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			Advance Praise for Share of Culture

			“Paul Parton brilliantly captures what every modern marketer needs to understand: In today’s attention economy, the brands that win are those that earn their audience rather than buying it. This book is the definitive playbook for building popularity through authentic storytelling.”

			—Matt Neale, CEO, Golin

			“This incredibly well researched tome cuts through the marketing noise with wit and interest. The author tackles some eternal questions about what drives success for brands with a refreshingly modern take. Complex concepts are well studied and explained with care. Prepare to rethink how you build winning brands.”

			—Alex Moulle-Berteaux, CEO, Starry Internet

			“For over a decade, I’ve watched Paul turn brands into market leaders using the unstoppable force of earned-first thinking. Now, he reveals the playbook—every insight, every strategy—for marketers ready to smash declining response rates and build culture-first brands that win”

			—Jackie Stevenson, Chief Strategy and Innovation Officer, M&C Saatchi

			“Paul Parton has taken his native intellect as an advocate for the advancement of marketing, while working in the self-same industry. In doing that he is not a whistle-blower, but a supporter and a savior all at once. More than adapting to the future he is making the future that will sustain marketing as it seeks to adapt to a new set of operating realities. He will need no applause sign.”

			—Dr. Bob Deutsch, Author, The 5 Essentials: Using Your Inborn Resources to Create a Fulfilling Life

			“Pay attention to Paul Parton! He’s got the goods that can rescue marketing from its sad slump of short-termism. This book is a blueprint for building brands that real people really value. Parton shares his well-earned wisdom with a clarity and charm that has produced a rare gem: a marketing book that is as enjoyable to read as it is useful to own.”

			—Michael Fanuele, Author, Stop Making Sense: The Art of Inspiring Anybody

			“Share of Culture captures the shift every modern marketer senses but few can articulate: that in today’s landscape, attention is the true currency, and cultural relevance is the only sustainable advantage. Paul offers a sharp, practical guide to moving from messaging at people to engaging with them. A timely and essential read.”

			—Kamran Asghar, Founder and CEO, Crossmedia

			“It’s been twenty years since Ad Age columnist Bob Garfield’s dystopian The Chaos Scenario painted a bleak future for the ad industry, and Paul Parton picks up where the tipping point left off in his new book Share of Culture. Not surprisingly, the agency insider and consumer marketing expert finds things have only gotten worse due to the acceleration of digital media, the influx of a multitude of new brands, messages, and communications options, and a dramatic shift from the practice of long-term brand building equity to short term performance marketing results. While Parton doesn’t paint a very pretty picture, he sets the groundwork for a new organizing principle for modern marketing. Actually, two of them: knowing the “truth of your brand” and live by it; and getting people talking about it. That might sound easier said than done, but Share of Culture provides numerous, successful real-world examples from recent history, as well some guideposts for where the marketing hockey puck will be heading next. More than anything, Parton’s book provides concrete ways for brands to reorient and adapt to a continuously changing world of consumer marketing by identifying what works, and what no longer does.”

			—Joe Mandese, Editor in Chief, Mediapost

			“Today, marketing is everywhere but, at the same time, it’s almost invisible. We are bombarded by millions of ads, but most of them do not really land. Paul Parton’s Share of Culture really uncovers why effective marketing is more difficult to identify. For someone like me, who leads a company that is driven by our purpose, his take on things really hits home.

			“Companies are throwing so much money at short-term ads that just fizzle out, instead of building something lasting. Efforts to try to be everything to everyone just makes us forget who we are as brands. He calls it the ‘Achilles’ heel of modern marketing,’ and he’s not wrong.

			“We all know the media has changed—audiences are shrinking, and people are just plain tired of ads. So, we’re paying more to reach fewer people, which is just crazy. Paul does a great job of underscoring that in this ‘attention economy’ (where attention is gold), being real and authentic is the absolute best way to stand out. If you are clear about your brand’s purpose and what you believe in, that’s what truly connects with people.

			“His real-world examples (Glossier, Tesla, and K-Pop sensation BTS) share very different approaches to effective marketing, noting the common denominator is being authentic. Paul’s use of the Oscar Wilde quote sums it up perfectly: ‘Be yourself; everyone else is already taken.’

			“So if you’re in marketing, or you run a business, or you just want to understand how to actually connect with people today, you have to read this. Share of Culture is a wake-up call to ditch the old, generic stuff and really figure out your brand’s true identity. It’s all about building real connections, getting people talking, and inviting them to be part of something. Paul perfectly lands the idea that in a world where everyone’s trying to grab attention, being truly, authentically you is the biggest win there is.”

			—Noel Wallace, CEO and Chair, The Colgate-Palmolive Company
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			Introduction

			Marketing isn’t working. And it’s been on life support for years.

			Just to be clear, that isn’t an attempt to raise ire, fan flames, or cause outrage. It’s a statement of fact. It is empirical. There has been a measurable reduction in marketing performance that’s been getting worse for a dozen years.

			The irony here is that those dozen years have also been marked by the meteoric rise of performance marketing, digital media, precision targeting, and a fixation on measuring the short-term impact of marketing—all of which implicitly promise an immediate improvement in marketing impact and efficiency.

			And that is the problem.

			The simple, inalienable truth about marketing is that it is made up of a yin and a yang: the yin of the short term and the yang of the long term. Alternatively stated, the yin of performance marketing and the yang of brand building.

			Performance marketing is short term. It is the process of making your product the most likely to be bought at exactly the moment that someone needs it. It is the process of getting your brand to the top of the search list. Ensuring that digital ads for waterproof boots appear everywhere you look, directly after you have searched for waterproof boots. It is the direct mail you get from Publishers Clearing House. The holiday catalogs from L.L. Bean. It is the barrage of emails you get about new releases from companies you have bought from before. It is the algorithm that suggests, “You may also like….” It’s the reason you see ads on social media for dress shirts after you mentioned to your wife in the car that you might need a new dress shirt. (Hmmm, are they listening?) Some of it is annoying, some of it is intrusive, much of it is effective. All of it is short term. It is also direct, concrete, and measurable, which is very appealing to many marketers.

			Brand building, on the other hand, is slightly abstract, somewhat intangible, and focused on the long term. Brand building is the association of images, words, and feelings to a logo, a name, or a symbol. It’s why an engagement ring in a Tiffany box feels more valuable than the same ring in a Macy’s box. It’s why you’re reluctant to buy Prada bags in Chinatown. It’s why Logan Paul got paid $8.6 million to fight Tommy Fury even though both are terrible boxers. It’s why the media continues to fixate on Donald Trump. Brand building is subtle. It requires the same stories to be told and associated with the same set of imagery over a long period of time. Its effects are difficult to predict and difficult to measure.

			Within the solar system of commerce, they are entirely different worlds—made up of different people, with different marketing languages, and different goals. Often, the two groups don’t understand each other. Often, they don’t work together. They’re like two different cultures, staring at each other over a common border, scratching their heads in wonder at why the other group speaks funny and wears different clothes.

			But one without the other doesn’t work.

			Brand building without performance marketing creates something lovable and popular that doesn’t sell. And performance marketing without brand building creates short-term sales with an inevitable decay in those sales over time.

			Which is what has happened to modern marketing. We’re creating precise, measurable marketing programs that aren’t building popular, famous, lovable brands.

			We find ourselves in a situation where the quarter-by-quarter short-termism of the global economy, paired with the intoxicating ability to accurately measure the performance of digital media, has left marketing out of kilter. We’re off balance. We’re more yin than yang.

			Now, the ideal balance between performance marketing and brand building has been studied and boiled down to a simple formula: a marketer should be spending 60 percent of their budget on long-term brand building and 40 percent on short-term performance marketing.

			So, why doesn’t everyone just do that? Well, therein lies the rub.

			Because right now, the equation is almost completely upside down. Marketers are spending 65 percent of their budgets on the short-term, leaving only 35 percent for long-term brand building. And the effect is predictable: a measurable decline in marketing effectiveness over time.

			So, what’s the solution? Surely, it’s as simple as rebalancing the books—moving money from one side of the ledger to the other. Well, not really.

			One thing is very clear: very few marketers will reduce their performance media budgets in favor of long-term brand building. They can’t! As certain as death and taxes is the fact that Google must be paid. Amazon must be paid. The shopping cart on their website must be optimized. That money is spent. And it would take Herculean strength of will for a CMO to turn to her board and declare that they are going to take a third of their “predictable” performance marketing budget and allocate it to the intangible business of building the brand.

			So, if they can’t spend more on brand building, can they make their brand building more efficient? Well, yes and no.

			Let’s start with the negative. No, they can’t make their traditional brand-building efforts more efficient. In fact, the modern media marketplace is conspiring to make those efforts materially less efficient. As media audiences are getting smaller, the cost to reach those audiences using traditional brand-building techniques like advertising and sponsorship is getting much higher. In fact, brands are being squeezed between the costs of performance marketing on one hand and the costs of traditional brand-building approaches on the other.

			And, then again, yes—there are brands that have been able to make their brand building more efficient. That have managed to thread the needle between long-term brand building and short-term performance.

			The same dozen years that witnessed the decline in marketing effectiveness for traditional brands saw the emergence of a new crop of (mainly) direct-to-consumer brands that built their businesses in very different ways, with different expectations, and different operating models.

			Many of the brands developed in those years are changing the way we shop, and often, they are changing the way we live. Brands like Glossier, Warby Parker, and Casper are promising to make us more beautiful, to see better, and to sleep better. Others, like Uber, Airbnb, and Tesla, are redefining our consumer infrastructure. We move around cities differently now than we did ten years ago. We vacation differently. We get our groceries and plan our meals differently. We fuel our cars differently.

			We take these brands completely for granted now. They are parts of our consumer lives, like American Airlines and Walmart have been for decades. And yet, few of these modern brands are more than twelve years old.

			In that short amount of time, these companies haven’t just built large and successful businesses; they have built powerful and evocative brands—brands that we trust, that we like, that we admire, and, often, that we aspire to own.

			The categories they compete in are wildly different. But there are real commonalities in the way they approach business and brand building. First among them is that these companies were the first generation of digitally native marketers. They grew up in a digital environment and weren’t hampered by the legacy of traditional marketing. So, they intuitively mastered the performance marketing that the digital realm offered. And they spent much of their marketing budget on it.

			But they still managed to build distinctive and engaging brands. They just did it without relying on traditional marketing techniques—particularly the kind of broadcast-based advertising that most traditional consumer brands have anchored their marketing efforts with for the past seventy years. Instead, they built their brands in new ways using new tools and new techniques.

			And those techniques can be boiled down to two simple principles of modern marketing.

			Be true to yourself.

			Get people talking.

			The first principle creates a powerful alchemy that happens when the brand uncovers a truth about itself that also reflects how its audience feels about themselves. This is something the brand believes in that also makes the people they are trying to reach feel seen and feel better about themselves; bigger, more connected, and perhaps less alone. (That they, like Nike, have a competitive spirit that burns inside them, or that they, like President Trump, can make America great again, for example.) Once that central truth is uncovered, the brand declares it to the world. Their beliefs as an organization are clear, and their promise to their customers is succinct. They fly their flag and invite others to fly it with them. They look the part, and they play the part. Their logos are elegant and memorable, and their design language is consistent. They have a clear story to tell the world. They show up in the same way every time we encounter them. They design the experience that surrounds the brand. They design rituals that make it easy to connect to the brand, that are easy to participate in and fun to play with. And they design their narrative, and their sound-bites, so even when the brand is referenced without its logo, it is still recognizable through its words and its actions.

			Then, they give people something to talk about. They dance like no one’s watching. They are provocative. They do fun, interesting things that people want to write about, and tweet about, and share. They tell their brand story with organic content marketing. They use community management not just to chat with their customers but to inspire product development. They maintain a direct link to popular culture with expert media relations. They create delightful customer moments with experiential marketing. They connect media-friendly social impact to their brand beliefs. They use effective employee communications to empower their workforce. They nurture their community and fuel their fans. They make themselves famous by being entertaining, newsworthy, and always talkable.

			And it’s not just brands (in the traditional sense) that have benefited from this new form of marketing. In fact, some of the most impactful and impressive cultural, social, and political success stories in the last fifteen years have applied the same techniques for success. From politicians to musicians, TV personalities to social movements, the most successful have executed the same plays from the same playbook.

			From Obama’s victory in 2008 to Trump’s upset in 2016 and his reemergence in 2024. From the recreation of late-night TV to the reinvention of the hospitality industry. From Black Lives Matter to the Boogaloo Boys. Bieber to BTS. All of them were clear about their brand’s truth, their purpose, and their role in the world. All of them had a well-defined and memorable image and an engaging and inviting brand experience. And all of them learned how to manipulate the media—both traditional and social—to fuel their popularity. How much media attention would their words, ideas, or actions generate? Who would write about it? Which TV network would pick up the story? How many people would share the video? Who would retweet it? How many memes would it spawn?

			That combination of a clearly articulated and memorable brand image, a brand experience that is easy to participate in, and activities that are provocative, entertaining, and interesting enough for people to talk about creates a powerful brand building effect. The impact of many people simultaneously liking, sharing, commenting on, or writing about the same thing creates a powerful energy around a brand that is appealing. And the ability to harness that conversational energy across social media platforms, podcasts, product forums, group chats, influencer channels, and traditional media has become an enviable skill. And that powerful effect can be deployed for a fraction of the cost that businesses have traditionally paid to build their brands (allowing them to spend their precious marketing budgets on performance media).

			What these modern brands and cultural sensations stumbled upon was the realization that if they focused on how they could earn media attention, they could avoid buying media space. And what seemed like overnight, one of the primary barriers to entry for any new player in any cultural sphere was removed. Massive advertising budgets had been the keys to the castle of scale and influence for the last seventy years of the broadcast era. But now, whole categories were being upended by people without access to those advertising war chests. Political establishments were dismantled, businesses were disrupted, and entertainers entertained us in more ways.

			Did I say stumble? They didn’t really stumble upon anything. These modern marketers were astute and instinctive readers of a media environment that changed almost beyond recognition in a very short space of time.

			The digital reinvention of our marketing and media ecosystem created both a perfect storm for traditional marketers and a massive prize for modern marketers. As consumers, we spend more time than ever before with different forms of media. And yet ad-free services, skip buttons, and DVR time-shifting have made it easier than ever to avoid advertising messages. Streaming services (Netflix, Hulu, Prime) allowed people to cut the cord from their cable provider, leaving fewer people watching advertiser supported broadcast and cable networks. And as audiences for traditional media got smaller, the cost of buying traditional media to reach those audiences got larger—an issue compounded by the transactional taxes paid by marketers to compete in a digital environment (SEO costs, placement fees to Amazon, web optimization costs), which now come out of a marketing budget that used to focus on brand-building activities.

			To the new digitally native marketers, it didn’t matter. They had found new ways to build fame for their brands. Less expensive paths to popularity. But whereas traditional marketers quickly adopted the performance marketing tricks of their digital competitors, they have been slow to recalibrate their brand-building approaches.

			For the last seventy years—since the 1950s—marketers have anchored their brand-building activities with the same practices, models, and philosophies that have defined what we could call the broadcast era of marketing, where we could pay to have our message communicated over and over again in a controlled environment that was pretty much guaranteed to have a captive audience. But it just doesn’t work anymore. Audiences aren’t captive. And the reality is that the broadcast era of marketing is firmly in our rearview mirror. (And the only time that driving in the rearview mirror is effective is when you are going backward.)

			The media environment that we could describe as the broadcast era has been replaced with what the theoretical physicist Michael Goldhaber coined “the Attention Economy,” where goods, and information about them, are abundant and the only thing in scarce supply is attention.

			Mr. Goldhaber was interviewed by the New York Times in 2021, and he commented on a dynamic he had predicted and written about forty years earlier by saying, “Attention has always been currency, but as we’ve begun to live our lives increasingly online, it’s now the currency. Any discussion of power is now, ultimately, a conversation about attention and how we extract it, wield it, waste it, abuse it, sell it, lose it, and profit from it.”

			Attention is power.

			Attention is not easily bought. But it can be earned. And to earn it, we need to think differently about communication, marketing, branding, and the environment we are operating in. We need to think less about competing for share of market, share of category, or share of wallet, and more about competing for share of culture.

			That is the intuitive skill that the successful modern marketers and cultural mavens have brought to bear—a new way of thinking about business and brands that is distinct from the state of mind of the broadcast era. An approach to consumers, and to brands, that is different. Marketing that is conversational, engaging, and shareable. That doesn’t rely on controlled messages because it can’t. And that relies instead on platforms or ideas that will be amplified, built upon, and often modified by a third party: journalists, influencers, and regular folk.

			Make America great again. Yes, we can. Be a local. For the love of sleep.

			Often, those ideas and platforms are created and made famous in a repeatable, systematic way, with a clear sense of communication and brand theory to guide their development. But at least equally often, they are not. So, there is a clear opportunity to align the tools, processes, and ambitions of this new marketing with its increasing strategic importance. There is an opportunity to apply the same level of strategic rigor to marketing in the Attention Economy that has been applied to the paid disciplines for the last seventy years of the broadcast-marketing era.

			Because that is the surest way to get marketing working again.

		

	
		
			PART ONE

			A New Marketing Paradigm

			“Attention has always been currency, but as we’ve begun to live our lives increasingly online, it’s now the currency.”

			(Michael Goldhaber)

		

	
		
			A Modern Media Issue

			The most successful brands in all categories have either implicitly or explicitly understood that popularity builds brands and drives market share (we’ll dive a little further into the details of that later). And they have created marketing strategies and tactics that have relentlessly built on their popularity year after year after year.

			At the heart of most of those strategies—particularly in the US but also, generally speaking, in most developed consumer markets—was paid-media advertising, and in particular the TV campaign.

			For most of the last seventy years, advertising, and particularly TV advertising, has been a phenomenally efficient way for smart, creative marketers to make their brands more likable and more popular.

			Television was a fabulously effective way of reaching a large audience with a controlled message. And the marketers who focused their TV advertising on creating entertaining interactions with their audience were rewarded with mass-market popularity that drove their market share to levels significantly higher than their competitors’.

			On one level, it may seem that the costs associated with creating and running TV commercials are huge. But when you break that cost down into the price you pay to reach one individual with a controlled message, it becomes (or at least became) ridiculously cheap.

			Even in the days of multimillion-dollar production budgets, with big-name directors making thirty-second movies, those costs were amortized over many billions of ad impressions. And even though it seems outrageous every year when we hear the latest cost of a Super Bowl commercial, marketers know that they will reach 110 million people with that commercial. (And many more if they focus on using earned media to build that audience pre- and post-game.)

			But that effect is eroding. For sixty or seventy years, there was an unwritten contract between media owner (NBC, Fox) and media consumer (you and me) that stated, “I heretofore commit that I shall provide, free of charge, forty-five minutes of entertaining scripted content for every sixty minutes of airtime; with those remaining fifteen minutes being provided to advertisers who will woo you with their appeals.” That contract is broken.

			The content got worse because it got cheaper—think reality TV. And people began to pay the media owner themselves for the privilege of not watching advertising at all. That, in turn, created a new golden era of TV, where, first, networks like HBO and Showtime began creating their own provocative, entertaining, and highly awarded movies and shows. And then streaming services like Netflix, Hulu, and Amazon flew in and did the same. The quality of the content on ad-free premium services increased dramatically (no pun intended), and people were happy to pay for the quality.

			Now, media owners earn three times as much money from consumers as they do from advertisers. And it’s no small amount of money. The media industry generates around $200 billion per year, and $150 billion of that is paid to them directly by consumers. $150 billion! Fifteen years ago, regular folks paid almost nothing to media companies, and now they pay them Dr. Evil amounts of money—picture a media executive with a pinky finger raised to the corner of their mouth.

			The effect of this was to reduce the size of the audience for advertising-supported TV networks. But the media owners still need to make a profit, so they continued to sell their advertising space for the same amount of money. And what that means is that what used to be a cheap and effective way of communicating to large groups of people has become much more expensive and much less effective.

			Here’s an example of a media owner charging more for what turned out to be a demonstrably smaller audience (and, to reinforce the point, in this case, the content didn’t get worse).

			In the run-up to the 2016 Olympics, Steve Burke, CEO of NBCUniversal, prophesied a nightmare scenario. In a press conference, after signing a deal worth $12 billion to host the Olympics until 2032, he said, “[My nightmare is that] we wake up someday and ratings are down 20 percent.” Unfortunately for him, that someday came all too soon.

			Prime-time coverage of Rio 2016 delivered an average nightly audience of 24.5 million live-plus-same-day viewers across seventeen nights—a 21 percent decline from the 2012 London Olympics’ prime-time average of 31.1 million.

			The network also delivered a 14.5 household rating, which represents a 17 percent decline from 2012’s 17.5 and was far below “the high teens.”1 Twenty-one percent audience decline. And a 17 percent ratings decline.

			Now, for any marketer who had invested heavily, that was troubling. And there were lots of them. Even with a declining audience, NBC had managed to secure $1.26 billion in advertising spend, which was a full 20 percent higher than for the London Olympics in 2012.

			So, 20 percent more advertising dollars were spent on an audience that was 20 percent smaller. That’s a bad equation. At the time, Vulture.com (New York magazine’s pop culture site) commented that:

			Not even the Olympics are immune to audience erosion. Broadcast networks have been dealing with sizable linear ratings declines for more than a decade now prompted by time-shifting technologies … streaming and video on demand.

			This trend hasn’t slowed down. The audience for the 2022 Beijing Winter Olympics was the smallest ever for a Winter Games—an average of only 11.4 million viewers each night across all platforms, broadcast and streaming (down from an average of 19.8 million viewers for the Pyeongchang Games in 2018). This highlights an issue that has been a decade in the making.

			“THE NUMBER OF TRADITIONAL TV VIEWERS IS SHRINKING.” As this headline from the New York Times beautifully elucidates, nowhere is the shift away from traditional TV viewership more evident than in “Premiere Week.”

			For those of you outside the US, Premiere Week has been a staple of the television calendar for the last fifty years. It’s the week in early fall, right around back-to-school time, when all the big-bet shows from the networks debut. These are the shows that were the focus of the media cattle market that is the “Upfronts,” where advertisers buy chunks of airtime from the networks in advance based on the quality of their programming and the audiences they forecast as a result.

			In the three years prior to 2019, Premiere Week deliveries had fallen 28 percent; in five years, they had dropped 43 percent.

			In the 2020 season, Premiere Week was officially a bust. It was largely ignored by the all-important Adults 18–49 demo. And for the first time, one of the big four broadcast networks failed to average a rating of 1.0 in that demographic. (Fewer than 1 million people in a country of 331 million tuned in to watch.)

			While the marketing money continues to roll right in, those brands investing in primetime programming are reaching an ever-diminishing subset of would-be consumers. (New York Times)

			So, what’s going wrong? Well, it’s the internet.

			For the longest time, the only way to watch video content at home was to pipe it in through a cable provider, buy a DVD, or watch home movies. And then streaming happened.

			It seems funny now to think that Netflix’s original business model was selling DVDs and offering rentals by mail. It didn’t operate as a streaming service until 2007, and it didn’t produce a show until 2013. Before then, we really didn’t have a choice in how we watched TV. But as broadband adoption accelerated and download speeds increased, that changed fast. Today, 85 percent of Americans use streaming services.2 (These are commonly called over-the-top services—OTT—and there are over two hundred OTT providers in the US.)3

			The content on many of those services is objectively better than what traditional cable TV networks offer. Just look at the number of nominations per network at the 2020 Golden Globes award show: Netflix had 70 percent more nominations than all the traditional TV networks combined.

			So, what happens when people figure out that they can get better content by streaming than from their cable company? They get rid of cable.

			By the end of 2023, more than 40 percent of TV viewers (fifty-four million people or so) had either cut the cord or never had one. And they didn’t feel like they were missing out on anything. In fact, they gained. They saved money (a Consumer Reports study found that the average cable customer paid $217.42 per month for their service). They weren’t forced to pay for channels they didn’t watch. And they didn’t have to sit through advertising.

			In fact, they were happy to pay for the privilege of not watching advertising, which created a massive turnaround for media owners. Again, in a media market worth over a whopping $2 trillion, only 25 percent of that money comes from advertisers now. (As recently as twenty years ago, practically all the money came from advertisers.) The rest comes straight from the pockets of the viewing audience. And they are happy to pay.

			Even those folk who still watch cable TV are increasingly recording shows to watch later (time-shifting). Every TV genre (except for children’s shows) gets a significant bump in ratings from recorded programs—even, surprisingly, live sports.

			The audience for primetime dramas is a full third higher when you add time-shifted viewers. The effect is even bigger for sitcoms, which see a 50 percent lift.4

			Therein lies the modern media issue: as advertising gets increasingly expensive, the audience for it gets increasingly small.

			And it gets worse…

			
			
		

	
		
			A Modern Marketing Paradox

			Just to rub salt into the wound, let’s season that issue with a little pinch of paradox.

			The thing is, we may be watching less TV and consuming less traditional media overall (newspapers and magazines haven’t performed very well in recent years either). But we’re not consuming less media. In fact, we are consuming more—much, much more.

			The statistics vary. On the conservative side, it’s reported that the average American consumes thirteen hours of media every day. We either watch, read, search, play, listen, or otherwise engage with some form of media.

			Less conservative reporting has us enveloped by a whopping eighteen hours of media every day. Now, the astute mathematicians among you will have quickly figured out that this leaves only six hours for everything else—you know, cooking, eating, sleeping, walking the dog, brushing your teeth. And six hours is not a lot of time. So, there may be some very unhappy, or at least slightly overweight, dogs in America right now.

			It sounds almost impossible that we engage with media so much—that is, until you think about how many social media accounts you have. On average, we have 8.7. Sounds like a lot, but just count your own. You may quickly realize that you are one of the people pushing the average up rather than down.

			And, of course, where would our social media consumption be without the smartphone? In 2010, only 20 percent of us owned a smartphone. In 2024, 86 percent of us worldwide did. In fact, it’s almost hard to believe that there are still 14 percent of people living through the ignominy of not having one—until you think about very young kids who can’t use them and very old people who still don’t know how to open a PDF.

			Elon Musk now talks about the population of developed countries as symbionts. In nature, that’s one organism living in symbiosis with another. Like the feeder fish that live in symbiosis with sharks, eating their dead skin and parasites—providing a service (cleaning) and extracting a fee (food) simultaneously. In Musk-land, the symbiont is us, living in symbiosis with our smartphones. And let’s face it: they are almost permanently attached to our hands. In fact, those pesky hands are the one thing that’s getting in the way of us unleashing the full power of the supercomputer we carry around all day. We simply can’t type fast enough. Our fingers are a very inefficient interface, which is why Elon is developing technologies that can connect our brains directly to our phones. Imagine how much media we’ll consume then!

			So, we’re consuming more and more media, and increasingly, we’re consuming that media in digital formats. Podcasts, digital radio, streaming movies, Twitter feeds, Facebook groups, Instagram Stories, TikTok, YouTube influencers, Twitch streams. And you have to imagine that when we go full symbiont, we’ll consume all our media in digital formats—who wants to read a physical newspaper when your brain is wired to your phone?

			And the simple truth is this: when we consume media in digital formats, the last thing most of us want is for it to be disrupted by advertising. It’s why so many of us are paying so much money directly to media owners for premium, ad-free services. But even if we’re a little cheap and we take the free, ad-supported version, it’s very easy to skip the ads. And skip them we do.

			On average, 47 percent of us skip ads. That might not be surprising. What might be, though, is when you ask the same question of the members of Generation Z, that number jumps to a massive 82 percent! That is a glimpse of a very near future.
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