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What is content marketing?

Content marketing is a common term thrown around in everyday 
conversation, but the basic definition of the term reveals a lot 
about how it relates to both marketing and sales. 

According to the Content Marketing Institute, here’s a short and 
sweet definition of content marketing:

Content marketing is the marketing and business 
process for creating and distributing relevant and 
valuable content to attract, acquire and engage a clearly 
defined and understood target audience – with the 
objective of driving profitable customer action.  

Within a traditional marketing environment, the audience to 
attract is known as a marketing qualified lead (MQL) – a person 
deemed to have a high likelihood of converting from a prospect 
to an actual customer. But how does that conversion process 
happen? It happens through sales. 

Content marketing is great for the “attracting audience” part of 
the process. It’s the acquiring process where things go downhill.

If you remove sales from the content marketing process, you’re 
left with potential clients driving toward a dead end, with no 
content to guide them toward closing the deal. 

On average, organizations spend 28% of their entire marketing 
budgets on content marketing, with the most effective marketing 
teams allocating 37% of budget. That’s a lot of funds being spent 
on a strategy, which highlights the importance of securing the end 
goal: lead conversion. 

The amount of marketing 
budget spent on content 
marketing, according to 
Content Marketing Institute

Actor: Marketing

Action: Creating and 

distributing content

Purpose: Attracting and 

acquiring an audience

Objective: Profit

Organizations place great emphasis on content marketing and strategy as a 
way to generate quality leads for sales. This process is highly effective, but 
often shortsighted. 

A truly effective content marketing campaign operates throughout the 
entire content cycle, from creation in marketing through usage in sales. The 
strategy of best-in-class companies moves beyond content marketing to take a 
comprehensive business approach: Content Selling.
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How traditional content marketing works

A typical content marketing strategy starts with ideas—how to 
gain higher visibility, what topics to create content for, ways to 
promote branding, etc. 

From there, the strategy shifts to actually creating and deploying 
that content, crafting messages for specific audiences and 
platforms. The types of content you create and how you go about 
deploying them will change depending on whether you’re seeking 
widespread visibility, brand recognition, industry authority or 
something else entirely. 

Effective content will contain a call to action of some sort, such 
as an invitation to view the website, an offer to schedule a demo 
or simply displaying the contact information in the hopes that 
the prospect will read the materials and choose to call a sales 
representative. 

After qualifying the lead (checking basic information to verify 
that it’s an opportunity worth looking into more closely by sales), 
marketing gets to close up shop and head home, leaving the rest 
of the process in the hands of the sales team…Or not. 

75% of B2B marketers cite sales 
as one of their most important 
goals for content marketing. 
(Content Marketing Institute, 
2014)
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Why it fails

This strategy fails to convert leads 
to actual buyers for one main 
reason: traditional marketing 

content doesn’t work in the 

sales cycle. 

Why doesn’t it work? Because 
marketing content is focused around generating leads, and that 
often means creating clickbait titles and top 10 lists. These types 
of content are extremely effective in generating visibility and 
awareness of products and solutions, but they hardly add any 
value to the sales cycle. 

After the initial vetting of vendors, buyers aren’t interested in 
marketing pitches. There’s a disconnect between the messages 
that are effective in the lead generation stage and the messages 
that really hit home during the sales process. 

This messaging shift is something that best-in-class marketers can 
do well, but overall the majority of marketers still struggle with it. 
85% of marketing leaders state that traditional content marketing 
is only somewhat effective (if that) when it comes to revenue 
generation or customer retention (Forrester, 2014). 

The marketing team creates content geared toward lead 
generation and hands it off to sales to use to convince a prospect 
to buy their solution. Understandably, it doesn’t work very well.

Nearly ¼ of sales reps don’t even read content created by 
marketing, let alone use it in the sales cycle (Richardson, 2013). In 
fact, as much as 60 to 70% of all marketing content is never 

used at all (Sirius Decisions, 2013). 

This creates a problem. If sales reps aren’t using the content 
created by marketing (content that has been reviewed, proofread 
and carefully branded), what are they using? 

Most likely, they’re creating their own materials to send to 
the client. And that’s not their job. The time they’re spending 
duplicating marketing work is time taken away from what they 
could and should be doing: selling. 

If sales reps aren’t using 
the content created by 
marketing, what are 
they using?

85% of marketing leaders 
struggle to produce engaging 
content for buyers.
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How it can (and should) work

A content selling approach to content marketing looks like this: 

Best-in-class content marketers track content throughout the 
entire sales cycle and tailor their content for each phase of the 
buyer’s journey. 

After “handing off” the lead to the sales team, the marketing 
team is ready and waiting to provide sales content that will drive 
the sale forward. They have an arsenal of targeted materials for 
each step of the process, created in a way to make it easy for sales 
to customize for each buyer. 

Through tracking and engagement metrics, they have complete 
visibility into what sales is using, what the buyer is viewing and 
how effective each piece of content is within the sales cycle. They 
can then circle back to the content development stage and use 
that visibility and communication with the sales team to further 
enhance and polish their content marketing strategy. 
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Instead of creating solely marketing-centric content, they’re now 
creating content that the buyer wants—from the discovery stage 
to the decision stage. 

After all, buyers aren’t responding to marketing calls to action 
in order to chat with sales reps about the weather. They want 
information. 

94% of B2B buyers have done online research before moving on 
to purchase a product (Acquity Group, 2014), and are typically 
57% through the buying process before they ever contact a 
vendor (Harvard Business Review, 2015), but now they need 
specific information they can’t get online. 

More importantly, they need the confidence that solid data 
provides to move forward in the buying process. That’s the reason 
they contacted you, and now it’s up to you to facilitate the buying 
process and give them everything they need to make a purchase. 

This applies to a diverse range of typical marketing content such 
as case studies and research reports, but it also pertains to the 
unique industry perspective and insight you have to offer. 

Challenge their thinking with strategic questions about how they 
can best derive business value from their purchase, what threats 
and risks stand in their way, what opportunities for advantage 
there are and any other areas you think you can add value to your 
buyer’s decision making process.

This need for content and information also speeds up in the 
sales process—requests come more frequently as the decision 
cycle heats up. Find out what content is most effective for your 
company, and then focus your efforts on producing more of that. 

When evaluating a purchase, 
49% of B2B buyers read 
whitepapers, 46% read product 
brochures or data sheets and 
36% read case studies or success 
stories, making these types of 
content the most popular and 
valuable when engaging buyers 
(Eccolo Media, 2013). 

According to buyers, sales reps who win deals do 
two things better than reps who don’t win: educate 
on new ideas or perspectives and collaborate with 
the buyer. (RAIN Group, 2013) 
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The key is to craft different types of content based on the 
buyer’s journey. 

The information the buyer wants or needs is going to shift 
depending on where they are in their buying process. For 
example, a buyer who is just starting to acknowledge the need for 
a better way to manage marketing content might be interested in 
a whitepaper on the top ways better content management helps 
a business succeed. 

However, once reaching the comparison stage, the buyer already 
knows that better content management is beneficial. Now, the 
buyer wants to know information about system integration, 
specific product features, implementation process guides, etc.

Marketers’ primary efforts focus on the first stages of the 
buyer’s journey: unawareness, discovery and diagnosis. In 
the unawareness stage, your buyers don’t even realize that 
your product is out there or beneficial to them. This is where 
“blast” marketing such as social media is useful — getting your 
company’s messaging out to as many people as possible.

In your buyers’ next stages of their journey (discovery and 

Best-in-class companies 
are 93% more likely 
to align content to the 
stage of the buyer’s 
decision journey 
(Aberdeen, 2013).
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diagnosis), they start to become aware of their problem and the 
benefits that could arise if they purchase a product or service that 
solves it. Web content such as landing pages and blog posts are 
your best friend here.

Here’s where content marketing can go wrong. That fantastic 
content that drove buyers through the first stages of their journey 
dries up once they shift from MQL to SQL. Marketers at Best-
in-Class companies not only create content suitable for their 
buyer’s journey during lead generation (in short: light on product 
information), but also continue to provide high quality content 
throughout every phase of the buyer’s journey.

By assessing your buyers’ needs and mapping your content to the 
different stages your buyers are likely to go through, you’ll be able 
to accurately identify the gaps in your current content as well as 
engage more effectively with buyers.

How Marketing-Driven Content Helps Sales

It’s clear that content marketing helps marketing, the buyer and 
the overall business by increasing the likelihood of closing sales, 
but how exactly does it help sales? Why not just stick with tried 
and true product demonstrations and sales calls? 

There are five main ways that targeted, marketing-driven content 
can aid sales in winning deals:

By Giving New Leads to Sales Reps

This is usually one of the main goals for content marketing, so 
it’s a given that it will be included on this list. The less time sales 
reps have to spend prospecting, the more time they can spend 
nurturing the leads they do have. In addition, a content marketing 
approach gives sales reps a wealth of information about buyers 
initially—what topics interests them, what content types they 
prefer, the pace of their buying journey, etc.

By Giving Sales Reps a Way to Differentiate 

Sales reps can do much more than simply respond to buying 

Marketers at Best-in-
Class companies not 
only create content 
suitable for their 
buyer’s journey for lead 
generation, but also 
continue to provide 
high quality content 
throughout every phase 
of the buyer’s journey.

Lead generation is the 
second most important 
goals for content 
marketing, following 
closely behind brand 
awareness. 
(Content Marketing 
Institute, 2014)



Winning sales teams 
are 4.7X more likely 
than underperformers 
to provide customers 
with outstanding or very 
good sales interactions. 
(Salesforce, 2015)
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teams’ requests for information. They can use content to truly 
differentiate from their competitors in the sales process by 
providing insightful research and supporting evidence that 
“our products can help” at the right points in the process. 
While Rep A is responding with standard product literature, 
Rep B is differentiating and building trust through effective and 
personalized content delivery. 

There’s no way the marketing team can sustain a system where 
they provide hyper-personalized content for each buyer, but your 
sales team can. Provide your sales reps with quality base content 
and a tool to easily personalize the content while maintaining 
the company’s branding and style, and you’ll have an incredibly 
effective and self-sustaining method to give your customers a 
better buying experience. 

By Helping Create Buying Team Consensus 

Buying teams are driven by consensus more than ever. When 
delivered effectively, targeted content can also help the rep build 
that critical consensus a buying team needs to move forward. 

It’s hard for reps to get access to all the buying team members, 
often leaving the buyer team champion to deliver your company’s 
value message. Good content can bridge the communication gap, 
helping the buying champion deliver an unfiltered value message 
to the rest of their team.

By Improving Visibility into Buying Teams

Buying teams today are more secretive and information-driven. 
They keep their cards close to their chest. Delivering content 
in a way that’s easy for buying teams to access, review and 
disseminate the information can play a crucial role in shortening 
the sales cycle. When sales reps have visibility into who’s accessing 
the specific materials and how often they do so, they can adjust 
their strategy to move the deal forward. 

Imagine a scenario in which one of your sales reps sends several 
pieces of content to a buying team:

The sales and marketing teams can both use monitoring and 
data analytics to gain information on when and how long 
the buying team is viewing and which pieces of content are 
most popular. 

On average, 5.4 people 
within the buying 
organization have to 
sign off on a purchase. 
(Harvard Business 
Review, 2015)

71% of marketing 
leaders agree that 
content success starts 
with audience relevance. 
(B2B Technology 
Marketing Community, 
2013)
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The sales rep capitalizes on that data to initiate interaction at 
exactly the right moment, and the marketing team uses the 
buyer behavior to improve the content they’re creating for 
sales, which in turn gives sales reps a chance to improve the 
buyer experience even further! 

This cycle of increasing knowledge and performance is all possible 
through the right tools and the content that marketing provides to 
sales.

By Helping Recapturing Dormant Leads 

Depending on which industry statistics you go with, the vast 
majority of leads that enter the sales process drop out for one 
reason or another. Traditional sales reps are taught to focus on the 
“live ones” and move on from leads and prospects that show lack 
of promise. 

In most organizations, these leads are dropped and forgotten. By 
giving sales reps an easy way to stay in touch using good content 
and nurturing campaigns, a good percentage of these “dead” 
leads can become revenue. 

Key ingredients for successful content selling

Effective content selling is possible through sales and marketing 
alignment — getting your sales team and your marketing team 
working as one unified, collaborative force.

Properly aligned sales and marketing teams have shared goals 
and expectations, a collaborative process used by both teams, and 
consistent strategies and accepted success metrics that help them 
learn and improve functionality, productivity, marketing ROI and 
growth. They work together, and they communicate clearly and 
often. 

Strong sales and marketing alignment is the ideal goal, but how 
do you get there? In order to foster team alignment and set the 
stage for content selling, you need the right tools and strategies to 
make collaboration easy. The checklist on the following page will 
give you a good starting point.

Nurturing cold leads can 
increase reengagement 
rates by up to 20%. 
(Sirius Decisions, 2015)
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to improve alignment and productivity. Accent’s 

technology brings closer coordination and better 
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improve win rates. Accent’s products improve 

the key revenue generating activities that have 

the biggest effect on sales success—planning, 
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Putting it all together

Content marketing successes are well documented. Leveraging that strategy within the sales process 
is the next logical step. Content marketing is about creating and using extremely effective content 
that captures the attention of potential buyers and guides them toward initiating contact with sales 
— showing interest in doing business. 

Why would you stop there? By incorporating a content selling strategy, sales teams can improve 
win rates and shorten cycles. Good, relevant, targeted content delivered at just the right time in the 
buying process is a clear differentiator.


