grasshopper emphasizes its credibility through 
showing awards, quotes, and a guarantee on its Features page. However, on 
the Sign Up page, Grasshopper does not include content about credibility. 
Instead, the page focuses on guiding people to subscribe (Figure 4.32).

For ideas to plan the right mix of principles for speci�c situations, see 
Chapter 6.

Figure 4.32: Grasshopper 
uses different rhetorical 
principles at different 
times to support attitude 
and action.
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SUMMARY
Rhetoric is not a dark art and should no longer be a lost art. Ancient rheto-
ric o�ers creative guidance to turn your modern web content into a source 
of clout	and consequently get results. �e art is in combining rhetorical 
principles well. But, that�s not all you need. Turn the page for four more 
principles grounded in science.
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PSYCHOLOGY: 
THE SCIENCE OF 
INFLUENCE

We have modern science to thank for more insight into in�uence. Over time, science has discovered 
principles such as 	aming, metaphor, reciprocity, and social proof. �ese principles can help your 
web content in�uence results. 

SCIENCE MAY SET LIMITS TO KNOWLEDGE, BUT SHOULD 
NOT SET LIMITS TO IMAGINATION.

�Bertrand Russell, philosopher and Nobel Peace Prize winner

5
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Scienti�c research tells us a lot about how we�re in�uenced. But, we 
don�t learn about it in Psychology 101. And, people sometimes mis-
takenly believe science is a wet blanket on creativity. Let�s right these 
wrongs by touring some of psychology�s key principles of in�uence. 
Along the way, we�ll apply them to web content�without dampening 
our creative sizzle.

WHAT PSYCHOLOGY REALLY IS 
Science, at its heart, is very practical. Philosopher George Santana 
described science as �nothing but developed perception, interpreted intent, 
[and] common sense rounded out and minutely articulated.� Science helps 
us understand the whys and wherefores of what we observe. �e science of 
mind and behavior is psychology.1

Compared to rhetoric, psychology is very young. �e �eld�s piles of 
research, however, o�er a wealth of insight into what in�uences our minds. 
For our tour, I�ve selected four principles important to web content.

If I had to name a theme for these principles, I�d say shortcut. People don�t 
have the time to think deeply about every li�le decision. O�en without 
realizing it, people rely on these principles as timesavers. �at�s why it�s so 
important to use these principles appropriately. (For more about ethics, 
see
Chapter 11.)

1. FRAMING: GUIDING ATTENTION 
A frame is a set of expectations, values, and assumptions that acts like a 
�ltering lens. It leads us to see certain details and not others. As a simple 
example, let�s say we�re working with a project manager and a creative 
director. We have certain expectations for each role. If the project manager 
didn�t create a project timeline, we�d notice and probably complain. If a 
creative director didn�t create a project timeline, however, we probably 
wouldn�t notice.

Framing is packaging an idea, issue, or choice in terms of the frame. Fram-
ing can lead people to understand a concept quickly and even favorably. 
For
example, if we described an idea to a project manager, we might stress 
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that it saves time, avoids rework, and increases e�ciency. In fact, that�s 
exactly how 37signals talks about its project management so�ware, 
Basecamp (Figure 5.1).

USE �LOSS� LANGUAGE CAREFULLY
People will respond to the same choice di�erently when it is framed in dif-
ferent terms. Research suggests that a negative frame, especially describing 
a �loss,� prompts a powerful emotional reaction in people.2 It�s so strong 
that people will even make a risky choice to avoid feeling the loss. �e 
excellent book How We Decide describes it this way:

��is human foible is known as the framing e�ect�the e�ect helps explain 
why people are much more likely to buy meat when it�s labeled 85 percent 
lean instead of 15 percent fat. And why twice as many patients opt for sur-
gery when told there�s an 80 percent chance of their surviving instead of a 
20 percent chance of their dying.�3

Now, negative frames aren�t always bad. �ey simply spark a lot of emotional 
brain activity, so they�re like playing with �re. Consider these statements:

1. If you improve your search engine optimization (SEO), you will gain 
5,000 new customers each year.

Figure 5.1: Basecamp 
taps into a project 
manager�s frame of 
reference.
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2. If you do not improve your search engine optimization (SEO), your 
company will lose 5,000 new customers each year. 

From a framing perspective, statement 2 is more explosive. 

So, be extra careful with negative frames. Save them for points that deserve 
urgent a�ention and a strong response. (See my discussion of ethics in 
Chapter 11.) 

From Mass Media to New Media: Altering the Agenda

In media, politics, and public relations, one aspect of framing is agenda setting, or inf luencing what stories 
the media covers and, consequently, what people think about.4 The New York Times, CNN, and other mass 
media outlets cover certain stories but not others, for example. And, within a story, mass media includes 
certain details and not others. So, the theory goes, people are more likely to think or chat about the stories 
and details that mass media covers. Whether you view agenda setting as a conspiracy or as gatekeeping, it 
happens because it�s not possible to talk about all things at all times with all the detail.  

Or is it?

Websites, blogs, and social networking	together known as new media	are changing the agenda. To what 
extent? We don�t know yet. Research shows that new media and mass media, at the very least, inform each 
other. Research also suggests that when mass media doesn�t cover stories or covers them late, new media 
still gives them attention. To boot, new media often provides more details about a story than mass media.5

Clearly, this area is one to watch. We need more research to understand how new media inf luences what 
people think about current events and political issues. 

PREPARE WITH PRIMING 
Related to framing, priming is another subtle way to get people�s a�ention. It�s 
introducing words, images, or ideas now to in�uence people�s choices a li�le 
later. For example, asking people the day before an election whether they 
intend to vote can increase the chance they�ll vote by up to 25 percent.6 �e 
reason priming works is we tend to act on what we remember easily. 

To kick priming up a notch, you can address how to act on the choice. In 
the voting example, if you also showed people a map pointing out where 
they should go to vote, you�d further boost the chance they�ll vote. As 
Nudge says, �O�en we can do more to facilitate good behavior by removing 
some small obstacle than by trying to shove people in a certain direction.� 7



CHAPTER 5: PSYCHOLOGY: THE SCIENCE OF INFLUENCE 85

APPLY FRAMING TO CONTENT
Web content o�ers many opportunities to put framing to work. 

Theme / Key Messages
When CDC decided to redesign its Travelers� Health website (mentioned 
in Chapter 4), I advised on an approach to the content. CDC wanted to 
convey the risk travelers face so they take the right precautions	but 
not to the point that people fear traveling. One recommendation I made 
was framing the travel precautions as smart planning to ensure business 
remains productive and vacation stays fun. You can see a rough concept of 
this approach in Figure 5.2.

Figure 5.2: Positive key messages convey 
that travel precautions are important but 
not scary.
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Curation
For years, Starbucks has curated music that re�ects its brand and cultural 
perspective. Starbucks created its unique frame of the musical world, and 
the frame resonated with customers. Starbucks even released its own suc-
cessful CDs and sponsored a satellite radio channel. Now that Starbucks 
o�ers free wireless Internet access to customers, the co�ee brand has 
released its own digital network. On it, Starbucks curates exclusive content 
from the New York Times, Apple, and other select publishers.8 �is network 
is Starbuck�s frame of the digital world.

OPEN Forum by American Express uses curation to frame the digital world 
for small business. Speci�cally, the Idea Hub features content from select 
business owners and industry experts about pertinent topics (Figure 5.3).

Curated experts 
provide content

Figure 5.3: American Express curates quality content for small businesses.
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Claim and Evidence
�e website for Pickens Plan, an energy proposal advocated by philanthropist 
T. Boone Pickens, frames America�s dependency on oil negatively with the 
claim �America is addicted to foreign oil.� In explaining the need for a plan, 
the content frames the evidence with loss language:

�In addition to pu�ing our security in the hands of potentially unfriendly 
and unstable foreign nations, we spent $475 billion on foreign oil in 2008 
alone. �at�s money taken out of our economy and sent to foreign nations, 
and it will continue to drain the life from our economy for as long as we fail 
to stop the bleeding.�9

�is negative language is strong but appropriate for a serious issue. 
(For
more about claim and evidence in logic, see Chapter 4.)

Poll
We easily �nd poll widgets on websites and on social networks such as 
LinkedIn. On LinkedIn, you can quickly create your own polls (Figure 5.4). 

I�m not aware of anyone intentionally using polls to in�uence. A�er review-
ing research about priming, I believe that a poll could serve as an excellent 
reminder. For example, when �u season nears, a poll that asks �Do you plan 
to get a �u shot?� could encourage people to get one.

Reminder and Instruction
Is your Body Mass Index healthy? Is it time for your kids� shots? When did 
you last visit the dentist? What does your insurance cover? Your family�s 
health information adds up to a lot of content to manage. Electronic health 
records can help get it under control. Imagine Mint.com for your health.

Figure 5.4: Polls appear regularly on websites 
such as CNN.com and LinkedIn.
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One bene�t of electronic health records (EHRs) is reminding us of healthy 
behaviors, such as keeping our checkup appointments. �e Mayo Clinic 
Health Manager, for example, highlights upcoming medical visits on 
its dashboard. What would make this reminder even be�er would be an 
option to receive it via email or text (Figure 5.5). 

To boot, health records can help us actually do healthy behaviors. For 
example, Mayo Clinic Health Manager o�ers a wizard that guides you 
through preparing for an appointment. One feature is compiling relevant 
sections of your personal health content so that you can bring it or send it 
to the doctor (Figure 5.6).

Figure 5.5: An EHR reminds me of an 
upcoming medical appointment.

Figure 5.6: An EHR 
helps me get ready 
for the medical 
appointment.
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Reminder and instruction ma�er beyond electronic health records, too. 
In the Travelers� Health project I mentioned under �eme, we paid close 
a�ention to instruction. Research had shown travelers were confused 
about where to get travel immunizations. �e best place to get them is a 
travel health clinic, not a personal physician. My content recommendations 
stressed going to the travel health clinic and suggested ways to make �nd-
ing travel clinics easier. �is approach tested well with users10 (Figure 5.7).

Clear call to action helps 
users find a travel clinic

Figure 5.7: In this 
concept for the Travelers� 
Health website, I planned 
for better instruction to 
better prepare travelers 
for getting vaccines.

Improved instruction 
mentions a travel clinic
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2. METAPHOR: A TIE THAT BINDS 
Metaphor. Isn�t that pre�y language that makes a comparison, such as 
�Shall I compare thee to a summer�s day?�11 Yes, and it�s more, psychologists 
and linguists have learned. Cognitive scientist Steven Pinker says �meta-
phor really is a key to explaining thought and language.�12 More speci�-
cally, consumer psychology experts Gerald Zaltman and Lindsay Zaltman 
say metaphors are �basic categories of pa�erned thinking and decision 
making.�13 Metaphors are the way we think and talk about our world. �is 
research team even thinks that metaphors resonate more deeply than 
archetypes, a staple of marketing strategy (see the following sidebar). 

7 Research-Proven Metaphors

The innovative research team of Gerald Zaltman and Lindsay Zaltman have 
found these metaphors to be the most common and compelling around the 
world. They�ve made the basic list freely available. (The examples noted 
below are simply my opinion.) For their take on discovering and using 
metaphors, get Marketing Metaphoria.

1. Balance. Includes the ideas of equilibrium, adjusting, maintaining or 
offsetting forces, and things as they should be. 
Example: Make It Right (makeitrightnola.org)

2. Transformation. Involves changing states or status. 
Example: Mint.com 

3. Journey. Addresses how the past, present, and future meet. 
Example: Your Life, Your Money (www.pbs.org/your-life-your-money/)

4. Container. Involves keeping things in and keeping things out. 
Example: Shoeboxed.com

5. Connection. Encompasses feelings of belonging or exclusion. 
Example: American Express OPEN Forum (Connectodex)

6. Resource. Involves acquisitions and their consequences. 
Example: TED.com (ideas worth spreading)

7. Control. Covers mastery, vulnerability, and well-being. 
Example: Livestrong.com

www.pbs.org/your-life-your-money/
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Tactically, metaphor o�en connects new or abstract ideas to something 
people already know. �is connection helps people understand the ideas 
faster. �at�s especially helpful for technology, which changes quickly. 
Interaction design expert Dan Sa�er has even said �everything one says 
about the computer is metaphor.�14 For example, when Internet use spread 
in the late 1990s, the term �web page� described a website screen in terms 
of something familiar	a paper page. It�s not really a page, though, so aca-
demics wanted to call the website screen a �node.� Which term caught on?

USE METAPHORS SPARINGLY
Psychologists and English professors agree that less is more. If you use too 
many metaphors, you risk confusing people. Focus more on selecting the 
right metaphor and reinforcing it di�erent ways. For example, the name 
Make It Right for a foundation suggests restoring or returning to balance. 
�e website�s references to rebuilding and renewed subtly support the meta-
phor (Figure 5.8). 

Reference to 
rebuilding

Reference to 
renewed

Figure 5.8: The Make It Right Foundation uses metaphor subtly but effectively.
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Figure 5.9: Designzillas draws on one metaphor consistently.

Organization Story
Heroic metaphor is also prominent in the story of Adam and Eric, the 
founders of method home care products. �e story compares the founders 
to accidental superheroes (Figure 5.10).

Figure 5.10: Metaphor equates Adam and Eric to superheroes. 
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�e founders �are quick to tell you that they�re no heroes. And that�s true. 
�ey�re SUPER-heroes. And like every great superhero, they gained their pow-
ers a�er being exposed to toxic ingredients. Cleaning supplies, to be precise. 
But rather than turning them green or granting them the ability to talk to �sh, 
Eric and Adam�s toxic exposure gave them something even be�er. An idea.

�Eric knew people wanted cleaning products they didn�t have to hide under 
their sinks. And Adam knew how to make them without any dirty ingredi-
ents. �eir powers combined, they set out to save the world and create an 
entire line of home care products that were more powerful than a bo�le of 
sodium hypochlorite. Gentler than a thousand puppy licks. Able to detox 
tall homes in a single a�ernoon.�15

3. SOCIAL PROOF: THE VALUE OF REFERRALS
When people follow the crowd rather than decide completely on their own, 
social proof is in action.16 If I see that many people are ge�ing �u shots, 
for example, then I�m more likely to get a �u shot. We tend to believe other 
people have thought about the decision, so we don�t have to. 

In Nudge, Richard H. �aler and Cass R. Sunstein give dozens of social 
proof examples across business, politics, health, and more. One of their 
striking examples is an elaborate study by Ma�hew Salganik of music 
downloads. �e study found that

�individuals were far more likely to download songs that had been previ-
ously downloaded in signi�cant numbers, and far less likely to download 
songs that had not been as popular. Most strikingly, the success of songs 
was quite unpredictable�the identical song could be a hit or a failure sim-
ply because other people, at the start, were seen to choose to have down-
loaded it or not.�17

USERS MUST IDENTIFY WITH THE CROWD
People will be less likely to go with the crowd if they don�t identify with 
the other people in the crowd.18 If I see that the people ge�ing �u shots are 
mostly gray-haired men, for example, then I won�t be as quick to get one. I�ll 
wonder whether the shot is really for someone like me. For web content, the 
more detail you share about who the crowd is, the more identi�cation will 
a�ect your users. (For more about identi�cation, see Chapter 4.)
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APPLY SOCIAL PROOF TO CONTENT
Content demonstrates social proof in many ways to show we�re credible 
and also motivates action. 

Case Studies, Quotes, and Testimonials
We discussed this content in Chapter 4 as a way to build credibility. �is 
content also shows social support. Choose your case studies, quotes, or 
testimonials carefully so they represent the users that you want to a�ract. 
If users don�t identify with the people you feature, this content has less 
impact. OPEN Forum, for example, features small businesses ranging from 
restaurants to alpaca farmers. �is variety helps ensure the case studies will 
resonate with users (Figure 5.11).

Figure 5.11: A range of 
case studies on OPEN 
Forum will resonate with 
a range of small business 
owners.
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Reviews 
User-generated content, such as reviews, also demonstrate social proof. 
Reviews suggest the popularity of a popsicle maker on Williams-Sonoma.
com, for example (Figure 5.12). 

But, what if reviewing behavior is arbitrary, like the music download 
research suggests, and leaves a lot of products with no reviews? To balance 
reviewing behavior, e-retailers such as Eddie Bauer are nudging people to 
give reviews through reminders and discount incentives (Figure 5.13).

Figure 5.12: A popular 
product has earned 
hundreds of favorable 
reviews.
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Now, what if a review doesn�t re�ect the viewpoint or situation of most 
users? If users don�t identify with the reviewer, the review has less impact. 
To help keep reviews relevant, Amazon introduced a feature that allows 
people to judge the quality of reviews (Figure 5.14).

Figure 5.13: Reminders 
and discounts nudge 
people to give reviews.

Figure 5.14: Review ratings allow 
users to keep reviews relevant.
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Followers, Likes, Votes, Signups
A staple of social networks (such as Twi�er, Facebook, and LinkedIn), this 
content shows connection to or support from other people. Pickens Plan, for 
example, showcases its following on Twi�er and Facebook (Figure 5.15).

Implying There Is or There Will Be a Crowd
An infomercial boosted its sales by changing one line of the program from 
�Operators are waiting. Please call now.� to �If operators are busy, please call 
again.�19 �e change suggested that phone lines would be jammed with call-
ers. Along similar lines, Pickens Plan notes that a new corporate partnership 
is its ��rst,� hinting that more partnerships are to come (Figure 5.16).

Figure 5.15: Pickens 
Plan highlights its social 
support. 

Figure 5.16: Pickens 
Plan suggests the first 
corporate partnership is 
not the last.



CHAPTER 5: PSYCHOLOGY: THE SCIENCE OF INFLUENCE 99

BarackObama.com: Inspiring Hope and Motivating Action

The 2008 U.S. presidential campaign led by Barack Obama marked history for many reasons. One was the 
campaign website�s innovative blend of design, technology, and content. The website communicated the 
campaign�s message and enabled action in ways unlike any other campaign website ever had.

Was the website so effective from day 1? Not exactly. It evolved with help from experts such as Scott 
Thomas, who served as the campaign�s Design Director. When Thomas joined the campaign, he saw 
opportunity to improve the website.

Thomas explains, �The website was built on the f ly as the campaign grew. It was clear to me that the 
website was like an organism, with content added constantly. Staff were creating pages on a minute-by-
minute basis. The site needed a better framework and a more balanced representation of content on the 
home page.�

Consequently, Thomas led a redesign of the campaign website to better organize the content and represent 
more content on the home page. �We found that people will scroll and explore beyond the top of the screen. 
At the same time, we kept information on the homepage clear and concise,� he notes.

Besides making content easier to find, Thomas sought to inspire people with hope using more than words. 
He describes the approach this way: 

�Obama had laid out his views and his reasons for running in two detailed books. We wanted people who 
visited the website to feel instantly motivated, so we drew heavily on metaphor, symbolism, and imagery 
to communicate the campaign�s values and messages.� (For more detail about the rationale for many of the 
overall campaign�s visual choices, see Thomas� elegant book Designing Obama.)

The campaign also shared content and announced events online in innovative ways, such as streaming 
stump speeches and posting notices on Twitter and Facebook. �Technology is changing the way candidates 
communicate,� says Thomas. 

Of course, all the inspiration in the world means little without action. As Thomas explains, �Asking for and 
supporting off line action was crucial. Presidential campaigns come around only once every four years, so 
they�re the Olympics of campaign technology. We used the latest tools from Blue State Digital to get groups 
of people together and help them to reach out to others.� 

People also could donate through the website, which led to an unprecedented number of individual small 
donations for a presidential campaign and contributed to the campaign�s record-breaking fundraising.

No matter your politics, it�s clear that BarackObama.com raised the bar of online inf luence very high.
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4. RECIPROCITY: GIVE TO GET 
It o�en involves feeling indebted or obligated to repay a favor.20 If your 
neighbor brings you a pie, you likely will feel the need to do something 
kind for that neighbor in the future. If a week later that same neighbor asks 
to borrow your drill, you likely will say yes.

Reciprocity is core to business, too. Psychologist Robert Cialdini notes, 
for example, that �a�er accepting a gi�, customers are willing to purchase 
products and services they would have otherwise declined.�21

SIZE AND TIMING MATTER
�e larger the favor someone does for you, the more obligated you�ll feel for 
a longer period of time. �e sense of obligation for a small gi� fades much 
quicker than that for a large one. If your neighbor who gave you the pie asks 
a year later to borrow your drill, you might not be as quick to lend it.

TAKING STARTS A SPIRAL OF TAKING
Cialdini focuses much on giving, but reciprocity also applies to taking. If 
your neighbor lets his dog poo in your yard and later asks to borrow your 
drill, you likely will say no. And, you might tell your neighbor to buy his 
own drill and stick it, well, in a certain place. Research suggests that when 
people experience a snub, they�ll retaliate with a more intense rebuke. As 
University of Chicago professor Boaz Keysar states, �Negative reciprocity, 
or taking, escalates.�22

APPLY RECIPROCITY TO CONTENT
Content presents many opportunities to reciprocate and, consequently, 
build trust or motivate action.

Exchanging Content for Contact Details
A common way to apply reciprocity is to o�er visitors useful content and 
ask for their email address. For example, Content Marketing Institute 
made a research report freely available and requested contact information 
in return (Figure 5.17).
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Delivering on Brand Promise
When your organization, product, or service delivers what it promises, 
you�re reciprocating your users� money or time. If it doesn�t, users will feel 
taken advantage of and you will run the risk of sparking a spiral of tak-
ing. Unhappy users might retaliate by posting their complaints to various 
social networks. If the spiral of taking starts, stop it by giving some-
thing	an apology, a discount, something. Learn from United Airlines 
and its exchange with a musician who felt the airline damaged his guitar. 
�e exchange escalated over the course of a year to the point the musician 
created a video about the situation. �e video went viral, causing United 
Airlines� stock to plummet overnight (Figure 5.18).

Figure 5.17: Content 
Marketing Institute offers 
a free research report 
and asks for contact 
details.

Figure 5.18: 
A musician 
reciprocated United 
Airline�s treatment 
of him with a viral 
video �United 
Breaks Guitars.�
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Showing Some Slack
On social networking, people comment or complain about not only prod-
ucts and services but bigger ideas. When that happens, the discussion can 
be productive or spark the spiral of taking. To keep the discussion produc-
tive, show some slack. For example, when a customer asked Frank Eliason, 
a former representative of Comcast on Twi�er (@Comcastcares), about 
the company�s stance on Net neutrality, Frank was not defensive (Figure 
5.19). Instead, he conceded some points and corrected other points. �e 
result was a respectful discussion. 

WHEN TO USE WHAT PRINCIPLES
If Aristotle were around today, I bet he�d tip his hat (or laurel wreath) to 
modern psychologists. So, let�s revisit our guide and add our psychological 
principles (Figure 5.20).

In the �rst two phases, in�uencing people�s a�itude is critical. Consider 
metaphor and framing for content that raises awareness. And, all of these 
principles can aid your e�ort to become likable and trusted. To in�uence 
action, consider the principles of social proof and reciprocity.  

Figure 5.19: 
Frank Eliason 
(@ComcastCares) 
and Graham 
Hill exchanged 
concessions about 
Net neutrality.
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SUMMARY
Psychology is a science with insight into in�uence; it�s not something to 
rain on our creative parade. �ese research-based principles complement 
rhetoric, or the art of in�uence, to ensure our content gets results. By now, 
you likely have ideas for applying these principles to your content. To start 
turning those ideas into plans, press on to Chapter 6.
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THE CLIMB



Knowing principles is one thing. Applying them is 

another thing�actually, a list of things. (I did say it�s 

a harder road!) Plan your route to clout with the right 

questions and tools. Evaluate your progress with the 

right data. And, heed ethics along the way. 
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PLAN 

You�ve seen the principles. Now, you�re ready to start the climb to clout. �at takes time and e�ort. 
To get a head start, ask the right questions and let the answers guide your planning. Learn more 
about considerations and tools for your journey.

I ARISE IN THE MORNING TORN BETWEEN A DESIRE TO IMPROVE THE WORLD 
AND A DESIRE TO ENJOY THE WORLD. THIS MAKES IT HARD TO PLAN THE DAY.

�E. B. White, author

6
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To in�uence what users think and do, your website content requires 
careful planning. But, even the planning can be hard.

THE PLANNING PREDICAMENT
A website and its content used to be pre�y simple. A few years ago, a 
website focused on either what people thought (a�itude) or what they 
did (action). A marketing website was a brochure. A media website was a 
newspaper or magazine. An e-commerce website was a catalog and cash 
register. A service website tracked our monthly statements and took our 
payments. A web forum was our social connection. �e content for each 
type of website followed suit.

Now, to make life simpler for our users, our websites are becoming much 
more complex. Our websites are no longer either magazines or product 
catalogs or marketing brochures or self-service stations or forums. Our 
websites are becoming all of those things at once. And, our websites are 
becoming connected to social networks. As a result, our websites are start-
ing to merge all of that content and data together. Our websites are evolv-
ing into complex mashups.

�is seismic change is very good. Why? Because now a website	and its 
content	can in�uence what users think and what users do. A website can 
help a user make a decision and act on it be�er than ever before.

Take the hugely popular Mint.com, for example. Aaron Patzer started it 
because he spent a long Saturday a�ernoon trying to answer a basic ques-
tion: How much money did he spend and save that month?1 A�er toggling 
between his accounts at bank, credit card, and investment websites, he 
still couldn�t get a clear answer. He decided to change that by bringing 
together all of the content and data a user needs to make budget decisions. 
�e result is Mint, which assembles editorial content, marketing content, 
personal �nance data, user-generated content (UGC), and support content 
(Figure 6.1).
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�is blend of content and data addresses what users think and what they do, 
as shown in Table 6.1. People use Mint to stay aware of their budget, change 
their spending habits, and reach �nancial goals.2 �at�s powerful clout. 

Table 6.1: Mint.com Tackles What Users Think and Do

CONTENT FOR ATTITUDE CONTENT AND DATA FOR ACTION

Marketing (why and how sign up) Data (dashboard and reminders)

Media (blog articles) Marketing (product suggestions)

UGC (blog comments) Support

Mint is only one example of our websites� potential to in�uence. Although 
bringing all this data and content together is good for users, it wreaks havoc 
on many organizations� approach toward content. Large organizations tend 
to plan for content in silos and then have a mess when the content merges 
together.3 Small organizations tend not to plan for it at all. And, anyone 
dealing with web content can become overwhelmed with the many content 
options. To bring your website to its full potential, plan to integrate the 
right content in the right way. 

Figure 6.1: Mint.com 
mashes up data and 
content to influence 
financial decisions. 
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Let�s look at each question and how to answer it with principles and tools. 

WHY? 
You�ll know why if you�ve gone through the content strategy process (see 
the Strategy section in Chapter 2). If not, think about it now. Why are you 
striving for the result you want? Does that �t your business or organization 
goals and priorities?

�e answer will guide your answers to the rest of these questions and pri-
oritize your content decisions. For example, when I worked with the online 
retailer FootSmart on a strategic plan for their web content, we discussed why 
at length. �e answer? FootSmart wanted to be the ultimate out��er for foot 
and lower-body health. �e CEO and CMO viewed in�uential web content 
as the best way to guide, or out�t, customers in their buying decisions. �at�s 
a good answer because it ties content to business results and user needs. 

What would be a bad answer? �e retailer wants to start a blog to keep pace 
with the times. �at�s bad because it doesn�t connect content, business 
results, and user needs. �e answer also speci�es where the content will be 
(in a blog) before you�ve had a chance to consider the options. 

Figure 6.2: Planning 
questions address the 
elements of context. 
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HANDY TOOLS
To document your decisions, use a message architecture and an editorial 
style guide.

Message Architecture
A message architecture captures the essence of what you want to say. It 
documents your key messages (or claims), aligns them with your brand 
values, and ensures they resonate with the users you want to reach. 

Support your key messages with facts and examples (sometimes called 
proof points). You might not use that evidence in all of your content, but 
that evidence ensures your messages are based on truth and guarantees you 
can deliver what the messages promise. 

REVEAL, DON�T REPEAT

Don�t blast key messages over and over. Instead, let content 
reveal and support different facets of the messages.

Also, start developing your brand�s voice. Infuse it with appropriate tone 
and emotion. �e voice makes your content special and easier to remem-
ber. Figure 6.3 shows a sample message architecture for a shoe retailer that 
specializes in foot health. 

Figure 6.3: This sample 
message architecture ties 
claims to evidence.
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MESSAGE CHECK

Find out whether your messages and voice are on the 
right path. Test them with users. (See Chapter 8.)

Editorial Style Guide
Capture your message architecture, details of your brand voice, word 
usage, and other standards in a style guide. �e guide will help you pre-
serve your unique style over time and across many authors, personas, or 
content creators. For a beautiful and useful example of an editorial style 
guide, see �e Yahoo! Style Guide and its website (styleguide.yahoo.com).

Include social considerations in your style guide. For example, the USA.
gov style guide includes clear examples of dos and don�ts for sharing con-
tent on Twi�er and Facebook (Figure 6.4).

Figure 6.4: USA.gov explains 
style guidelines for sharing 
content on Facebook.
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HANDY FORMATS AND TOOLS
First, let�s talk about content formats, then we�ll look at several tools. 

Content Formats
Formats are where your content comes to life, so choose them wisely. Text 
(words) always has been and always will be a critical content format for our 
websites. In the past, words also were practical because they worked well 
for users with slow Internet connections. Today, many users have faster 
connections, so we can realistically consider other formats for our websites. 
It�s also much easier today to produce and distribute a variety of content 
formats. So, we have more content options than ever.

As you plan, consider that di�erent formats work well for di�erent aspects 
of in�uence. Some formats showcase personality so that users identify with 
you. Others work well for presenting a logical argument or evidence so that 
users trust you. Let�s take a closer look at these basic formats. 

MORE ISN�T ALWAYS BETTER

Don�t create a lot of content just because you can. 
Start small, go for high quality, and then grow.

Text 

Words support every aspect of in�uence. Words are ideal to make a case, 
communicate an opinion, or sustain a complex argument. Words help 
convey key messages and reinforce themes. Text also tells stories, conveys 
personality, and injects emotion into a story or call to action. And words 
instruct clearly. 

It�s also easy to �nd words on the web. Search engines still work best with 
words. Text in the form of metadata can help you make other content for-
mats easier for search engines to �nd. Words drive much social networking, 
such as status updates. Words are the lifeblood of your content.

Podcasts/Audio

Audio is ideal for people who speak well. Audio does much of the same 
work that words do. In addition, audio can showcase interactions, such as 
interesting interviews or friendly banter (Figure 6.6).

Podcasts distribute simply through RSS (really simple syndication) feeds, too.
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Images

Photos and images, especially those with compelling visuals, tell stories. 
Pro�le photos identify people, reinforcing their credibility and showing 
their personality. Photos also tap into people�s emotions and show sensory 
detail to cause visceral reactions (Figure 6.7). As well, photos help instruct 
by showing how to take an action.

Figure 6.6: ESPN offers 
a banter-filled Fantasy 
Football podcast. 

Figure 6.7: A large, 
detailed photo of a 
cheeseburger might 
make a carnivore�s mouth 
water.
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How can you make photos and images easier for people to �nd through 
search and social networking? Distribute photos through Flickr.com. You 
can easily create di�erent groupings of photos and feed them to your website 
or social networks. And, you can tag the photos using search-friendly words. 

Videos

Use videos to showcase people or personas with a lot of presence. Videos 
also tell stories well. Streaming video allows you to share an event live, as 
it�s happening. And, videos are ideal for explaining how to do something 
(Figure 6.8).

A useful way to distribute videos is through YouTube.com. Once you place 
a video there, you can embed it on your website or on social networks. Your 
users can share the love and embed it, too. And, you can describe the video 
in words that search engines �nd easily. (It doesn�t hurt that Google owns 
YouTube, too.)

Figure 6.8: A video from Williams-
Sonoma explains how to prepare a 
gourmet dish to someone culinarily 
challenged, like me
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Slides

Slides are the artifacts of a presentation. �ey�re useful to show the outline 
and key points of an argument with words and visuals (Figure 6.9). Slides 
also can explain how to do something. 

You can distribute slides easily through Slideshare.net. Similar to Flickr 
and YouTube, you can post your slide sets and then embed them on your 
website and on social networks. And, you can add descriptive words that 
make your slides easy to �nd through search engines.

Data Visualizations

If you need to make a point grounded in research, consider how to visualize 
that point. A data visualization can simply be an image (Figure 6.10), or it 
can be more interactive and animated.

Figure 6.9: Using slides 
to explain content 
analysis.

Figure 6.10: Centers for Disease Control 
and Prevention provide a simple visual of 
some data. 
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Whitepapers, E-books, and Reports

Book-inspired content works well for telling a longer story or making a 
detailed case. It�s also useful for in-depth instruction. �is content is most 
commonly o�ered in PDF (portable document format) or a proprietary 
e-book format. 

If you�re freely distributing this content or a sample of it, consider upload-
ing your PDF to Issu.com, which works similarly to Slideshare and Flickr 
(Figure 6.11).

Figure 6.11: Adaptive Path offers a book sample on issu.com.

To boost your planning, Table 6.2 summarizes the in�uential ways to use 
and distribute content formats other than words. To learn about modeling 
content, see the How section in this chapter.
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�e model will help you plan the big picture of where, and communicate it 
to executives and stakeholders. �at�s very handy when you need to ask for 
more time or resources to support your content plans.

Content Matrix
A content matrix is a spreadsheet that documents in more detail what con-
tent formats and types you have and, ultimately, where they will go (Figure 
6.13). For a useful explanation and a sample matrix spreadsheet, see �e 
Web Content Strategist�s Bible. Your matrix should be in lockstep with your 
site map (see Other Handy Tools).

Search and Social Networks: The Gateways to Your Content

Where do users start in their quest for web content? For a while, the main 
gateways to the Internet were portals, such as Yahoo! and AOL. Then, for 
years, keyword search, especially Google, was the main gateway. Now, social 
networks are emerging as a gateway.5 Which ones should you plan for?

While portals might remain important publishers, I predict portals will 
keep declining as a gateway to the Internet. Portals offer too much content 
about too many topics from too many brands and authors. Portals can 
become more relevant to users if users set their profiles, but that�s a lot of 
work for the user. Portals can become more relevant by remembering user 
behavior (such as what topics a user visits), too, but that takes a while. The 
user has to visit and remain on the portal at least a few times. 

Social networking compensates for many drawbacks of portals. When 
someone�s friends and colleagues share content, it�s more likely to be relevant. 
Those friends and colleagues act like personal content curators. So, creating 
or being mentioned in content that the right people will share is important to 
your effort.

Search will continue to be valuable when people know specifically what 
they want. Search is evolving. Bing, a semantic search engine, has arrived 
on the scene. Google continues to add features such as instant search, which 
immediately updates search results while a user types keywords. So, ensure 
your content appears in search results for pertinent key words through good 
(not snake oil) search engine optimization. 

For an introduction to using keywords in your content, see The Web Content 
Strategist�s Bible by Richard Sheffield. For a detailed look at developing 
quality content for keyword search, see Audience, Relevance, and Search by 
James Mathewson, Frank Donatone, and Cynthia Fishel.

Figure 6.12 (opposite): 
This concept model 
for an online retailer 
shows the connection 
between search, social 
networking, and other 
web content.
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Figure 6.13: A matrix 
tracks your content types 
and formats in detail.
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Look After Your Business Logic

Keep track of your rules and requirements after your redesign, new design, or other web project is done. 
More than once, I�ve walked into a project for a large existing website, and no one knows exactly how the 
site works. No one can completely explain the logic that drives what content users see and when. To figure 
it out, my team or I spend time experimenting with the site and piecing together clues from different people 
who worked on it. 

All that time could have been saved if someone maintained that logic. 

I recently talked about this bad habit of overlooking logic with Shelly Bowen, principal of the content 
strategy firm Pybop. She sums up why it happens well:

�Many companies begin with only one or a few content contributors, so it�s easy to communicate and keep 
an eye on the logic that plays out. When the company grows and content builds in volume and complexity, 
processes aren�t in place to pass along the business rules and requirements. New projects may establish 
rules that override or conf lict with currently playing logic, or the rules may not incorporate valuable 
insights from past projects� successes and mishaps.�

So, put someone	or some people	in charge of tracking your business logic. Also, use caution before 
making your business rules	and consequently, the development logic	very complicated. The more 
complicated the logic, the harder it will be to keep track of, and the more carefully you�ll need to think through 
new projects that might affect the logic. 

HOW?
Decide how you will make your in�uential content happen. You�ll need 
to think in more detail about your content processes, methods, and other 
behind-the-scenes aspects of your website.

GUIDING QUESTIONS
How will you get, create, and maintain the in�uential content?

PERTINENT PRINCIPLES
�e key principle for how is credibility. Ensure you can maintain quality 
content, use quality sources, and employ ethical methods so your brand 
remains credible to your users. (For more about ethics, see Chapter 11.)











http://news.cnet.com/8301-13577_3-10457870-36.html
http://news.cnet.com/8301-13577_3-10457870-36.html
http://www.forbes.com/2008/01/03/microsoft-google-intuit-tech-ebiz-cx_ag_0103mint.html
http://www.forbes.com/2008/01/03/microsoft-google-intuit-tech-ebiz-cx_ag_0103mint.html
http://online.wsj.com/article/SB10001424052748703620604575348973109834894.html
http://online.wsj.com/article/SB10001424052748703620604575348973109834894.html
http://blog.nielsen.com/nielsenwire/online_mobile/social-media-the-next-greatgateway-for-content-discovery/
http://blog.nielsen.com/nielsenwire/online_mobile/social-media-the-next-greatgateway-for-content-discovery/
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PERSIST THROUGH 
ROADBLOCKS

As you climb the higher and harder road to clout, you�ll hit a roadblock (or a roadblock will hit you). 
Overcome common obstacles with help 	om these tips and examples.

EVERYONE HAS A PLAN �TIL THEY GET PUNCHED IN THE MOUTH.

�Mike Tyson, championship boxer

7
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WhiteHouse.gov: From Archive to Media Property (in Three Years Flat)

On January 20, 2009, 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue wasn�t the only address to change residents. The Bush 
administration also turned over the keys to WhiteHouse.gov when President Obama arrived. Surprisingly, 
the change mirrors the journey many of us face with our websites. 

ARCHIVING RECORDS
During President Bush�s two terms, WhiteHouse.gov was an archive of the president�s communications 
and White House history. From 2005 to 2007, David Almacy oversaw WhiteHouse.gov as one of many 
responsibilities in his role as White House Internet and E-Communications Director. Almacy, currently a 
Senior Vice President of Digital Public Affairs at Edelman, talked with me about his approach.

�From a communication perspective, I viewed the website as the president�s website and a literal archive of 
his events, speeches, written statements, and other executive communications. Though many in the federal 
government often wanted their content published on WhiteHouse.gov, we typically didn�t post it unless it 
involved the president directly,� explains Almacy.

The approach also synchronized communication from several areas within the White House. Almacy 
notes, �I kept in lockstep with the White House Press Office. For instance, if President Bush gave a speech, 
we provided the full transcript as well as photos, audio, video, and related policy links on the website.�

Because that content was available only on the website, Almacy often evaluated the website�s performance 
based on page view metrics. 

REORGANIZING TO EMPHASIZE 
AND SHARE NEW RECORDS
In March 2007, Almacy released the biggest 
redesign of WhiteHouse.gov to date. The new 
design used the same platform but made the 
latest content easier to find. When it launched, 
Almacy described his approach this way:

�In addition to freshening the look and the feel 
of the site, our goal was to improve access to 
information about the president�s speeches, 
events, and policies. Upgrades were made 
to streamline the code and better highlight 
existing features such as RSS news feed 
subscriptions, weekly email updates, audio 
podcasts, photos, and on-demand video.�1

The redesign also made it easier for media 
websites to link to or reuse the content.

sidebar continues on next page
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WhiteHouse.gov: From Archive to Media Property (in Three Years Flat) continued

CHANGING WITH TECHNOLOGY
In 2005, the Internet seemed to be maturing at lightning speed as sites like Facebook, Twitter, and YouTube 
were growing in popularity. �Changes in technology and social media happened very quickly. We embraced 
new digital channels when appropriate and in accordance with government policies,� says Almacy.

For example, in 2007 Almacy produced the latest installment of Barney Cam, the popular annual holiday 
video featuring the First Dog (President Bush�s Scottish Terrier, Barney), on WhiteHouse.gov and on 
iTunes, which pulled the file from WhiteHouse.gov servers. Other people published their own versions of 
Barney Cam on news sites, YouTube, and on their blogs. Though surprising at first, �We began to realize 
that we were quickly losing control of where our content was hosted, but that was OK,� Almacy notes. 

He also realized that the metrics for website success were changing. Almacy explains, �We had to consider 
more than specific page views on our website and look at exposure across these different digital channels.� 
(For more about content evaluation, see Chapter 8.) Meanwhile, the incoming Obama administration 
had used social media on the campaign trail and expected to use it while governing. (For more about 
BarackObama.org, see Chapter 5.) That need led Robert Klause	then Web Manager and now Senior 
Practice Manager at Siteworx	to make a big change. He migrated WhiteHouse.gov to a new open-source 
platform (backend), Drupal.

�Based on how the Obama campaign website was run, I saw that the incoming administration had new 
requirements. The website would need to accommodate core archival content as well as more social 
elements and f lexibility. That led me to consider options for a new platform. Ultimately, Drupal was the 
best choice to meet the requirements,� says Klause.

PRODUCING AND DEBATING TODAY�S WHITEHOUSE.GOV
On January 20, 2009, a server switch launched the current WhiteHouse.gov at precisely 12:01 a.m. Director 
of New Media Macon Phillips has described it as �the place for the president and his administration to 
connect with the rest of the nation and the world.�2

The site includes multiple blogs by many authors, photo galleries, podcast feeds, and integration with social 
networks. The content covers a variety of issues and stories, not only ones involving the president. It has the 
complexity and feel of a well-executed media property, with constant updates to content. WhiteHouse.gov 
has earned much praise and, at the same time, sparked an unprecedented debate.

On one hand, people who applaud the social aspects don�t think it�s social enough. For example, the 
blogs do not accept comments due to security concerns and problems with trollers (people who post 
inf lammatory comments). Social media advocates want more two-way communication.3

sidebar continues on next page
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WhiteHouse.gov: From Archive to Media Property (in Three Years Flat) continued

On the other hand, people who view the 
site increasingly as a media property see the 
traditionally clear lines between the government 
and the press blurring.

Phillips has said, �Historically the media have 
been able to draw out a lot of information and 
characterize it for people. And there�s a growing 
appetite from people to do it themselves.�4

However, if the only source of that information is 
WhiteHouse.gov, the White House alone is framing 
the content for people to characterize. (See an 
explanation of framing in Chapter 5.) For example, 
WhiteHouse.gov provides only highlights of most 
of the president�s communications and no longer 
publishes most of the full transcripts, audio, and 
video. That concerns some people.

�They�re beginning to create their own journalism, 
their own description of events of the day, but it�s 
not an independent voice making that description,� 
says Bill Kovach, journalist and founding chairman 
of the Committee of Concerned Journalists.5

Such debate seems healthy as WhiteHouse.gov 
pioneers new territory.

It�s not hard to imagine that sustaining the current 
WhiteHouse.gov is a huge amount of work. Phillips 
plans strategy while being �beholden to the day-
to-day communications operations of the White 
House,� and he says �balancing those activities�
is one of the biggest challenges.�6

Keep watching WhiteHouse.gov closely. Its rapid rite of passage from communication archive to media outlet 
offers lessons for anyone with a website.
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To make the most of your content overhaul, consider how well your tech-
nology works with your content.

Mashup the Websites and Applications
For many companies, the intranet landscape looks like Figure 7.1, with 
websites and applications strewn here, there, and everywhere.

�e content and data buried within these sites and applications are like 
needles in a gigantic haystack. A user has to remember which site or 
application does what and sort through lots of hay before �nding a needle. 
What would be be�er? Melding those sca�ered sites and applications into 
a uni�ed experience. Imagine that a user didn�t have to rummage through 
each of those sites and applications but, instead, could simply go to her own 
intranet page and access the right content and data at the right time. 

Turn Imagination into Reality with Interoperability
I used to think changing this intranet landscape for large companies was a 
fantasy. But, now, I have hope that it can become reality thanks to interoper-
ability, the movement to make intranet websites and applications �talk� to 

Figure 7.1: A scattered 
intranet landscape.
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each other. Interoperability is not a magic pill, it�s an industry-wide collab-
oration. For example, Microso�, IBM, Drupal, Alfresco, and other major 
vendors have agreed on and developed a protocol called Content Manage-
ment Interoperability Services (CMIS). �at protocol allows SharePoint, 
Drupal, and other products commonly used for intranet websites to com-
municate. CMIS plus some technological savvy can align sca�ered intranet 
sites (Figure 7.2).

Make Intranet Technology Support, Not Drive, Your Business Process
Interoperability requires help from your information technology (IT) 
or development team. But, interoperability isn�t an IT project. You (the 
business) must de�ne the business processes, rules, and requirements that 
determine what content and data users see on their dashboards, and when. 
For example, you can align the dashboard that a marketing manager sees 
with your company�s marketing cycle. 

Why is your involvement so important? If you don�t adapt technology to 
support your business process, your business process will adapt to your 
technology. I�m still shocked when I see a Fortune 500 company let a 
poorly planned intranet dictate how the company communicates with 
employees and how employees conduct day-to-day business. Claim	or 
reclaim	how you communicate and do business by de�ning what your 
intranet should do for employees.

Figure 7.2: A unified 
intranet landscape.
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To cross the great content divide, put your editorial style guide and editorial 
calendar to work. And collaborate with all the teams who contribute content 
through regular meetings. As content strategist Sally Bagshaw explains,

�Show how web content �ts in with the overall communication material 
of the organization. If the web team sits within a dedicated web or IT area, 
ensure there is some sort of liaison or relationship built with the marketing 
area so that key messages are re�ected across all communication activities.�7

KEYWORD CRISIS
To be found in search engines, your content probably includes keywords, or 
search terms that people use when looking for your topic, product, or ser-
vice. For example, an innovation consultancy would want to be found if a 
user searched for �innovation.� What if that content isn�t ge�ing the results 
you wanted for your keywords?

Make Sure It�s Really a Crisis
Before you rip apart your content, make sure you actually have a crisis on 
your hands. For example, many people fret over bounce rates, a metric 
that indicates a user looked at your web page and then le� without visiting 
other pages or following your call to action. When you�re trying to raise 

Figure 7.3: Are your 
social, website, and 
advertising content 
miles apart?
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awareness, bounces aren�t necessarily bad as long as users remember you 
and return later. Usually, it�s not realistic to think a user will discover you 
and then immediately buy your product or take the action you want them 
to take. (For more about evaluating content, see Chapter 8.)

If you think you have a real keyword crisis, then consider editing your 
content. Audience, Relevance, and Search by James Mathewson, Frank 
Donatone, and Cynthia Fishel o�ers some tips. Also consider using long 
tail keywords.

Remember Long Tail (Specific) Keywords
If your content, product, or service focuses on a topic with a lot of keyword 
competition, such as �innovation,� consider using more speci�c keywords 
and phrases. Besides ge�ing around the competition, speci�c keywords or 
phrases be�er match your content to how your users decide. For example, 
a user who is starting to think about innovation might search for �what 
is business innovation,� while a user who is ready to do something about 
innovation in her job might search for �tips for innovative business cul-
ture.� If a user becomes aware of you on the �rst search (�what is business 
innovation�) and �nds you later when he is ready to act (�tips for innovative 
business culture�), your chances of in�uencing action are very good. 

ROADBLOCKS WHILE BECOMING 
LIKED AND TRUSTED
In this phase, you could face roadblocks that result from the challenges of 
managing day-to-day content needs while staying strategic.

MICROSITE MUSHROOMING 
Large companies sprout microsites like mushrooms a�er a rain shower. 
�ese microsites usually support a promotion or campaign and become 
outdated quickly. Search engines will �nd old microsites, which risks con-
fusing users and presenting an outdated version of the company�s brand. 
A short-term �x, of course, is to take down old microsites. But to solve this 
problem for good, let�s look at why it happens.
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Many large companies have rather long development and production 
schedules. People in those large companies turn to microsites either as a 
way to avoid those schedules or in a panic a�er realizing they missed those 
schedules. Microsite sprawl is a sign that the website (and the production 
processes that support it) don�t accommodate timely content well. Timely 
content is a legitimate need that deserves a well-thought-out solution. For 
example, you might consider using social networks or a well-planned blog 
instead of microsites. Or, you might develop some functionality to generate 
search-friendly landing pages. At the same time, marketing usually needs 
to plan content be�er. Even with improvements in the site, eleventh-hour 
demands for microsites need to stop. �ink about the content life cycle and 
start an editorial calendar that includes campaigns and promotions.

STUCK IN A RUT 
In this book, I�ve talked a lot about planning, consistency, and structure. 
Sometimes, that�s misunderstood as �be boring and robotic.� No one likes 
boring, and it�s hard for users to identify with robots. �e irony is that the 
be�er you plan, the more consistent your content quality, and the be�er 
organized your content, the be�er your ability to shake things up every now 
and then. If you handle your day-to-day content e�orts smoothly, you can 
devote time and energy to something special. If you have a well-known 
message, voice, or approach, doing something di�erent will stand out much 
more than if your content is typically haphazard. 

Planning a Wow Moment
�e greater irony is that you have to plan to do something special. �e user 
experience consultancy Adaptive Path has called this creating �customer 
wow moments.�8 One example is Mint.com�s new Goals feature, which 
combines the user�s personal data and content with goals that the user sets to 
easily track �nancial goals ranging from vacation to retirement (Figure 7.4).
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You can create special moments e�ciently by repackaging existing content 
and data in a unique way. For example, the travel service Dopplr.com 
delighted its customers with a customized report of their travel activity, 
which was a clever repackaging of data and content dopplr.com already 
had. Some experts even suggest that such moments engender as much loy-
alty as discounts, points, or other typical marketing incentives.9

�e editorial calendar and ongoing strategic evaluation of your content will 
help you avoid a rut.

ROADBLOCKS WHILE INSPIRING, 
MOTIVATING, AND HELPING ACTION
In this phase, you want users to act. You might face challenges with balanc-
ing motivation and instruction, providing proper support, and reassuring 
users of their actions.

MOTIVATING WHEN YOU SHOULD INSTRUCT�AND VICE VERSA
Asking users to act requires the art and science of in�uence in concentrate. 
If you don�t get the balance right, you risk ruining your opportune moment 
with users. Persuasion expert BJ Fogg has found that for people to respond 
to a call (which he calls a �target behavior�), they must be motivated and 
able to act10 (Figure 7.5).

Figure 7.4: 
Mint.com wows 
customers with an 
easy way to track 
goals.
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If you try to inspire users when they�re already motivated, you�ll slow them 
down and deter them from acting. If you focus on instructing users to act 
when they�re not motivated, you�ll come across as pushy and, likewise, 
deter them from acting. �e be�er you understand the mix of motivation 
and instruction your users need, the be�er you can o�er the right content 
to nudge them into action.

Behavior Wizard: A Planning Tool for In�uencing Action

The Behavior Wizard is a research-based planning tool built by the 
Persuasive Technology Lab at Stanford University. The tool consolidates a 
wealth of insight and makes applying it easier than ever. 

The Behavior Wizard asks questions about the behavior you want to change 
in yourself or others and a few questions about you. The result? A detailed 
guide to inf luencing the action delivered to your inbox. 

Try the tool yourself at behaviorwizard.org.

SUPPORTING OFFLINE ACTION
O�en, the action we want people to take	voting or ge�ing travel vac-
cinations, for example	is not on the web. Help people get from your 
website to the action through very clear instructions. Also, try to make the 

Figure 7.5: BJ Fogg�s 
Behavior Model shows that 
users must be motivated 
and able to act.
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instructions portable by print, email, or mobile access. Consider reminding 
people of the action, too.

For example, in rethinking the Travelers� Health website of the Centers for 
Disease Control and Prevention (mentioned in Chapters 4 and 5), we made 
�nding a travel clinic	the place users go to get their shots	easier. For the 
short term, we also made printing the recommended vaccinations clear so 
patients can bring them to the clinic or doctor�s o�ce. For the long term, 
we started planning for mobile as a way for travelers to bring recommended 
vaccinations into the o�ce or to get travel health tips on the go.

BUYER�S REMORSE
It�s not a myth. People feel regret immediately a�er they buy something 
expensive (such as a car or a house) or make a big commitment. Counteract 
it by o�ering content that reassures people that they made a good invest-
ment of money or time. For example, link to such content in a con�rmation 
or welcome email. Also, remind them that other people who made the same 
choice are satis�ed, if not delighted. If possible, o�er a way to connect with 
those people. Part of the power of the Obama campaign website was get-
ting like-minded people together, as noted in Chapter 5. 

SUMMARY
As you climb to clout, you�ll likely hit roadblocks, but don�t let them stop 
you. Understand them and overcome them. To track your progress, learn 
more about evaluating content in Chapter 8.
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PREPARE TO 
EVALUATE

You�re following your plan. How do you know whether you�re making progress? Evaluate whether 
your content is ge�ing results, while keeping the right perspective on data. Let data inform, not 
distract 	om, your content decisions.

DO NOT MISTAKE DATA FOR SOLUTIONS, IDEAS, INSIGHTS, OR STRATEGIES.

�Gerald Zaltman and Lindsay Zaltman, consumer researchers
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DATA CAN�T AND SHOULDN�T DECIDE FOR YOU
At the end of the day (or a project), people	not data	are responsible for 
decisions about websites and their content. �at�s easy to forget. As user 
experience expert Jesse James Garre� has said, �Technology products are 
made by people and�someone, somewhere should get the credit when 
technology works well for us	or get the blame when it doesn�t.�1

You Can�t Hide Behind Data
At times, I see people use data as an odd shield from responsibility. It�s as 
if they want to look at the data for a few minutes, like shaking up a Magic 8 
Ball, and watch the data�s mystical answer appear. If the data can�t answer, 
well, it�s not their fault if they make the wrong decision. At the other 
extreme, some people get stuck in analysis paralysis. �ey gather more and 
more data as they delay decisions longer and longer, hoping for the data to 
answer so they don�t have to. It�s as if people want data to absolve them of 
thinking and making tough calls. (Truth be told, I�d �nd that wonderfully 
convenient on some hectic days.)

However, data doesn�t work that way. Sometimes, you have to piece 
together data from several sources to see a complete picture. Sometimes, 
data makes you stop and think pre�y hard	especially when what you see 
is not what you expected or wanted. And, sometimes, data can�t save you 
from a tough decision. Most decisions require considering bene�ts, draw-
backs, and tradeo�s. Data can�t do that for you.

Faster Tools Don�t Mean Faster Decisions
Web professionals are busy. O�en, data tools are promoted as shortcuts to 
help them decide quickly. While gathering the data certainly gets faster, 
people�s brains can�t follow suit. No ma�er how much data or how many 
tools are available, people still need time to consider the data carefully. And 
in a crisis, you don�t always have the luxury of time. Using data well during 
normal times can help you respond to a crisis more appropriately.

If the brain can process only so much data so quickly, that makes selecting 
the right data to monitor pre�y important	enter the next myth to blast.
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MORE ISN�T ALWAYS BETTER
Sometimes, you can have too much of a good thing. When people overload 
their minds with irrelevant data, they make decisions harder, not easier	
and even less accurate. 

Here�s an example from the health industry. Magnetic resonance imaging 
(MRI) is a technology that allows doctors to see inside the body in amaz-
ing detail. It has helped clinicians understand the body be�er. MRI should 
make diagnosing tough problems such as back pain easier, right? I would 
have thought so. Turns out the MRI has led to so many wrong diagnoses 
and ine�ective treatments for back pain that the American College of Phy-
sicians and the American Pain Society recommend not using the MRI for 
diagnosing back pain. As Jonah Lehrer, author of How We Decide, explains:

�Sometimes, more information and analysis can actually constrict think-
ing, making people understand less about what�s really going on. Instead of 
focusing on the most pertinent variable � doctors got sidetracked by the 
irrelevant MRI pictures.�2

I believe the same thing happens with data for websites. Well-meaning 
people get distracted by the myriad of numbers they can collect	like the 
detail o�ered by an MRI	instead of paying a�ention to the important 
variables and thinking about their meaning.

I asked Je� Chasin, an independent web analytics consultant, for his per-
spective. He notes:

��e dashboard of your car has just enough information to help you get 
where you�re going without distraction or confusion. You can see and 
understand the amount of gas you have le� or your current speed with a 
quick look. �e presentation of your website data is usually the opposite:
too much of a good thing. You need to know which data will help you 
achieve your goals and execute your tactics.�

Before we take a look at that data, let�s sum up the role of data in evaluating 
your content.
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Table 8.1 summarizes key questions that will help you evaluate your web-
site content before it launches. Now, let�s turn to questions to consider a�er 
you launch. 

USING KEY QUESTIONS

Every situation is different. Consider the questions for 
each stage as a guide. Not all of these questions will 
apply, and you might have some unique questions that you 
need to add. Adapt the questions as you see fit.

Table 8.1: Key Questions to Answer before Launch

PHASE KEY QUESTIONS 

Refine Strategy Which content topics and types do users want and need? Why?

Which content topics and types do we already have?

Which point of view and key messages fit the brand and 
users? Why?

Which social networks do users frequent?

Which pertinent keywords do users search?

Develop Concept 
& Prototype

Which style, tone, or voice resonates best with users?

Which persona/personality resonates best with users?

Which topics and conversations interest users?

How do users respond to key messages? 

Can users easily find and view or read the content? 

Do users understand and want to take the action? 

Can users complete the action?

Launch Beta Can you optimize critical screens or calls to action?

Are there any problems, errors, or points of confusion to fix?

What are users saying about the content?
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SUMMARY
To assess your progress toward clout, evaluate whether your web content is 
ge�ing results. Get help with your evaluation from data. To make the most 
of data, �rst carefully consider the questions you want to answer. Once you 
have a �rm grasp on the right questions, you can select the right evaluation 
methods to answer them. Learn more about how to evaluate in Chapter 9.
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EVALUATE WITH 
THE RIGHT METHODS

You�re prepared to evaluate your content with the right questions. How do you get answers? 
Select�the right mix of qualitative and quantitative methods.

ANY MEASUREMENT MUST TAKE INTO ACCOUNT THE POSITION OF THE OBSERVER.

�Jeanette Winterson, journalist
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Branded Traf�c Is Better Traf�c, Says Gawker Media

Gawker Media has found that when users ask for their media websites by 
name, the users explore the sites more deeply and are more likely to come 
back. Gawker Media calls this discovery branded traffic.

�Branded traffic describes the segment of visitors who come to Gawker Media 
properties by typing in the URL of the site directly or by querying a search 
engine for the name of one of our titles. Those two major groups comprise a 
very valuable core audience for us	visitors who know us and ask for us by 
name,� says Erin Pettigrew, Gawker Media�s Marketing Director. 

Clever. What inspired her to put those measurements together into a new 
metric that focuses on quality, not quantity? 

�I was looking for a way to articulate the incredibly strong relationship that 
some of our readers have with our publishing brands and explain that to 
marketers. We�ve long known by intuition that some of our visitors come to 
us for our brand, while others come to us for specific pieces of content. For 
brand marketers looking to cultivate awareness through ad programs, that 
first segment is the Holy Grail,� Pettigrew explains.

I am sold. What about marketers looking to advertise?

�We�re definitely seeing some marketer interest as it has helped us quantify 
some of our more qualitative selling points. Another way to think of it is 
that the web has for so long differentiated media properties by their scale.
But now that most of the consequential properties are in the range of tens of 
millions to hundreds of millions of visitors, those scale numbers are starting 
to become meaningless. The traditional reach metrics of unique visitors and 
page views are going nowhere fast.�

But being a pioneer isn�t without challenges. Even though the traditional reach 
metrics should probably die, the online advertising system keeps them alive. 

�Page view isn�t dead until we stop using it for display advertising,� 
notes Alan Segal, Senior Manager of Business Intelligence and Platform 
Specialists for Cox Media Group. �It will take large media properties to set 
the wheels of change in motion.� 

Pettigrew remains hopeful that other large media properties will follow suit. She 
notes, �Branded traffic is still a bit of an unorthodox metric. Because we�re the 
only ones who offer it, marketers can�t use it yet to compare media properties. 
I�d be interested to see other publishers� versions of this type of metric.�

Me, too. Considering that most marketers are now both advertisers and
publishers, the lessons from this metric will run deep.
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The Value of Business Intelligence for Businesses Big 
and Small

A good relationship with a BI or web analytics professional can help you 
get value out of quantitative web data. I talked with two of my colleagues, 
Jeff Chasin (web analyst consultant) and Alan Segal (Senior Manager of 
Business Intelligence and Platform Specialists for Cox Media Group) about 
the benefits.

CORRECT IMPLEMENTATION OF ANALYTIC TOOLS
Many analytics tools are available. A BI professional or web analyst can help 
match your content questions with tool(s) that give the best answers and 
that work together well. 

As Chasin notes, �Tools and technology don�t matter nearly as much as an 
experienced web analyst who can help turn your goals and objectives into a 
measurable system.�

A web analyst also implements analytic tools correctly so you can trust their 
measurements. For example, web analytic tools require that you include 
specific coding on your website.

SET UP OF INTEGRATED AND CUSTOMIZED DASHBOARDS
A BI professional knows how to combine different sources of quantitative 
data into a dashboard. For example, you might want to combine syndicated 
research with your website analytics and contact analytics. Beyond that, you 
can customize dashboards for different people�s roles	very handy for large 
organizations. 

For example, �A sports editor for one of our news websites wants to see only 
the data that relates to the sports content,� Segal explains.

Creating such dashboards requires a lot of effort, however. 

�Connecting various data systems and creating reports using high-end 
business intelligence tools is not a minor investment. Most enterprise-level 
organizations can get the ROI they need to connect these systems because 
of their large scale,� says Chasin.

sidebar continues on next page
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The Value of Business Intelligence for Businesses Big 
and Small continued

HELP WITH INTERPRETATION
�Numbers in isolation are only that. They need context,� says Segal. A BI 
professional can help interpret the numbers in a useful way. �The story of 
metrics is most compelling when it considers the user experience cycle and 
the business cycle,� notes Segal.

For example, most of Cox Media Group�s more than 100 television, radio, 
and web properties focus on local markets, such as a particular city or 
geographic region. That has led Segal to focus the metrics on understanding 
whether local people use the websites.

�If CNN.com highlights a story on one of our websites and drives lots 
of people from outside the market to the site, that�s great. But, we�re less 
interested in having lots of f ly-by visitors and more interested in having 
people within those local markets use the sites frequently and deeply. To 
understand that, we have to unpack the numbers beyond page views and 
unique visitors. I also focus on insights that we can actually apply or act on.�

OPTIONS FOR SMALLER BUSINESSES AND NONPROFITS
A smaller business or nonprofit doesn�t need a team of BI professionals. 
Instead, a BI consultant can set up a useful system and then help maintain it. 

�Hiring an experienced consultant for a few hours each month can provide 
your business with a valuable return on a relatively inexpensive investment,� 
explains Chasin.

He adds, �Nonprofits can take advantage of programs like The Analysis 
Exchange, where experienced practitioners volunteer their time to improve 
the websites of nonprofit organizations.� 
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SUMMARY
�e right mix of qualitative and quantitative methods will help you get 
answers to your evaluation questions. As you discover answers, you need to 
decide whether you�re on the right path to clout or need to change course. 
Learn more about adjusting in Chapter 10.
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ADJUST

You�re evaluating your progress toward clout with the right methods. How do you respond to 
what�you �nd? You will likely need to adjust your content to address a problem, make the most of 
a�success, or adapt to change. As you decide how to adjust, involve the right people and consider the 
right criteria.

WE CANNOT DIRECT THE WIND, BUT WE CAN ADJUST THE SAILS.

�Unknown

10





CHAPTER 10: ADJUST 189

SIGNS OF PROBLEMS
I�ve been brutally honest throughout this book, so why stop now? You�ll 
see signs of problems, or at least unexpected results, more o�en than you�d 
like. For example, when I worked for Cingular Wireless (now AT&T), we 
found problems with the experience new customers had. Quantitative and 
qualitative data about why new customers called Cingular Wireless sug-
gested that many questions could be prevented with be�er communication 
and content. Another example is the large retailer that came to me a�er its 
website redesign launch because its shopping cart abandonment rate had 
increased	the wrong direction! As Sco� �omas noted in Chapter 5, a 
website is like an �organism,� and growing pains are the nature of the beast. 
To help you address them, consider these questions.

How Big Is the Problem?
Get a sense of the consequences so you can prioritize handling the prob-
lem. A big problem is an obstacle preventing you from ge�ing results. 
A
small problem is a bump in the road. Sometimes, a collection of small 
problems is the symptom of a big problem. For example, in the case of Cin-
gular Wireless, support questions from new customers were a symptom of 
a bigger problem with how the company welcomed new customers. 

Is Content the Only Source of the Problem?
To solve the problem, you need to understand the cause. Sometimes 
content is the cause, and sometimes content is partly the cause, along with 
design and technology. Cross-referencing your data and doing qualita-
tive research will help you be�er understand the source so you can think 
of appropriate solutions. (For an example, see the sidebar Evaluation of a 
Health Website Reveals Problems	and Ideas for Solutions.)

How Can You Prevent the Problem in the Future?
Besides solving the problem now, what lesson can be learned so you don�t 
recreate the problem later? Communicate the lesson learned to your team. 
Building this historical knowledge is an invaluable bene�t of working on an 
in-house content team.
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Evaluation of a Health Website Reveals Problems�
and Ideas for Solutions

When the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) thought 
about improving the Travelers� Health website, they started with their data. 
Travelers� Health is one of CDC�s top five most-visited websites, with 9.5 
million visits and 31 million page views in 2009 alone. 

Those numbers are impressive, but Travelers� Health saw an opportunity 
to improve. Communication and Education Team Lead Kelly Holton 
examined data from CDC�s call center. She noticed that the center received 
about 3,000 travel-related calls each month, and 70 percent of those were 
about travel vaccines. Qualitative (anecdotal) evidence suggested many 
people who called had already visited the Travelers� Health website, but it 
hadn�t answered their questions. 

Holton thought the website could better help those callers	and other 
users. She explains, �I was concerned about the number of people who were 
calling because they couldn�t find travel vaccine information. I knew it was 
time to do something different to help drive our content strategy. I felt we 
needed to find out what users really think about and do with our content.�

So, Holton led a project to test the website with real travelers. The 
qualitative results confirmed that a change was in order	and revealed 
more about why.

�We found that most people could not easily find the vaccination 
information. What�s more, when we showed users the information, they 
became confused about what it meant and what they should do. Users 
couldn�t easily get what they needed from the website and then take the 
right next step,� notes Holton.

At the same time, I assessed the website and discovered opportunities 
to consolidate and clarify its content as well as to encourage action. 
(For
details, see the presentation Testing Content: Early, Often, and Well 
by Colleen Jones and Kevin O�Connor at http://www.slideshare.net/
leenjones/content-testing-early-often-well.)2

Emboldened with data, Holton gained support to take the Travelers� 
Health website in a new direction. The future holds a new focus on 
usable, inf luential content and more testing to confirm what works and 
what
doesn�t.

�We will test different concepts as we revamp the Travelers� Health website. 
And, as we implement changes, we�ll keep track of our metrics to ensure the 
changes have positive impact,� says Holton.

http://www.slideshare.net/leenjones/content-testing-early-often-well
http://www.slideshare.net/leenjones/content-testing-early-often-well
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SIGNS OF SUCCESS
With time, you�ll overcome problems and have success	the results you 
want. To make the most of it, consider these questions.

How Big Is the Success?
Get a sense of the scale so you can benchmark other successes against it 
and tell others about it. Are you breaking any records? Are you the �rst to 
achieve a result? Have you pioneered a new approach? Are you surprised 
by the success? For example, when I led a project to revamp the welcome 
experience for Cingular Wireless, we found that the new experience led 
the industry at the time. We executed a simple concept of welcoming a new 
customer through concise, useful, customized content very well. We took 
a rundown of the service plan and mobile device, an explanation of billing 
and the �rst bill, and tips to manage their account, then we packaged it as 
the Cingular Service Summary. Because no other wireless provider had 
anything like that at the time, the CSS earned a�ention in trade publica-
tions, kudos from customers, reduced call volume, and an executive award. 

Another example is InterContinental Hotels Group�s (IHG) pilot of quality 
photos and copy (explained in depth in Chapter 2), where the statistically 
signi�cant increase in hotel bookings far exceeded expectations.

Why care about these things	for bragging rights? Not exactly. Understand-
ing the scale will help you tell the story to your boss and to stakeholders so 
you get more support for your e�orts. At Cingular Wireless, I
gained support 
to revamp other aspects of the customer experience, such as improving the 
experience for customers who ordered service and devices through the web-
site, rather than the retail store. IHG won approval to refresh the content for 
all Holiday Inn hotels. 

Is Content the Only Source of the Success?
To make the success happen again, understand the complete cause. In 
the
case of Cingular Wireless, the cause was a combination of technology, 
well-wri�en and structured dynamic content, and information design. 
�e
e�ort was extremely complicated because of all the dynamic content	
and consequently the business rules and requirements	behind it. To the 
customer, the summary was two pages of content. Behind the scenes, we 
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actually had many di�erent core templates of the summary depending on 
the customer and plan, plus English and Spanish variations.

In the case of IHG, the cause was clearly be�er quality content. In the case 
of North Carolina State University (see the sidebar Home Page Reclaims 
Homecoming at NC State University), the cause was editorial planning, 
quality content, design, and technology. People will want to know the secret 
of your success. �e be�er you can explain it to your boss and stakeholders, 
the more likely it is that you�ll get the budget and thumbs up to do it again.

How Can You Make It Happen Again?
What lessons can you learn from the success and apply to other areas? For 
example, Cingular Wireless applied the insights gained to other aspects of 
the customer experience. IHG is applying the lessons learned from Holiday 
Inn to other hotel brands. NC State University has taken its approach to 
homecoming and applied it to other occasions. Make the most of your suc-
cess by �guring out how to use its lessons in other ways.

Home Page Reclaims Homecoming at NC State University 

Homecoming. This single annual football game draws thousands of North Carolina State University 
alumni back to campus to reconnect with the school and support the Wolfpack. It also draws them to the 
university website.

THE OPPORTUNITY
Director of Web Communications Tim Jones and his team saw homecoming as an opportune moment and 
made the most of it through carefully planned home page content. 

�Alums and their families use ncsu.edu as a directory service for the Alumni Association or Athletics sites, 
and we�ve got a chance to inf luence them with great content for the seconds they spend on the university 
home page,� says Jones.

THE PLAN
To get ready, Jones�s team reviewed the website�s past treatments of homecoming. 

�Historically, our approach to homecoming on the home page involved assembling existing event schedules 
and descriptions and crafting an intentionally vague home page teaser that fit into the space allowed by 
the CMS (content management system). The homecoming football game was just another event on the 
calendar,� Jones explains. 

The schedule was the story. Jones felt they needed a better approach. 

sidebar continues on next page
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50-Year-Old Health Care Brand Engages Users on Facebook 
Thanks to a Conversation Calendar continued

THE RESULTS
The Facebook page launched a week prior to the conversation calendar 
initiative. It had only 14 fans. By the end of the first month, the brand had 
generated over 22,000 fans and consistent interaction.  

As the fan base grew, people began to make comments such as �I use brand 
name everyday. Any coupons anywhere?� Because the brand knew what post 
would be coming up next, it could respond with places to find special offers, 
further enhancing brand loyalty, and teasers like �Check back later this 
week for more specials.�  

The brand could also track the type of interaction their target audience 
responded to. After one post that featured a quote from a famous person 
received 265 �likes� and 31 comments, more quotes from famous people 
about related topics were incorporated into the calendar. 

This data guided future content decisions. As Watts and Williams explain, 
�We reviewed this type of data each month, and it guided the following 
month�s conversation calendar, continually building on topics and subjects 
that the target audience found of interest.�

HOW SHOULD A WEB CONTENT DECISION WORK?
If you need to adjust your content, then you�ll need to decide how best to 
adjust it. So, let�s close this chapter with a look at how to make good deci-
sions about your web content.

INVOLVE THE RIGHT PEOPLE
If you are a media property, then you probably have this �gured out. If 
you�re not a media property, take inspiration from one. You need someone, 
such as an editor-in-chief (or use whatever title you like), and supporting 
sta�. (For a detailed explanation of roles, see Kristina Halvorson�s Content 
Strategy for the Web.) �at team should act as content stewards, with input 
from important stakeholders such as sales, marketing, and subject ma�er 
experts (SMEs). Trust that team to call the shots about web content. �e 
�nal call should come from the editor-in-chief. 
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Avoid SME Syndrome (But Don�t Avoid SMEs)
SMEs, such as scientists or engineers, are experts in their subject ma�er. 
�ey�re not experts in content, communication, editing, or writing. So, 
SMEs should help assess whether content presents a topic or product accu-
rately. SMEs should not make the �nal call about web content.

When SMEs have too much control over the content, it becomes too 
detailed, unclear, and sometimes pompous. �at�s what I call SME Syn-
drome. When SMEs have too li�le input, big mistakes can happen. So, the 
tension between being accurate and being in�uential is healthy. An editor-
in-chief or content strategist handles that tension well. 

For example, while writing this chapter, a new client called me asking for 
help with a dispute between scientists and marketers over a URL. �e sci-
entists wanted a very scienti�c name, such as �nonpharmaceutical interven-
tions.� �e marketers wanted a friendlier name, such as �stop germs.� A�er 
a few minutes of talking through the situation	especially the users the 
client wanted to reach	the relieved client said, �I knew you were the right 
person to get this resolved!� �at�s what an editor or content strategy role 
can do for you.

USE THE RIGHT CRITERIA AND AMOUNT OF TIME
Your e�orts to plan content create a useful framework for decisions. Your 
style guide, editorial calendar, and understanding of ethics (see Chapter
11), 
for example, will make day-to-day decisions easier and more e�cient. 

Take more time thinking through and discussing less typical decisions, 
such as dealing with a crisis, telling a complicated story, responding to an 
unexpected result, or trying a new approach.

ADMIT AND CORRECT WRONG DECISIONS
Even with all the right safeguards in place, a mistake will happen occasion-
ally. To preserve your credibility, it�s best to admit and correct the mistake 
as soon as possible. For example, media properties will publish errata (a 
fancy word for corrections) at the end of an original article. If the mistake 
pertains to using or buying your product or service, you might need to 
notify customers in other ways, such as directly through email. (For tips, 
see the Consumer Reports guidelines in Chapter 4.)
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SUMMARY
Evaluate your web content to assess your progress toward clout. As you 
evaluate, decide when and how to change course. With time, you will reach 
the top of this higher and harder road	and earn a weighty responsibility. 
Learn more about ethics in Chapter 11.

REFERENCES
1 �e Day 2 Problem: A Tour of Editorial Strategy with Je�rey MacIntyre at h�p://blip.tv/

�le/3292757

2 Colleen Jones, Kevin O�Connor, Testing Content: Early, O�en, and Well at h�p://www.
slideshare.net/leenjones/content-testing-early-o�en-well

http://blip.tv/file/3292757
http://blip.tv/file/3292757
http://www.slideshare.net/leenjones/content-testing-early-often-well
http://www.slideshare.net/leenjones/content-testing-early-often-well
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REACH THE TOP�
BUT DON�T STOP

When your web content in�uences the results you want, you�ve achieved clout. But, your journey 
doesn�t end there. In�uence brings much responsibility at a time when ethics are fuzzy. And, the 
future of technology is quickly becoming now. Will you and your web content be ready?

WE HAVE TO BE ABLE TO CRITICIZE WHAT WE LOVE, TO SAY 
WHAT WE HAVE TO SAY, �CAUSE IF YOU�RE NOT TRYING TO MAKE 
SOMETHING BETTER, THEN�YOU ARE JUST IN THE WAY.

�Ani DiFranco, musician and songwriter

11
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You�ve climbed the higher and harder way to in�uence results, but you 
haven�t reached the end of the road. It�s more like the �rst peak in a 
long mountain range. As you earn clout, you face ethical responsibili-
ties and astounding opportunities. 

USE CLOUT RESPONSIBLY OR LOSE IT
When you have in�uence or pull, you a�ract the users you want to a�ract, 
and they�re likely to give you some slack if you make a mistake. When users 
trust you to in�uence them, you have a tremendous responsibility to them.

RESPONSIBILITY STARTS WITH THE TRUTH
�e more clout you have, o�en the less you have to prove your credibility 
or provide lots of evidence. Why? Because users assume you�re continuing 
the due diligence that earned you clout in the �rst place (Figure 11.1). �at 
puts the burden on you to ensure that what you say is accurate and based in 
reality. Will your brand, idea, product, or service really deliver what your 
web content promises and supports? Are you helping users make good 
decisions that are not only in your best interests but also in theirs? If not, 
you risk violating your users� trust in a big way. 

Now, even if you�re doing your due diligence to ground your content e�orts 
in the truth, you need to consider ethics. An ethical fog has rolled into 
our industry as di�erent perspectives on content merge. Let�s shed some 
light
on it.

Figure 11.1: As your 
clout grows, users look 
for less evidence of your 
credibility and claims, 
which may tempt you to 
cut corners.
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OUR CONTENT ETHICS ARE MASHING UP
As we merge di�erent content on our websites and connect our websites to 
social networks, we�re trying to mix con�icting content perspectives and, 
consequently, ethics (Figure 11.2).

Publishing: Content Is a Copyrighted Asset 
A publisher or media property such as HowStu� Works.com expends much 
time, e�ort, and money to create quality web content that a�racts the right 
users, or audiences, and is supported by advertising or subscriptions. �e 
content is a valuable, copyrighted asset. 

Marketing/Public Relations: Content Is 
for Building Brand Reputation
Web content builds an organization�s reputation by telling the brand story, 
demonstrating the brand culture, and delivering on brand promise. �e 
reputation is the asset.

Also, as marketing becomes more closely aligned with publishing, market-
ing professionals will expend more and more time, e�ort, and money to 
create quality content that a�racts the right users and provides an opportu-
nity to show the value of the organization�s products or services. As a result, 
I expect to see brands treat content more and more like a publisher does	
like a valuable asset.

Figure 11.2: Different 
ethical perspectives are 
colliding.
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�is technology is known as location-based services (LBS) and o�en goes 
hand in hand with mobile devices. It�s not a stretch to imagine the value of 
useful, local content for theme parks, travel destinations, conferences, large 
stores, and even college compuses. (See the following sidebar.) As with any 
technology, however, don�t be seduced by the features without thinking 
through your content. 

MULTICHANNEL + MASHUPS = MORE PRESSURE 
FOR CONTENT STRUCTURE
In Chapter 2, I discussed the importance of content structure to quality 
content. Well, that importance is only going to intensify. �e more struc-
tured your content is, the be�er you can repackage it for di�erent channels, 
devices, and forums. You also can be�er combine it with other content or 
data. So, ironically, the more structured your content is, the freer it is. Rachel 
Lovinger, Content Strategy Lead at Razor�sh, o�ers this perspective: 

�Publishing content that�s marked up with smart structure and metadata 
allows it to be delivered on a wider range of channels, while still retain-
ing the context and relationships that make it meaningful and useful to 

Figure 11.3: Technology 
tells us more about 
context�literally where a 
user is. 
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Content and Connection Drive Location-Based Services at North Carolina State University

Universities and colleges are physical and emotional communities. A campus, by its nature, creates 
and engenders shared experiences. This common sense of place gives a university or college a singular 
opportunity to create and deliver content based on geographic location.

Using essential concepts that power location-based services, North Carolina State University is exploring 
ways to offer location-aware content that helps build connections between people and the university.

The exploration began with pairing location and content for the Chancellor Visits website. As the newly 
appointed chancellor traveled across North Carolina to learn more about the university�s role and to 
reaffirm the university�s commitment to meeting the state�s needs, the website plotted the visit locations on 
an interactive map. 

Tim Jones, the university�s Director of Web Communication, explains, �Each map location pointed to a 
dense collection of background material, photos, video coverage of the Chancellor�s remarks, interviews 
with alumni and friends, and any other content created during the visits to each location.�

Using location as the organizing principle brought new life to content that might have otherwise gone unnoticed. 

�We could visualize the breadth and reach of NC State University with a simple map,� says Jones. He also 
notes that anecdotal evidence and a steady increase in traffic to the website suggest the effort was a success.

Now, NC State is evolving its location-based efforts by piloting a university-specific service called On 
Campus. The service is a hyper-local mobile application that lets users check in to locations, share photos 
and videos from those locations, earn digital awards, 
redeem location-specific promotions, find campus events 
based on location, and connect with their friends.

On Campus also integrates other popular location-
based services	including Foursquare, Gowalla, and 
Facebook	allowing users to check in and connect to 
friends from a single tool specific to NC State. The service 
aggregates friends lists from these services into a single list. 

�It�s more important to be able to find and connect with 
your friends than it is to know what service your friends use 
to check in,� notes Jones.

Knowing where their users are gives NC State additional 
context	type of location, typical interactions that take 
place in the location, distinct knowledge of the physical 
environment	that informs the content offered. 

As Jones explains, �If a user checks in to a dining hall, 
we can provide a mobile-friendly menu, nutritional 
information, and recommendations for side items. And this 
is just the start. Our hope is that we can use our location-
based services to inf luence interactions in both digital and 
physical spaces.�
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Web Content Helps Patients and Doctors Make 
Better Decisions

Wired offers a fascinating article about web content and technology in 
health.1 For example, Jeff Livingston, an obstetrician and gynecologist, 
explains how using web content helps him better collaborate with patients 
on diagnoses and treatments. 

� �If you think about the way you go to a doctor, it�s kind of upside down. 
In a ten-minute visit, six or seven minutes are spent gathering background 
information ... Then we do a quick exam and run a test, and then spend the 
last few seconds talking about what we�re going to do,� Livingston said.

�For example, on a typical day, Livingston often has young patients asking 
about birth control. If they�ve never explored the issue, then Livingston 
typically spends most of his time explaining options, along with their risks 
and benefits. If, however, he can point his patients to online resources, 
such as a podcast he created and links to on Facebook, then the majority of 
patients already know what they want when they arrive in the office.

�What�s really fascinating is how often the educated patient makes the exact 
same decision that I would have for them,� he said.�

For more examples, see the Wired article �E-Health and Web 2.0: The 
Doctor Will Tweet You Now.�

Public Health
�e public health system in the United States collects and analyzes an 
enormous amount of data with potential for many insights. Much of that 
data lies dormant in a myriad of databases and applications. While the pub-
lic health system gets ample funding for research, the funding to turn data 
into actionable insights and useful web content for health professionals and 
the public is comparatively slim. Frankly, I�m amazed at how much federal 
and state agencies have been able to do with so li�le. With more resources 
for communication and content strategy, the public health system could 
make the most of its data and content. 
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Content Strategists Will Help Get Electronic Health 
Records Right

I�m ecstatic about electronic health records. They have potential to be Mint.
com for our health, if not better. What are they? They�re the organized 
digital version of that messy, overstuffed paper file at your doctor�s office. 
Personal electronic health records help us track our own health and 
communicate efficiently with doctors and hospitals. They also help doctors 
and other clinicians communicate efficiently with each other about you, 
with your permission. No more delays because one doctor�s office forgets to 
fax part of your record to another doctor�s office.

For electronic health records to reach their potential, content strategists 
must be involved in planning and defining them. Content strategists have 
expertise in planning what content a user should see when and how best to 
support a user�s decision.

A Special Note About Mental Health and Social Work
For mental health and social work, the possibilities are similar to those for 
medical and public health. But, the likelihood of turning those possibili-
ties into reality is grim right now. My husband has worked as a licensed 
clinical social worker and therapist for more than 10 years. He also has his 
Ph.D. focused on program evaluation, or researching whether a treatment 
program works. He has to advocate constantly for be�er use of technology, 
data, and content. �e right combination of technology, data, and content 
would do wonders for day-to-day logistics, managing cases across the social 
work system, communicating with multiple families, and conducting long-
term research to evaluate which programs work and which ones don�t. 

It�s hard to express the level of ignorance about and lack of resources for 
technology, data, and content in this realm. I wouldn�t believe it unless I 
heard the stories daily. But, the potential is great. �e return on invest-
ment from improved productivity in case management alone likely would 
justify much of the costs. To �nd out	and to avoid being le� completely 
behind	the �elds of mental health and social work need more awareness 
of, expertise in, and resources for technology, data, and content.
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INTERACTIVE, LET�S FULFILL OUR PROMISE
Remember the bubble that burst in 2000? (Yeah, I try to forget it, too.) 
�e
interactive industry has the opportunity to redeem itself now. I haven�t 
spent my entire career here to watch it be beli�led by snake oil, overprom-
ised technology, design without substance, or inappropriate marketing and 
advertising. I�ve spent my career here because I, like many people, want to 
change things for the be�er. �e interactive industry has a unique oppor-
tunity to help users make the best decisions they can and to help clients or 
stakeholders get results. �e stars have aligned	enough people are using 
websites, technology is ready, and there�s more appreciation for design and 
content strategy now than ever. We�re almost in perfect position.

What would make our position perfect? More clout with our clients and 
stakeholders. It�s time to grow up. I don�t mean we can�t have fun. But, we 
can�t treat the opportunity that lies ahead lightly. We have to be trusted 
advisors. As Seth Godin and Don Peppers explain

�Corporations pay consultants billions of dollars for their advice.�
Why the premium? Because Bain and McKinsey and the like are trusted 
advisors. �ey�ve built enough of a track record, and enough con�dence, 
that they can command a substantial premium.�2

Being a trusted advisor sometimes means saying what our clients need to 
hear, not what they want to hear. Even though the road to in�uential web 
content is hard, it�s the right road for lasting results. So, let�s roll up our 
sleeves and lead our clients and stakeholders on their journey to clout.

SUMMARY
During the climb to clout you plan, evaluate, and adjust your in�uential 
web content. You overcome roadblocks along the way. When you reach 
the top, enjoy the results. But, remember you�re not at the end of the road. 
You face more ethical responsibility	and more opportunity. �e same 
principles and tenacity that helped you reach new heights with new results 
will keep you there.
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Friends into Customers (Simon and Schuster, 1999)

http://www.wired.com/epicenter/2010/05/e-health-and-web-20-the-doctor-will-tweet-you-now/2/
http://www.wired.com/epicenter/2010/05/e-health-and-web-20-the-doctor-will-tweet-you-now/2/


211

RECOMMENDED 
READING

�e following books and online publications should prove helpful in your 
e�orts to create in�uential web content.

BOOKS
Argumentation: �e Study of E�ective Reasoning (David Zarefsky) 

Audience, Relevance, and Search (James Mathewson, Frank Donatone, 
Cynthia Fishel)

Brandraising (Sarah Durham)

BrandSimple (Allen P. Adamson, Sir Martin Sorrell)

Card Sorting (Donna Spencer)

Click: What Millions of People Are Doing Online and Why It Ma�ers 
(Bill Tancer)

Communicating Design (Dan Brown)

Content Management Bible (Bob Boiko)

Content Strategy for the Web (Kristina Halvorson)
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�e Decision Tree: Taking Control of Your Health in the New Era of Personal-
ized Medicine (�omas Goetz)

Designing Brand Identity (Alina Wheeler)

Engage (Brian Solis)

Everything�s an Argument (Andrea A. Lunsford, John J. Ruszkiewicz)

How We Decide (Jonah Lehrer)

Le�ing Go of the Words (Ginny Redish)

Marketing Metaphoria (Gerald Zaltman, Lindsay Zaltman)

Marketing: Unmasked (Erik Wolf, Stephanie Frost)

Mental Models (Indi Young)

Neuro Web Design (Susan M. Weinschenk)

Nudge: Improving Decisions About Health, Wealth, and Happiness 
(Richard H. �aler, Cass R. Sunstein)

Observing the User Expereience (Mike Kuniavsky)

Remote Research (Nate Bolt, Tony Tulathimu�e)

Search Analytics (Louis Rosenfeld, Marko Hurst)

Strategic Market Research (Anne Beall)

Sway: �e Irresistible Pull of Irrational Behavior (Ori Brafman, Rom Brafman)

Web Analytics 2.0 (Avinash Kaushik)

�e Web Content Strategist�s Bible (Richard She�eld)

�e Yahoo! Style Guide (Yahoo!)

ONLINE PUBLICATIONS
10 Tips for Testing a Content Concept by Content Science at 
h�p://content-science.com/expertise/reports-tools

�e Behavior Grid by BJ Fogg at h�p:// www.behaviorgrid.org

http://www.behaviorgrid.org
http://content-science.com/expertise/reports-tools
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Consumer Reports Webwatch Guidelines at h�p://www.consumerwebwatch.
org/consumer-reports-webwatch-guidelines.cfm

Di�erentiating Between Blogger Relations and Sponsored Content by 
Chris Brogan at h�p://www.chrisbrogan.com/blogger-relations-vs-
sponsored-content

E-Health and Web 2.0: �e Doctor Will Tweet You Now by Computerworld 
Sta� at h�p://www.wired.com/epicenter/2010/05/e-health-and-web-20-
the-doctor-will-tweet-you-now

Exploring Editorial Strategy by Je�rey MacIntyre at h�p://www.slideshare.
net/Predicate/predicate-exploring-editorial-strategy-3765915

How to Put Together an Editorial Calendar for Content Marketing by 
Michele Linn at h�p://www.contentmarketinginstitute.com/2010/08/
content-marketing-editorial-calendar

How Users Read on the Web Redux by Colleen Jones at h�p://www.
leenjones.com/2009/06/how-users-read

Myth: People Read Less Online by Erin Kissane at h�p://incisive.nu/
2010/myth-people-read-less-online

�e Nimble Report by Rachel Lovinger at h�p:// nimble.razor�sh.com

Rethinking Marketing by Roland T. Rust, Christine Moorman, and 
Gaurav Bhalla at h�p://hbr.org/2010/01/rethinking-marketing/ar/1

Toward Content Quality by Colleen Jones at h�p://uxma�ers.com/mt/
archives/2009/04/toward-content-quality.php

Who Rocks the Party? By Margot Bloomstein at h�p://www.slideshare.
net/mbloomstein/who-rocks-the-party

�e Yahoo! Style Guide at h�p://styleguide.yahoo.com 
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http://www.contentmarketinginstitute.com/2010/08/content-marketing-editorial-calendar
http://www.contentmarketinginstitute.com/2010/08/content-marketing-editorial-calendar
http://incisive.nu/2010/myth-people-read-less-online
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INDEX

A
ability, 33
A/B test, quantitative methods, 176�177
access (web content), 15
accuracy, quality content, 17
actions

in�uencing results, 31�33
versus thoughts, 33

Adamson, Allen P., 36
adjustments, 187�188

web content decisions, 196�197
when should make changes, 188
signs of changing context, 194�196
signs of problems, 189�190
signs of success, 191�193

advertisements, 8
applying credibility to content, 46�47
timing application to content, 73

a�liations, applying credibility to content, 
46�47

agenda se�ing, 84
alignments, desired results and users, 34
ampli�cation, repetition application to content, 

67�68
anaphora, repeating words device, 70

antistasis, repeating words device, 70
appeals, rhetoric, 44�56

credibility, 44�49
emotion, 53�56
logic, 49�52

Aristotle, 44
associations, credibility, 44
a�ention, framing, 82�83

content application, 85�89
loss language, 83�84
priming, 84

a�itudes, in�uencing results, 31�33
Audience, Relevance, and Search, 148
audio, 13�14

content formats, 120
awards, applying credibility to content, 46
awareness, 32

in�uence within context, 40

B
balance, metaphors, 90
Beall, Anne, 36
Beckham, David, 62
behaviors, characteristics of users, 34
Behavior Wizard, 152
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Bernbach, William, 43
betas, content evaluation, 161�162
Beychok, Alan, 112
Bloomstein, Margot, 41
books, recommended reading, 211�212
branded tra�c, 181
Brandraising, 36
brands

applying credibility to content, 48
building reputation, 201
context elements, 36�37
persona, 118
story content, 64

BrandSimple, 36
broadcasting, 7
Bu�e�, Warren, 20, 156
Burke, Kenneth, 56
business

intelligence, 184�185
rules when planning, 132�133

Byrne, Conal, 17, 21

C
calendars

planning content repetition, 67
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