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Through interviews with content marketers and analysis of examples of their 

work, this dissertation presents an exploratory study of content marketing: the creation of 

valuable, free-to-users content in order to increase desired business outcomes.  Using 

insights from rhetorical genre studies and workplace communication studies, this 

dissertation examines the ways that participants performed and conceptualized their 

work, how they produced and networked pieces of content together into persuasive 

content ecologies, and how they defined and measured their success with both 

quantitative and qualitative feedback.  This study finds that content marketers must 

navigate a tension between selling and not selling, a tension that emerges both as a 

defining characteristic of content marketing and as a locus for change in marketing.  This 

dissertation thus addresses a gap in scholarly focus by providing implications that can be 

combined with the literature as a foundation for future studies in content marketing.   
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

Marketing departments for businesses are increasingly moving their budgets to 

online marketing; in 2014, digital marketing accounted for 25% of advertising 

expenditures worldwide, up from 9% in 2007 (Advertising Age, 2015).  Online marketing 

takes many forms, from more straightforward banner advertisements on the sides of 

webpages to more behind-the-scenes efforts such as search engine optimization.  One 

form of online marketing, content marketing, is a vital source of insights for the study of 

both online persuasion and the professional practice of online writing.  As I will discuss 

in this dissertation, “content marketing” is a fuzzy label for an evolving field with 

nebulous parameters.  It is, however, a label that many marketers affix to their practices 

and that helps to describe a set of widely occurring online marketing practices. 

While its definition and boundaries are debated (Cohen, 2011; Smith, 2010), 

content marketing generally refers to a method of marketing a product or service by 

creating and distributing free informational or entertainment content, especially online. 

Companies produce blogs, white papers, social media posts, videos, images, websites, 

microsites, webinars, and other content.  This content is designed to be valuable or 

interesting to consumers on its own merits, so that they will consume it willingly.  By 

distributing such content across a wide variety of platforms, brands are able to build 

awareness and credibility with their customer base and maintain an ongoing relationship 

where customers are constantly in contact with the brand, increasing the probability that 

they will become customers.  In the pithy words of marketing writer Stan Smith, content 

marketing is “storytelling for sales” (2010). 

Thus, the professionals who perform content marketing must tackle a complex 

rhetorical task: inventing, writing, distributing, and connecting networks of content in a 
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variety of genres, media, and platforms.  Content marketers are then held accountable for 

their persuasive efforts by employers and customers.  Defining and measuring success 

can be tricky, involving a combination of quantitative metrics and qualitative criteria.  

Content marketing is an understudied, rapidly evolving industry that is likely to develop 

and change to an even greater degree over the next decade.  Many students with rhetoric 

and writing backgrounds are already finding work in this field, but writing studies has not 

yet scratched the surface on the rhetorical strategies and composition practices involved 

in content marketing. How do content marketers develop content for networked sets of 

multiple genres?  How do they distribute and monitor this content as it moves through 

networks?  How do they define success in this field, and how do they measure and report 

that success?  How do they justify its value to customers and employers?   

In the introduction to this dissertation, I will 1) describe the current status of 

content marketing within online marketing, 2) relate the history of content marketing and 

its place in the commercial web, 3) discuss the strange lack of research on content 

marketing, and 4) explain why the study of content marketing is not only valuable but 

essential for the critical understanding of persuasion in the age of the internet. 

Content Marketing in 2015 

Whereas an advertiser could reach a significant portion of the American public 

with a single television commercial in the 1950s, the modern media landscape is 

comparatively fragmented.  Public attention and, consequently, advertising dollars, are 

split among many kinds of media: television, print newspapers, online news sites, radio, 

social media platforms, blogs, online video sources, email, and more.  This multiplicity of 

media means that people access information from many more directions.  For instance, 

the Reuters Institute for the Study of Journalism finds that 25% of adults say that their 

smartphones are their main source of news, accessing news from websites, social media 



 3 

platforms, and mobile applications (Newman et al., 2015).  What’s more, the structure of 

the internet amplifies this division of attention.  Content is networked together with links 

that often bypass “homepages” to land directly on relevant information.  This 

preponderance of doorways mean that web designers and marketers must conceptualize 

the value of their website less as a monolithic, hierarchical whole, and more as a 

collection of valuable, consumable bits. 

Thus, in order to reach the large audiences they desire, companies extend tendrils 

of content across many genres and platforms.  Many of these sources, though, do not 

operate like traditional media sources, in that companies need not buy or rent space in 

order to share content there.  Companies can share content in spaces that they own, such 

as websites, or they can share content on free social networks, such as Facebook or 

Twitter.  But acquiring and keeping users’ attention on such content means persuading 

people to visit such websites or pages of their own accord, without the benefit of 

unavoidable television commercials or visual advertisements.  What’s more, the 

hyperlinked, interconnected structure of the web means that it is incredibly easy to click 

away from uninteresting or objectionable content.  This is the need that content marketing 

fulfills: persuading people to freely consume advertising content. 

Because a screenshot is a paltry illustration of this phenomenon, I invite readers to 

view content marketing in action by clicking around for a minute or two on the Coca-

Cola Company blog: http://www.coca-colacompany.com/. 

You may notice, first, that this website feels strongly like a news or entertainment 

website.  It is divided into sections in a way reminiscent of a newspaper, sections that 

form tabs across the top: “Front Page,” “Brands,” “Videos,” “Sustainability,” 

“Innovation,” “History,” etc.  The articles are written in journalistic style.  The menus 

offer us “Related Stores” and “Top Stories” in the same way other news sites do.  In other 

http://www.coca-colacompany.com/
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words, consuming the text and videos on Coca-Cola’s blog may have more in common 

with reading a news site or watching television than it does with consuming traditional 

commercial or print advertisements.  And yet, this website is undoubtedly marketing: its 

content is interesting enough on its own merits to persuade some users to consume 

positive sentiments and news related to Coca-Cola’s many enterprises. 

Here are few more examples of content marketing: 

 A law firm created a website about faulty drywall that provided 

information about the problems, how to identify problems in one’s own 

house, and how to contact the law firm in order to make a claim. 

 A security firm created a video documentary about the writers of the first 

computer virus. 

 A car company created a microsite featuring articles, images, and videos, 

and allowing for user-generated content that tells stories about the cars. 

(“100 content marketing examples,” 2013) 

“Content,” then, is a broad category that I define as communicative text, images, 

video, audio, and other media that are primarily intended to communicate with external 

visitors.  It is communicative media as opposed to non-communicative, meaning that 

content does not generally include the HTML code that makes the page function. It is 

also meant to communicate with external visitors, as opposed to internally with 

coworkers.  Content is outward-facing.  (That said, a company official might say that 

they are populating an employee resource center with “content,” in which case the 

employees would become the out-group, and the official the in-group.)  Scholars in 

multiple disciplines have long critiqued the dualistic separation of form and content.  

Unlike words like “articles,” “podcasts,” or “videos,” the word “content” separates texts 

from their genres and media.  It may seem to reduce writing to filler of a separate 
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container, a metaphor that media studies has battled for decades.  However, as I found, 

“content” is a useful designator for a larger category of online texts, which are regularly 

moved and/or rewritten from genre to genre and from platform to platform.  This mirrors 

the reuse that professional communication studies has noted in many other arenas, such 

as technical documentation and business proposals (e.g. Rockley, 2001; Swarts, 2010; 

London et al., 2015; Spinuzzi et al., 2015).  The word “content” allows marketers to refer 

to the overall category of communication they are designing without having to specify 

sub-categories of genre, medium, or platform.  This word also reflects the cultural desire 

for media to be accessible across many spaces and devices.
1
 

Content marketing overlaps with the concept of inbound marketing, which 

imagines customers bringing themselves willingly into conversation with the brand.  This 

method is opposed to outbound marketing, which makes use of traditional methods such 

as billboards, television commercials, and print ads to force customers to encounter them.  

Although some writers characterize content marketing as an exclusively inbound strategy 

(Lieb, n.d.), others say that it can include both inbound and outbound strategies (Rose & 

Pulizzi, November 2014).  As I found among my interviewees, content marketers 

routinely integrate “outbound” paid advertisements into their overall content marketing 

plans. What is important about the inbound philosophy, however, is the attention to the 

willing interaction of companies and consumers.  Scholars in marketing and 

communication have noted that inbound marketing involves the co-creation of value by 

companies and consumers (Ballantyne, 2006; Locke, et al., 2001; Lusch & Webster, 

2011).  Instead of unilateral, outbound communication with consumers, companies are 

now forced—sometimes unwillingly—to engage in online dialogues with their customers 

                                                 
1 Accordingly, this dissertation will use the word “users” to help avoid media-specific words like “readers” 

or “viewers,” and focus attention on the actions people take when they read, view, click on, interact with, 

or otherwise use content. 
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if they want to sell their wares.  In other words, “markets are conversations” (Locke, et 

al., 2001): companies need reviews, comments, clicks, likes, shares, re-tweets, and many 

other kinds of consumer interaction in order to build a successful marketing effort. This 

more dialogic kind of marketing requires a different kind of rhetorical activity than, say, 

the design of a print magazine advertisement. Conversely, it is important to note that, 

while consumers may be co-creating value with companies, they may not have equal 

agency to companies (van Dijk, 2007).  What’s more, the value produced may be more 

valuable—literally—to the company than to the consumer. 

Content marketing helps a brand in at least two ways: building credibility with 

humans and building credibility with automated search engines.  With the advent of 

“Web 2.0” in the mid-2000s, marketers had to pay more attention to interactions with 

users, namely through social networking, user-generated content, user-focused design, 

and interoperability
2
.  In the “economics of attention” (Lanham, 2009), marketers learned 

quickly that the price for attention is useful, interesting content.  This content helps attract 

not only humans as they sift through information looking for interesting tidbits, but also 

the machines built to help them do that sifting: search engines.  Search engines such as 

Google and Bing are programmed to approximate the social logic of humans for 

determining credibility.  Websites with more useful content, that are linked to by 

established authorities (especially government and educational websites), and that are 

discussed more often in social media, are more likely to have high search engine rankings 

(Hargittai, 2007; Killoran, 2010).  Regularly producing new content that people will 

                                                 
2 Interoperability refers to the web APIs (application programming interfaces) which make it possible for 

computers programs made by different companies to work together.  APIs makes it possible to buy any 

brand of router and have it work with any brand of laptop.  They also make it possible for Coca-Cola’s 

Twitter feed to appear on their blog.  APIs are the technical foundation of the modern web. 
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willingly share and link to, in other words, also makes it more likely that more people 

will be able to find the content through search engines. 

In a 2009 Wired article Daniel Roth critiqued the way that some content 

marketing pays too much heed to search engines, using them simplistically as invention 

heuristics. 

Pieces are not dreamed up by trained editors nor commissioned based on 

submitted questions. Instead they are assigned by algorithm, which mines nearly a 

terabyte of search data, Internet traffic patterns, and keyword rates to determine 

what users want to know and how much advertisers will pay to appear next to the 

answers. (14) 

This search engine software helps determine relevance and credibility of an item.  

Search engine algorithms used in this way could be said to be a form of distributed 

cognition, allowing marketers to literally calculate the relevance of a particular issue.  

But in the course of the interviews conducted for this dissertation, marketers repeatedly 

told me stories of the difficulty of negotiating the algorithmic calculations of persuasion 

and the human perceptions of it.  In the course of persuading people in online settings, 

marketers must interrogate and develop new approaches to persuasion that account for 

internet technologies. 

THE EMERGENCE OF CONTENT MARKETING 

The concept of promoting companies with informational or entertaining content is 

obviously not new.  Businesses have long offered free information as an incentive to 

engage with them.  John Deere, the noted farm equipment company, has produced a 

magazine called The Furrow since 1895 which provides farming news and advice 

(Kuenn, 2013).  Companies such as Sears-Roebuck, Michelin, and Jell-O also offered 

recipes and how-to guides beginning in the late 19th and early 20th centuries.  The phrase 
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“content marketing” is of more recent coinage, and has been used at least since the 1990s 

(e.g. Cannon, 1999).   

While this kind of marketing may not be new, doing it on a large scale is.  

“Becoming a content-producing media organization within the conceit of your own 

business is a new process for businesses” (Rose & Pulizzi, March 2014).  In the early 

2000s, businesses used a variety of terms to describe their efforts to publish content as a 

marketing effort: brand journalism, custom publishing, custom media, customer media, 

custom content, and integrated marketing.  Joe Pulizzi relates how he latched onto the 

term “content marketing” as the term that resonated best with his business clients as he 

attempted to delineate and sell content marketing as a service (Rose & Pulizzi, March 

2014).  Pulizzi started the Content Marketing Institute (CMI) in 2007, a consultancy 

focusing on content marketing.  CMI’s self-promotional efforts included, naturally, a 

great deal of educational content about content marketing, and it is likely that these 

efforts contributed to the current popularity of the term.  A related milestone: in 2004, 

Tom Foremski left behind his position as a reporter for the Financial Times to start a 

news blog and became famous for his coverage of Silicon Valley branding.  Foremski’s 

adage, “Every company is a media company,” was widely repeated to describe the way 

that easily accessible online publishing had changed the marketing landscape.  As Web 

2.0 technologies made rich interactions with customers both easier and more necessary, 

businesses increasingly invested in content marketing strategies, including blogging, 

online video sharing, and social media usage. 

These developments in internet technologies contributed to widespread changes in 

cultural production.  In The Wealth of Networks (2006), Yochai Benkler points out that 

while products are almost exclusively produced by commercial firms in capitalist 

economies, information was—up until recently—produced largely by nonprofit entities.  
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Governments, churches, and universities sponsored it.  However, transmitting 

information and culture to large audiences became possible with mass media 

technologies like radio or television or even high-circulation newspapers, and the labor 

and cost of using those technologies was prohibitive to everyday users, “triggering 

commercialization and concentration” in information and cultural production (p. 52).  

Later, internet technology lowered the barriers to publishing, and now, Benkler argues, 

“Nonmarket behavior is becoming central to producing our information and cultural 

environment” (p. 56).  Thus in the 00s, we had the growing social practice of non-

corporate information sharing as well as the growing expectation that information and 

cultural production be free and immediate.  We can see the latter in the battles over 

illegally shared music, television, and movies.  Consumers began to expect immediate 

access to media on a variety of devices, and when media companies did not provide such 

access, consumers shared media among themselves. 

In order to remain relevant within and take part in this culture, corporations had to 

match this freely shared content, both in its production and distribution models and in its 

ethos of free, non-corporate sharing.  Benkler discusses how social transactions are 

different from market transactions, but how they may also be combined or muddled (p. 

109).  “A market transaction, in order to be efficient, must be clearly demarcated as to 

what it includes, so that it can be priced efficiently…. The crispness is a functional 

requirement of the price system…. Social exchange, on the other hand, does not require 

the same degree of crispness at the margin.”  That ill-definition of the transaction is 

practically the hallmark of the social interaction.  Benkler cites Maurice Godelier’s 

distinction between gifts and transactions: “the mark of the gift between close friends and 

relatives…is not the absence of obligations, it is the absence of ‘calculation.’”  Content 

marketing operates in that fuzzier space of obligation and good will, in the hopes that the 
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good will will persuade people to move on to transactions.  In addition to the traditional 

measures of marketing, where a television or print advertisement uses cultural themes to 

associate a product with positive ideas, content marketing adds to brand associations the 

positive feelings of social transactions.  Undoubtedly, this is tricky domain to enter, 

because social transactions involve feelings and interpersonal relations: the nebulous 

space between customer service and friendly interaction.  Salespeople have obviously 

negotiated such areas for a long time, when they joke with customers, or develop 

relationships with long-term customers.  But now marketers are also trying to build those 

relationships as a mass marketing strategy, by exchanging free content with others in a 

non-obligatory, social way. 

CONTENT MARKETING RESEARCH AND THE LACK THEREOF  

As I will discuss further in chapter 2, there is a surprising lack of research on 

content marketing, even among marketing scholars.  While content marketing has not 

been significantly addressed within rhetoric and composition studies, issues related to it 

have been studied from several angles within marketing and business studies.  

Researchers have addressed the use of user-generated content for marketing purposes 

(Burmann, 2010; Luetjens & Stanforth, 2007; Shenkan & Sichel, 2007; van Dijk, 2007).  

They have examined viral internet marketing, particularly consumers’ motivations for 

deciding to share content (Bampo et al., 2008; Dobele et al., 2005; Ho & Dempsey, 2010; 

Phelps et al., 2004; Subramani & Rajagopalan, 2003).  They have also examined 

customer reactions to social media marketing (Akar & Topac, 2011).  Researchers have 

also worked to analyze the network structure of viral marketing efforts and to optimize 

such efforts (Bampo et al., 2008).  Advice abounds within the industry itself about how 
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best to achieve successful content marketing campaigns, from viral marketing (e.g. 

Stevenson, 2008) to blogging (e.g. Singh et al., 2008).   

Since 2000, however, content marketing has been an important part of a larger 

movement in business information production at large, one which has received some 

attention within writing studies circles.  As the internet continues to change expectations 

about information consumption, businesses now seek to accommodate consumers’ 

expectations that content be on-demand, modular, and customizable (Andersen, 2014).  

Companies now develop “content management” strategies to manage the production and 

distribution of “product content, marketing content, technical content, and pass-through 

content such as user-generated and social media content” (Bailie & Urbina, 2013, p. 5).  

In fact, many companies now consider content to be a critical business asset that builds 

relationships with customers and supports “presales,” the series of steps that lead to the 

customer’s decision to buy.  Taken in aggregate, the content forms a “total information 

experience” which requires such careful curation and management that companies now 

boast positions such as “Director of Information Development” and “VP of Technical 

Documentation and Information Experience” (Andersen, 2014). 

Researchers in technical communication have conducted a variety of studies 

applicable to, if not about, content marketing.  The phenomenon of single-sourcing—the 

re-use of content across multiple media and locations without editing—has been 

particularly well-documented (Albers, 2003; Carter, 2003; Clark, 2008; Robidoux, 2008; 

Sapienza, 2004, 2007; Swarts, 2011).  Scholars have also charted the diffusion of 

technologies that enable single-sourcing (Andersen, 2011; Dayton, 2006).  More broadly, 

scholars have examined the cultural, corporate, and technological movements that have 

led to these changes in information development (Carliner, 2009; Dicks 2009; Rude, 

2009), as well as the rise of distributed work and writing (Spinuzzi, 2007; Swarts, 2010).  
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The vast majority of this research addresses technical and product content, as opposed to 

marketing content.   

CONTENT MARKETING AS A CASE FOR UNDERSTANDING INTERNET RHETORIC 

Content marketers are arguably at the vanguard of online writing, since their 

profession requires them to a) produce large amounts of content in many online genres, 

b) skillfully distribute this content, and c) measure and report the success of the content.  

Because they write for profit, content marketers must produce content that persuasively 

builds the brand’s ethos in a networked environment and then report the “success” of 

their content.  Of course, defining rhetorical “success” and how it may be measured is a 

major point of debate among content marketers, just as it is among academics.  Despite 

these complex rhetorical activities, this kind of knowledge work has not received much 

attention from scholars of writing studies. 

Because content marketers are experts on this sociality and interactivity, they are 

a natural choice for the study of internet rhetoric.  For anyone who wants to reach a large 

audience and persuade them on the internet, the most useful rhetorics are not written by 

rhetorical scholars but by content marketers.  The highly popular “The Beginner’s Guide 

to SEO [Search Engine Optimization]” and “The Beginner’s Guide to Social Media” are 

two examples par excellence, not only because they are thorough resources, but because 

the documents themselves are part of a content marketing strategy to bring more traffic to 

the website of a marketing software company (“Beginner’s”, 2013).  How-to guides such 

as these are incredibly popular, even for laypeople, because the internet as a medium is 

relatively new and constantly changing, resulting in genres that are constantly in flux and 

require continual study. 
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Rhetoric and composition scholars are still working to describe and account for 

networked, online writing.  As many scholars have noted, composition itself is changing.  

In 2009, Kathleen Blake Yancey argued that we have entered “a new era in literacy, a 

period we might call the Age of Composition” in which “our impulse to write is now 

digitized and expanded—or put differently, newly technologized, socialized” (p. 5).  As 

our composition efforts happen more and more on the internet, we become newly aware 

of the ways in which they are technologized.  What counts as writing in the age of Web 

2.0 may include actions such as uploading content to websites, tagging content, 

subscribing to content, or the ability to control access to one’s information (Wolff 2013, 

p. 215-216).  Scholars are beginning to extend our theories to describe new media 

rhetorics, like the non-communicative uses of hashtags in political discourse (Jones 2014) 

or the construction of identity across networked exchanges (Rice, 2009).  In continuing 

this kind of work, this dissertation examines how technologized, networked texts are 

produced in deliberate, persuasive ways by distributed teams for commercial purposes.  

This technologized, social writing requires an updated approach that takes into account 

its sociality, interactivity, and the ways in which it is embedded in technologies.  

However, our studies don’t yet account for technology and networking properly.  As I 

will show, we are only beginning to account for aspects of writing like sharing, liking, 

and linking in a way that accounts for the power of networks. 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review and Methodology 

The first difficulty I encountered in exploring content marketing was that it is a 

category of activity without clear or delineated boundaries.  Even content marketing 

professionals routinely publish blogs arguing with each other about what content 

marketing means.  This chapter begins by reviewing how the marketing industry defines 

content marketing and identifying some major points of agreement and disagreement as a 

starting point for my exploratory study.  I then establish three broad criteria for 

understanding content marketing, criteria which serve as a foundation for my study.  

The second difficulty I encountered in exploring content marketing was the 

distinct lack of academic studies in this area.  Thus, in the second section of this chapter, 

I discuss scholarship in two areas related and relevant to content marketing: the typology 

of earned, owned, and paid media, and the corporate use of owned media.  These studies 

comprise research from marketing, technical communication, and rhetoric.  The 

“corporate use of owned media” is another way to say corporate blogging and social 

media, and so it is an important area of research for the purposes of content marketing.  

Scholarship in this area has emphasized two aspects of corporate online marketing: 

interactivity and process.  I will argue that interactivity has been over-emphasized, 

leading to a misunderstanding of corporate online practices.  Instead, more work is 

needed on the process of corporate owned media, and my exploratory study of content 

marketing is a step forward in addressing this lack. 

Finally, I will explain the methodology I will use to address these issues: 

rhetorical genre theory.  Genre theorists’ investigations into workplace genres provide a 

useful basis from which to study content marketing.  Specifically, I draw on genre 

theory’s attention to the functions of genres, the conventions of genres (especially 



 15 

technical form), and the ways that genres work together in systems or ecologies.  I end 

this chapter with an outline of my methods for this exploratory study. 

THE DIFFICULTY OF DEFINING CONTENT MARKETING 

Despite its popularity in the industry, content marketing as such has received 

almost no attention from marketing scholars.  The American Marketing Association 

(AMA), for instance, is the professional organization for both professionals and 

academics in marketing, and yet discussion of content marketing remains firmly on the 

industry side.  This mysterious silence is most visible when looking at the American 

Marketing Association (AMA)’s website: “content marketing” workshops are scheduled 

five times a year for industry professionals, and blog posts about content marketing occur 

with obsessive regularity.  The scholars, however, are silent on the matter, both in 

journals and at conferences. 

I hypothesize that this gap exists for several reasons.  For one, scholarly 

marketing research may tend to focus on quantitative data, and as my research shows, 

marketers routinely debate the measurability and profitability of content marketing.  Even 

though its practices are widely implemented, content marketing is not yet widely 

considered to be a proven tactic in terms of measurable ROI (Return On Investment) 

(Patel, 2015).  However, content marketers do produce large amounts of quantitative 

data, as my interviewees reported.  I discuss this finding in chapter 5. 

Next, content marketing may lack scholarly attention because it is poorly defined.  

Industry professionals regularly debate its definition, advocating definitions that range 

from very broad parameters to very narrow.  Consider the following definitions: 

Content marketing is any marketing format that involves the creation and sharing 

of media and publishing content in order to acquire customers.  (Wikipedia, 2015) 

 

Storytelling for sales. (Smith, 2011) 
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A strategic marketing approach focused on creating and distributing valuable, 

relevant, and consistent content to attract and retain a clearly defined audience—

and, ultimately, to drive profitable customer action. (Content Marketing Institute, 

2014) 

 

Content Marketing means creating and sharing valuable free content to attract and 

convert prospects into customers, and customers into repeat buyers. The type of 

content you share is closely related to what you sell; in other words, you’re 

educating people so that they know, like, and trust you enough to do business with 

you. (Copyblogger, 2012) 

As much as they vary, the definitions above, as well as most other published 

definitions, agree on two major points.  Content marketing is a form of marketing that 

1. involves creating and distributing free-to-users content with intrinsic value to the 

consumer, and 

2. does so in order to increase other, desired business outcomes, even if indirectly. 

In order to include a wide variety of content marketing approaches, I combine 

these two criteria to create a broad, preliminary definition that describes most 

professional definitions of content marketing: the creation of valuable, free-to-users 

content in order to increase desired business outcomes.  I use the broad category 

“outcomes” deliberately; these outcomes could include sales, lead generation
3
, or 

customer engagement.  Even a non-profit organization could use content marketing in 

order to pursue outcomes like donations, awareness, or followers.  I define the content as 

“free-to-users” to clarify that, while content production may require investment from the 

company, the users are not charged money to acquire or view it.  They may, however, be 

asked to exchange information for the content.  For instance, a common content 

marketing tactic is to offer a free e-book in exchange for subscribing to a mailing list. 

                                                 
3 Lead generation is distinct from sales.  A “lead” is someone who has made an inquiry or who has 

otherwise indicated interest in a product or service.  For example, someone who has filled out a contact 

form on a website might be called a lead. 
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What distinguishes content marketing from media publishing, then?  Many 

modern media publishers provide free-to-the-user content online.  Media outlets like The 

Huffington Post, BuzzFeed, and Cracked do not charge for individual content, 

subscriptions, or user accounts; they generate revenue through advertising.  Circulation of 

content is thus a primary goal of these businesses, as opposed to content marketing 

campaigns, which circulate content in order to increase other, separate outcomes. While 

they are different, then, content marketing has much in common with media publication.  

As discussed in Chapter 1, when a business implements content marketing, it acts as a 

publishing company; it produces content that a consumer may freely desire to consume.  

Thus, the business “[delivers] value that is separate and discrete from [its] product and 

service to the consumer. [The content] is yet another product” (Pulizzi & Rose, 

November 2014).  Unlike a publishing company, though, the business does not charge for 

its content.  Pulizzi and Rose (March 2014) characterize content marketing as “becoming 

a media organization…within the conceit of your own business.”  Thus, this idea that 

“every company is a media company” (Foremski, 2007) is the major differentiating factor 

between traditional marketing and modern content marketing. 

However, professionals disagree profoundly about the boundaries of content 

marketing.  Two major points of debate are whether its definition should include 1) paid 

advertising or 2) self-promotion.  As I will show, these questions can be particularly 

important for the rhetorical establishment of disciplinary boundaries. 

Paid Advertising 

Because content marketing involves acting like a publishing company, industry 

professionals debate whether paid advertisements can be considered “publishing.”  

Rebecca Lieb, author of Content Marketing, argues that content marketing is “the 
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practice of creating and publishing on owned media channels, as opposed to advertising, 

for which media is always rented time or space” (2013).  However, it is difficult to keep 

paid and owned spaces separate.  For example, as my research will show, sophisticated 

marketers create networks using their content: paying for ads that link to educational 

articles that link to landing pages that link to e-commerce sites.  Many developed content 

marketing strategies involve connecting paid, owned, and earned media in deliberate 

pathways that lead consumers toward buying.  Rose and Pulizzi (November 2014) argue 

that savvy content marketing strategies center on the overlap of earned, owned, and paid 

media.
4
  They assert that what distinguishes content marketing strategies from other 

strategies is not the use of owned rather than paid media.  Rather, the difference is 

between a “campaign”—a temporary burst of content intended to fulfill a limited 

business goal—and “consistency,” in which a business acts like a media organization, 

distributing content on a routine and ongoing basis.   

Self-Promotion 

Most professionals agree that content should have value separate from a 

company’s product or service, and so they debate whether content marketing can or 

should involve promoting the company itself.  John Miller (2012) argues that content 

                                                 
4 It is worth mentioning one particular form of content that falls in the overlap of paid 

media and valuable content: native advertising.  Native advertising is the sponsoring of 

valuable content on third-party media organizations, such as news websites and blogs.  

For example, Fidelity Insurance sponsored an article on Forbes.com titled “Should You 

Accept Your Employer’s Pension Buyout Offer?”  The article, written by Fidelity, reads 

like a news article and provides educational information related to the title.  News giants 

like The New York Times, The Wall Street Journal, The Guardian, and The Atlantic all 

offer native advertising, and numerous other news sites are following suit in order to 

buoy weak revenue streams (Cookson, 2014).  Both Rose and Pulizzi (November 2014) 

and Lieb (2013) consider native advertising to be a form of content marketing, although 

Lieb categorizes it as a “hybrid.” 
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marketing must be “journalistic” and “audience-focused,” and that genres such as press 

releases cannot be considered content marketing because they are company-focused.  

While paid advertising and other self-promotional content can be effective forms of 

marketing, he says, they are not content marketing.  Miller thus emphasizes the idea that 

content marketing is a strategy by which a business acts like a media company. 

As I will show, the debate on self-promotion can be an important source of 

rhetorical strategy for marketers.  For example, several study participants work for 

Business-to-Business (B2B) companies that sell enterprise software to other companies.  

These content marketers create content that explains software features, provides tips and 

tricks, and suggests integrations with other software.  This content does have intrinsic 

value to the consumer in exactly the way Miller argues that it ought to: it “helps people 

do their jobs” (Miller, 2012).  However, this content is often focused on the company 

itself, since it educates consumers about the software they sell.  The difficult balance of 

how much self-promotion is too much is a rhetorical question marketers must tackle on a 

text-by-text basis. 

These debates over the definition of content marketing have important stakes for 

marketers.  For one, defining content marketing in opposition to traditional marketing—

not self-promotional and not paid—emphasizes the difference of the approach and the 

need for new disciplinary knowledge.  For instance, marketing departments may be more 

likely to hire former journalists, or to base their writing practices on journalism, leading 

to different rhetorical practices.  Stakes are particularly high for professionals who sell 

content marketing as a service, and Pulizzi, Rose, and Lieb all fall into this category.  

Therefore it is even more important for them to define themselves as distinct from 

traditional marketing services. 
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The opposite is also true: those professionals with broader definitions are 

emphasizing their continuity with and inclusion in the greater marketing community.  

Pulizzi and Rose (November 2014), for example, call the separation of content marketing 

from other marketing strategies a “classic mistake.”  Rather, content marketing is 

“something that gets infused into what you’re doing….it’s not a distinct thing. It’s an 

approach” (2014).  This rhetorical positioning may help Pulizzi and Rose and other 

marketers to sell their content marketing approach to more traditional executives.  Thus, 

the nebulous boundaries of content marketing may actually serve the marketers who 

employ it. 

In proceeding with this research, I used the following broad criteria in order to 

investigate the field of content marketing without unnecessarily limiting its possibilities. 

1. This study proceeded with a preliminary definition of content marketing: the 

creation of valuable, free-to-readers content in order to increase profit for a 

business. 

2. This study focused on digital content marketing.  Digital spaces are 

overwhelmingly the focus of most content marketing materials, guides, and 

strategies. 

3. This study included both self-promotional content and paid media in the range of 

possible content marketing activities, in order to avoid limiting the field too much 

during this exploratory study. 

4. Because this research is exploratory, this study proceeded with a small 

convenience sample from which salient questions could be generated and from 

which future research might expand. 
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As we will see, self-described content marketing professionals may engage in a range of 

activities.  Content marketing as an approach is both loosely defined—perhaps, as I 

suggested, for good reason—and in flux. 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

In this section, I discuss two areas of scholarly research relevant to content 

marketing: 1) the typology of earned, owned, and paid media, and 2) the corporate use of 

online media like blogs and social media.  These studies from the fields of marketing, 

technical communication, and rhetoric have emphasized two aspects of corporate online 

marketing: interactivity and process.  I will argue that interactivity has been over-

emphasized, leading to a misunderstanding of corporate online practices.  Instead, more 

work is needed on the process of corporate online marketing, and my exploratory study 

of content marketing addresses this need. 

Earned, owned, and paid media 

Marketers use the typology of owned, earned, and paid media in order to describe 

the spaces in which they publish marketing materials (Corcoran, 2009; Goodall, 2009; 

Rooke, 2011; Connelly, 2013). Owned media include websites and accounts owned or 

controlled by the company, to which they may post without paying fees to external 

companies.  This includes the company’s websites, blogs, social media accounts, and 

other traditional spaces such as packaging and brick-and-mortar stores.  These owned 

properties may require investments in the form of personnel, labor, and set-up costs, but 

companies may post to these sites freely without paying fees to external companies.  In 

these cases, the company acts as its own publishing company.  Paid media, conversely, 

require the payment of fees to third parties, because the company does not own the space.  

These include advertisements and promoted or sponsored media.  Paid media are the 
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traditional and most widely discussed form of marketing.  Earned media are neither 

owned nor paid for, though marketers may take action to encourage them.  In other 

words, earned media involves free publicity.  These include press mentions, customer 

reviews, and other instances where third parties discuss a company without being paid to 

do so.  Earned media are obviously highly coveted by companies, but since they cannot 

be directly created, they must be directly or indirectly encouraged.  And, once earned 

media are created, companies can use specialized services to “amplify” or promote them.  

As I will discuss in chapter 4, one of my interviewees, Chris, related how his company 

pays to advertise reviews and blog posts written by customers. 

The effect of paid media on sales has been studied extensively by advertising and 

marketing scholars.  Most marketing studies of online marketing focus on paid online 

advertising (Lambrecht & Tucker, 2013; Liu & Viswanathan, 2014; Dinner, Van Heerde, 

& Neslin, 2014), examining how such ads compare to traditional media (e.g. Draganaska, 

Hartmann, & Stanglein, 2014), or how successful ads are in the context of search engine 

results (e.g. Jerath, Ma, & Park, 2014).  Earned and owned media are less studied, even 

though they are not new.  Stephen and Galak (2012) studied the effects of earned media 

(publicity) on sales for a microlending website, comparing earned social media mentions 

(as in Facebook) to traditional media mentions (as in newspapers). 

This vocabulary is useful in that it helps us understand how content marketing is 

distributed across channels and how it fits in with traditional marketing activities. As 

mentioned above, content marketing may be considered the domain of exclusively owned 

media (Lieb, n.d.), or it may be an approach that involves the overlapping use of earned, 

owned, and paid media (Pulizzi & Rose, March 2014).  While there is a paucity of 

research on the implementation of content marketing as a cross-platform activity (i.e., 

deliberately implemented across paid, earned, and owned media), scholars in both 
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marketing and technical communication have examined the corporate use of owned 

media, especially blogs and social media. 

Studies of the Corporate Use of Owned Media (Social Media, Blogs, and Technical 

Documentation) 

While “content marketing” as an approach may not be explicitly mentioned in 

them, many academic studies have addressed the corporate use of owned media such as 

social media, blogs, and technical documentation. Two major areas of focus for studies 

on corporate use of digital media are interactivity and process.  I suggest that interactivity 

is over-emphasized, and that continued focus on process can help us build a realistic 

sense of the interactive possibilities of corporate digital media, especially when it comes 

to content marketing. 

Many studies of the corporate use of social media, especially from the business 

and marketing fields, focus on interactivity.  Indeed, in contrast to corporate 

communication in traditional media, corporate social media is highly interactive 

(Vernuccio, 2014; Waters et al., 2014).  Whereas up until the new millennium, sites of 

bilateral interaction between businesses and consumers were largely telephone, fax, and 

face-to-face interaction, contemporary businesses have more sites of permeability due to 

the internet.  Consumers can write reviews, send social media messages to business 

representatives, and discuss businesses in forums and on social media.  Marketing 

scholars have studied how businesses manage these sites of interaction, whether that 

interaction is customer service or crisis management (Kim, Hong, & Cameron, 2014). 

Scholars in marketing and communication have noted that inbound marketing 

involves the co-creation of value by companies and consumers (Ballantyne, 2006; Locke, 

et al., 2001; Lusch & Webster, 2011).  Instead of unilateral, outbound communication 

with consumers, companies are now forced—sometimes unwillingly—to engage in 
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online dialogues with their customers if they want to sell their wares.  In other words, 

“markets are conversations” (Locke, et al., 2001), and one way that these conversational 

markets manifest in the modern era is with the need for reviews, comments, clicks, likes, 

shares, re-tweets, and many other kinds of online consumer interaction. The whole 

enterprise is dialogic, which requires a different kind of rhetorical activity than, say, the 

design of a magazine advertisement.   

Open source branding (Fournier & Avery, 2011), for instance, conceives of a 

brand as something created jointly by the assembly of input from company stakeholders: 

employees, management, customers, influencers, investors, and so on.  The scholarship 

surrounding open source branding focuses on researching communication strategies best 

suited to build this kind of open, multilateral engagement (Gregory, 2007; Ind & Bjerke, 

2007; Merze, He & Vargo, 2009; Roper & Davies, 2007; Hanna, Rohn, & Crittenden, 

2011; Vernuccio, 2014).  These studies provide important frameworks for evaluating 

existing marketing strategies for their degree of openness. 

Most importantly, Lusch and Vargo (2004, 2006, 2008, 2014) argue that this co-

creation of value is the essential characteristic of the new dominant marketing 

perspective, which they call Service-Dominant Logic (SDL). SDL stands in contrast to 

Goods-Dominant Logic (GDL), which emerges from the logics of industrial 

manufacturing and understands value as inhering in the characteristics of goods that are 

then sold to a consumer.  GDL casts value in the language of industrial manufacturing: 

products that are better than other products and thus have greater exchange-value (2004, 

p. 5).  Similar to the ill-defined social relationships that Benkler (2006) noted, in SDL, 

companies sell service (whether in the form of goods or individual services) in which the 

value emerges from the consumer’s experience in interacting with the company and its 
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goods or services.  That is, in SDL, the value is not exchange-value, but use-value.  It is 

co-created by the company and the consumer (2004, p. 7). 

Businesses may move back and forth between GDL- and SDL-oriented claims to 

fit different rhetorical needs (London et al., 2015), but content marketing as a whole is 

oriented toward Service-Dominant Logic due to its focus on providing valuable content 

to the consumer.  In their attempts to interact with customers and to determine their 

unique needs, content marketers espouse an SDL approach that is specifically rhetorical: 

they aim to discover and address audiences’ specific rhetorical situations.  Marketing 

scholars have called for more empirical and pragmatic examinations of SDL (Brown & 

Patterson, 2004) to determine whether it actually reflects actual market trends, but I 

approach SDL less as a description of practice and more as an underlying logic, ideology, 

or interpretative lens.  In this dissertation, I plan to examine how my participants may 

wield SDL for rhetorical purposes, in what situations, and to what ends. 

Taken together, these interactivity-focused studies may paint an overly rosy view 

of the nature of commercial digital media.  Social media are also platforms for 

distribution of content in addition to interaction; they help make content marketing both 

possible and integral to the way the internet operates. The publication of content can have 

various degrees of interactivity, not all of which are conversational.  A company 

instituting content marketing may consider a click to the website more important than a 

comment, for instance. In this case, conversation is not the goal, even though it may be 

welcome.  Scholars do acknowledge nuanced interactions between companies and 

consumers, but with language like “co-creation” and “user-centric,” it can be easy to 

misconceptualize the transactional relationship as one with equal agency on both sides 

(van Dijk, 2007).  One of the research questions for this dissertation is, “What goals do 
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marketers have for their content? What function does their content serve?”  These 

questions will lead us to a fuller picture of the marketing content created by companies.   

Another area of focus is process.  Technical communication scholars have studied 

“content management,” and the ways that large amounts of technical, product, and 

internal content are produced, organized, and distributed across different media.  Since 

2000, content marketing has been an important offshoot of a larger movement in business 

information production at large, one which has received some attention within writing 

studies circles.  As the internet continues to change expectations about information 

consumption, businesses now seek to accommodate consumers’ expectations that content 

be on-demand, modular, and customizable (Andersen, 2014).  Companies now develop 

“content management” strategies to manage the production and distribution of “product 

content, marketing content, technical content, and pass-through content such as user-

generated and social media content” (Bailie & Urbina, 2013, p. 5).  In fact, many 

companies now consider content to be a critical business asset that builds relationships 

with customers and supports “presales,” the series of steps that lead to the customer’s 

decision to buy.  Taken in aggregate, the content forms a “total information experience” 

which requires such careful curation and management that companies now boast 

positions such as “Director of Information Development” and “VP of Technical 

Documentation and Information Experience” (Andersen).  This kind of content could 

potentially be used in a content marketing approach, depending on the way it is used. 

Researchers in technical communication have conducted a variety of studies on 

content management.  The phenomenon of single-sourcing—the re-use of content across 

multiple media and locations without editing—has been particularly well-documented 

(Albers, 2003; Carter, 2003; Clark, 2008; Robidoux, 2008; Sapienza, 2004, 2007; Hart-

Davidson et al., 2011; Swarts, 2010).  They have charted the diffusion of technologies 
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(Andersen, 2011; Dayton, 2006).  More broadly, scholars have examined the cultural, 

corporate, and technological movements that have led to these changes in information 

development (Carliner, 2009; Dicks 2009; Rude, 2009), as well as the rise of distributed 

work and writing (Spinuzzi, 2007; Swarts, 2010).  The vast majority of this research 

addresses the production of technical and product content, as opposed to marketing 

content.  What these studies don’t tell us is how marketing content may function 

differently from or similar to documentation content, or in what circumstances they 

would be considered to be the same thing.  In fact, some of the marketers I interviewed 

worked on teams with product experts to produce both documentation and marketing 

content; in those instances, there was not a firm distinction between the two. 

An important insight of studies of content management is that rhetorical decisions 

about produced texts may be distributed across various actors, including writers, 

managers, interfaces, and locations.  This distribution of rhetorical decisions may hide the 

complexity of content marketing work.  Swarts (2010), for instance, says that rhetorical 

decisions may sometimes be “delegated to the [content management system]” in single-

sourcing, which “masks the complexity of the rhetorical relationships negotiated by 

reused text” (p. 158). It is important for my study, then, to account for both the 

distribution of rhetorical decisions among different workers, genres, and technologies. 

What rhetorical actions underlie the technological actions involved in particular content 

marketing genres?  How do recognizable genres emerge from these technological-

rhetorical actions?  And what do these genres tell us about content marketing?   

METHODOLOGY: GENRE IN WORKPLACE STUDIES 

To understand what content marketing is and how to move forward in our study 

of it, I argue that we need to start to think about 1) its process, 2) its genres and 3) how its 
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process and genres inform and emerge from each other.  To better understand how 

content marketing works, this dissertation employs rhetorical genre theory as a 

framework.  This theory helps us understand what people are doing when they compose 

things for professional purposes.  

Function/Purpose/Practice   

Rhetorical genre studies defines genre as socially recognizable rhetorical action 

(Miller, 1984).  However, because genres rely on social agreement for their definitions, 

they are only ever stable temporarily.  Internet genres, especially those associated with 

content marketing, are relatively new and in constant evolution.  It can be difficult to 

distinguish genres from media, for example.  In one instance, Miller and Shepherd (2009) 

said that they initially mistook the medium of the blog for a genre.  Intentions can be 

varied and divergent on the internet. 

Content marketing is a useful site for the study of internet genres because these 

genre writers create these texts for identifiable and goal-driven purposes, goals for which 

they are held accountable by their employers.  My nine participants did report difficulties 

in the development of goals and in gauging their success in meeting those goals, but all of 

them had identifiable goals. 

Spinuzzi (2003) sorts various definitions of genre into the scopes upon which they 

are applied.  On the macroscopic level, genres describe activity forged by tradition, 

disciplines.  What disciplinary traditions are carried forth by content marketing genres?  

How do online content marketing genres inform socio-cultural and disciplinary practice, 

and how are they informed by it?  On the mesoscopic level, genres are “tools-in-use” 

(Russell, 1997): consciously employed strategies.  How do content marketers make use of 

online genres in order to achieve their goals?  On the microscopic level, genres are the 
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unconscious habits that guide work activities.  What are these “operationalized rules” 

(Spinuzzi, 2003) in the context of content marketing?  What unconscious habits or 

recurring actions are employed by content marketers to do their work? 

Conventions  

The next step in answering these questions is to identify the conventions of 

content marketing genres. In describing these conventions, we can learn the recognizable 

and generic features of these texts, and in doing so, we can answer the question, “What 

makes these texts content marketing, as opposed to something else?” 

Conventions for audience. 

Genre theory helps us determine how audience affects internet genres.  To the 

uninitiated, internet communication can seem like speaking into a “void,” or speaking 

indiscriminately to all internet users at large.  Content marketers must use the technical 

and verbal means available to them to create texts aimed at particular audiences, as well 

as to find and create audiences.  How do they do this?  And how does the recognition of a 

particular audience help form particular genres? 

Conventions for media and technical features.  

Genres on the internet emerge from the specific affordances of internet 

technology in addition to the purposes of their users.  Bazerman (1988) shows how the 

conventions of scientific essays were influenced by conditions of scientific labor, and the 

material possibilities of spreading that knowledge.  Genres on the internet are highly 

influenced by the web’s network structure: the use of hyperlinks to connect texts, the use 

of search engines to organize and rank texts, and the use of purchased advertisements to 

promote texts.  How do links, search engines, and ads influence the genres and genre 

conventions used by content marketers?  Devitt argues that formal elements of genre 
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include “words, sentences, organizational structure, format, layout, and other visual 

elements” (2009, p. 33).  Relatedly, Swarts points out that interfaces built for particular 

uses help inform the rhetorical use for a text placed into that interface (2011). The formal 

elements of genre also include formal elements such as interface elements, forms of 

interaction, and the technical infrastructure that makes the whole thing work. 

A content marketing blog article, for instance, is likely to include structural 

elements intended to operate with search engine crawlers
5
, links that connect the article to 

other sites, language and design elements intended to steer readers to clicking on links.  

The genre is highly associated with these particular media and infrastructure.  On social 

media, the texts are displayed with interactive mechanisms: thumbs up or down, replies, 

shares, reports of rule-breaking.  These texts accrue social interactions, and thus, data.  

As mentioned earlier, they thus may operate more “conversationally” than other texts, 

even if the interactions are not equally weighted in terms of agency.  This dissertation 

seeks to understand how the formal, technical aspects of these genres work together to 

produce the desired rhetorical effects.  Although my nine participants do not provide a 

representative sample from which to draw conclusions, their interviews do point to some 

of the important ways that formal aspects of genre are handled in online persuasion. 

How Genres Work Together 

Finally, rhetorical genre studies helps us discuss how genres can work together to 

accomplish work.  Genre sets (Devitt, 1991) or genre systems (Bazerman, 1994) have 

been used to describe how combinations of genres are used in order to produce 

complicated relationships, organizations, and products.  Because content marketing 

genres do not often operate together in strictly prescribed relationships, I use the concept 

                                                 
5 Variously called “web crawlers,” “spiders,” or “bots,” search engine web crawlers are automated software 

applications (i.e. robots) that index websites for the purposes of search engine listings. 
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of “genre ecologies” (Spinuzzi, 2003) to understand the ways that content marketing 

genres work together in loosely related and highly contingent combinations. 

METHODS 

Because content marketing is so ill-defined and under-studied, this exploratory 

study aims to identify key issues and variables of content marketing work to help provide 

direction for future studies of content marketing.  What issues are key to marketers’ 

understanding of their work?  What practices and genres are key to performing it?  

Specifically, I ask: 

1. What is content marketing?  What functions does it serve? 

2. How is content marketing performed?  What practices and genres are involved? 

3. How do marketers understand content marketing’s effects?  How do they decide 

when it is successful?  And how does this understanding of success inform the 

genres produced? 

I proceeded by conducting an exploratory study of how content marketers 

understand and practice their work using a combination of interviews and textual 

analysis.  This study was approved by the University of Texas Institutional Review Board 

(Study #2014-05-0004). A limited sample size reflected the exploratory nature of this 

study.  This dissertation explores the genres of content marketing in terms of their media, 

content, form, and overarching rhetorical functions. If genres are social actions, we must 

ask what rhetorical action(s) the genres of content marketing are socially understood to 

effect. If they are tools-in-use, we must ask how they are used and to what uses they are 

put. 

To that end, I asked interviewees to describe how they understand content 

marketing and their purposes, as well as to describe their own motivations and processes 
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around content marketing. Furthermore, I collected textual artifacts of the marketers’ 

work in order to compare interview data with artifacts. 

Participants 

Participants were solicited from among those who self-identified as performing 

“content marketing” on their LinkedIn profiles and who worked in the San Francisco Bay 

Area.  Chosen for its rich internet-based industry, the Bay Area was considered likely to 

yield a fruitful cross-section of content marketers who specialize in digital content.  By 

choosing participants who already use the words “content marketing” to describe their 

work in their LinkedIn profiles, I avoid limiting my sample to a pre-determined 

understanding of what content marketing is. 

Interviewees were asked to recommend other relevant participants who also 

performed content marketing, who were contacted using the email address given by the 

referring interviewee.  In total, I interviewed 9 participants from 7 different companies, 

including one self-employed marketer.  As I have stated, this small sample size 

acknowledges the fact that almost no research has been done on content marketing in 

rhetoric, composition, or communication studies; this study is intended to generate some 

preliminary implications that can be compared to related literature and from which 

further research can proceed. 

Not all participants had “content marketing” or even “marketing” in their job 

titles, but they all understood themselves to do some form of content marketing.  In Table 

1, I list names, job titles, company type, gender and years of marketing experience for 

each participant.  “Company type” breaks down participants’ employers between 

established and start-up companies, and between B2B (“Business-to-business”) and B2C 

(“Business-to-consumer”) orientations.  All but one participant worked for in-house 
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marketing teams, as opposed to marketing agencies; Steve was the exception as an 

independent marketing consultant.  Although I did not ask participants specifically for 

their ages, they did tend to be young professionals.  Based on their years of college 

graduation, five of the 10 were younger than 30. 

 

Name/Alias Job Title Company Type Gender Years 

Marketing 

Experience 

Alessandra Design Historian 

and Editorial 

Content Manager 

B2C start-up Female 2 

Robert Content Marketing 

and Campaigns 

Manager 

Established B2B Male 13 

Steve Chief Marketing 

Officer 

Marketing 

consultancy (self-

employed) 

Male 28 

Vivien Product Marketing 

Manager 

Established B2B Female 2 

Sarah Marketing, 

Communications, 

and Content Lead 

Established B2B Female 5 

Ly Product Marketing 

Manager 

Established B2B Female 5 

John Demand Generation 

Officer 

B2B start-up Male 6 

Susan Content Marketing 

Manager 

B2B start-up Female 3 

Chris Director of Content 

Marketing 

Established 

B2C/B2B 

Male 20 

Table 1: Participant Data 

Data Collection 

I collected two forms of data: interviews and marketing artifacts. 
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Interviews 

I conducted semi-structured interviews of about 45 minutes in person or via video 

chat.  Participants were asked to describe job duties, their definition of content marketing, 

the technologies they use, the genres they produce, the purposes of those genres, and how 

they interpret results.  An interview protocol can be found in Appendix A. 

Artifacts 

Participants were asked to provide portfolios or examples of content marketing 

efforts (microsites, blogs, social media accounts, white papers, case studies, landing 

pages, etc.).  Most participants were worried about privacy for their current jobs and 

provided limited artifacts.  Some opted to provide artifacts from past employers rather 

than current employers in order to ensure the security of their current marketing efforts.  I 

collected 19 artifacts in all, although some of these “artifacts” are themselves large 

collections of content.  For example, one artifact was a microsite with more than 40 

webpages.  Another was a blog with hundreds of articles. 

Data Coding 

Interviews were transcribed for coding.  Following Miles & Huberman’s (1994) 

critique that purely inductive coding can fail to incorporate the insights of prior theory, I 

used deductive starter codes based on my interview questions to initially code the data.  I 

then proceeded with inductive open-coding (Corbin & Strauss, 2008) to further 

categorize the data. I assigned codes per entry (i.e., per comment or per interview 

answer), and entries could receive multiple codes.  Lastly, I performed axial coding 

(Corbin & Strauss, 2008) to explain the relationships across the codes generated during 

open coding.  Data codes can be found in Appendix B. 
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Data Analysis 

I analyzed the data through triangulation, determining whether the generated 

codes appeared across data types and sources (Spinuzzi, 2010).  I compared codes across 

a single source’s data.  For instance, how does a participant’s definition of content 

marketing compare to the understanding of content marketing shown in their work 

samples?  Is their work at odds with their definition?  I also compared codes across data 

types.  For instance, how do participants’ definitions of content marketing compare to 

each other?  Which criteria are shared across multiple participants’ definitions? 

In studying media alongside rhetorical function, I am thus able to get a more 

holistic sense of the genres of content marketing. I triangulate the data of rhetorical 

motivation with the data of technology. Questions of interface and technological function 

are asked alongside questions of sociality, purpose, and discourse.   

In the following chapters, I report my findings.  In chapter 3, I relate my 

participants’ stories of learning and performing content marketing work, and the tensions 

that arose between their work backgrounds, job roles, and the logic behind content 

marketing.  In chapter 4, I discuss content marketing as genre ecologies, sharing 

participants’ ways of distinguishing genres and comparing these to the artifacts they 

shared with me.  In particular, I delve into the ways that participants reported networking 

content together in order build persuasive pathways.  Finally, in chapter 5, I explore my 

participants’ methods of measuring their success, particularly the quantitative metrics that 

have become so prevalent for understanding online phenomena. 
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Chapter 3: Content Marketing as Work 

A colleague of mine asked me recently, “What the hell do you do here?” Because 

anything and everything can be content marketing. - Susan, Content Marketing 

Manager 

This chapter serves as an exploration of what content marketing is: the 

combination of actual activities my participants perform and the learned definitions they 

carry.  In the course of producing persuasive writing for the internet, these content 

marketers report that they negotiate three major tensions: 1. The multiple, overlapping 

roles they must play to produce this work, 2. The impetus to sell without seeming to sell, 

and 3. The way that different work backgrounds influence their entry to the field and their 

understanding of how it works. 

These kinds of tensions between roles, backgrounds, and logics have been 

reported in other arenas by professional communication studies.  Propen and Schuster 

(2010) reported on the tensions that resulted from the use of Victim Impact Statements 

(VISs) in courtrooms; judges and victim advocates reported challenges in incorporating 

the emotional, personal genre of the VIS with institutional legal genres like sentencing 

guidelines.  Through this tension, this genre both “delineates and meets the needs of 

several communities” as well as “creates a bridge between public policy…and internal 

institutional activity systems such as those of the sentencing hearing that happens within 

the courtroom” (p. 10).  With the continued use of this genre, victim advocates seek to 

create change by building authority for this kind of testimony.  In comparison, Gygi and 

Zachry (2010) found the tensions between industrial and academic logics to be 

productive in their account of the development of a communication workshop.  In both 

these cases, the tensions among genres or backgrounds helped to produce the outcomes 

rhetors wanted.  In looking at content marketing, then, I will examine how the 
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participants describe tensions across roles and understandings of content marketing and 

what, if anything, they feel is produced by those tensions. 

I share experiences from nine different content marketers, whose various 

backgrounds, job duties, and roles influence what they understand content marketing to 

be and how it is practiced.  Together, these stories paint a picture of content marketing as 

an emerging form of work that must be negotiated, in terms of what it is and how it is 

performed.  Instead of being a mere translation of traditional advertising to a new 

medium, content marketing presents a working-through of the economic and structural 

problems/affordances of the internet, and the way it is distributed and negotiated by the 

people doing the work is evidence of that. 

This chapter begins by identifying four work roles played by content marketers, 

based on the job duties that participants described.  All four of these roles are important 

and integral to the performance of content marketing, and the marketers I interviewed 

often play multiple roles in the course of their work.  As I will show, these roles represent 

the different skillsets and orientations necessary to produce persuasive writing for the 

internet.  These roles help us understand what content marketing is and how it is 

practiced: a vital first step in articulating the digital literacies that content marketers are 

experts in.  And they range in their job duties from marketing executives to the person 

who clicks “Post” on the Facebook updates.  This range of job duties serves to illustrate 

the breadth of activities which comprise content marketing.  By placing their stories in 

dialogue, I show how all four roles are required for the production of this kind of writing, 

and I describe what content marketing is as a practice. 

Next, I illustrate how work distribution is conducted differently on different kinds 

of teams at larger and smaller companies. 
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Finally, I relate marketers’ roles and backgrounds to the way in which they define 

content marketing.  Marketers must sell without seeming to sell.  As I found, content 

marketing is still emerging as an approach and a discipline, and so is conducted by a 

diverse group of people, with various backgrounds, job titles, and job duties.  The nine 

marketers I interviewed are reflective of that diversity.  They come from backgrounds in 

journalism, public relations, academia, business, and more.  Half of my participants do 

not have marketing backgrounds, something which influences the way they define and 

practice their work. 

CREATING TEXTS IN TEAMS: WRITING ROLES & DISTRIBUTED RHETORICAL 

DECISIONS 

In this section, I illustrate how content marketing is a kind of writing production 

that requires a variety of skillsets, and those skillsets are often distributed among workers 

within a company.  These different duties and roles give us insight into what content 

marketing is, in that it tells us which actions or practices comprise it and how they 

interlock or interact to produce the intended effects. 

As I mentioned earlier, I sought marketers who either self-identified as content 

marketers or who were identified as content marketers by co-workers who referred them.  

Because of this, my participants displayed a full range of relationships that one might 

have with content marketing.  There were managers and strategists who organized 

writing but never did it themselves.  And there were networkers like John, whose title, 

Demand Generation Specialist, might make him seem like he’s not a content marketer at 

all.  Demand and lead generation are often grouped separately from content marketing by 

guidebooks and even in job duties.  However, as I will show, the fact that John considers 

himself a content marketer anyway is very telling, and I think points to some important 

facets of content marketing work, especially its delivery. 
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To understand what content marketing work entails, I first compiled and 

compared the job duties described by my nine participants (see Table 2).  Interestingly, 

only 5 of the 9 said that writing or otherwise directly producing content was a regular part 

of their jobs.  Eight of the 9, however, mentioned collaboration with peers or teams to 

accomplish marketing tasks.  Only Steve, an independent consultant, did not regularly 

collaborate with team members. 

 

Job Duty No. of Participants 

Collaborate with peers/teams 8 

Develop content strategy or calendar 6 

Write or produce content 5 

Manage other writers 5 

Manage projects 4 

Create ads or promote content 3 

Publish content 3 

Document processes 2 

Conduct interviews 2 

Analyze data 2 

Find/alter images 1 

Table 2: Job Duties of Participants. 

I grouped the job duties that occurred together most frequently, and then validated 

the resulting groups by examining interviewees’ statements about these duties.  I was thus 

able to identify four major roles played by these marketers: writer, strategist, manager, 



 40 

and networker.  By “roles,” I mean a set of related job duties, or put another way, a set of 

related rhetorical decisions that contribute to the production of content marketing 

materials, and the performance of content marketing as an activity. 

 Writers produce content in the most direct or traditional sense.  They gather 

information, write words, format documents, and may also publish their work to 

the web.  Although I call them “writers,” I include anyone producing content 

intended for customers’ eyes. The writers I interviewed mainly produced 

alphabetic texts, but also worked with images and video.  Associated job duties: 

write or produce content, publish content, conduct interviews, find/alter images. 

 Strategists develop plans for what kind of content will be produced, when it will 

be produced, how it will be distributed across online channels, and how it will 

serve the business. Strategists often do high level thinking about audiences and 

persuasion, and help juggle the various purposes of content marketing texts.  

Associated job duties: develop content strategy, document processes. 

 Managers make decisions about how work is distributed.  They oversee the 

content production by other writers, and may interface with superiors, such as the 

VP of Marketing or other executive.  These workers are responsible for 

coordinating collaborative efforts.  Associated job duties: manage other writers, 

manage projects, document processes. 

 Networkers gather and interpret data from the web, and promote pieces of 

content by networking them together with other pieces of content, including ads, 

landing pages
6
, and other types of content.  Although content marketers in all 

                                                 
6 A landing page is, broadly speaking, any webpage that serves as an entrance to a website.  A homepage is 

a common landing page.  However, marketers often create specialized landing pages for different services, 

products, and audiences.  These landing pages are often streamlined to persuade the viewer to take a 

specific action, such as signing up for an email list or buying a product.  For instance, Sarah wrote a 

specialized landing page for Git.  Networkers in her company could then create specialized ads that 



 41 

roles, as I will show, work with some kind of data on the web
7
, some marketers 

are more focused on promoting content and tracking its success by analyzing 

metrics about readers’ behaviors.  Examples of job titles that are likely to involve 

this type of work are Demand Generation Specialist and Lead Generation 

Specialist.  Associated job duties: create ads or promote content, analyze data. 

Although I would argue that, to some degree, most participants carried out all four 

roles, even if in small ways, the nature of distributed work means that workers specialize 

in particular sets of rhetorical decisions.  Most of the participants carried out more than 

one role, as you can see in Table 3. 

 

Participant Name Roles 

Alessandra Manager, writer 

Robert Manager, strategist 

Steve Networker, strategist, writer 

Ly Manager, networker, strategist 

Susan Writer 

Vivien Writer 

Sarah Manager, strategist, writer 

John Networker, writer 

Chris Manager, strategist 

Table 3: Work Roles of Participants. 

                                                                                                                                                 
advertise Git, and then send viewers to that landing page so that they can learn more about that product 

without being distracted by Atlassian’s many other services.  Chapter 5 will discuss landing pages and their 

importance to content marketing in more detail. 
7 In chapter 5, I will share stories about how my participants use data such as web traffic, likes, and shares 

to interpret their success and make decisions about their future writing. 
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Participants did not discuss their roles as distinct from each other.  For example, 

no one I interviewed referred to herself as “wearing multiple hats” or similar phrasing.  

Participants described their jobs in terms of contiguous, interlocking activities.  It was 

only when I compared participants’ job duties to each other that I could discern sets of 

related job duties that different participants had in common.  Alessandra, for instance, 

described how her job duties evolved from only writing to both writing and management: 

When we started, I wrote 2 posts a week, and I was the only person writing them. 

And then as we kind of grew, to do 5 posts a week. The first thing we did, we had 

one of our interns write a summary of the design blogs every week. So they'd pick 

3 featured stories that they really liked and write that, and then I would just edit 

that and then post it. And then when we wanted to get more posts and really try 

and use content as a way to bring people to our site, we started to use freelancers 

to write for us.  

 

For her, writing and management were part of a single spectrum of work.  But I found 

that Alessandra shared managerial duties in common with others, like Robert.  Robert 

similarly described assigning and reviewing work done by others, but in contrast to 

Alessandra, he also emphasized the strategic work of determining what kind of content 

should be produced to accomplish particular objectives.  In this way, I was able to 

identify sets of rhetorical decisions—roles—that recurred across my participants’ job 

duties. 

Strategists 

Strategists often make decisions about what should be written or otherwise 

produced.  They may take responsibility for the rhetorical canon of invention.  For 

instance, Robert reports that a lot of his work involves strategy: 

My official title is Content Marketing and Campaigns Manager….Most of the 

focus is on figuring out the strategy for creating highly valuable content, figuring 
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out how we feed that to people, or to our lead channels, our content marketing 

channels….Looking at the effect of those different assets and also strategies for 

trying to use the content that we have in multiple ways. 

Robert does not write any content himself, in other words.  Instead he takes a 

bird’s-eye view of the content produced within his company, making decisions about 

how that content will be delivered to audiences through various channels.  In fact, a 

single piece of content may be used in multiple ways, modified to exist in multiple genres 

and distributed through multiple channels.  As a strategist, then, Robert is responsible for 

this aspect of the content marketing process: the reuse of content across multiple genres.  

He is also responsible for evaluating the effect of those pieces of content, or “assets.” 

The strategists I interviewed were often responsible for overarching means of 

persuasion: instead of considering the persuasive power of a single blog post, the 

strategist might consider the persuasive power of the blog at large.  Sarah, for instance, 

developed a document with an overview of the company’s “vision, themes, focus areas, 

and measurements.” 

Using that same template or framework, it forced me to think about what is the 

purpose of content marketing at this company, and then what’s my big, grandiose 

vision for where I would like us to be a year from now. 

As a result of this kind of overarching framework, Sarah was able to organize 

smaller projects around larger purposes.  She articulated three “pillars” of content 

marketing—education, personalization, and celebration—that serve as sources of 

invention as well as unifying principles for the content marketing endeavor.  

“Celebration,” for instance, involves celebrating “the amazing things that our customers 

do…using our tools.”  Their company makes a point to research and report on the 

software projects that are developed using their software.  This “high level vision” work 

helps Sarah to consider areas of improvement, and then “specific projects or initiatives 

that we can take on in the next year that will help with those things.” 
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Another part of strategy work is analyzing and choosing audiences.  Which 

audiences are available, which should be targeted, and which persuasive tactics are most 

credible and persuasive to those audiences?  At an earlier job for a producer of industrial 

electrical equipment, Robert led an initiative to produce content aimed at consumers 

instead of at his company’s most direct customers, electrical companies. 

What I thought was interesting is not marketing to people in this industry, because 

they're not really into online marketing…that’s because they're kind of an older 

generation. But applying it to the other side, to the end consumers. […] Every 

time the power went out, trying to define for people what that means, right? So, it 

means a bird landed on the wire so they had to send—it's called a re-close—they 

had to send high electrical voltage through the system twice.  That's why 

sometimes you have a brown out and it goes back out again in a second, because 

they're sending this huge signal down the line to try and clear it. That kind of 

stuff.  You're explaining things that, wow, people find kind of interesting. 

Meanwhile, your name is getting out there. 

Robert described this approach as a “back-end” marketing tactic, since it was marketing 

aimed at an audience that was not the intended customer.  Nevertheless, this tactic created 

valuable internet traffic for the company and increased their brand recognition because 

people found the educational blog posts interesting.  Identifying and targeting a new 

audience in this way is exactly the kind of work that strategists do. 

Additionally, strategists often make choices about media, platforms, and genres, 

based on their analysis of the audience.  Ly, for instance, argued in favor of an unbranded 

“knowledge center” which would serve as a storehouse of resources on a particular 

software.  Meanwhile, Robert argued that the genre of the white paper is important for 

convincing audiences who are invested in the idea of a “rational” decision.  Arrangement 

within content may also be the purview of strategists.  For instance, Sarah led an 

initiative to add author attributions to landing pages in order to increase their credibility.  

As I will discuss further in Chapter 4, strategists choose genres, platforms, and formats 
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for their ability to have an effect, or for their ability to connect to other pieces of content 

in a particular way. 

Managers 

The experiences of managers I spoke to—Alessandra, Robert, Ly, and Sarah—

provide important insights into the distribution of writing work.  Managers make 

decisions about distribution: how work should be broken up into parts and how workers 

should coordinate with each other.  What’s more, they evaluate that work and its structure 

for quality. 

For instance, they made decisions about how to break up and distribute work for 

large and ongoing publishing projects, such as a blog.  Robert explained that a lot of his 

job was enacting and documenting processes, which he accomplishes at least partly 

through the use of project management software. 

They have an automated feature where you can create... you have a series of tasks, 

and you can create automated task lists.  So, if we have a series of things that 

we're doing, trying to control the different people who are working on it, right, 

you create a list of what it would look like, and then you save it, and the next time 

you have it, it pre-populates with all this stuff, which is really nice.  That kind of 

stuff is... more mundane, but it makes the magic happen. 

In this way, Robert breaks up tasks into a series of sequential steps and creates 

templates for future content production.  On the day I spoke to him, he was developing a 

process for the production of a seminar: deciding the topic, recruiting experts, scheduling 

the event, and so on.  Ly also arranges processes for content production: 

I am able to strategize and work with content people to create the content that I 

want. Then I also work with my PMs and my developers in the company to 

manage the quality of that. I basically am the person driving all of these efforts 

forward.  

 

I would say I have very specific people who work with me for certain projects but 

I'm the one who, as a whole, am pushing all of them forward. Scheduling them 

and making sure they aren't all hitting the same people at the same time or 
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coordinating with other product owners if we're doing something that touches 

their area too. 

Another important managerial task is deciding when the team has sufficient 

knowledge, resources, or time to write something, and when outside resources are 

needed.  Alessandra hired freelance writers to contribute blog posts to her company’s 

blog, and when those posts did not meet her quality expectations, she searched for and 

hired another freelancer with sufficient design expertise.  Managers also evaluate writing 

work for quality, tone, genre, formatting, and purpose, making sure that it adheres to the 

standards and purposes they’re making it for.  For instance, Vivien explained how her 

manager evaluated and provided feedback on her writing. 

Networkers 

The networkers in my sample were Ly, John, and Steve.  Networkers’ duties often 

revolved around the rhetorical canon of delivery.  John, for instance, was responsible for 

increasing the number of people who saw a piece of content by promoting it through 

advertisements on platforms like Facebook, Twitter, and LinkedIn.  His official job title 

has him in charge of “demand generation,” which he explains as 

a buzzword-y term that has its origins in mostly B2B
8
 software and B2B IT 

companies.  Demand generation had kind of been this liaison-type role between 

sales and marketing, and basically creating more leads. 

John is someone who considers ads to be a form of content, which makes sense, 

because ads, blogs, webpages, and other forms of content are all intimately connected for 

him.  John focuses on the movement of users from page to page, using advertising 

services, the company’s own webpages, and tracking software.  For instance, he might 

                                                 
8 Business to Business (B2B) companies provide services or products to other businesses.  For example: 

industrial equipment, bookkeeping software.  Business to Consumer (B2C) companies provide services or 

products directly to individual consumers.  For example: cell phones, residential plumbing.  Software 

companies are often both B2B and B2C, but may specialize in one or the other.  For example, Adobe sells 

both individual and commercial licenses for its software products. 
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track how a user clicks on John’s ad, arrives at a landing page, and then watches a video.  

This journey is part of the rhetorical process that John must design. 

The ad example is probably simplest. You see an ad on Google, or you see a 

banner ad on TechCrunch. You click on it, you go somewhere. That destination is 

typically not the homepage, to give a more tailored message to whatever the place 

you're pitching that ad in the first place, or however you've targeted that. 

In this way, John networks pieces of content together in ways that appeal to 

particular audiences.  Clicking on an ad is a common way that users enter this network of 

content, but it isn’t the only one.  Ly, for instance, argued that a less linear movement is 

more common through content networks: 

Throughout my experience there's been lower amounts of relevancy when you're 

getting somebody who's clinging through an ad to a landing page and then down 

the purchase funnel to an actual booking or license purchase. I think that people 

found that the more authentic way to start engaging buyers is a multi-touch 

approach. 

By “multi-touch approach,” she means that users may enter and exit her content networks 

several times before they choose to buy.  In this way, the persuasive process may seem 

more “authentic” and more “relevant” to users’ individual needs.  As I will discuss 

further in chapter 4, all participants worked to some extent to link content together in 

ways that persuade people to move along pre-defined paths. 

Identifying audiences and delivering messages to particular audiences (“however 

you’ve targeted that,” as John said) is another skillset that networkers must hone, and one 

that overlaps with the work of strategists.  Networkers, however, interact with audiences 

on a more technical level, by understanding how the software affordances of different 

services make different audiences more or less available.  Using LinkedIn’s advertising, 

for instance, John could target users based on their job titles.  

Networkers may also learn to use the complex targeting capabilities of search 

engines: a skillset that is intensive enough that networkers may share it with Search 
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Engine Optimization (SEO) specialists in their companies.  SEO work also involves 

arranging texts, webpages, and other technical things in such a way so that they are more 

likely to be found and highly ranked by search engines.  As John attested, 

SEO is one of the things that I learned at [my previous company] is a less sexy 

but more lasting way to even encourage content discovery.  Rather than having to 

force out.... to push that out to people, whether that's pushing out email 

campaigns, creating new content, retweeting it again, whatever the 

advertisements. […] Thinking about discovery on the web, I think that was one of 

the big lessons that I learned on that job. 

In addition to SEO, networkers track the movement of users across content using 

web analytics software is one major skillset used by networkers.  This software makes it 

possible to track not only movement of users, but also metrics that can indicate 

consumption of content, such as time spent on page, or the amount of a video watched.  

For Ly, this analytics work distinguishes her job from other jobs: “One of the things I 

think that differentiates a lot of what I do from what more...general blogging and social 

sharing and all that stuff. [...] The analytics is what makes the difference.”  What’s more, 

networkers may be responsible for analyzing and interpreting that analytics data to 

determine how successful a piece of rhetoric was, and then providing relevant feedback 

to their teams to improve future content.  Ly related that she used traffic numbers as 

indicators of the most useful content, and then strove to build more pages with similar 

content as a result.  John was responsible for hitting financial goals in addition to 

rhetorical ones: he used analytics to indicate whether his ad campaigns were too costly or 

not. 

Writers 

Strategists, managers, and networkers thus enable, organize, conceptualize, and 

connect the work done by writers.  Which rhetorical decisions are left to writers, then? 
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For one, writers gather primary or secondary research with which to create 

content.  Both Steve and Susan regularly conducted interviews that served as sources for 

numerous pieces of content, including videos, podcasts, blog posts, and web copy.  

Writers also choose, arrange, or otherwise produce alphabetic words, images, 

audio, or video so that they are deemed credible or high-quality by humans.  Vivien 

related how she revised a first draft of a blog based on her manager’s feedback: she 

worked to use a more casual, “natural” tone, and to restructure her paragraphs.  Writers 

must also work to achieve credibility with search engines—as opposed to humans—by 

choosing and arranging alphabetic words, images, HTML code, and sometimes other 

technical items in a way so that they are more likely to be found and highly ranked by 

search engines. For Alessandra, writing blog posts included figuring out which keywords 

would make her blog posts more likely to appear high in search engine rankings, and then 

strategically incorporating those keywords in her blog post. 

DISTRIBUTION WITHIN DIFFERENT STYLES AND SIZES OF TEAMS 

At a Large B2B Company 

Rhetorical decisions are thus distributed across roles and teams in order to 

produce and coordinate complex networks of content.  But different kinds of companies 

organize that distribution differently.  Three of my participants—Sarah, Vivien, and Ly--

worked at the same company, Atlassian, and thus gave me perspective into the 

distribution of work at a large, complex B2B (Business to Business) company.  Atlassian, 

a 10 year old company, produces enterprise collaboration software; in other words, they 

produce software that enables and optimizes distributed work.  It is not surprising, then, 

that Atlassian’s marketing efforts reflect this distributed strategy. Content marketing is 

“just how our Marketing Department works,” Sarah said.  In place of a traditional 
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marketing or sales team, content marketers managed ads, social media, and content.  

Sarah described the kind of content they produce: 

Things like putting on webinars. We don’t call them white papers, but we write 

articles that are of the same flavor. All of the information about the product and 

how you should be using it optimally, that’s all done by marketing in our 

company. 

It is important that Atlassian is a B2B company, because the nature of B2B 

marketing may make it more inclined to content marketing.  As Vivien said, 

With any B2B software, you always have to prove why you need it. They're 

always going to try and ask you questions. If you have a sales process, if you're 

going to have either procurement person who, this is their job, to figure out what 

the right software is, or a CTO who got there because he’s incredibly bright.  Both 

of these people are going to be, "Why do I need this? Convince me why I need 

this." 

Unlike a consumer, a purchasing officer will have to justify their purchase to the 

company.  The responsibility involved is heavier.  Because of this, Steve said, B2B 

involves a longer buying cycle, so “providing content to help form the decision-making 

process for a buyer was always key.”  Additionally, SaaS (software as a service) 

companies like Atlassian are expected to provide support for the product even after 

purchase.  Continued support also serves as a route for continued advertising, since the 

company can offer updates, support, and new software to its existing, engaged customers. 

Eight of my nine participants are involved in B2B marketing of some kind, and while this 

is not generalizable data, B2B marketing may be a more fertile ground for content 

marketing, because of the significant amount of research documents that it creates for the 

longer, more intensive buying process. 

In order to manage this complex multi-team work, Atlassian uses its own 

software, designed for exactly this task. 

Our company makes tools for teams to do things. Basically, I use the full 

Atlassian stack of tools to do all of my work. That’s like JIRA, Confluence and 

JIRA Agile. 
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Confluence is a project management and collaboration software, while JIRA is an 

issue tracker for IT and software development teams.  These two pieces of software 

integrate with each other and with other Atlassian tools to make it possible for large 

teams to manage sprawling projects and to interface with other teams in order to 

accomplish work. 

Atlassian also divides marketing efforts into different products, an approach many 

companies take.  Within the single product team, there will be Product Managers and 

Marketing Managers.  Product managers develop the features of the product, whereas 

marketing managers market those features.  While Vivien, Sarah, and Ly were all 

marketing managers for their respective products, they approached their work very 

differently.  Whereas Ly focused on lead generation (i.e. a networker role), Vivien and 

Sarah were primarily writers.  Later, though, Sarah sought out a new position as the 

content marketing lead for the company; then her role shifted to primarily strategy and 

management. 

Vivien, who had never worked as a marketer before, described the process of 

being plunged into a complex system.  She was dedicated to one product, and learned the 

marketing process from her manager.  She created “tickets” to get needed feedback and 

interaction from other teams, who managed images, SEO, product features, and so on.  

She consulted product specialists and engineers in order to decide which features would 

be emphasized in her writing.  The writing she produced was partially collaborative, 

relying on expertise from the product managers and engineers associated with her 

product.  “Some of [the content can] get really technical, so Product needs to get in and 

[explain the answers to questions like] ‘What if this isn’t plugged into my X, Y, and Z 

systems?’” 
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Ly also coordinated with engineers to create content, and even when she 

contracted out for content, she conferred with her engineers to validate the accuracy of 

that content.  In addition, Ly worked with a data analyst to acquire and report 

sophisticated sales data, and she worked with a member of the company’s finance team 

who helped create goals for the team based on past financial data. 

At Atlassian, then, content marketing was product-focused and involved a large 

network of workers that requires significant, software-assisted coordination.  Chris 

worked at a large company with both B2B and B2C offerings, and his descriptions of 

working with other departments, such as Sales, mirrored the interdepartmental 

negotiations discussed by Sarah, Vivien, and Ly.  However, Chris’s work was not as 

product-focused; his team tackled the company’s entire oeuvre of products and services, 

as well as company-agnostic content related to their field. 

On Smaller Teams 

Even when the teams are smaller, the distribution of content marketing writing is 

still in effect.  Susan, John, and Alessandra all worked at start-ups, and their descriptions 

of their work reflected the fact that content marketing was divided among fewer workers 

than at a company like Atlassian.   

Alessandra managed the content efforts of a small start-up that provided design 

services to homeowners.  Their content included a blog, a style quiz, and posts to three 

social media sites: Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram.  She interfaced with her manager 

and with the writers she hired to create blog posts.  As the company grew, she began 

writing more and more blog posts per week, and began managing the production of 

content by interns and freelancers.  Producing a steady stream of original content was 

difficult to do with a limited staff and budget.  When they first started using freelancers, 
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Alessandra’s company used an online service that connects companies with freelance 

writers on a per-project basis. 

You pay them $50 a post to write a blog post. And the idea sounds really great, 

because $50 a blog post is like, a hell of a lot less than I would charge for a blog 

post…. When I was hourly, I was $25 an hour, and I spent a lot more than 2 hours 

writing a blog post from research to finish. But the company that we were paying 

to do the blog posts...you would come up with a topic and the key ideas that you 

wanted talked about, and then you would submit that and then freelance writers 

would accept the post..., and then they write it back to you and you could edit it 

and send it back to them. 

Such services are not uncommon, especially as content marketing becomes more 

and more popular.  However, Alessandra found that the inexpensive price was reflected 

in the work, which lacked expertise.  She found herself searching for a freelancer with 

sufficient design knowledge.  In this way, her work shifted from primarily writing to 

primarily managerial and strategic roles:  “And then, a big part of my job was making 

sure that, since we were working with other writers, that all of our posts maintained our 

corporate voice and had the same tone.”  In guarding the tone and informational value of 

her content, Alessandra strove to make sure that her content held value for the user 

independent of an appeal to buy from her company.  As I will show in the next section, 

this is one method content marketers use to sell without seeming to sell.  

Even when marketers are not in a huge team using specialized collaborative 

software, there is something inherently distributed about content marketing work.  The 

work is distributed across many platforms, after all, each of which requires different 

kinds of writing.  Other participants found themselves enacting specialized pieces of 

work that would be integrated into a larger content strategy.  At the time of her interview, 

Susan was focused on producing customer stories, in which she interviewed customers to 

create testimonials, which could be arranged on a landing page and serve as persuasive 

text for potential buyers.  These customer stories were one part of a much larger 
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marketing strategy, and Susan coordinated with members of the three customer-facing 

teams: sales, customer help, and marketing.  As she explains, it’s important to stay on the 

same page: “We’re all talking to customers, and we want to make sure we’re…pretty 

aligned about who we’re talking to.” 

SELL WITHOUT SELLING: WORK BACKGROUNDS AND APPROACHES TO CONTENT 

MARKETING 

In this section, I discuss participants’ work backgrounds, and the interesting ways 

in which these backgrounds relate to the ways in which participants define content 

marketing.  The distribution of work in teams relates to the way that people are hired, 

how they conceive of the work, and how they define the work they do.  In other words, 

because their skillsets are distributed, people come into the work thinking about it 

differently, whether from the point of view of their specialty, or from the point of view of 

the background which led them to their specialty. 

I asked my participants how they would define content marketing for someone 

who was unfamiliar with it.  These definitions show some interesting similarities and 

differences (Table 4). 
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Characteristics of CM in Definitions Participants 

CM isn’t direct appeals to buy. Alessandra, Susan, Ly, Steve 

CM builds good associations with brand. Alessandra, Vivien, Sarah, Chris 

CM educates, informs, or tells a story. Robert, Vivien, Sarah 

CM engages, converses with, or builds 

relationships with customers. 

Sarah, Ly, Steve 

Everything is content. Robert, Susan, John 

CM brings value to the audience. Susan, Steve 

CM involves putting out high quality 

content. 

Chris 

CM increases organic traffic. Ly 

Table 4: Characteristics of Content Marketing Mentioned in Participants’ 

Definitions. 

The most interesting aspects of participants’ definitions had to do with the basic 

motive for content marketing: to market or sell a product or service.  Some participants 

foregrounded this exigency to persuade or sell the customer as a defining characteristic of 

content marketing.  Others actually foregrounded a different goal: to connect with the 

consumer and/or educate them.  

Another pattern in participants’ definitions of content marketing is a negative 

definition: namely, that content marketing is not selling.  That is, it should not include 

direct appeals to buy a product or service.  Alessandra, Sarah, Ly, and Steve all 

mentioned not-selling when they defined content marketing.  However, all participants 

mentioned not-selling at some point in their interviews. 

Oftentimes, those posts aren't direct advertisements for the brand, but speaking to 

something that promotes the brand in some way.  (Alessandra) 
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Here's this incredible chance to provide information to somebody that's useful.  

Not trying to sell them the thing, but teaching them how to do it. (Steve) 

 

But the best people, I think, in the world at content marketing are the ones that 

aren't selling a product, they're selling an emotion. (Robert) 

 

I had felt that if we had strongly branded this as Atlassian or as something to do 

with our products that we would instantly scare people away from the materials 

because they would be, “They're just trying to sell me something.” (Ly) 

This drive to produce content that does not appear to be selling something is a 

central feature of content marketing efforts that was mentioned again and again by 

participants.  Behind many of these comments was the sense that direct appeals to buy 

were either not persuasive (“we would instantly scare people away”) or less persuasive 

than informational content (“provide information to somebody that’s useful”).  

Educational or entertaining content, on the other hand, was described by participants as 

more likely to keep users’ attention because it provided value to the user. 

Robert, for instance, spoke directly about how savvy content marketing can serve 

to capitalize on the emotional decision making of consumers to influence them to buy:   

You go to REI, you look at their website, they have specs. "Oh, this is good for 

the general consumer, for Joe Blow just going weekend camping, the weekend 

warrior type, right?"  Like, "Oh yeah, you know, this is great for...it's got a 

waterproof material. It's lightweight, and all this different stuff." But then you 

have the hardcore people, the ones that are going to pick up on specifics. They 

don't want to hear it's waterproof, they want to hear it's like 10WR waterproofing 

materials. They want know it's 10.8 ounces. And it folds down to this size. 

Because what they do is they like to memorize this stuff and they like to repeat it 

to their community because it makes them an expert, you know? 

 

[…] Or what I think is really interesting, too, is...something's that big in the tech 

world is producing white papers, right?  I have a theory that nobody reads white 

papers. Nobody wants to touch 20 pages of in-depth content. They want 

to feel like they did that.  So then you're dealing with this totally different side 

where you're dealing with information, but you're also dealing with emotion as 

well, right? 
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[…] People feel, because that's how we make decisions, right? But they don't 

want to feel like they're feeling something. So there's this really interesting sort of 

contradiction there where you have to influence their feeling and emotions when 

it comes time...to the purchasing decision without them feeling like they’re 

feeling.  You know, they want to feel like they're making a very rational decision. 

So you feed them these nice documents, these well-written 10 page 

documents...knowing good and well that they're not really going to read them. 

The persuasive approach Robert is describing relies on several tensions.  The 

content he describes is largely informational, and even factual, in nature, but Robert 

understands these informational documents as emotional appeals.  What makes this kind 

of content marketing persuasive, he argues, is that consuming significant amounts of 

information feels like research.  Because the user is freely choosing to consume the 

content, they “feel like they’re making a very rational decision.”  This is presumably in 

contrast to feeling persuaded, coaxed, or even deceived by marketers.  Robert implies that 

content marketing allays the suspicion of deception by placing agency (seemingly) in the 

hands of the user who decides to read and click through to different kinds of information.  

His argument calls to mind the historical distrust of rhetoric and the way it was cast as 

manipulative sophistry.  Robert battles this perception of deception with a content 

marketing strategy that centers the needs and agency of the user in order to subtly guide 

them to make a purchase. 

In comparison, Sarah described her job and the content she produced as a more-

or-less straightforward method of helping the consumer, adopting an altruistic tone.  She 

focused on the ways her blog posts and seminars educated customers about useful 

software and helped them do their jobs better.  She also used her content to celebrate the 

work done by her company.  She cited a customer who had used their product to 

collaboratively build software that powers first-responder robots for emergency 

situations.  Sarah saw her job, in part, as an opportunity to promote that good work.  

Indeed, at Sarah’s company, content marketing is closely aligned or even overlapping 
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with product documentation and customer support.  Many of the blog posts Sarah wrote 

were aimed at existing customers to help them continue to receive value from the 

product.  For Sarah, a tension emerges with the exigency to sell products: 

Ultimately that's what all of our content is pushing towards, is “Buy our stuff.” It's 

crude, but at the end of the day that's what it's about, right? 

She seems to experience a tension between the “crudeness” of the sales goal and 

the helpfulness of the educational content.  These two goals, however, seem to enable one 

another.  Without sales, content marketers like Sarah would not be employed in 

publishing such content, and without the helpful content, customers would presumably 

find it harder to invest their trust, time, and money in the company.  Indeed, for a 

company like Sarah’s, content marketing may be required to sell anything: Atlassian sells 

expensive, complex, downloadable software that must be learned, maintained, and 

upgraded over time.  These seemingly opposing but mutually enabling exigencies help to 

explain how content marketing works. 

Marketer Vs. Non-Marketer Work Backgrounds 

The desire to sell without selling intersected with participants’ work backgrounds 

in interesting ways.  When asking about work they did before their current jobs, I found 

that my nine marketers’ backgrounds fell into two categories: those who had backgrounds 

in marketing, and those who had backgrounds that prepared them to produce content by 

way of subject knowledge and writing experience (Table 5). 
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Participant Type of Previous 

Experience 

Previous Work 

Vivien Expert/writer Product manager 

Sarah Expert/writer Engineer & product 

manager 

Ly Marketer Online marketer 

Steve Marketer Public relations & 

marketing 

John Marketer Marketer 

Robert Marketer Marketer 

Alessandra Expert/writer Academic & museum 

curator 

Chris Expert/writer Tech journalist 

Susan Expert/writer Tech journalist 

Table 5: Work Backgrounds of Participants. 

I group the experts and writers together because they are difficult to separate.  

Alessandra, for instance, was a design history Ph.D. candidate: a desirable expert for her 

design-centric start-up, but also someone with considerable public writing experience 

through her museum work.  Chris and Susan were both journalists in the technology 

sector prior to their content marketing work, so writing and product expertise overlapped 

in both their cases.  Vivien and Sarah both used the types of products that they were hired 

to market. Sarah was a test automation engineer and engineering product manager, and 

was hired to market the sorts of engineering software she regularly used. Vivien was also 

a product manager with ample experience using Atlassian’s products. 
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Vivien is an interesting example.  When I spoke with her, Vivien had just left her 

first and last job in content marketing.  A recent college graduate with a business degree, 

Vivien sought out Atlassian as an employer because she and her friends were avid users 

of Atlassian’s products.  She wanted to go into product management—and ultimately left 

the company in order to do so—but when she was looking for a position at Atlassian, she 

found that most product management positions were located in Sydney, Australia.  

Instead, Vivien opted for a position that was open in her area: product marketing 

manager.  “My manager took a risk with me,” she said, due to her lack of prior 

experience in marketing, but she believes that he saw potential in her because of her 

experience as an end user of Atlassian’s tools. 

With the particular set of tools I was working on, they are for developers, so 

you’re marketing to developers, which is a rather specific type of marketing.  

Developers hate marketing in general: they hate bullshit, they hate marketing-y 

words, they hate kitschy things.  Being able to think like them and get straight to 

the point is kind of…it’s not your traditional content marketing, I would say…..  

That’s where they saw the potential that I could do this, because I understand this 

stuff. 

Vivien was hired, in other words, for her expertise as a user, and thus, her ability 

to identify with and understand the audience of her writing.  She implies that she may 

have been hired in part because she was not a marketer, and thus may be less inclined to 

produce “traditional,” “kitschy” “bullshit.”  Vivien suggests that she was hired at least in 

part because her background as a user predisposes her to eschew or hide the sales 

exigency in her writing.  It is possible that employers of non-marketers like Vivien 

consider the lack of a marketing background to be a positive: a sign that the employee 

can write “authentically,” or at least, convey a sense of sincerity to users. 

A background in writing was also considered valuable by some participants for 

producing high quality content.  Chris and Susan both came from journalism 

backgrounds, and both considered this background to affect their current work.  Susan 
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described her work interviewing customers as very similar to her previous journalism 

work; she’s “just telling their story.”  Chris related how, previous to the rise of the phrase 

“content marketing,” he and others had called their work “brand journalism” and had 

striven to produce content that was nearly indistinguishable from non-sponsored news 

stories.  At his current company, he endeavored to make his department a “writing 

culture” with “journalistic” content: 

I do spend a lot of time focusing on the blogs because I’m trying to create a more 

of a writing culture here, which we didn’t have before.  […] Yeah, my team is 

good but they’re definitely more of a project manager mentality [because they 

were out-sourcing the creative to external agencies] and none of them were 

journalists beforehand. Some of them may have studied journalism. They had 

never been like professional writers. A lot of them had never been copywriters 

even and very few…so we can all hack around a little bit on … in terms of 

cropping photos but nobody can make info-graphics and so I like to have a team 

that can do that. I’d rather have a DIY culture, because I think people are much 

more motivated and you get the stuff out and you have much more pride in your 

work. 

Chris’s sense that a writerly approach results in higher quality content than a 

managerial approach is one more way that non-marketing backgrounds are sometimes 

valued in content marketing.  A writing background, he suggests, may predispose a 

worker to own their content in a way that a manager might not.  He seems to be pointing 

out differences in roles that result in different relationships to content: writer versus 

manager. 

Participants with marketing backgrounds were not that different from those 

without in that they, too, discussed the importance of not selling directly.  But they, too, 

seemed to reflect their roles and marketing background in the way they explained content 

marketing.  Ly, whose primary roles were strategist and networker, defined content 

marketing as a way to increase organic traffic, a definition that focuses on the 

technological goals of content marketing.  We could think of “increase organic traffic” as 
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the technical translation of “find people who are interested and give them something 

relevant to consume.”  By phrasing her definition in the language of web analytics, Ly 

focuses on the machinic basis of the persuasion she performs. 

Roles and Not-Selling 

My participants’ discussions of work background suggests to me that differing 

roles may be one way that the seeming conflict of selling without selling gets enacted: 

these different rhetorical exigencies sometimes get sorted out to different people.  

Strategists and networkers may take responsibility for the meta-exigency of sales, where 

writers may take responsibility for the exigency to inform or entertain, reflecting how 

rhetorical decisions get distributed across different workers.   

The participants in my study whose only roles were writing, Susan and Vivien, 

did not discuss selling as often as others.  Both of them were very aware of sales as a 

meta-exigency for their work and pointed out how their superiors or co-workers 

measured leads and sales.  But when they discussed their own work, they focused on 

topics like persuasive tactics, the writing process, and providing value to their audiences.  

In this way, writers may be less likely to focus on selling simply because it isn’t their job.   

Writing is the place where the not-selling ethos gets implemented, and those with 

primarily writing roles—Susan, Vivien, and Alessandra—reflected this emphasis in their 

discussion of value production through writing. 

Conversely, participants with strategy roles were more likely to discuss both 

selling and not-selling, and in particular, the connection between them.  Robert, Steve, 

Ly, and Chris all emphasized the ways in which not-selling strategies could lead users to 

sales.  (Interestingly, Sarah was somewhat of an exception.  She had recently transitioned 

into a more strategy-heavy role and had previously occupied a writing-heavy role.  Her 
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discussion of her past and current work featured much more emphasis on value creation 

and not-selling than other strategists’.)  Overall, strategy seems to be the place where the 

connection between selling and not-selling gets theorized and planned, whereas writing is 

the place where that strategy gets implemented.  Management did not seem to correlate 

with discussion of selling without selling.  Networking, unsurprisingly, seemed to 

correlate heavily with discussions of selling, likely since networking activities involve 

tracking and measuring movements toward sales.  Networkers John, Ly, and Steve all 

discussed various ways to track such movement. 

CONCLUSION 

Networking, managing, strategizing, and writing are all content marketing roles and in 

order to create this kind of networked writing, you need all of these kinds of work.  As I 

saw in the case of Steve, an independent consultant, all four roles can occur in one 

content marketer.  Steve, then, must make many of the rhetorical decisions that are 

associated with content marketing, meaning that he must take responsibility for both 

selling and not-selling and must switch back and forth between those foci as necessary to 

achieve results.  Steve argued that one problem in content marketing, in his experience, is 

that companies will focus on the literal production of alphabetic words as a product, and 

accordingly hire a “writer who writes,” as opposed to someone with the broader set of 

necessarily skills, such as journalistic reporting and distribution skills. 

My participants showed different relationships to their work based on role and 

background, and as Steve argued, the combined set of those different relationships may 

ultimately yield the best results.  The tensions among roles, backgrounds, and the sell-

without-selling dynamic are ultimately productive for content marketing activities.  In 
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chapter 4, I dig into what these ecologies are and how they operate, as well as how the 

sell-don’t-sell dynamic both produces and emerges from that process. 
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Chapter 4: Content Marketing as Genre Ecologies 

In this chapter I explore content marketing in terms of genre.  As I noted in 

Chapter 2, I use rhetorical genre theory because this approach sees genre as “typified 

rhetorical actions based in recurrent situations” (Miller, 1984); genres are recognizable 

responses or “tools-in-use” (Russell, 1997) implemented to effect or address that 

recurring need.  In this context, “content” is the visitor-facing communicative text, image, 

video, and audio of the web, and despite the word’s dualistic connotations, my 

participants had nuanced approaches to genres that acknowledged the difficulty of 

separating form and content.  They may reuse utterances in different genres and contexts, 

resulting in “‘fractional objects’ that draw their interpretive value from the way they lace 

these realities together” (Swarts, 2010, p. 131).  For content marketers, content genres 

like blogs, email, and landing pages are the tools by which they accomplish marketing.  

As my participants related, by grouping these genres together in networks, marketers are 

able to achieve more complex persuasion.  My participants’ customer-facing content 

marketing efforts
9
 involve connecting different genres into groups of texts that 

collectively persuade users to endow trust in the company, and ultimately, to buy 

products or services.  I employ Spinuzzi and Zachry’s “genre ecologies” as a framework 

to understand how marketers build shifting networks of interdependent genres to achieve 

their ends. 

Exploring content marketing in terms of genre yields some interesting and 

unusual insights.  First, content marketing’s genre ecologies draw people in from multiple 

paths; they do not require a specific starting point or a strict sequence of texts in order to 

                                                 
9 This chapter deals primarily with the public genres of content marketing work: the constellation of 

persuasive texts intended to woo customers.  In Chapter 5, I address some of the internal genres of content 

marketing, such as reports. 
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be successful.  Second, even without strict sequencing, content marketing genre ecologies 

are designed to persuade people to move through them in particular directions.  Content 

marketers use genre conventions such as calls to action to encourage traffic along 

particular paths.  Using the heuristic of the “buyer’s journey” or “funnel,” my participants 

structure content to persuade customers to move from text to text, and eventually, to 

purchases.  Finally, these genre ecologies must maintain a double orientation to both 

selling and not-selling, a double orientation which ultimately defines content marketing. 

Thus, I begin this chapter by sharing participants’ stories of creating specific 

content ecologies: which genres they involve, how content is reused and/or re-represented 

across genres, how they draw in people from multiple paths, and how they are connected.  

I illustrate these stories with examples of their work.   Then I show how the narrative of 

the “buyer’s funnel” serves as a loose framework for those ecologies and the genres 

within them.  Each piece of content endeavors to persuade readers to travel to a different 

piece of content.  Finally, I dig into the tension of selling without selling, and how it 

shows up in participants’ negotiations of genre.  This push and pull between providing 

inherently valuable content and enticing customers to buy helps to create the foundation 

of these marketers’ work. 

CONTENT MARKETING AS GENRE ECOLOGIES 

One of the primary content marketing processes that my participants described 

was creating ecologies of interrelated pieces of content.  Sarah described how the blog 

writing process does not end with the publication of the blog post: 

We publish it. We'll definitely tweet it out. We will post a link probably on our 

Google+ page, possibly on LinkedIn. If it's lightweight fun content, which we do 

a fair amount of, we'll talk that up on Facebook, too. Sometimes we'll do paid ads 

on those channels. Most of the time it's just, "Check out this new thing we have."  
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Then sometimes if it's a blog that you're really excited about, you might be sitting 

there refreshing Google Analytics all day seeing how many hits it's gotten, but 

most of the time, we come back to it after a week and see. 

 

Sometimes a piece of content will get featured in our monthly newsletter. We 

actually have four different newsletters on various topics. That's always fun to go 

back ... A few days after the newsletter goes out, to go back into Google Analytics 

and look at the chart. You'll see a hump the day it was published, and then trailing 

off, and then it's always fun to see how big a spike did I get from it being 

mentioned in the newsletter. 

A single blog post, then, enters into a sprawling content ecology that includes at 

least four social media networks (Twitter, Google+, LinkedIn, Facebook), the website 

itself (the blog), and email campaigns (the newsletters).  Some pieces of the content 

ecology are pre-existing in that the company already had active accounts or campaigns 

running through these various platforms, but the creation of the shorter pieces of content 

themselves—the status updates and emails—is triggered by the creation of a longer or 

more significant piece of content—the blog post.  All of these pieces of content are 

connected with hyperlinks, and Sarah and her team avidly track the movements of readers 

between and among these pieces of content through Google Analytics’ tracking software. 

This wide variety of content was present in every participant’s interview, 

reflecting the diversity of ways in which the internet makes it possible to deliver content.  

Some participants dealt with more kinds of content and some fewer, but no one produced 

only one genre.  Table 6 shows the 23 types of content mentioned by participants, and the 

number and names of the marketers who discussed them.  These 23 types do not 

encompass the entire repertoire of genres used by the marketers’ respective companies; 

these are simply the types mentioned by participants in their interviews.  For example, 

Sarah and Ly worked at the same company, but Sarah mentioned social media and Ly did 

not. 
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Genre/Medium 

 

No. and Names of Participants 

Blog Posts 7: Alessandra, Robert, Vivien, Sarah, Susan, 

Ly, Chris 

Emails 6: Alessandra, Vivien, Sarah, Susan, Ly, Steve 

Microsite / Resource Center 4: Sarah, Ly, John, Steve 

Social Media 4: Alessandra, Sarah, Chris, John 

Video 4: Robert, Susan, John, Steve 

Landing Page 3: Sarah, Susan, John 

Ad 3: Ly, Chris, John 

Infographic 3: Chris, John, Steve 

Seminar / Webinar 3: Robert, Sarah, Ly 

Slide Presentation 2: Vivien, Steve 

Podcast 1: Steve 

Booth at In-Person Event 1: John 

White Paper 1: Robert 

“Product Tour” 1: Sarah 

Website Copy 1: Vivien 

Press Release 1: Vivien 

Objection Handling (Prepared language for 

salespeople to use against objections) 

1: Vivien 

Case Study 1: Robert 

Amplified Earned Media (Promotion of user 

reviews, blog posts, etc.) 

1: Chris 

E-books 1: Steve 

Style Quiz 1: Alessandra 

Magazine Article 1: Robert 

Sponsored News Article (Native Ad) 1: Chris 

Table 6: Genre and Media Used By Participants 
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Eight of nine participants provided examples of their work. In Table 7, I list the 

number and types of artifacts collected from each participant.  

 

Participant Name Artifacts Collected 

Alessandra 5 blog posts, 2 social media posts 

Robert 1 magazine article, 1 blog post 

Steve 1 e-book 

Ly 1 microsite (comprising ~40 webpages) 

Sarah 4 blog posts 

Vivien 2 blog posts, 2 landing pages 

Susan* 2 blog posts, 1 landing page, 1 video, 1 

webpage 

John* None 

Chris* 1 blog (comprising >100 blog posts) 

Table 7:  Artifacts Collected From Participants 

 The participants with asterisks next to their names in Table 7—Susan, John, and 

Chris—chose to use a pseudonym in this study, and so I do not directly quote from or 

represent their artifacts in order to protect their identities from being discoverable by 

internet search.  As I analyzed interviews, I used participants’ artifacts as data points to 

confirm or challenge participants’ narratives.  Blogs were the kind of artifact most 

frequently shared with me, possibly since they were the kind of content shared by most 

participants and since they are also one of the most public and easily shared kinds of 
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content. (Advertisements, in contrast, require more effort to share, since they are targeted 

at particular audiences, and a participant would have had to pull up an advertisement 

from the back-end, take a screenshot, and then share that with me.) 

No one, whether they were primarily a strategist, networker, manager, or writer, 

was involved with only one kind of content.  Even Susan, who said that her single, 

exclusive job duty was to create “customer stories,” created multiple kinds of content 

with those stories, and frequently discussed how her content was related to other content 

produced by her coworkers.  As I discussed in chapter 3, five of my participants were 

hired for their writing abilities and subject matter expertise.  However, these specialized 

knowledge and skills do not translate into specializing in either a medium or a genre.  

This is true even for journalists like Susan and Chris who have particular expertise in 

news genres.  Content creators must wield their expertise across genres and media.  

Content marketing, at least for my participants, seems to inherently require collection of 

different genres.   

These groups of genres are genre ecologies.  Scholars have thoroughly 

documented the ways that rhetors wield groups of interconnected genres in order to 

obtain complex results.  These genre repertoires (Orlikowski & Yates, 1994), genre sets 

(Devitt, 1991), genre systems (Bazerman, 1994), or genre ecologies (Spinuzzi & Zachry, 

2000) help describe the way that genres may feed into each other in exactly the way that 

content marketers attempt.  I use genre ecologies in order to better grasp the highly 

contingent, decentralized, and yet relatively stable groupings of genres within content 

marketing efforts (Spinuzzi & Zachry, 2000).  By highlighting contingency, 

decentralization, and relative stability as three crucial characteristics of genre ecologies, 

Spinuzzi and Zachry also hit upon their network-like nature.  In this dissertation, I will 

use “genre ecology” to refer to “an interrelated group of genres used to jointly mediate 
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the activities that allow people to accomplish complex objectives” (Spinuzzi & Zachry, 

2000, p. 172), while I use the phrase “content ecology” to refer to a specific group of 

document instances that operate through the use of the interrelated genres of a genre 

ecology.   

Building these ecologies tends to involve reusing texts across different genres and 

media.  This idea that any significant story, news, or information is automatically 

proliferated into a content ecology by reusing it was common among my participants.  

Robert described the way that discrete pieces of information can bloom into a content 

ecology—an instance of an oft-used genre ecology: 

We start with a series of bullet points, because bullet points form a foundation. 

What are the five things we're talking about? So that, then, gets turned into a blog 

post. Those 5 bullet points get written out into a couple of paragraphs, and each 

one of those either becomes a video or a blog post as well.  You pull them all 

together into a white paper.  […] The thing is that every one of those stages? You 

then get to blog about it, tweet about it, everything. And that's all content as well. 

So you can start something like four sets of 5 bullet points each, and turn it into 

30 assets. 

Steve said something similar about the way that the interviews he conducts can 

proliferate: “If I'm doing 7 assets from every one of those interviews and I'm doing 5 

interviews, that's 35 content assets that are out there in mostly media form.”  “Asset” was 

a word used by five of my participants (Steve, Robert, Susan, Ly, and Chris) to refer to a 

single piece of content.  This word points to the way that content becomes a valuable 

possession of the company. 

Content marketers’ reuse of utterances across various assets shows one way that 

content networks get built—interconnected not just through hyperlinks, but through the 

reuse of utterances that bring along context, authority, or associations from other texts.  

Unlike the limited kind of reuse present in single-sourcing processes, reuse in content 

marketing seems more akin to the network-building reuse Swarts saw in his 2010 study: 
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"reuse as a network-building activity accommodates distribution and coordination that 

are more ad hoc and spread out over time and space" (p. 129).  Swarts uses what Law 

(2004) describes as “fractional objects” to describe rhetorical reuse: “these texts use 

borrowed content to highlight multiple voices and to index contexts in which content is 

empowered, legitimated, or simply associated with specific acts of interpretation” (p. 

131).   For my participants, this often meant drawing on non-sales interpretations and 

contexts, like learning, research, and entertainment, in order to persuade users to consume 

content willingly and to follow links through document instances within a genre ecology. 

Steve contrasts different kinds of reuse, explaining how his reuse process results 

in a higher quality content ecology: 

It takes a lot of planning and stuff like that, so now I have all these different 

assets.  […] I hate the term “repurpose,” and I think that most repurposed stuff 

has this kind of redheaded stepchild vibe to it.  It doesn't ever quite hold together.  

[…]  To me, all those pieces you create have to stand on their own, and then you 

create the e-book on the back end.  This is big kid stuff.  It takes planning, but 

what I just told you is all doable if you sit down and walk through it.  I mean I just 

literally gave you the recipe I use to plan that out.  It just takes that planning.  

Now I have an e-book at the end of process, but it's going to take a 10-week thing.  

What other people prefer to do is they tend to go, “Let's do an e-book.” They go 

do the e-book, and they pump out that e-book and they're done, and it's like yeah, 

okay, good.  We've got one more thing off the list, and oh yeah, we're going to 

repurpose it.  We're going to take a few pieces out that may or may not work on 

their own. 

This process is confirmed by the artifacts Steve shared with me: an e-book, five blog 

posts, and six YouTube videos, all of which relate overlapping information from 

interviews conducted with six marketing executives.  The YouTube videos feature 

recordings of the video chat interviews; the blog posts feature the same YouTube videos 

appended with written transcripts, and the e-book provides the executives’ answers 

organized by question.    
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To Steve, repurposed content often feels like “afterthoughts”: “They look like 

someone trying to make something out of something else.”  To avoid this, Steve conducts 

his primary and secondary research with several end-genres in mind, so that the 

information he gathers can be used to compose in multiple genres.  In contrast, Steve 

says, poor examples of reuse will create a piece of content in one genre and then reuse 

pieces of that asset in other genres without sufficient reframing.  Both Steve and Robert 

seem to describe a first step of assembling utterances without yet putting them to work in 

customer-facing genres.  Robert creates bullet points; Steve records interviews.  This 

“raw” information (not truly raw, of course, but stored in an internal, interstitial genre as 

opposed to an external one) can then be made to serve different rhetorical functions when 

it is used to compose in different genres. 

Despite Steve’s critique, marketers do reuse content from pre-published genres, 

and in fact, reuse is sometimes expected due to the way that genres are connected.  

Multiple participants discussed making social media posts that link to longer pieces of 

content; they often reused phrases from the blog title or text in order to accurately 

indicate the content readers will find if they click a link.  Sarah said that this kind of 

accuracy can be very important for moving users through networks of content; if the 

content they find breaks their expectations, based on the way it was described, they may 

“bounce” and immediately leave without viewing further content.  Vivien mentioned that 

she has learned ways to incorporate “tweetable soundbites” in her blogs so that her 

content is easier to reuse—and thus connect to other content—for both users and for 

Vivien herself when she promotes her blog post on social media.  By bringing various 

genres' conventions to bear on different texts and connecting them through links, then, 

Vivien and Sarah can set up expectations for their genre ecologies and then meet them, 

all to build trust with users.   
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GENRE ECOLOGIES AS PERSUASION IN CONTENT MARKETING 

Within genre ecologies, content not only proliferates into different genres; it 

becomes interconnected in deliberate and persuasive ways.  Ly contrasted content 

marketing with traditional advertisements: “The more authentic way to start engaging 

buyers is a multi-touch approach. You aren’t saying, ‘Hey, I’m selling this thing.’ You’re 

sort of as a company engaging in a conversation with a given potential purchaser about 

what are your needs. […] How do we as a company address those concerns? Through 

multiple touches, which are the pieces of content that you’re putting out there. You then 

prove relevancy and lead that user into more and more product-specific things.”  As 

mentioned above, Steve’s e-book, blogs, and YouTube videos form (at least part of) one 

such content ecology.  The videos and blogs contain links to encourage users to consume 

the other interviews and to download the e-book, enticing them consume valuable, 

educational materials that are not yet specific to the company’s product, but which may 

build positive associations with the brand and keep users in contact with the company. 

This kind of persuasive ecology is reflected in the work that Ly, Vivien, and 

Sarah did at their company.  Marketing was broken into teams for each product, and these 

team divisions created natural boundaries between some of the content ecologies created 

to promote different products.  We can see a confirmatory example of one such content 

ecology in Vivien’s work. 

Vivien’s Launches: A Close-Up Example of a Genre Ecology 

Vivien’s job focused on a specific genre ecology: the launch.  “The product I 

worked on launched every five or six weeks. Every five to six weeks I had new content.”  

The launch ecology involved a variety of texts: emails, landing pages, product copy, 

objection handling, press releases, slide presentations, etc. 
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The product I worked on launched every five or six weeks. Every five to six 

weeks I had new content. The majority of them are like little launches. You have 

just got a general story of all the features – that would be the first step. He will be 

in a meeting, my manager meeting with me, with my product management 

counterpart, and usually one of the engineers. We'll talk through the features, 

especially since it's an engineering focused product we'll ask the engineer like 

"Hey, why would you care about this? Why do you want to use this?" 

From there, Vivien and her team created a “story” using a heuristic called “the 

messaging box” to decide how it will develop into a set of interrelated texts to achieve 

their goals.  The genre of the messaging box is an internal one: the marketers identify the 

salable features of the product and develop angles for selling those features.  For instance, 

for one big launch, the story was a “workflow story” that emphasized how the product’s 

new feature would improve workflow for customers.  Then, in order to distribute that 

story, Vivien and her team chose genres that were appropriate.  For one, they created a 

video that using characters. “This is a manager; this is how she works.  This is a team 

lead; this is how he works.”  Vivien also wrote a blog post about the same features.  
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Figure 1: The top of a blog post written by Vivien 
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Figure 2: Part of a landing page written by Vivien 

The genre ecology of Vivien’s recurring launch is decentralized, contingent, and 

relatively stable in the way that Spinuzzi and Zachry described.  It is relatively stable in 

that the launch is repeated, as Vivien said, every five or six weeks, with roughly the same 

components each time.  The genres are familiar and recognizable to readers—a how-to 

blog post is an understood genre10 of information delivery online—and the platforms on 

which the genres exist are pre-existing, with predefined audiences to address.  The genre 

ecology of the launch is also decentralized in that readers may enter it through various 

doors, and indeed, Vivien’s team makes the most of that decentralization in order to draw 

                                                 
10 I hypothesize that content marketing blog posts are intended to be mistakeable for what I would call the 

genre of the non-marketing informational how-to blog post; i.e. they are intended to allow users to forget 

their rhetorical purpose.   Depending on the savviness of the audience, a blog post such as depicted in 

Figure 1 may be familiar and identifiable as a content marketing blog post.  Based on Vivien’s description 

of her audience of marketing-weary developers, it is likely that they would recognize it as such.  However, 

this is a hypothesis, not an implication supported by my data.  The extent to which audiences know or care 

that they are viewing marketing content—and how that perception affects genre expectations—is an 

important area for future research, and one that is already getting some industry attention (e.g. Lazauskas, 

2014; Smith, 2014), especially when it comes to native advertising. 
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in a diverse audience from social media followers, blog subscribers, email subscribers, 

and advertisement clickers. 

This ecology is also contingent in that it is not a closed system requiring strict 

sequences of genres.  A reader of Vivien’s blog post might decide to navigate to other 

pages that are linked to her blog post: other blog posts within the same blog, the company 

homepage, or one of the company’s social media accounts.  She may read the text and 

skip the video, or view the video and skip the text.  Or, a reader might decide to navigate 

away from the company’s content and consume something else.  The reader is free to 

navigate Vivien’s genre ecology as she sees fit, even while Vivien’s rhetoric seeks to 

persuade her to follow particular paths.  That freedom balanced with that persuasive 

rhetoric is an example of the push-pull of selling without selling even though Vivien is 

explicitly writing about a product and encouraging readers to try it: a dynamic to which I 

will return later in this chapter. 

Vivien’s genre ecology is also an example of Service-Dominant Logic in that it 

co-creates value with consumers by focusing on their needs.  As Ly said, they are 

“engaging in a conversation with a given potential purchaser about what are [their] 

needs.”  One of Vargo and Lusch’s fundamental premises for Service-Dominant Logic is 

that “The enterprise cannot deliver value, but only offer value propositions” (2008, p. 7).  

Likewise, Vivien’s rhetoric in the content instances in Figures 1 and 2 foregrounds a 

value proposition that users must accept and co-create in order to receive value: “Take 

control of your dev workflow.” The rhetorical emphasis on a mutually beneficial 

interaction may make Vivien’s texts more persuasive to users than texts that focus on 

unilaterally delivering value to the consumer. 
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Persuasive Pathways Within Ecologies 

In order to establish these separate pieces of content as a content ecology, 

participants connect content with links.  These links are thoughtfully and deliberately 

curated by marketers in order to create movement in particular directions. 

One common genre of link is the call-to-action (CTA) link.  Online marketers 

occasionally use “call-to-action” to refer to any rhetoric that calls for a specific action, 

but most often, an online CTA refers simultaneously to the rhetoric that calls for the 

action and the mechanism by which that action can be taken.  For example: a hyperlinked 

button that says “Download here,” or a text box accompanied by the phrase “Join our 

mailing list.” 

 

Figure 3:  A call-to-action at the end of a blog post by Sarah           

These connections function as paths through which potential customers can move.  

Sarah explained how her content fits into the greater content ecology when she discussed 

the “calls to action” (CTAs) that she places in her blog posts (see Figure 3).  

Usually I choose a call-to-action that matches the content, and if it’s not related to 

a particular version of a product that just got released, it will usually just be like, 

‘Go try this.’[…] If I write a blog doing a recap of a webinar that I just gave: one 

paragraph that hits the high points, maybe throw in a bonus Q&A, like an 

audience question that I couldn’t get to during the webinar, and the action there 

that I want people to take is go watch the recording.  The most common CTA is 

‘start a free trial,’ or at least…Actually no, that’s not true. Ultimately that’s what 

we want people to do, of course.”   
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However, after using “start a free trial” as the call-to-action within her blogs for a while, 

Sarah started to feel “like that was a little too abrupt.  I felt like that was asking a little bit 

too much of the reader right off the bat.”  Sarah then changed her CTA to a link to the 

product tour page.  In Figure 3, we see this CTA in the form of the “Learn more” button.  

After clicking on this button, readers could learn more about the product before being 

offered a link to the free trial.  In this way, Sarah changed the route that her readers could 

take through the larger content network on the site.  Instead of “asking too much” of her 

readers, she asks just a little bit each time.  After reading a blog post, it’s not a big jump 

to read a product tour.  After reading a product tour, a reader may be persuaded enough to 

try out a product for free.  After trying the product for free, the same reader may be 

persuaded enough to buy it.  At least, this is the sequence of actions Sarah and her team 

hope that readers will take. 

THE BUYER’S FUNNEL 

This sense that potential customers can be led little by little toward the buying 

decision is a common one in marketing.  A concept that arose repeatedly in participants’ 

descriptions of genres was the “funnel,” a marketing model variously referred to as the 

purchasing funnel, sales funnel, buyer’s funnel, or conversion funnel.  Other models use 

different metaphors, such as the buyer’s “journey” or “cycle,” but regardless of the 

metaphor, this concept was mentioned by 7 of the 9 participants in my study.  Four of 

those 7 mentioned the funnel specifically when they were asked to explain the difference 

between different types of content.   

The idea that the buying process can be broken down into various stages, starting 

with initial awareness of the product and proceeding through the actual sale, was first 

proposed by Elias St. Elmo Lewis in 1898 and further developed by advertising scholars 
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over the course of the next century (Barry, 1987).  The multi-step buying process was 

somewhat controversial among advertising theorists; they debated whether it was useful 

to concentrate on intermediary steps when sales were ultimately the only numbers that 

mattered. In many kinds of traditional media, final sales were the only part of the buying 

process that could be reliably measured.  Internet technology changed this: marketing 

makes it possible to put numbers to those intermediary steps.  As many of my participants 

explained, traffic between different pieces of content can indicate movement through the 

buyer’s journey.   

Ly made the same point when she shared how she wields content marketing 

“through multiple touches, which are the pieces of content that you’re putting out there.”  

This idea of multiple touches, and of leading the user “into more and more product-

specific things,” illustrates not only the importance of connections among content, but 

also the rhetorical content of those connections.  In “leading” the user to more product-

specific content, Ly and her team are persuading them to follow particular paths between 

pieces of content. 

In Figure 4, we see screenshots from the educational microsite that Ly 

spearheaded, a microsite that Ly describes as a “top of the funnel” piece of content.  A 

“microsite” is a set of webpages that live on a larger domain, but is intended to appear as 

though it is a separate website.  In Ly’s case, the educational microsite existed on her 

company’s website, but very little company branding appeared on those pages.  It was 

possible to navigate the microsite without realizing that one was viewing a company-

sponsored set of pages.  (View this microsite live at www.atlassian.com/git.)  Git is a 

widely used, open source version control system for software development, and this 

microsite provides tutorials for using it. Ly’s company creates software that helps teams 

manage their use of Git, and so this minimally branded microsite serves as top-of-the-

file:///C:/Users/Manda/Dropbox/Dissertation/www.atlassian.com/git
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funnel content that educates the customer, generates trust in the company, and hopefully, 

leads the customer to consume more product-specific content further down the funnel.  

As I’ll discuss later, top-of-the-funnel tactics such as this often involve providing 

product-agnostic value to the consumer. 
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Figure 4: Two screenshots from the Git microsite that Ly worked on, including a list 

of tutorials offered 

When looking at Vivien’s blog post and landing page in Figures 1 and 2, we see 

buttons that call us to move forward in a particular way.  The blog post features a button 

that says “Get Integrated” at both the beginning and end of the post.  This link takes us to 
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the landing page.  The landing page features a button that says “Get Started Now” at 

intermittent points on the page.  This link takes us to a pricing page that describes pricing.  

The pricing page features a button that reads “Free Trial,” and after we click that button, 

we finally arrive at a page where we enter our information and gain access to the 

software. 

When I asked Susan about the difference between the genres she uses, she used 

the marketing funnel to explain how the sales process can be broken down into various 

types of persuasion: 

If you're familiar with the marketing funnel? Like at the very top, you're trying to 

convince prospective customers to sign up, and enter their email address, 

basically. […] We're just looking for good name [current] customers to present in 

either a small sound bite on our website or just use their logo on our website. Just 

something that helps potential customers feel connected in a way. And then if you 

go slightly further down the funnel, you've got people who are already, who are 

trying the product out for free.  So they're still not sure. They're not convinced. 

They're probably not using our product at its full potential. So then we...I might 

use a customer story to illustrate exactly how they've used certain features of the 

product with some success. And so that might look like a blog post that gets sent 

out in an auto message or like a drip feed or something.  

In other words, Susan sees different persuasive affordances in different genres.  

The “sound bite” from a recognizable company might help new readers to feel 

“connected,” whereas readers who are more familiar with the company—i.e. farther 

down the funnel—might be delivered an in-depth “customer story to illustrate exactly 

how they’ve used certain features.”  The blog posts and landing pages that Susan shared 

with me provide evidence to support this narrative: each artifact seeks to persuade readers 

to take an action such as clicking through to other pages or joining a mailing list.  

Therefore Susan’s genre ecology is decentralized, with many potential entrances and 

exits, but it is still designed with identifiable persuasive pathways.  This buyer’s journey 

or funnel provides a structure that Susan can use to evaluate her success.   
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Targeting Audiences for Targeted Persuasion 

Moreover, different ways of distributing texts may also serve to distinguish genres 

by partitioning audiences.  The way in which an audience chooses to access 

information—or the way in which they make themselves accessible—can provide a clue 

to the kind of content (or persuasion) they are interested in or open to.  Susan said that, at 

her company, emails typically go out to pre-existing customers, and thus provide 

information about how they can more efficiently use a product they already own.  They 

may be encouraged to try a related product, or to upgrade their current product. 

Identifying these audiences can be key to targeting persuasion.  For example, John 

shared one method of targeting audiences by explaining the concept of the landing page: 

You see an ad on Google, or you see a banner ad on TechCrunch. You click on it, 

you go somewhere. That destination is typically not the homepage, to give a more 

tailored message to whatever the place you’re pitching that ad in the first place, or 

however you’ve targeted that. And refinement of that is something that we just 

spend a lot of time at my current company, in part because we sell a platform with 

a lot of different audiences. So we’re starting to verticalize in these spaces, 

different jobs to be done, to use a term that we like to talk about, which is like a 

Clay Christensen thing. 

Business theorist Clayton Christensen’s “jobs to be done” (Clayton Christensen 

Institute, 2014) is an approach to audiences that rhetoric scholars will find familiar.  

Instead of building messages based on audience demographics such as gender, age, or 

race, Christensen’s model uses “jobs to be done” to theorize audiences in terms of the 

various problems they need to solve.  Customers have “jobs” for which they are “‘hiring’ 

a product or service.”  John, then, is explaining that he creates landing pages to address 

different rhetorical situations.  He can “verticalize
11

 in these spaces” in order to address 

the specific situations of a particular audience.  In this way, John can customize his 

                                                 
11 A vertical market is one where “businesses and marketers cater to the needs of a specific group of people 

within an industry. This concept is in contrast to a horizontal market, where the focus is diverted to a large 

amount of people regardless of industry” (Robertson, n.d.). 
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content so that when audience members arrive on a webpage, they see blogs posts or 

other content that are more relevant to their interests (“proving relevancy,” as Ly put it). 

In this way, John aims to persuade users to click through and read more.  The users will 

have entered the buyer’s funnel. 

Christensen’s model shares characteristics with Lusch & Vargo’s Service-

Dominant Logic (2004), in that consumers take an active role in helping produce the 

value which they seek.  In casting problems as “jobs” for which consumers “hire” 

solutions, Christensen understands the consumer-company interaction as an ongoing 

relationship, much the same way SDL does.  John describes himself as spending a lot of 

time refining advertisement in order to reach different audiences with different needs.  

This refinement process—testing out different messages to gauge click-through-rates and 

engagement—helps John figure out “customized service solutions” for different 

audiences.  While he may not be interviewing customers or soliciting their feedback in 

quite the way that Lusch & Vargo’s high-flying theory suggests, he is seeking out ways 

to build value propositions based on customers’ unique needs.   

THE DOUBLE ORIENTATION TO SELLING AND NOT-SELLING 

The network of content acts as a buyer’s funnel (albeit not as linearly as the 

funnel metaphor implies) to lead users ultimately to purchases. The end of the funnel is a 

sale.  But the pieces of content that lead in that direction largely do not sell directly.  

While these intermediate steps could not be measured in earlier media, like print, they 

can be measured to various extents for internet media.  This ability to measure, as I will 

discuss further in chapter 5, makes these intermediary non-sales steps both visible and 

more important in a way they weren’t before.  Content marketing is thus doubly oriented 

to both selling and not-selling; these conflicting logics are held together by mutually 
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enabling each other.  Without sales, marketers could not fund the production of non-sales 

content, and without non-sales content, marketers would find it more difficult to make 

sales. 

In order to persuade people to move along the pathways they provided, my 

participants often oriented genres toward not-selling.  One way the impetus not to sell 

shows up in genres is in value-driven, company-agnostic content.  I borrow the descriptor 

“agnostic” from Ly, who described how she worked hard to convince higher-ups to allow 

the educational microsite she built to be “product- and company-agnostic” (see Figure 

4).  She believed strongly that agnostic content would be more persuasive to readers, and 

she felt that she was proved right when the microsite was talked up by notoriously 

skeptical industry bloggers. 

Participants’ primary method of not-selling was providing value.  At Sarah, 

Vivien, and Ly’s company, this value mostly came in the form of how-to content that 

explained how to use the products.  At Chris’s company, this value came in the form of 

journalistic entertainment and information; the company’s content was intended to mimic 

the look and feel of news magazine content, with posts resembling both news and feature 

articles.  Alessandra’s work at the design company was similar: she wrote blogs and 

social media posts intended to make someone feel they were reading a design blog. 

As I said in the last chapter, every single participant mentioned “not selling” as an 

important component of their marketing efforts.  Alessandra aimed to make her 

company’s blog and social media seem, for the most part, like a disinterested distributor 

of interesting design news: 

For all of my blog posts, and all of my content posts, I think 95% of them were 

about something else, so about something in the interior design world, but brought 

to you by Tastemaker. So they weren’t about, “You should use Tastemaker, 

because we’re really great.”  Like, “Hey, we love Charles and Rae Eames; you 

probably would too. Check them out.” 



 88 

 Take, for instance, Alessandra’s blog post, “Pantone Color of the Year: How to 

Decorate With Radiant Orchid” (Figure 5).  This blog post was published both on the 

company blog and on The Huffington Post as a tie-in article to generate interest for the 

company.  (View the live article at http://www.huffingtonpost.com/alessandra-

wood/pantone-color-of-the-year_b_4469971.html). Alessandra’s article features multiple 

home décor items with pink-purple hues to inform readers about a trending topic—the 

Pantone color of the year—and to entertain readers interested in decorating.  The only 

mention of Alessandra’s company is in a line at the beginning of the article, when 

Alessandra says that decorators at her company had mixed reactions to the color.   

 

 

Figure 5: Screenshot from Alessandra’s blog post, “Pantone Color of the Year: How 

to Decorate With Radiant Orchid” 

http://www.huffingtonpost.com/alessandra-wood/pantone-color-of-the-year_b_4469971.html
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/alessandra-wood/pantone-color-of-the-year_b_4469971.html
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This endeavor to perform like a media or news company is interesting, because 

consumers still expect there to be “separation of church and state,” as it has been 

described in the newspaper business (e.g. Rappleye, 1998).  Customers expect there to be 

a clear separation between advertising content and news content, and those expectations 

have become embedded in the carefully impartial style of news genres.  Media 

organizations have encountered difficulty in maintaining a satisfactory distinction 

between sponsored content (a.k.a. native advertising) and non-sponsored content 

(Lazauskas, 2014; Smith, 2014). While users may be distantly aware that such a division 

is not as easily held on the internet, and while they may notice that the informational 

article they are reading is on a corporate website or written by a company representative, 

the desire for quick, accessible content that is either useful or entertaining can keep them 

happily blind to the corporate sponsorship—unless they are reminded of it by the content 

itself.   

This distinction is even fuzzier in the case of Alessandra’s article, which was 

published on The Huffington Post, a news media organization.  The article was not 

sponsored content; Alessandra’s company did not pay for it to appear.  In order to 

generate the huge amounts of content it provides, The Huffington Post must employ the 

services of a network of writers from all industries, many of them marketers like 

Alessandra.  In terms of overall content, the article is not selling anything, and it is 

published on a news media website.  However, the article does link to Alessandra’s 

company, Tastemaker, and the article ultimately only exists because Alessandra was 

employed by Tastemaker to write it.  It is thus a superb example of a double orientation 

to selling and not-selling, as well as the way that these orientations enable each other. 

This double orientation is similarly apparent in an article by Robert, published in 

an industry magazine, Electricity Today (Figure 6).  Robert’s employer at the time made 
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industrial electrical equipment, and Robert’s article, “Storm-Hardened Switchgear: How 

to protect electrical equipment from Mother Nature,” provides information about the 

protection of that kind of equipment.  This article was part of a larger content marketing 

effort that included other content such as a white paper and a video and succeeded both in 

terms of not-selling and selling.  Robert related that being published in Electricity Today 

was itself a success; since it a major industry publication, the acceptance of the article 

was a vote of confidence for the article’s value.  But, the company also received phone 

calls (in other words, leads) as a result of the article.  This article thus illustrates how 

non-selling content can lead to sales.  As Robert explained, it helped to establish his 

company as an expert in the subject area. 

 

 

Figure 6: A screenshot of a digital version of Robert’s article, “Storm-Hardened 

Switchgear: How to protect electrical equipment from Mother Nature” 
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Figure 7: Two pages from Steve’s E-book, Straight Talk from CMOs On Marketing 

and Sales Alignment 
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Another way that my participants approached not-selling was through content that 

facilitated the co-creation of value with users.  For example, Steve was contracted by a 

company to produce an e-book that would appeal to marketing professionals.  He 

interviewed multiple Chief Marketing Officers (CMOs) in order to build an e-book that 

shares their opinions on various current issues in the field.  He organized the book around 

the interview questions, providing the answers each CMO gave to each question so that 

readers could easily compare answers and get a sense of the field at large.  In this way, 

Steve sought to provide valuable expertise in an accessible style.  It is in reading and 

comparing answers that readers gain value from the e-book, making it a good example of 

Service-Dominant Logic.  Lattice, the sponsoring company, co-creates value with their 

potential customers by discovering and distributing content that is relevant to users’ 

unique needs (Lusch & Vargo, 2009).  This e-book does that; Steve and/or Lattice 

determines what a determination of what users want to know, either through guessing or 

research.  The content distribution process itself can be a form of dialogue that helps the 

company figure out users’ needs.  For example, if the e-book is downloaded many times 

or receives numerous shares, Lattice may conclude that Straight Talk from CMOs is a 

good indication of their potential customers’ needs and interests. 

It is the co-creation of value that may help to explain why content marketing is 

persuasive.  Because consumers must participate in the process of building value by 

seeking out content, consuming it, and clicking through to different pieces of a content—

in a way that may feel like research, as Robert pointed out—they take on slightly greater 

agency in the sales process.  Ideally, content is tailored to help meet consumers’ needs, so 

consumers may feel they are creating value within their own lives by addressing their 

problems using marketers’ proposed solutions.  As a rhetorician, I am left wondering 

whether this process is the inherently ethical one Lusch and Vargo imagine in SDL 
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(2009) or simply a persuasive way to allay consumers’ suspicions of deception, but then, 

that line of thought only resurrects the sell-don’t-sell tension. 

My participants also spoke about how they positioned content as having potential 

monetary value by using language like “bonus,” “free,” or “exclusive.”  Sarah mentioned 

that a blog write-up of a webinar might include a “bonus Q&A, like an audience question 

that I couldn’t get to during the webinar.”  Steve discussed a method of drawing in 

readers by promising bonus content in exchange for an email address. 

On the other end of the spectrum, a marketer might have to edge back into selling 

a little bit, just because an audience might not “buy” a writer’s attempts at not selling.  

Chris explained this kind of dilemma:  

It’s hard to really write a blog that comments neutrally about the overall market in 

that space and be authoritative because no one’s going to perceive you’re that 

anyway.  Even if you tried [to be strictly journalistic]…Google will never give 

you that ranking because Google will never put your [company] blog into Google 

news. 

The best that a marketing blog could do, Chris mused, would be to “put out 

interesting content rather than super informative in the journalistic sense.”  When he 

wrote native ads—sponsored articles posted on news sites like Forbes or CNN—he 

would “stop deprecatingly, point out the call to action and be very, like, ‘Well, full 

disclosure I work for [company name], and blah-blah-blah.’”  This disclosure 

acknowledges the user’s perception and allays the suspicion that the article is deceptive.  

Chris concedes to his readers that he has not “fooled” them in some way.  This 

concession creates credibility. 

Ly faced a similar dilemma of credibility.  In an effort to promote the educational 

microsite she developed, Ly contracted two outside developer evangelists to write blog 

posts on the same topic as the educational microsite.  These evangelists are considered 

authorities within the developer community, and were concerned that the blog posts 
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posted to the company website would hurt their credibility. “They were feeling that 

mismatch of why am I…it’s hurting my reputation as an evangelist to be publishing on a 

company blog where people are selling things.”  In addition to the bloggers’ concern 

about credibility, Ly had another reason to be concerned about placing these articles on 

the company blog: “I was losing a method of amplifying the amount of traffic that could 

go very specifically to the Git microsite [by having them on the company blog instead of 

the microsite].”  For Ly, the issue of how particular audiences perceive credibility “gets 

at…the differences between all these different mediums that I have to communicate with 

people.”  In other words, different genres get distinguished at least in part by the audience 

expectations that come attached to them.  This lines up with what rhetorical genre theory 

tells us: that genres are socially recognized forms of address that store and transmit 

traditions of interpretation (e.g. Miller, 1984, Russell, 2009).   

Content marketers must thus be careful in how they construct content ecologies.  

In Ly’s case, there was a mismatch between the evangelist’s posts on the company blogs 

and the fully agnostic educational microsite.  Ly worried that mixing those two kinds of 

content hampered the traffic between the two.  The connection between the two kinds of 

content disrupted genre expectations, making the conflict of selling/not-selling visible to 

the user.  Ly suggests that, in the course of building successful content ecologies, she has 

to be careful to subsume her orientation to selling with plenty of non-selling content in a 

way that is consistent across genres and their linkages.  And for Ly, who defined content 

marketing as a way to increase organic traffic, hampering traffic is a big blow to her 

entire enterprise. 

Chris counters the complication of the double-orientation with two other kinds of 

content: native ads and amplified earned media.  Native ads are sponsored articles 

designed to look exactly like magazine or news articles.  The only indication that they 
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are, in fact, advertisements may be a small logo or byline.  Earned media, as I mentioned 

in chapter 2, are reviews, comments, blog posts, etc. that are written by people outside the 

company.  Companies can “amplify” earned media through various means, including 

linking to reviews from their own, owned media, or even by paid advertising.  Because 

earned media are written spontaneously by people outside the company, they carry strong 

levels of authenticity; they are the epitome of not-selling. Chris uses them to sell by 

paying for services which will promote those reviews, comments, and posts: “We’re 

rounding up all the positive reviews […]. There is the whole content application program 

where we invest money to push out things, amplify things without our fingerprints on it. 

So that you will see like a positive [company] review like when you’re scrolling down 

CNN because if it’s in Outbrain, or in Taboola, you’ll see that. We think that’s very 

effective.”  Susan’s company also made use of amplified earned media; the sales team 

sent out links to blog posts customers had written during sales pitches.  In this way, 

customer reviews and blog posts are drafted into the content marketing ecology by means 

of advertising software and hyperlinks.  This speaks to the power of networks in forming 

ecologies: marketers do not even have to create all of their own content in order to use it 

to sell. 

CONCLUSION 

Earlier in this chapter I suggested that Vivien’s product-focused blog and landing 

page (Figures 1 & 2) are also indicative of the selling-without-selling dynamic, even 

though they explicitly ask the reader to try a product.  This double orientation shows up 

in the way Vivien’s team approaches persuasion.  Instead of relying simply on direct 

appeals to buy, they provide piles of information: social media tidbits, juicy blog posts, 

enticing videos, and educational screencaps.  In fact, they never ask you to buy directly; 



 96 

instead they offer you more information in the form of a link to yet another piece of 

content.  Ultimately they offer friendly buttons that say, “Get integrated” or “Get started 

now.”  By the time customers have downloaded the free trial, used it up, and have finally 

been prompted to pay for a subscription, they have consumed an enormous amount of 

content related to the product, up to and including the product itself.  This highly 

engineered genre ecology is content marketing par excellence, even though much of its 

content is focused on the products.  The helpful ethos (“Upgrade your development 

workflow!”) and the ecological structure of the content make this genre ecology what it 

is: content marketing. 

This double orientation to selling and not-selling is thus the defining characteristic 

of content marketing ecologies.  When taken separately, many pieces of content 

marketing may seem wholly agnostic; when taken together, the persuasive pathways 

within the genre ecology hold it together and expose the orientation to selling.  The 

tension between these two orientations can be difficult to hold onto, depending on the 

company.  Alessandra’s efforts for her design company, for example, are highly agnostic, 

and transmit persuasiveness mostly in the form of entertainment.  Susan’s crafting of 

“customer stories” is perhaps a little more complex in that she must take a journalistic 

approach to the interviews she does so that her work in producing those stories becomes 

invisible. Sarah, Vivien, and Ly’s marketing work focuses on their own products, and yet 

must still try to maintain a kind of aloofness in order to court marketing-weary engineers.  

In their case, the negotiations needed to maintain orientations to both selling and not-

selling can be intense.  But what makes all of these ecologies similar are the double 

orientation to selling/not-selling and the way that content is connected in persuasive 

pathways. 
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In Chapter 5, I will address how these marketers define and measure the success 

of their genre ecologies, and how those measurements help support particular definitions 

of success. 
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Chapter 5: Quantified Persuasion & Measuring Success 

“But that seems like a common struggle people have in content marketing. It's just 

really hard to know if you're doing something that's successful. And 

there's so many variables involved. […] It's really hard to know.  With a video, 

even, you can track, at what point they decide to walk away, at what point they 

took off or something like that. But if someone's reading a PDF...flying dark. 

Who knows? Who knows?” - Robert 

Evaluating success is a problem that comes up again and again for content 

marketers.  Marketers must define success, choose methodologies to measure it, and then 

measure it, all in order to prove the worth of their enterprise to themselves, their 

superiors, and the world.  As we will see in this chapter, my participants must sometimes 

calculate the literal, monetary value their work brings to the company using various 

methods. 

For participants, evaluating their work required holding onto seemingly 

conflicting philosophies. One such tension, as I related in chapters 3 and 4, was between 

selling and not-selling.  While selling is always measured quantitatively, not-selling is 

measured both quantitatively and qualitatively.  As I will show, though, these quantitative 

measurements of not-selling are approximations of qualitative criteria.  Overall, there is a 

distinct drive toward quantitative measurement as content marketers try to prove their 

worth to employers and as technological means make it possible to attach numbers to the 

persuasive process.  The internet allows marketers to quantify some aspects of 

persuasion, and as we’ll see, those quantifiable aspects quickly become some of the most 

important indicators of success precisely because they are quantifiable.  Every participant 

in my study used some kind of quantitative data in order to evaluate their work.  

However, the tension between quantitative and qualitative data remains 

unresolved in either direction.  As I’ve discussed, the “do-not-sell” ethos is forefront in 

the minds of many of my participants, and so they were often interested in qualitative 
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indicators of things like interest, positive associations, and so forth.  And as my 

participants pointed out, quantitative data can be difficult to acquire, requiring technical 

skillsets that marketers don’t have access to or that are allocated elsewhere in the 

company.  What’s more, some participants argued, quantitative data can sometimes be 

misleading if it gives marketers a false sense of success. 

What’s most fascinating, though, is how my participants used these various 

metrics to make adjustments to the genres they use.  Genres have been shown to reflect 

gradual changes in cultural or professional terms, such as the way the genre of the 

scientific article absorbed and reflected shifting scientific norms over time (Bazerman, 

1988).  Each iteration of the genre “reinforces or remolds some aspect of the genre” 

(Bazerman, 1988, p. 8), and these reinforcements or remoldings add up over time 

(Zachry, 2000).  Genres have been shown to hybridize as a genre is absorbed by new 

media, activity systems, or cultures (e.g. Spinuzzi, 2003).  Yates and Orlikowski (1992) 

showed, for instance, how the genre of the inter-office memo emerged from the business 

letter, carrying with it traces of the old genre.  In all of these studies, rhetors are making 

conscious changes to texts in order to address them to particular audiences and 

exigencies, but they are not necessarily doing so in order to optimize the genre in the way 

that content marketers seem to do. 

In this chapter, I will first relate how my participants defined success.  Second, I 

break down how they measured that success, sharing various metrics they used, and how 

marketers believed those measurements ultimately affect content.  Third, I discuss one 

peculiar measure of success that played an important, if background, role in marketers’ 

estimation of their successes: search engine rankings.  Fourth, I address how participants’ 

use of metrics implies a feedback loop by which they intentionally develop genres.  

Finally, I discuss the tensions between quantitative and qualitative methodologies for 
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evaluating success, and how that tension connects to the conflict between selling and not-

selling.  

DEFINING GOALS & SUCCESS 

The definition of success depends on participants’ goals: 

INTERVIEWER: What are your goals for this content?  

 

STEVE: […] This question a little bit is like saying what's the goal of a nail.  I'm 

not trying to be flip, but that's what it's like.  What's the goal of the hammer?  

These are all tools.  The question is, what is it I want to build?  […]  Sometimes 

[clients] come to me, and they're looking for the tools.  They're like, we're looking 

for content marketing.  We kind of walk back and go, well why?  Tell me what it 

is you want to do with this.  Most often, their stated goal: we want to add content 

marketing to our marketing mix.  The real goal is often around demand 

generation, which is different than lead generation.  Demand generation is letting 

people know about you and creating awareness of your product, and content is the 

currency of the social web. 

Steve pushes his clients to identify a goal outside of the content itself, a common 

proposition among the marketers I interviewed.  As I discussed in Chapter 3, participants’ 

definitions of content marketing showed a strong tension between selling and not-selling.  

That tension continued to be present in their goals for content, but when it comes to 

measuring and reporting their success, not-selling seems to take a backseat to the more 

popular goal of sales.  Eight of the 9 participants identified lead generation or sales as a 

goal.  A “lead” is someone who has indicated a more-or-less specific interest in a 

company’s products or services.  Leads are defined differently in different companies and 

in different situations.  Examples of ways that leads might be defined are: people who 

have submitted an email address to get more information, who have filled out a contact 

form, or who have called by telephone.  For Vivien, Sarah, and Ly, a lead was defined as 

a person who started a trial of the company’s software.  Participants distinguished lead 

generation from sales.  Susan and Chris both discussed working with the separate sales 
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departments in their companies to coordinate marketing strategies, meaning that they 

themselves were not directly responsible for leads. 

 

Goals No. of Participants 

Lead generation or sales 8 

Brand awareness or demand generation 4 

Creating content with intrinsic 

quality/qualities 

3 

Table 8: Participants’ Goals For Content 

But not-selling also came up in participants’ goals.  Four of the 9 mentioned 

brand awareness or demand generation.  Three of the 9 mentioned intrinsic quality goals, 

such as “informative,” “enjoyable,” “clever,” and “engaging.”  When I asked participants 

what constituted success, the answers were more quantitative: answers focused on 

metrics such as traffic. Only one person mentioned qualitative measures, and he did so 

alongside quantitative measures: Chris separated his measurement of success into “hard 

metrics” (page views, engagement metrics) from “subjective stuff” (quality, visual 

components, wit). 

Defining goals and success prompted some participants to distinguish between 

their own goals and their superiors’ goals.  Vivien, Sarah, Ly, and Chris all made such a 

separation.  As Vivien said, “There’s the company’s goals, and then there’s my stuff that 

I want.”  For participants, then, the inclination to quantitative measurement seems 

strongly associated with the necessity of reporting their successes to superiors.  Ly 

discussed the difference between sales-related data and non-sales data, such as shares on 

social media networks.  While “looking at shares or looking to see if we get on Hacker 
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News” might be indicative of real successes for Ly, those aren’t things that she can 

report.  She said, “I can’t take that to managers, really, and then get more asset space on 

that.”  In other words, the non-sales data do not provide sufficient justification for 

requesting additional resources, since they do not show a direct correlation with the 

company’s bottom line.  Later in the interview, Ly reconsidered: “Actually…showing up 

on that site does carry a lot of cachet even with our founders…but otherwise everything 

else is basically what we can get from Google Analytics and traffic data and then 

money.”  Ly’s experiences point to a kind of diffidence that content marketers must have 

for qualitative feedback in order to be persuasive to superiors: “If those [data-driven] 

parts are missing, we’re just met with extreme skepticism.”  Despite this, Ly still 

collected and attended to those non-sales data, because she felt they gave her some idea 

of her content’s credibility and positive reception among its intended audience.  In this 

way, Ly maintains the tension between selling and not-selling without resolving it in 

either direction. 

For three marketers, Alessandra, Susan, and Chris, qualitative, non-sales data was 

most important.  Alessandra focused on social media engagement; web traffic was 

analyzed by a different person in her company.  Susan argued that non-sales data is the 

best way to measure the not-selling philosophy of content marketing: 

Content marketing is basically trying to create a piece of content that has value 

other than…like, value to the audience rather than just an ad…. So the way you 

would think of it as successful piece is if it gets shared a lot. Or talked about. Like 

the recipe on the back of a baking soda box. Something that someone clips and 

keeps forever. That’s a successful piece of content to me. 

Susan translates this sense of value to the digital world in the form of “a lot of 

buzz on Twitter…or comments on YouTube.  A lot of qualitative stuff.”  Chris, too, 

focused on the “subjective stuff”: 

We do try to generate leads, and indirectly I want to help support sales, and we 

are very aligned on these campaigns, but it’s not my ultimate…I don’t think it’s 
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the ultimate responsibility.  It’s […] to get people interested or excited or aware. I 

think that’s our job and I care a lot about it. […] That’s actual proof of what 

people are thinking. 

Chris, Susan, and Alessandra seemed to have something in common in that none 

of them held roles in which they were responsible for leads or sales.  As Chris said, his 

work supported the sales department, but it was not his primary job to drive leads.  Susan 

and Alessandra were similar; as I discussed in chapter 3, their work focused on content 

production—the writer’s role—as opposed to strategy or networking. 

Interestingly, though, when I asked for examples of successful content they had 

produced, even marketers whose roles were primarily strategy or networking began to 

bubble over with qualitative descriptions of success.  Steve discussed the clever and easy-

to-follow organization of the e-book he produced, while Ly shared the positive mentions 

her microsite had garnered in forums.  Robert was proud that his article was accepted by 

an industry magazine, and though he noted that the company had received actual phone 

calls (i.e. leads) due to the article, he focused more on the powerful ways in which he had 

invented a topic based on a throwaway phrase and built a compelling story around it. 

MEASURING SUCCESS & ITS EFFECT ON GENRES 

In order to evaluate success, participants relied on a variety of metrics and other 

indicators.  Most often, these methods were quantitative, and marketers had to interpret 

numbers into qualitative feedback.  In deciding what these numbers mean, marketers then 

draw conclusions about how they should change their content to make it more persuasive.  

Content marketing genres are defined at least in part by how they are measured, and these 

metrics give us insights into how those genres work. 

Here’s how participants measured success.  Note: while some said they looked at 

various metrics, not all participants considered all metrics equally important for judging 
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success. Table 9 shows all the metrics they mentioned when evaluating the success of 

their content. 

 

Kind of Metric No. & Names of Participants 

They came, they saw: Views, visitors, 

traffic 

8: Robert, Vivien, Sarah, Susan, Ly, Chris, 

John, Steve 

Social engagement: Likes, shares, 

comments 

5: Alessandra, Chris, Susan, Vivien, Ly 

Spending time: Time on page, bounce rate 2: Sarah, Ly 

Following links: Traffic sources, clicks, 

click-through-rates 

6: Robert, Vivien, Sarah, Ly, Steve, John 

Sales: Leads, conversions 7: Robert, Vivien, Sarah, Susan, Ly, Steve, 

John 

Table 9: Kinds of metrics used by participants to measure success 

In order to measure traffic and movement of users through pages, my participants’ 

companies used web analytics services.  Companies place a piece of JavaScript code on 

each page of a website which sends information to the service’s server whenever a visitor 

arrives; the service is then able to track the visitor using cookies.  While there are many 

such services available, Google Analytics is by far the most used service, implemented 

on 57% of the one million most popular internet websites (“Google Analytics Usage 

Statistics”).  Using Google Analytics (GA) or another service, marketers can track not 

only how many people come to their website but also how they found the website, how 

many pages they view, what they click on, whether they buy anything, some basic 

demographic information, and more.  For example, if one person viewed five pages, the 

analytics software would record 5 page views and 1 unique visitor. 
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Of the participants, 8/9 (Robert, Vivien, Sarah, Susan, Ly, Chris, John, and Steve) 

mentioned views, visitors, or traffic as metrics they use to determine if a piece of content 

was successful. 

These instances of consumption tell the marketer how many times a piece of 

content was seen (e.g. “page views on a website, “video views” on YouTube) or perhaps 

how many people saw it (“visitors” or “unique visitors” to a website).  Marketers 

distinguished some kinds of traffic metrics as superior to others.  Steve, for instance, 

argued that “page views” is a “vanity metric,” because “it doesn't really tell you 

anything,” whereas “A unique visitor to your site tells you something about how many 

people really showed up.” 

Five of the nine (Alessandra, Susan, Vivien, Ly, Chris) mentioned likes, shares, 

and comments as metrics they use to determine if a piece of content was successful. 

Another quantified method available to some genres was social metrics.  Likes, 

shares, comments, and social media followers fall into this category.  Participants placed 

varying levels of importance on social metrics.  For Steve, social metrics were another 

vanity metric, since they don’t indicate leads and don’t provide information about the 

“lurkers” who do not indicate their presence by, say, clicking the like button on 

Facebook.  But for Chris, as we saw earlier, social metrics were “actual proof of what 

people are thinking.” 

Two of the nine (Sarah, Ly) mentioned time on page or bounce rate as metrics 

they use to determine if something was successful. 

Other metrics allow marketers to get a better sense of whether a person consumed 

their content—i.e. looked at it, scanned it, read every word, viewed every second—and 

how much of it they viewed.  Sarah looks at average time on page to get a sense of 

whether viewers are actually reading her content: “whether or not I wrote something that 
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was actually engaging.”  She also looks at bounce rate, which is the percentage of visitors 

who immediately leave the page as soon as they get there.  They “bounce” onto the page 

and back off of it.  Sarah used the bounce rate as an indication of the quality of the 

doorway visitors used to get to the site: “Did you link to a piece of content in a way that 

gave people a good heads up on what it was they were clicking to?”  If a page had a high 

bounce rate, and the traffic was coming from a source that Sarah controlled, she had 

some indication that the call-to-action or link text might need a clearer explanation of the 

page visitors would find when they clicked. 

Six of the nine (Steve, John, Ly, Robert, Vivien, Sarah) mentioned clicks, click-

throughs, and movement from page to page as metrics they use to determine success. 

Several participants argued that the most powerful form of measurement for 

content marketing was the measurement of pathways.  By measuring readers’ movement 

(or not) from text to text, marketers could determine how successful they were in 

persuading potential buyers to move down the “funnel” toward purchases. 

Ideally, Steve says, marketers can clearly demonstrate how marketing causes 

sales.  He gave an example: “Every time I get another 1,000 email subscribers, on 

average I close 4 new pieces of business a month and I can track that.”  But, Steve said, if 

the tracking software is not powerful enough to show direct causation, marketers may be 

stuck wondering whether what they’re seeing is causation or mere correlation. 

Alessandra had the same problem. “It’s hard to figure out if we turned a client, 

because we can’t always track…we can track referrals and we could tell if someone came 

in through Facebook. But it’s sometimes hard to know where they saw us first, if they 

saw us from Facebook and then typed in our URL or something like that.”   

Measuring pathways takes multiple forms.  By using software such as Google 

Analytics, marketers were also able to determine where visitors came from.  They break 
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down traffic into sources: organic search, paid search, direct (i.e. the person typed in the 

URL directly), referral (links from other sites), email (links in emails), social (links on 

social media), display (a type of ad), and other sources.  Figure 8 shows an example of a 

pie chart in Google Analytics that presents traffic sources. 

 

Figure 8: A Sample Google Analytics pie chart of traffic sources 

As Alessandra explained, referral traffic from Facebook may or may not be 

attributable to her content on Facebook, since it could have come from anywhere on 

Facebook.  While it is possible to track attribution, given the right code set-up, 

Alessandra did not have access to someone with the technical expertise to accomplish it.  

John, whose role as a networker required him to develop that skill set, explained how it 

would work:  “Designated by UTM tags associated on the URL. That means we tag such 
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that the traffic coming in is tagged associated.”  These “tags” are bits of code added to a 

link so that analytics services can accurately track attribution.
12

 

These pathways allow marketers to determine some characteristics of their 

audience, and to evaluate the success of a piece of content in reaching that particular 

audience.  Visitors who arrived via search engine may have shown a relevant interest or 

even a specific interest in the company.  Visitors who arrived via referral clicked on a 

link on another website, showing that while they did not go looking for the page, they 

clicked through to it when given the chance. 

Two marketers in my sample (Ly and Steve) say that they are actually able to 

measure the pathway from simple content consumption, like reading a blog, all the way 

to sales.  For Steve, this was not something he could do for every client, since it may 

require an investment of time and resources.  Ly explained how the extensive tracking 

used by her company for all assets allows her to see users’ traffic as they travel through 

the funnel: from blog reading to buying software. 

Seven of the nine (Robert, Vivien, Sarah, Ly, Chris, John, Steve) mentioned leads 

or conversions as metrics they use to determine success.  Among these marketers, not all 

were responsible for leads, and some, like Ly, were responsible for leads but not 

conversions.  Vivien explained that leads were ultimately her manager’s responsibility, 

but that the number of leads her team was helping to produce gave her some indication of 

how well her content specifically was doing. 

Being in a networker role, John was strongly focused on measuring online leads 

for his company: 

                                                 
12 UTM stands for Urchin Tracking Monitors or Module.  Urchin is the software which Google Analytics 

was originally based on.  An example of a URL that has UTM parameters attached: 

http://amanda.com?utm_source=google&utm_medium=cpc&utm_campaign=fundraiser2015 
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I'm working on a business intelligence dashboard using a product called Tableau 

to pull in, categorize marketing channels across our funnel, from a visit to a trial 

sign-up to deliver a portion of that to paying customers. I will even break down by 

marketing channel so that we can start to have that feedback so that we can say, 

we're spending this much on say, search advertising, this is how their conversion 

rates on the search advertising follow down the funnel. Here's the average lifetime 

value.  

SEARCH ENGINE RANKINGS AS SUCCESS 

Search engine rankings were not readily mentioned by my participants when they 

were asked about how they measured success, but search engines and search engine 

optimization (SEO) came up again and again when participants discussed both their 

successes and their processes.  SEO, it seemed, was necessary background knowledge for 

understanding success on the internet.  While many companies have separate workers, 

teams, or contractors who specialize in SEO, content marketers often contributed to these 

efforts by making their content more legible or easier to index by search engines.   

As indicated by Google Analytics’ source breakdown (Figure 8), both organic and 

paid search represent vital sources of web traffic.  Organic search traffic represents a 

potential audience that is not brought in through pre-existing channels (such as email 

subscribers) or through paid advertising.  Instead, these consumers find the content 

organically, because they decide to search for information on that topic.  These 

consumers are considered a ripe audience for content marketing, because in searching for 

a particular topic, they are declaring their interest in it and deliberately making 

themselves available as stakeholders and audience members.  As John explained in his 

reference to Clay Christensen (see Chapter 4), this organic audience has “jobs to be 

done” for which marketers can provide solutions. 

Search engines affected success in ways that called for particular rhetorical 

strategies.  Put in the language of rhetorical canons, search engines affected every single 
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canon.  They affect content marketers’ invention practices: Alessandra described how she 

might use software to suggest keywords or phrases that people searched for when she 

brainstormed blog post topics. 

There's lots of people searching for "what should I do with my stairs" or "how to 

paint this," so let's write a topic about that, and [...] they'll search for it, and they'll 

come to our blog, and then they'll learn about us, and then maybe they'll sign up 

for our newsletter or sign up for our blog. 

In other words, Alessandra argues that search can act as the entrance to the 

buyer’s funnel.  Search engines also affect style and arrangement.  Sarah, for instance, 

was proud of the success of a microsite about agile development that she wrote, a success 

she put down to SEO work. 

We did a good job on the SEO on that one as well. I worked really closely with 

our SEO experts to make sure that my tabs...it's in a tab interface. […] We looked 

for search volume for particular keywords, and maybe I would call something 

“software deployment.” […] But it turns out nobody searches for “software 

deployment.” They search for “release management,” so we would either under-

the-surface associate “release management” with that tab, or we would make sure 

that it's up in the URL, so it does better. 

Optimizing for search engines thus affected the language Sarah used to connect 

with her audience, as well as the way in which she arranged that language.  She explained 

that the tabs on her page essentially acted as <h2> headers, an HTML code for header 

text that is interpreted by search engines as more important and more indicative of what a 

page is about than regular text.   

Alessandra described how she used software to suggest keywords that she would 

use more often in her blog posts.  By placing a keyword or phrase in a title, header, or 

URL, Alessandra increases the chances that her blog post would appear in search results.  

As Vivien said, “SEO has definitely changed the way that I write my headlines, and 

within the blog, and the way that I write even titles.” 
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What’s truly interesting about search engines, though, is how all of these aspects 

of invention, style, and arrangement are conscripted by—and in some ways, subordinated 

to—the canons of memory and delivery.  One must invent, style, and arrange one’s 

writing in particular ways for it to be more readily found via search engine.  In Archive 

Fever (1996), Jacques Derrida points to this: “The technical structure of the archiving 

archive also determines the structure of the archivable content even in its very coming 

into existence and in its relationship to the future. The archivization produces as much as 

it records the event” (p. 154).  We see this effect clearly in the ways that content 

marketers produce content to be archived by and accessed via search engines.  In fact, a 

high ranking can sometimes stand in as the most important indicator of success.  When 

Sarah gave examples of successful landing pages or microsites, in each case she 

mentioned that she and her team had done a “good job on the SEO,” indicating that the 

content’s success was measured by web traffic and was due to the way the site ranked in 

search results.   

FEEDBACK LOOPS FOR GENRE DEVELOPMENT 

In their use of metrics of SEO, marketers in my study deliberately gathered 

feedback using quantitative and qualitative methods and then applied that feedback to 

current and future content ecologies, ultimately changing the genre ecologies as wholes.  

Vivien and Alessandra, for instance, said that they used what they learned about SEO to 

change single blog posts, but also implied that this learning process was used to establish 

new guidelines for future blog posts.  In other words, they used SEO to tweak the 

conventions of the genre.  SEO in particular seems to be a kind of feedback that is likely 

to be applied at the level of genre, because it is considered structural in nature. 
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To give an industry-level example, on August 28, 2014, Google removed 

authorship markup from its search results (Enge, 2014a).  “Authorship markup” had been 

a way to connect content with particular author profiles on Google+ since 2011.  By 

adding a piece of code to their content, marketers and other writers could make an author 

photo and name appear next to their content in Google search results (Figure 9).  This 

photo and byline was hypothesized by many marketers to improve credibility with users, 

and some content marketers incorporated authorship markup into their genre ecologies by 

creating a Google+ profile and linking it to each piece of content with authorship markup.  

However, adoption was ultimately poor, and Google discontinued the program (Mueller 

2014, Enge 2014a).  In a sample of 500 regular authors across 150 major media sites, 

30% of authors created Google+ profiles and linked them, and 72% of websites attempted 

to incorporate the markup language (Enge 2014b).  These authors and websites often 

made errors in implementing the markup, as it was somewhat difficult (Enge 2014b), but 

these numbers still represent an industry-wide attempt to develop genres according to 

feedback from a search engine.  And of course, when authorship was stopped, content 

teams incorporated that feedback once more so that authorship markup was no longer 

part of genre conventions (Enge 2014a). 

 

Figure 9: An example of a search result with authorship information (Enge 2014a) 
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This kind of large-scale revision was reflected in my participants’ work, as well.  

Some kinds of feedback that my participants measured were project-specific, and only 

resulted in revisions to particular texts.  For instance, Ly used qualitative feedback from 

software that showed users a pop-up: “How do you feel? How useful is this site? Do you 

have any feedback?”  In this way, users gave feedback about confusing images and text, 

as well as positive feedback about the utility of the site.  Ly was able to make revisions to 

content: “I guess a very specific example when we were getting a lot of feedback that the 

way that we had visualized some of the workflows with the arrows.  The arrows weren't 

intuitive.… We had to flip all the arrows to point the other direction.”   

But other kinds of feedback resulted in higher level changes.  Ly also used this 

feedback from users to strategize about the entire educational microsite.  She reported 

that she “actually rel[ied] on that a lot to know when content is getting stale or what 

content is really useful.”  Ly’s approach here is similar to Vargo & Lusch’s theory that 

service-driven companies engage in an ongoing dialogue with the consumer in order to 

discover their needs.  As Ly put it, 

I always want to tweak things so that they are more successful ... That they could 

become incrementally more successful but also create new assets or work with 

people to create new assets so that…. […] Because we have a whole suite of 

products, people who have seen a certain thing aren’t just like, “Oh look, they're 

still doing the same thing.” “Here's a new thing that’s talking about a new 

problem I have.” 

Ly is describing a feedback loop by which she produces content, receives 

feedback, revises existing content, and builds strategies for future content based on that 

feedback.  The cycle then begins again.  As I argued before, this kind of feedback loop 

may be unlike others described in genre studies (e.g. Spinuzzi, 2003; Bazerman, 1988; 

Yates & Orlikowski, 1992; Zachry, 2000) in that it is rapid and intentional in its 

application of feedback at the level of genre.  This fascinating implication is a prime area 



 114 

for future research; follow-up studies are needed to determine the extent to which content 

marketers engage in intentional, iterative genre development. 

TENSIONS ACROSS MEASUREMENT METHODOLOGIES 

The tensions between quantitative and qualitative means of evaluating success 

seem to be attributable to several factors. 

Varying skillsets 

Gauging success quantitatively requires skill sets that content marketers may not 

have.  Ly, John, Alessandra, Sarah, and Vivien all discussed working with programmers 

and data scientists in the course of their work.  However, Alessandra, who worked for a 

very small start-up, only worked with a programmer in one project, while marketers from 

larger companies like Ly, John, Sarah, and Vivien worked on teams with full-time 

programmers.  John related how he took classes in order to learn the ins and outs of 

services like Google Analytics and other tracking software. 

Dividing overall goals into sub-goals 

Several marketers made a distinction between their own goals and company goals, 

seemingly because their own goals were constituent parts of the overall company goal of 

sales.  Sarah, for instance, has qualitative goals for her content which she believe serve 

the overall goal of increasing the bottom line: 

When I personally write content, my goal is always that somebody ... It will be 

informative, and that whoever is reading it will enjoy reading it. [...] Aside from 

my personal goal of making it not boring to read, what I would want the reader to 

... The action that I'm trying to get them to take is if they're a current customer, to 

go and upgrade their version of the product and adopt this new one, and if they're 

not yet a customer, my goal is always to get them to do a free trial and try it out. 

Ultimately that's what all of our content is pushing towards is buy our stuff. It's 

crude, but at the end of the day that's what it's about, right? 
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Selling Vs. Not-Selling 

Sarah’s approach to her success also indicates a more philosophical conflict, 

though.  While selling is always measured quantitatively, not-selling is measured both 

quantitatively and qualitatively.  When participants wanted to report successes that 

contribute to sales, they tended to rely on quantitative measurements.  When they wanted 

to report successes that were not sales—positive branding or customer interaction, for 

instance—they relied on both quantitative and qualitative data.  However, these 

quantitative measurements of not-selling are approximations of qualitative criteria.   

Metrics like time on page and the bounce rate are indications of relevancy (did 

they find what they were looking for or what they expected?) and interest (was it 

engaging?)  Metrics like social engagement give varying indications of the extent to 

which a user felt compelled to respond to content, whether through simple approval (a 

Facebook like) or a alphabetic response (a comment).  Marketers than have to interpret 

these metrics to decide what they mean.  As I mentioned earlier, Sarah interpreted bounce 

rate as a possible indication of the quality of the link description. 

And of course, a primary way that my participants interpreted persuasion was 

whether users felt compelled to read more, try a product, or subscribe to an email list: to 

move further along the buyer’s funnel.  Steve discussed the importance of tracking 

whether users are moving from content to content: “Do I know where that traffic is 

coming from?  Am I using my Google analytics and watching traffic go from my 

knowledge hub or my blog, whatever I'm doing, to product pages?  Or are they 

consuming other later stage content?  A pricing sheet is a very late stage content feed.” 

The reality is that you need to be tracking all those so you can run them down 

because there are some numbers that are coming at us, especially for B2B, that 

most people do their shopping, most new shoppers, before they raise their hand to 

talk to a salesperson, they are 70 or 80% through their buying process.  Many of 

them have already selected and they've decided to go with you and not somebody 
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else.  You don't have a chance to sell them before they get to your report.  They've 

already done the research and if you're not providing that content and watching it 

get to consumers, somebody else will provide that content for them and they're 

more likely to get that business.  You can track all those things to know if it's 

successful or not. 

CONCLUSION 

To summarize, the ways that participants defined success were largely 

quantitative, but that did not mean that their not-selling goals were ignored.  Instead, they 

interpreted mostly quantitative, with some qualitative, data to yield insights into the 

success of their non-selling persuasive techniques.  Chris, for instance, said that selling 

wasn’t ultimately his goal or responsibility; it belonged to others in his company.  

Instead, he focused on social engagement metrics like retweets and Facebook shares in 

order to figure out whether the content his team built was interesting, relevant, and 

engaging.  In this way, participants rapidly tested and revised their content based on the 

feedback they received from metrics: a feedback loop that results in ever-evolving genre 

ecologies.  This suggestive finding is a prime area for future genre-focused research.  To 

what extent are content marketers and other online publishers consciously making 

changes at the level of genre? 
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Chapter 6: Implications of Content Marketing for a Networked World 

As an introduction to this final chapter, I would like to relate a conversation I had 

with my C.E.O., Jeff Conlon, as I neared the end of my PhD
13

.  For the past two years, I 

have worked part-time as a content marketer with a digital marketing agency, and as I 

approached graduation, my boss and I pondered the scope of the full-time role I would 

assume.  When I was first hired, my title was “Social Media Strategist,” and my job 

entailed deciding what kind of content would go on clients’ blogs and social media 

accounts.  But over the course of the last two years, my work expanded to overlap with 

other areas: Search Engine Optimization (SEO), paid advertising, email marketing, video 

advertising, website copy
14

, tracking
15

, and analytics
16

.  As Jeff and I tried to carve out a 

distinct role for me, we discussed the ways in which my work in content marketing was 

inextricable from many of the other departments in my company (J. Conlon, personal 

communication, 2015).  Here is a paraphrase of that exchange: 

JEFF: What are we calling you now?  

 

AMANDA: Director of Content. 

 

JEFF: Right, and “content” involves social media… 

 

AMANDA: Blogs, web copy, newsletters—but not e-blasts, because [our Digital 

Producer] is running those—, sometimes videos. 

                                                 
13 Shared with permission. 
14 “Website copy” refers to the descriptive text on websites that describes products, services, policies, etc.  

Any words on a company website could conceivably be called website copy. 
15 “Tracking” refers to the code that makes it possible to track users’ movements through networks of 

content, such as clicking on links or subscribing to an email list.  One important form of tracking involves 

attaching parameters and arguments to hyperlinks.  For example, this link 

(www.utexas.edu/?utm_source=facebook&utm_medium=cpc&utm_campaign=amanda_campaign) would 

record that someone had arrived at the UT website by way of clicking on a CPC (cost-per-click) 

advertisement on Facebook that was part of the “Amanda Campaign.” 
16 Avinash Kaushik defines modern web analytics as “(1) the analysis of qualitative and quantitative data 

from your website and the competition, (2) to drive a continual improvement of the online experience that 

your customers and potential customers have, (3) which translates into your desired outcomes (online and 

offline).” 

http://www.utexas.edu/?utm_source=facebook&utm_medium=cpc&utm_campaign=amanda_campaign
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JEFF: Yeah, videos are a weird case. Because they’re definitely ‘content,’ but you 

don’t produce them, [our Digital Producer] does. 

 

AMANDA: Exactly.  I just figure out what we’re going to do with the video once 

it’s done. 

 

JEFF: The strategy for it. 

 

AMANDA: Yeah.  And social media is weird, too, since it’s increasingly paid 

now. 

 

JEFF: I’d say it’s all paid now.  It’s synonymous with paid.  It’s something that 

you would think would be in [our PPC (Pay-Per-Click) Specialist’s] domain, but 

it isn’t. 

 

AMANDA: Yeah, and blogging is often for SEO purposes.  [Our SEO Manager] 

tells us what keywords he needs, and we go with that. 

We went back and forth in this vein for almost an hour.  Where could we draw the 

lines between departments and positions?  Much like the participants in my study, I found 

that my work encompassed the variety of skillsets I discussed in chapter 3: I managed 

writers, I strategized campaigns, I built and analyzed networks of content, and I even, 

occasionally, produced content myself.  My work involved a host of genres with a variety 

of conventions.  And I must negotiate the collection and translation of numerical data in 

order to evaluate my success.  Ultimately, Jeff and I came upon a tentative division of 

work that we planned to test.  My work focuses on branding, i.e., building awareness and 

creating positive brand associations, whereas the SEO and PPC guys focus on lead 

generation, i.e., direct sales.  Or, to use the terms I’ve been using in this dissertation, I 

work on not-selling, while the others work on selling.  Unlike in Sarah, Vivien, and Ly’s 

company, which sells a downloadable product and service, content marketing is not a 

primary source of lead generation at my company, where most clients sell home services.  

Despite this, I have spent the past year trying to prove that we can directly sell home 

services through content marketing.  I succeeded in doing so, but still, could not begin to 
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match the volume of sales produced by PPC.  As Jeff pointed out, though, content 

marketing produces enough trackable sales to recoup the initial investment, resulting 

essentially in a free branding campaign.  Thus, I find myself caught in that sell/don’t- sell 

tension that defines content marketing as a field.  I can afford not to sell, because my not-

selling approach does, in fact, sell.   

This unresolvable tension has emerged in this study both as a defining 

characteristic of content marketing and a locus for change in marketing.  As in my 

conversation with Jeff, this tension between selling and not-selling both produced a 

problem and resulted in a new way to structure of work.  In chapter 3, I discussed that 

tension as it emerged in participants’ definitions of content marketing, and how it 

intersected with their job roles and work backgrounds.  Participants who were primarily 

strategists or networkers, as well as participants with marketer backgrounds, emphasized 

selling in their discussion of work, all while still using not-selling techniques.  Robert 

produced heaps of informational content as part of a strategy to build credibility and to 

give the user an emotional experience of being well-informed, so that they would be 

more likely to make a purchase.  Participants who were primarily writers, or whose 

background was in writing or product expertise, tended to emphasize not-selling in these 

descriptions of their work.  All participants, however, mentioned having to negotiate the 

sell-don’t-sell tension in language similar to the conversation I had with Jeff.  In 

negotiating it, they developed new, hybrid practices, like Chris’s efforts to build a 

“writing culture” in his department. 

In chapter 4, I showed how my informants implemented instances of genre 

ecologies structured like a “buyer’s funnel” to entice customers to consume multiple 

pieces of content in deliberately designed pathways.  They described how “not-selling” 

content lead users in little steps toward sales.  The combination of these different kinds of 
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content sometimes caused productive dilemmas for marketers.  Ly, for instance, argued 

to her superiors that blog posts written by third-party developer evangelists should be 

placed on the agnostic, educational microsite instead of the company blog in order to 

avoid clashes in perceived credibility. 

In chapter 5, I discussed how participants gathered and interpreted quantitative 

and qualitative data and then used that feedback to update content and even genres 

themselves.  While both selling and not-selling were measured with quantitative data, 

not-selling was additionally measured with qualitative feedback.  When not-selling was 

measured quantitatively, this data served as proxy for qualitative measures, such as 

whether the audience member considered the content relevant.  Sarah used bounce rate, 

for instance, to identify breaks in the persuasive linkages between pieces of content: if 

too many people were immediately turning away from a page, then perhaps they had 

been given misleading information in a link description.  As many participants shared, 

convincing users to move from content to content (measurable by traffic metrics), even if 

the content itself doesn’t sell, can be a powerful way to sell products or services.  When 

traffic metrics indicate stoppages in the flow of content consumers, marketers can then 

make iterative changes to their content ecologies. 

Thus the sell-don’t-sell tension drives rapid change both in the field of content 

marketing and in commercial persuasion more broadly.  The networked structure of the 

internet means that, in order to gain and maintain attention, marketers must combine 

commerce, knowledge production, and media publication in sometimes conflicting ways.  

As such, the work of content marketing reflects the changing nature of commercial 

persuasion. 

In the remainder of this chapter, I will discuss the implications of this study for 

rhetoric and composition scholarship and for genre theory. 
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IMPLICATIONS FOR RHETORIC AND COMPOSITION SCHOLARSHIP 

One important implication for rhetoric and composition is the way that internet 

rhetors use computer algorithms and internet functionality to invent topics, make stylistic 

decisions, deliver content, and determine their success.  These technical aspects are 

integral parts of rhetors’ arguments, especially in marketing, fundraising, or other 

campaigns where rhetors want their audience to take an action online.  Rhetoricians must 

remember to include these aspects when they analyze online texts.  Content marketing 

can provide rhetoric and composition studies with fresh examples of this kind of 

persuasion and how it accomplished in commercial settings. 

While rhetoric and composition studies has dug into strategies used for discrete 

pieces of marketing content (e.g. Grabill & Pigg, 2012), they have not talked about 

content marketing as an overarching strategy.  To my knowledge, no articles have been 

published in rhetoric or composition journals that specifically address content marketing.  

Even among communications journals, I found only one such article: Rusillo (2013) 

investigates how large museums successfully used content marketing as a method of 

revitalizing public interest in their vast collections of “content.”   

Our field is, however, addressing important related questions.  Scholars have 

insisted on the importance of computer media and its code, particularly in the new field 

of software studies (e.g. Stolley, 2012; Vee, 2013; Brown, 2015) and examined the 

rhetorical affordances and implications of social media (e.g. Stolley, 2009; Jones, 2014; 

Grosser, 2014).  But few if any in rhetoric and composition are talking about how these 

choices are made in business and commercial contexts, like content marketing, or how 

these communicators set up feedback loops to evaluate their rhetorical choices on a grand 

scale.  When we pay scholarly attention to content marketers, we begin to see how 
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important these technical aspects of arguments are, and we start to understand the 

persuasive affordances that consciously built networks provide. 

For instance, in June 2015, Facebook announced that they had tweaked their 

News Feed algorithm to take into account the amount of time a user spent on a particular 

story as an indicator of how interesting the user found the story (Yu & Tas, 2015).  They 

also took into account similar actions on videos: 

We are now taking into account more interactions with videos that we have 

learned indicate whether someone found that video interesting, such as choosing 

to turn on sound, making the video full screen, and enabling high definition. So if 

you turn the volume up or make the video full screen, we have updated News 

Feed to infer you liked the video and will show you similar videos higher up in 

your News Feed.  (Wang & Zhuo, 2015) 

Other indicators that Facebook algorithms use include likes, comments, shares, 

clicks, and lengths of video views.  Facebook engineers are thus evaluating the interest-

gathering and persuasion that happens in News Feeds through recordable, measurable 

indicators.  They are mechanizing the evaluation of persuasion so that content curation 

can be carried out on a massive scale.  Programmers of search engine algorithms take 

similar approaches, and content marketers who want their content to be persuasive must 

take into account the ways in which programmers have built platforms to understand 

persuasion.  These algorithms allow programmers to curate content, and consequently 

allow/force content producers to evaluate their persuasion in terms of the metrics 

produced by these platforms.  In chapter 4, Alessandra discussed how she used software 

to generate and evaluate her blog topics for how well they would rank in search engines; 

SEO thus formed part of her invention process and influenced the style and arrangement 

of her blog posts.  Both Alessandra and Sarah discussed composing headers to include 

particular keywords and code so that they are more recognizable by search engines. 
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Also in chapter 4, I described how Vivien set up pathways between pieces of 

content in order to funnel users toward a purchase decision.  The CTA (call-to-action) 

buttons that connected these texts, along with the tracking software behind them, are 

integral to the rhetorical function of the genre.  Clicking one of these buttons is the 

“action I want people to take,” as Sarah said, and in its call for interaction, the button is 

itself part of the argument.  To discuss this kind of online persuasion without reference to 

the technological functionality and the pathways it creates is to amputate a large part of 

the argument.  This is true not only for content marketing, but for all online persuasion. 

IMPLICATIONS FOR GENRE THEORY 

As I showed in chapter 4, content marketing inherently requires the collection and 

interconnection of different genres, oftentimes re-using words and images across many 

genres and platforms.  The ecologies of genres built by marketers are designed to funnel 

users along a path, persuading them to move from one piece of content to another, and 

ultimately closer to a purchase.   

Although “content” may seem to imply a content/form binary, in practice, content 

marketing tends to re-represent messages in different genres rather than repackaging 

content.  These genres have discrete rhetorical functions and conventions—but they are 

constantly evolving and temporarily stable for lengths of time that seem miniscule when 

compared to previous media.  Even when marketers do repackage content without 

alteration, the rhetorical decisions that distinguish genres do not disappear but are 

delegated to the software, as Swarts (2010) described. 

Thus, we have to include programmed functions like links (e.g. Read more), 

forms (e.g. Subscribe to our newsletter), and shares (e.g. Retweet) in our descriptions of 

online genre conventions.  Rhetorical genre studies already considers rhetorical function 
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the defining characteristic of genre (Miller, 1984); we should also consider the software 

framework that enables those rhetorical functions.  For example, a content marketing 

email is a content marketing email partially because of the way that it connects users to 

other content; its hyperlinks and Call-To-Action buttons help make it what it is.  As I 

mentioned above, the CTA buttons are integral to the rhetorical function of Vivien’s blog 

posts (see chapter 4), making them integral parts of the genre of the content marketing 

blog. 

As I argued in chapter 4, the content marketing genre ecology functions to 

convince users to follow persuasive paths through networks of content.  The reason 

marketers are willing and able to conceptualize this journey in terms of discrete steps is 

owed to the metrics that make it possible to break down the buyer’s journey.  Because of 

web analytics software, content marketers can follow users’ exact progress as they move 

from page to page.  Despite the fact that offline content is sometimes used in content 

marketing, I would argue that content marketing is a web-enabled activity, and the 

accurate description of its genres requires attention to the rhetorical functions enabled by 

the web.  Future studies would do well to use the insights of the new field of software 

studies (e.g. the online journal Computational Culture) to account for ways that web 

software enables and shapes genres. 

One other implication for genre studies is in the development of genres, which 

seems to happen more rapidly and intentionally in content marketing than in previously 

described workplace environments (e.g. Bazerman, 1988; Yates & Orlikowski, 1992; 

Spinuzzi, 2003). As I discussed in chapter 5, Ly analyzed results from software that 

showed website visitors a pop-up, requesting feedback.  She then used those results to 

make revisions not only to her existing content, but to build plans for ongoing content.  

Likewise, Alessandra and Vivien described how learning about search engines ranked 
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their content caused them to revise their practices on all content in the particular genre of 

the blog post; this feedback was looped into their future iterations of the genre, 

effectively altering it.  This deliberate genre development is an important consequence of 

the affordances of modern internet technology.  Web analytics software and other tech 

make it possible to quickly prototype, test, and revise genres.  Follow-up studies are 

needed to determine the extent to which content marketers intentionally make changes at 

the level of genre, as opposed to at the level of genre instances. 

CONCLUSION 

Ultimately, this dissertation provides a glimpse of a complex and rapidly evolving 

field.  My study was limited in scope, and future research is needed to deepen our 

knowledge of content marketers’ work practices, particularly in genre development, the 

use of metrics, and persuasive tactics.  Research is also needed to examine the experience 

of content marketing from the user side, as well as the use of content marketing strategies 

in areas like political campaigns, non-profit fundraising, and news publication.  Content 

marketing has proliferated as a strategy, and it can be difficult to tell media publishing 

sites from sites with corporate sponsorship.  Sometimes, of course, media publishers do 

have corporate sponsorship.  News outlets like The New York Times must now compete 

with sites like Buzzfeed, and to do so, both sites must use tactics that will help them rank 

high in search results, and persuade readers to move from one piece of their content to 

another.  When asked to define content marketing, Robert, Susan, and John said that 

everything is content marketing (see chapter 3), and this expansive definition may reflect 

a real trend in the way that content is produced and distributed online.  It is thus vital that 

we continue to investigate the extent to which content marketing tactics inform, produce, 

or structure not only the commercial web, but the contents of the internet at large. 
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Appendices 

APPENDIX A: INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 

Background and Learning Process 

1. If you have a LinkedIn account, may I connect with you there to see your work 

and education background? 

2. (If they prefer not to connect on LinkedIn.) Tell me about your educational 

background. 

3. What is your job title? What’s the nature of your employment - are you a 

consultant/freelancer, in-house content marketing, agency, etc.? 

4. How did you get into content marketing? 

5. Describe your job duties. What do you do in an average day at work? 

6. How did you learn to do this? Describe how you learned to do your job. 

7. If you read or viewed materials (or still do, on an ongoing basis) to learn about 

content marketing, what are they? 

Concepts & Practices 

8. If you were going to explain to someone who didn’t already know, how would 

you define content marketing? 

9. What kinds of content do you routinely create for marketing purposes? 

10. What are your goals when creating this content? What do you hope it achieves? 

11. How do you come up with goals?  Do you determine goals yourself, or jointly 

with clients, your bosses, your team? 

12. Walk me through the process for creating content, starting at the blank slate. 

13. What texts and tools do you use to do your work?  This might be brainstorming, 

collaboration, writing, publishing, etc. 
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14. How do you customize content for different platforms or genres? What’s different 

across different platforms? 

15. May I have a portfolio of your work? This might just be a list of links to social 

media accounts or blogs. 

16. Describe what happens after the content is posted. What happens then? What texts 

and tools do you use to interact with or monitor the posted content? 

17. Why do you interact with or monitor posts after they’re posted? What are you 

trying to accomplish there? 

18. How do you know if a piece of content is successful? What texts and tools do you 

use to decide if it’s successful? In other words, what metrics do you use? 

19. What, if anything, do you report about your results to your manager or team?  

Wrapping Up 

20. Is there someone else you would recommend I talk to? 

21. Whose work do you admire in this field?  
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APPENDIX B: DATA CODES 

Code Description Example 

Content Kinds 
Names, definitions, labels, 

or other ways that kinds of 

content are distinguished 

from each other. 

“Instead of just having a blog or 

thinking of things in a blog, 

which blogs are not very well 

done by and large, what about a 

knowledge center?  In that 

knowledge center, you covered a 

combination of things, original 

content that was designed.” - 

Steve 

Goal/Purpose of 

Content 

Projected outcomes, goals, 

reasons, or purposes that 

participants have for content 

marketing efforts. 

“Say, on a certain channel, we're 

dealing with white papers…. We 

have a couple of things, one is 

obviously lead generation. We 

want to be able to drive leads so 

their sales guys can, you know. 

We also want to inform people 

so we're doing a little bit of the 

sales guy's job.” - Robert 

Process 
Procedures, ordered steps, 

methodologies for 

developing and carrying out 

content marketing work. 

“It's thinking about large 

industry events that are 

happening; it's looking at 

calendars. Looking at trade 

catalogs,… to see what's new in 

their collection, and saying, 

okay, this is what we're going to 

write about.”  - Alessandra 

Table 10: Selected Starter Codes   
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Code(s) Description Example 

Audience 
Discussions of existing 

customers, potential 

customers, and 

users/consumers of content 

marketing. 

“I can check by how much they 

spend or how many users they 

have, and how many times 

they've used certain features in 

our product.” - Ly 

Collaboration 
Discussions of collaborative 

work. 

“Even the publishing of a blog, 

publishing of an email, we have 

content teams that run the 

operations of it. We have to 

make sure the schedules fit.” - 

Vivien 

CTA 
Discussions or examples of 

Calls-to-Action, in which a 

piece of content makes a 

direct appeal to take a 

specific action. 

“Usually I choose a call to action 

that matches the content.” - 

Sarah 

Definition of CM 
Discussions of or artifacts 

showing how participants 

defined or delineated the 

practice of content 

marketing. 

“Reflecting on what is content, 

it's everything from 

advertisement to a landing page 

to a blog post to a tweet.” - John 

Don’t Sell 
Discussions of or artifacts 

showing the principle or 

strategy of avoiding direct 

appeals to buy in content 

marketing materials. 

“And oftentimes, those posts 

aren't direct advertisements for 

the brand, but speaking to 

something that promotes the 

brand in some way.” - 

Alessandra 

Entry to CM 
Discussions of how 

participants entered the field 

of content marketing. 

“I was kind of curious too 

because for so long, I've written 

about companies and with kind 

of analytical and sort of a know-

it-all attitude, and now I wanted 

to see did I know as much as I 

thought, so I was curious to go to 

the other side.” - Chris 

Table 11: Selected Open Codes   
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Genre/Media Codes - 

Blog, social media, 

email, landing pages, 

special web docs, 

microsite, e-books, 

product docs, case 

studies, white papers, 

press release, 

webinar/seminar, 

event, podcast, video, 

ad 

Discussions or artifacts of 

specific content genre or 

media. 

“Well, for our blog, that one’s 

probably the most unique. That's 

mostly about trying to gain 

thought leadership amongst our 

target audience.” - Susan 

Learning CM Learning to perform content 

marketing work and/or a 

particular job role: training, 

learning experiences, formal 

education. 

“I worked with our editorial 

advisor, too. So she helped me 

kind of refine my voice, and 

just.  So my first few posts, 

probably for the first month or 

two I was there, she would edit 

all my posts for me.” - 

Alessandra 

Management Discussions of participants 

managing the work of 

others or having their own 

work managed. 

“Then also carving out time with 

our developers who are our 

subject matter experts who could 

validate the content this 

contractor was getting out.” - Ly 

Metrics Discussions of measuring 

the results of content 

marketing. 

“Either cost per visit or cost per 

lead. That's typically backwards 

calculated, based upon the 

average size of the customer, so 

[inaudible] average revenue per 

account that we're getting per 

year, with some assumptions 

around churn.” - John 

Networking Discussions of or artifacts 

showing connections 

between content 

“What's traffic coming into your 

website, and your blog, and how 

many download passes are 

people doing now?” - Steve 

Reuse 
Discussion of or artifacts 

showing reuse of words, 

ideas, images, etc. in 

different assets. 

“But in creating that PDF, you're 

creating 20 pieces of content that 

can then be resorted and used in 

other ways.” - Robert 

Table 11, continued. 
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SEO 
Discussion of or artifacts 

showing search engine 

optimization techniques, or 

interaction with search 

engines. 

“I think partly due to the fact that 

it's good content, and partly due 

to the fact that we just SEO-ed 

the heck out of it, it gets pretty 

good traffic.” - Sarah 

Strategy 
Discussion of content 

strategy and its 

development, i.e. the plan 

for how content will be 

chosen, developed, and 

connected in strategic ways. 

“So like an online seminar for IT 

professionals and....  So, the 

process of, how do we start with 

the topic?  How do we choose 

our speakers? What kind of a 

direction do we want to go?” - 

Robert 

Success 
Discussion of what 

constitutes success or 

failure. 

“At Company A, which is a 

much bigger company, it has like 

800 people, I still wasn't...I never 

really had any good metrics for 

success. I remember we tossed 

around trying to drive up 

increased page views to the 

customers' landing page, by 30% 

every quarter?” - Susan 

Writing/Production 
Discussion of or artifacts 

showing the production of 

content, whether written, 

video-recorded, etc. 

“If it's a longer blog, if it's a 

story that I feel like we’re really 

stretching, a couple of pages that 

will really make sense and try to 

figure out the transitions between 

them, that could take a really 

long time for me. It could be as 

long as like seriously a whole 

day just doing that, or  

sometimes…I’ll do them in 

pieces. Usually with a launch, 

there’s a bunch of images and 

short pieces of content that needs 

to be done.” - Vivien 

Table 11, continued some more.  
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Code Description Example 

Buyer’s Funnel 
The idea that buyers proceed 

through Based on codes: audience, 

audience’s buying process, 

networking, targeting/demographic 

“And then if you go 

slightly further down the 

funnel, you've got people 

who are already, who are 

trying the product out for 

free.” - Susan 

Networking Content 

Together 

Connecting content together in 

persuasive networks, creating 

persuasive pathways. Based on 

codes: CTAs, genre/media codes, 

audience, strategy 

“Maybe I just wrapped 

up these series of 

webinars and I need to 

see how people are 

interacting with the 

follow-up assets that I'm 

setting them to like drip 

feed emails and all that. 

Maybe I just need to go 

back to do some peer 

analysis of people who 

have come in through all 

these different ways 

through the same asset.” 

- Ly 

Table 12: Selected Axial Codes   
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Major Codes Sub-Codes 

Artifact codes 
Reference to company, images, author 

photo, author credit, summary/table of 

contents, call-out text, call-to-action 

Audience 
Audience’s buying process, buyer’s funnel, 

targeting/demographic 

Entry to CM 
Learning CM, locating self in the field, job 

duties, background 

Genre/Media 
Blog, social media, email, landing pages, 

special web docs, microsite, e-books, 

product docs, case studies, White papers, 

press release, webinar/seminar, event, 

podcast, video, ad 

Process 
Content reuse, content collaboration, 

contractors, revision/monitoring, image 

work, interaction with users, content data 

gathering, content source, content quality, 

distributed work, process quality, reporting, 

networking content together, SEO, tech 

work, texts/references, tools, word work 

Table 13: Final Codes and Sub-codes   
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