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  PREFACE

The Valuation of Content

  By Andrew Boer

  President, Movable Media

  Spend some time on any New England beach and some well-meaning soul may point out that the beautiful purple-tinged Quahog clam shells strewn across the sands were once used as currency by Native Americans. But even a child can quickly appreciate why wampum beads were not destined for greatness: they’re a plentiful resource that once required intensive labor to convert into beads. But with modem tools, they’d require relatively little effort to manufacture and duplicate.

  In our modem content economy, words have become wampum. Words, generally speaking, are increasingly cheap to produce and available in a seemingly infinite supply. Words are now manufactured into content on a massive scale by both humans and computers alike. Content has become so devalued that the most successful publishers in the past decade have been those whose business models revolve around paying nearly nothing for content.

  The resulting explosion of cheap, mediocre content has meant that as readers, we’ve become awash in noise.

  And many content creators are now as nervous as a 17th century clamdigger. We think at least part of the problem is how content is currently valued: a word count makes a lousy predictor of value.

  Like wampum, a word count is a kind of proxy for the cost of creation, the time and craft of the creator. In the print journalism world, a cost-based approach to content made sense. An article of 500 words might be a perfectly acceptable predictor of value if the article filled a certain amount of physical space in a publication that was accompanied by paid ad pages or subscription revenue. Individually, the article might have very little measurable effect on the overall revenue of the publication.

  Online content, however, is a different beast. It tends to stand alone and generate revenue independently of the rest of the content.

  When it comes to revenue (value), one 500-word article is simply not like another.

  Of course, publishers and authors aren’t truly pricing “by the word.” They try to use other proxies to determine a fair price, including the subject matter, the “market rate,” and the reputation, experience, and expertise of the author. But these intangibles also make poor containers of value, in the sense that they’re also not helpful in predicting whether an article will find an audience.

  If a publisher can’t predict the revenue a 500-word article will create based on quality or reputation, they eventually turn to price to choose a content provider. As cheaper alternatives enter the market, prices for content rapidly start to decline.

  All of this has been happening in the publishing world for the past ten years, and it’s painted a fairly grim picture for bloggers and other content creators and publishers alike: lower wages and more noise.

  But in the past couple years, a new and predictable way to value content has emerged that’s transforming the content economy. Many bloggers have begun to develop a built-in following through social networks and search engines, which are becoming a legitimate new channel for content distribution. We call this “the Author Channel.”
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  THE AUTHOR CHANNEL

  With the advent of social media and author ranked search, authors (that’s you, if you’re a blogger) now have a surprising amount of control, in aggregate, over content distribution. On sites like Forbes.com, over 50% of the traffic now comes from the audiences of its own contributors.

  Authors now have the ability to build audiences on their own blogs and move them, which allows them to predictably affect the value of their content. Soon they’ll be compensated according to tangible yardsticks of value such as audiences and engagement, and per-word pricing will disappear.

  The beauty of this new author channel is that it realigns the value created by authors and bloggers with the value captured by publishers and brands.

  They’re now both speaking the same language.

  This may also help solve the “noise” problem, as the audiences of successful creators grow in direct proportion to the authors’ quality and expertise. Indeed, the search engines are beginning to focus on signals like “Author Rank” and “engagement” instead of “Page Rank” to determine the primacy of content.

  Soon publishers will work with bloggers to develop market rates not for the words of the content they create, but for the attention of the audience they hope to bring. While this model of performance-based “entrepreneurial journalism” was pioneered at the low end by search-based “content farms” like Demand Media, incentive-based compensation actually turns out to be most effective for premium content creators such as Seeking Alpha, Huffington Post, and Forbes, where authors have significant social followings.

  Of course when freelance journalists, bloggers, and influencers of all stripes are compensated based on audience distribution and not an arbitrary “per-word” rate, they’ll become essentially indistinguishable from publishers of custom content.
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  SO CONTENT IS NOT ENOUGH: BUILD YOUR AUDIENCE

  For authors, this approach means that they’ll soon be expected to manage (and be compensated for) many of the distribution responsibilities that have been the purview of publishers. Having a large social distribution network and search presence in this new world takes on substantially enhanced importance.

  The good news is those bloggers who can deliver an audience by engaging the public with their distinctive brands will be able to capture much more value from a content transaction. Content has become a commodity, but the attention of a target audience is inherently limited, and can never be commoditized.

  The future of media, then, is a single transparent currency shared across the digital ecosystem between authors, brands, and publishers, through which value is measured and exchanged.

  And that currency is audience, not words.

  Understanding how to maximize the valuation of the currency is critical to maximizing your value as a blogger.

  [image: image]


  INTRODUCTION


You are a brand.

  
Sorry to blow your mind like that

  right off the bat, but it’s true.

  Whether you want to be or not, whether intended or by accident, you already are one. There is something, or some things, that define you. It’s how people know you, what they expect from you, and what they think of you. It’s an extension of your personality.

  Think back on your high school days. They may be long past or they may be very recent. Perhaps they’re long past but feel like they were just yesterday. Can’t remember them? Then think of any classic high school drama on TV or the big screen.

  High school is the perfect metaphor for understanding what I mean when I talk about your brand. In high school, branding is simple. Brands form due to the separation of and assimilation into distinct groups of people that are defined by what others think of them.

  You have the jocks, the cheerleaders, the band geeks, the nerds, the Goths, the punks, the partiers, the popular kids, the smart kids, etc. Regardless of whether or not your high school was as cliché as the ones usually featured in the movies, you know who each of these groups are. You can form a picture in your head of the individuals represented in each one. You know how you expect them to act, talk, and interact with each other and with members of the other groups. You know how teachers and other authority figures treat them.

  And while all of our preconceived notions about who these people are may be dead wrong, it doesn’t change the fact that we think these things. These groups each have a brand.
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  WHAT IS A BRAND?

  Wikipedia defines a brand as a “name, term, design, symbol, or any other feature that identifies one seller’s good or service as distinct from those of other sellers.” For large corporations, a brand usually includes everything from the logo of the company, to the way they speak and sell to consumers, to the way they treat their employees and customers and the way they service their products.

  A strong brand comes to define a company and everything that they do. The brand guides their actions, and those actions in turn help to support the brand. It’s part culture, part identity.

  Most people lump a definition of the term “brand” together with “branding.” While I feel that the two are related, it’s important to identify the difference. Marketing consultant Kristin Zhivago articulates the distinction quite well:

  “Branding is the promises you make. Your brand is the promises you keep.”

  Your brand is the way customers (or readers) experience your product (or blog). Branding is the art of creating, defining, and controlling that brand. Companies undertake branding and rebranding efforts in order to try to solidify or restore their image in the minds of consumers.

  
    MAC VERSUS PC

    Apple is a great company to refer to when talking about branding. They know who they are, and they spend millions of dollars every year reinforcing that image. Think back on the series of commercials that ran from 2006 to 2009. They were referred to as the Mac/PC ads, and they featured John Hodgman as the “corporate,” uptight PC, and Justin Long is the “hip,” smooth Mac.

    In 2010, Adweek declared this series of ads to be the best advertising campaign of the first decade of the new century. The goal of these commercials, which were some of the most successful in the company’s long history of powerful television ads, was to reinforce the brand as it was seen by most Apple customers. Macs ran better than PCs, but more than that, they were just cooler.

    Apple has done a great job of becoming, and remaining, “cool.” Mac users, and Apple fans in general, believe that they are choosing the best products. And while they may be, this strong sense of hipness that comes with being an Apple user is playing a strong role in their decision process, even if it’s so far under the surface that they can’t admit to it.

    The Mac/PC commercials drove this idea home. By portraying “Mac” as a young, casually dressed, witty counterpart to PC’s traditional, corporate, dull style, the look of the ads did just as much for the brand as the actual dialogue. This is branding.
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    John Hodgman as PC and Justin Long as Mac in Apple’s Get a Mac Ad Campaign.
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  WHEN GOOD BRANDS GO BAD

  Brands come to define a company. Most times the way people view a company is part of the master plan. It’s a positive association that customers of the company have, and can be used to attract new customers. It was planned, carefully developed, and exists in a way that the CEO and marketing executives would like it to.

  But not everything is within the company’s control. And sometimes, it’s those events and occurrences that are outside the company’s control that tend to impact their brands the most.

  Remember, because the true definition of “brand” is how a company is perceived, it doesn’t always matter how the company would like to be perceived. Brands can take on a life of their own. They can be defined by customers’ actions, PR snafus, employee misconduct, or tragic disasters.

  The list goes on and on, but a few classic examples of good brands being redefined in a negative light stand out.

  
    TWA

    DISASTER STRIKES

    TWA (Trans World Airlines) experienced a terrible tragedy and a branding nightmare, when they lost TWA Flight 800. In 1996, TWA was seventy-one years old. They were a large airline, based in the United States, and quite successful. They were one of the largest domestic airlines, and as far as airlines go, had a positive relationship with most of their customers. By all accounts, this was a strong brand.

    But with one flight, the TWA brand would be changed forever. In what is still the third deadliest aviation accident in U.S. history, Flight 800 crashed into the Atlantic Ocean less than twenty minutes after takeoff, killing all 230 people on board.
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