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Introduction
Managing the content strategy for your company is about more
than just hitting publishing deadlines. You have to be able to
consistently generate new ideas that resonate with your
audience, while growing your team, keeping everybody on task,
and distributing your content for maximum impact.
In this book you’ll find advice from industry insiders and content
marketing experts, along with purpose-built templates you can
copy and start using immediately, to get your content team up
and running in no time.

CHAPTER ONE

Building your content
marketing pipeline

How to build a content marketing pipeline by
nailing the 3 P’s
Theoretically, content marketing is easy:
1. Define your audience.
2. Create content your audience wants.
3. Promote it, optimize it for search, and learn.
Running a content marketing team capable of consistently
producing high-quality work, however, essentially means
running your own digital publication. It’s nestled within but
separate from your company, with a different-but-overlapping set
of needs and priorities from those of its parent.
We can use tools to make running your digital publication easier.
But first, we need to understand how all of the different parts of
this content marketing pipeline fit and work together.

The 3 P’s of content marketing: preparation, production,
publication
There are many ways to visualize the different stages of a content
marketing pipeline. For simplicity’s sake, we’ll divide it into three
sections: preparation, production, and publication.
Preparation consists of the early strategic choices you make that
define your blog’s purpose and direction:
• User personas
• Target SEO keywords
• Ideas for actual pieces

Production consists of everything that you need to track and
organize articles that are in progress. That means:
• Who’s writing the piece
• The title of the piece
• The status of the piece
• When the piece will be done
Publication consists of scheduling, posting, distributing, and
analyzing completed work—then feeding those lessons into each
subsequent piece of content that you create:
• Where the piece is being published
• When it’s being published
• Analytics
When you’re publishing multiple times a week, this mass of
information becomes difficult to manage with conventional
editorial calendars. A litany of boards, lists, and cards can mean
scrolling endlessly looking for even the most recent ideas.
Structuring and indexing all of the information you need to
execute your content marketing strategy is the key to being able
to publish great content at a high cadence.

I. Preparation with personas
Finding clarity about your customers and what they want to be
reading is essential to building a high-quality content pipeline.
Clayton Christensen, the Kim B. Clark Professor of Business
Administration at Harvard Business School and one of the
world’s top experts on innovation and growth, devised a jobs-tobe-done framework that has become one of the most popular
ways to understand content in the context of customers.
Christensen’s framework emerged in opposition to conventional
marketing practices, like using demographics and other
attributes to build new product lines. In it, he argues that
customers didn’t buy things because they were what the
“average” customer in their demographic might buy—they
bought things because they had a problem they needed to solve.
In other words, when confronted with a “job”, they “hired” a
product or service to help them complete it.
“You need to talk with customers to understand what job they are
hiring your product to do,” says Chris Savage, CEO of the video
hosting platform Wistia. After that, “decisions that were hard
become easy,” because once you understand that your customer
is “hiring” your product to complete a larger “job,” the universe of
content that you can create expands dramatically.
Let’s say your product lets users navigate and crunch their site’s
analytics using a voice interface. If you are writing content solely
about how your product works, you’re going to hit a wall pretty
quickly. If we break things down through the jobs-to-be-done
framework, however, we quickly find that we can write an infinite
supply of content just for one specific kind of customer.
We’ll start with a single use case—the product manager
monitoring the success of new site features.

Borrowing from a spin on the Christensen jobs framework
proposed by Intercom’s VP of Product Paul Adams, we can
conceptualize our example in three parts: the “persona” of the
product manager, the “action” of issuing voice commands, and
the “outcome” of time that can now be spent in some new way.

Put together, these three designations form the basis of
everything you need to know about your customer to produce the
best content possible for them:

• Persona: Knowing your audience’s prior knowledge, context,
and expectations will allow you to frame posts in the right
light. Much like a buyer persona in sales, it will also help clarify
where you get the best return on investment (ROI) on your
content.
• Action: Knowing what your audience does will help direct the
kinds of pieces you write and the subject matter you address,
from “how-to” pieces to tutorials.
• Outcome: Knowing what your audience wants will help you
make your content timely and most importantly, inspiring.

In this way, the jobs-to-be-done framework will help you generate
ideas, write articles, and then promote your published pieces in
the right places.

Tie your content back to your personas
It’s pretty easy to tell a conventional company blog from one with
a well-thought out strategy.
The former is full of the kinds of articles that marketers think
people want to read. That thinking is based solely on instinct,
and while they may occasionally hit on something valuable, the
majority of the work they publish doesn’t get much attention.
A blog with a well-thought out strategy, on the other hand,
regularly publishes content that its readers find useful. Its pieces
are widely shared and, over time, it becomes a go-to resource in
its space (think: Buffer, KISSmetrics, or Intercom).
The difference between a conventional company blog and a
successful one is that the latter has a thesis about its audience. It
has put forth a model, tested it, validated the results, and then
doubled down on its findings.
When you truly understand your customers, it becomes virtually
impossible to create the wrong content. Everything from the
types of articles you write, to the ideas you come up with, to the
distribution channels you use, emerges from the who, what, and
why of your customers:
• Who: What role do they play in their organization?
• What: What are the practices and processes they follow?
• Why: What are they trying to accomplish?

A view of our hypothetical product’s three big buyer personas—agencies, big
businesses, and solo entrepreneurs.
Let’s say your product has three main kinds of customers—
agencies, big corporations, and solo entrepreneurs.

After talking to your big corporation customers, you find that one
of their biggest needs is proving ROI up the chain of command.
They love your product, but actual adoption hinges on proving to
their bosses that it can generate revenue for the company.
Agencies, on the other hand, aren’t as sure about your product—
they want to see case studies of how other companies have used
it before they will commit to a free trial.
Meanwhile, those solopreneurs need to be given some
motivation to start using your tool. They’re beset by all kinds of
recommendations about (and are busy running) their own
businesses—they want actionable tips and practical advice.

Trying to produce useful content for everyone means producing
useful content for no one. “To be a successful creator, you don’t
need millions,” says Kevin Kelly, cofounder of Wired. “You need
only thousands of true fans.” For example, if you consciously
craft a strategy around speaking directly to independent real
estate agents looking to up their SEO game, it will be much more
powerful than writing generic SEO advice for everyone. An
understanding of the people you’re trying to reach with your
content marketing allows you to fine-tune the middle of the
pipeline—the production stage.

II. The content production process
Two of the biggest challenges of content production are a lack of
tracking and accountability—kanban cards sit in limbo and go
stale, people add and remove themselves from cards, ideas are
bandied about but never followed up on.
This is often symptomatic of a lack of information and visibility
around the work. Pieces missing individual due dates are
unlikely to be completed. No DRI (directly responsible
individual) assigned to a new piece? The lack of accountability
means it's not getting done. And just whose job is it to procure
the necessary assets to finish this long-forgotten piece?
Turning production into a smooth and efficient pipeline means
accounting for and tracking every piece of information that you
need to make an article happen. Imagine building a central
editorial management hub, tracking pieces of content across
various stages of being done. Each record has a:
• Title
• Status (from brainstorming to publishing)
• Writer
• Publication date

• Publication location (where the piece should be published)
• Persona (who the post is for, in broad terms)
• Content idea (the original idea the post comes from)
This is a lot of information, but it’s about the minimum you will
need for your average content pipeline.
The pipeline begins with brainstorming articles—the best way to
consistently publish high-quality content is to lower the amount
of friction it takes to generate new blog post ideas.
First, if you're using Airtable, create a separate Content Ideas
table to separate the idea generation process from the
organization of ongoing articles. Each idea is linked to a persona
and a vertical, so ideas stay focused from the very beginning.
Once an idea turns into an article, that article can be linked to
the idea card to keep everyone on the same page.
To encourage idea generation, turn your own content ideas into a
form and embed it on your internal company website—pass it
around in Slack, or even send it to customers you’re on ask-forfeedback terms with. You can use any type of form (though we
recommend Airtable, of course).
Your goal here is to lower the amount of friction it takes to
generate new ideas for the blog as much as possible. The best
way to be publishing at a regular cadence is to have a constant
stream of high-quality ideas coming in.

Keep your team organized
From the generation of an idea on, you need individuals to be
responsible for articles. Without individual responsibility, pieces

flounder—but getting that accountability doesn’t have to mean
spending all day sending reminder emails.
The most powerful way to improve accountability and tracking
around articles is to assign ownership from the very beginning.
Using a kanban board (we recommend Airtable's!) is an efficient
way to push content from ideation to publication. You can assign
a writer, use the comments section of each card to hash out
details, and create individual views for each writer’s pipeline of
work. Individual writers can then move pieces from status to
status as they switch what they’re working on. This way, there’s
no confusion over who’s going to take a piece to the next stage—a
writer is assigned, and that writer manages the pieces that are in
their view.
Once drafts are finished and ready for edits, you don’t want to
have to wait around, tagging people in Slack and hoping that
they notice and have time to do edits. You need a system that
automatically takes articles from the writers’ hands and into the
hands of your editors.
To get this kind of “edits marketplace” set up, filter down to only
those articles that have the Revising status. When a writer
changes the status on their piece to Revising (signifying the piece
is ready for copy edits), it will pop into sight, ready for an editor
to pick up and polish. Over time, your team will get used to
checking this view for work that needs to be done. This way, no
one has to spend time asking for an edit on Slack—you simply
assign someone the responsibility of checking the Needs
copyedit view.
On the content management side, these different views offer
different ways of getting perspective on the pipeline. If you’re
looking at the blog from an operations standpoint, you might
prefer a kanban-style visualization to make sure that posts are
moving through the pipeline. If you’re a writer or an editor, you
can visualize the very same information in calendar form.

Editors can drag-and-drop articles to re-order deadlines and
make sure that the blog is publishing at a good cadence. If you
want to get a high-density grid view but want it a little more
organized, you can group records together according to their
status.
Each of these different view manipulations emphasizes certain
aspects of the pipeline and deemphasizes others, allowing
everyone in your organization to get the right amount and type of
visibility into the pipeline.

III. Publication and analysis
Airtight strategy and perfect execution are not enough to succeed
at content marketing. Just like in residential delivery, the last
mile is where the difference is made.
Companies that are truly successful with content marketing
execute consistently, but they also feed their learnings about
what did and didn't work back into the machine.
They listen to what people say about the articles they’re writing
and revise their ideas about their customer personas. They look
at what kinds of pieces get the most social shares and create
more of them. They examine the sorts of keywords they can rank
for and optimize more of their work around them.
But getting those kinds of insights isn’t the result of any highlevel strategy—it’s the result of simple, checklist-like actions that
tend to be forgotten or don’t get prioritized.

Build your post-publication checklist
The articles that come out of your production process should be
tied back to the personas you used to prepare them. This is
ultimately the only way to build your content machine to
continually improve over time. You need to write content

according to a thesis about what your audience wants, then
adjust it based on the feedback.
Forcing yourself to think about content in a structured way
means you’ll be more accountable to your own strategic choices,
allowing you to go back and revise the process in light of new
information.
When it comes to organic search, you’ll be able to see the first
signs that you’re ranking for long-tail keywords within a few
weeks, indicated by regular, daily traffic without any social or
promotional bump.
Track each article's performance using Google Analytics (or
another website analytics tool)—bonus points if you upload
performance statistics into your content marketing pipeline, as
well.
Try asking your customers for feedback—if you're using Airtable,
you can even pre-fill your form based on the article you’re linking
to. When people offer their opinions about your content, their
thoughts will be attached directly to the specific record of the
article they are talking about.
All of the above is relatively basic in execution—the only
difficulty is making sure that it gets done. Analyzing your
content is easy to forget in the hustle of publication. Fortunately,
customizable views can turn this step into a simple, one-click
process.

An editorial calendar with functional strength
Content marketing can singlehandedly grow your business, but
managing all of the moving parts that make up a successful
content marketing pipeline is too big a task for any one person.
In the next chapter, we'll discuss best practices for working with
your team.

Tool spotlight: Zapier
Managing an editorial calendar can be a challenge. Zapier is an
online automation tool that can help connect your favorite
services to keep your editorial calendar up to date, your content
flowing, and your team on the same page.
Here are some of our favorite Zapier-powered automations for
content teams:
• Automatically share blog posts on Twitter. Share blog posts on
Twitter the moment they're published by connecting your
blog's RSS feed and Twitter account to Zapier.
• Back up your content. Automatically back up email attachments
to Dropbox to ensure every piece of content is saved for
posterity.
• Create a document when an assignment begins. If you're using
Airtable as your editorial calendar, you can use Zapier to create
a new document in your favorite word processor (e.g. Google
Docs, Quip) whenever a new piece is created and assigned to a
writer on your team.

Interview with an insider: Halley Johnson,
assistant managing editor of Artsy magazine
Organizing the world’s art
Part of what makes art so valuable is its exclusivity, but Artsy is
banking on changing the status quo. By creating an access point
for any human with an Internet connection to explore the world’s
art, Artsy is betting that as interest for art grows, the market will
grow right along with it.
The brain inside Artsy is a powerful analytic database called The
Art Genome Project, which features more than 800,000 images
of art, architecture and design by over 70,000 artists. A team of
art historians is tasked with the lofty goal of cataloging every
piece of art from the past into the future. Any search on the Artsy
site pulls from this database, categorizing results by artist, genre,
influence, medium, subject matter, geographic region, and even
color.
Halley Johnson is the assistant
managing editor of Artsy magazine,
which publishes the stories behind
the art. The small team of 16 has a
lot of area to cover—from art history
to new mediums and cultural
mashups happening every day within
the art world—which makes
Johnson’s operations role critical.
She uses her knack for problemsolving and systems management to
create an idyllic environment for the
creatives at Artsy magazine to focus
on storytelling.

Halley Johnson, assistant
managing editor of Artsy

You have a background in English and publishing, so what led you
to join the Artsy organization?
Art history has always been a hobby of mine. I joined Artsy right
out of grad school because I was drawn to the educational goals
of The Art Genome Project and the company as a whole. The
ambition to create a comprehensive, searchable database of the
world’s art has many interesting implications.

A visualization of The Art Genome Project, demonstrating
how it can be used to create connections between
different works of art across space and time.

What does a typical day in your work life look like?
My day starts with sorting out the current status of all of our
content, to see if anything has changed from the night before.
Then I’m making sure any outstanding text is being filed on
time, and kindly nudging people if I think anything is behind
schedule. We’re a team of 13 full-time editors and three interns.
We publish five to six stories a day, ranging from short news
pieces to very involved custom-design features. All of our stories
get a lot of attention from a visual perspective, and we also have
quite an arduous proofing process involving fact-checking and
editing, and much deliberation about headlines. Everything is on
a tight deadline.

What are some of the tools you use to get your work done?
Airtable is our main project management system. We’ve been
using it for about a year and a half, and it’s grown more robust
over time. I’m managing production with about 10 different
editors and writers, and they are working on such tight timelines
they need to focus on writing and editing, not managing
schedules. So I’ve introduced fields in Airtable that automate
certain processes for them. For example, we use emojis to signal
certain aspects of each story so we can see that at a glance in the
calendar view. An evergreen story gets a Christmas tree, and if a
story’s filing date doesn’t work with the publish date, a crab pops
up. And we do a lot of scheduling based on being able to see what
story types are available through the calendar.
Before I found Airtable, we were using a combo of personal
Google spreadsheets and Trello boards, but when one person
changed their plans, no one else knew. Now we have
synchronicity built into Airtable, so we can see if someone
changes a filing date on a story. It’s been hugely helpful.

We also use Google Docs for all of our editing, Slack for all of our
communications, and we have an in-house publishing tool built
by our engineers called Artsy Writer where we actually compose
all of our layouts and publish our stories.

How do you think technology and art are complementary, and
where do you think they conflict?
Art today is engaging with the most advanced technologies,
especially when it comes to young artists. We’ve written about
many artists dealing with virtual and augmented reality. We’ve
covered artists collaborating with Microsoft engineers, working
with unreleased headsets. So there is definitely a huge crossover
between art and tech.

One of Artsy’s recent features. This article is about the Chinese village of
Dafen, which at one point was producing 60 percent of the world’s paintings.

But you’re right that we all have a concern for the traditional
disciplines of the art world. Artsy’s mission is to make all of the
world’s art accessible to anyone with an Internet connection—
with technology as a vehicle that will bring engagement with art
to more and more people.

What is the process for coming up with new story ideas?
We’re quite data-driven in our approach. We take our reader
responses and the statistics we see to heart. Our product team
helped us import our Google analytics into our Airtable so that
we’re able to automate some projections based on past
performance of our articles and what gets added to the calendar.
Data doesn’t completely dictate where we go next with our
content, but it definitely informs it. Being able to see those things
easily within our actual project management system is a nice way
we’re pushing our productivity forward.

What’s the most challenging part of your job?
A big part of the challenge is just solving problems. I’m working
with a lot of different editors, each juggling a lot themselves. We
are working within a larger company, which leads to about a
million meetings for everyone. So the challenge is making sure
everyone is doing the most important thing at every moment.

To me, a great process on an editorial team is one that helps
editors stop thinking about process and focus on their work.
I value the people I work with and want to find systems that
support them in accomplishing those things. To me, a great
process on an editorial team is one that helps editors stop
thinking about process and focus on their work. It’s a logical
problem of putting all the pieces together, but it’s also
psychological because I’m dealing with many different
personalities. I like both of those aspects of the job.

How would you define your management style, and what is most
effective about it?
I try to minimize micro-managing, because it’s not typically a
very successful way to encourage people to independently meet
their deadlines. I have always had the approach that you should
create good processes that really support the actual needs of the
people you’re working with, and then step back and let that take
its place.

An artist paints in his studio in Dafen. Photo by Adam Kuehl for Artsy.
Airtable has been really useful for us in that. We have quite a
robust proofing process, for instance. We have our Airtable set up
so there is a series of checkboxes for everyone to check off each
step along the way. And we have another field that calculates the
status of the proofing process and edits based on which boxes are
checked off. And that nudges the right person when it’s their
turn to do the next thing. This process used to be done verbally
or via messaging. So automating it has not only made my job

easier because I’m not having to check in on those things all the
time, but I’m also empowering people to work independently and
collaboratively instead of through a middleman.
We also have a field that gives people an order of priorities based
on the stories that they have coming up in the next two days. At
any given time our editors may need to take a first look at a story
so that a fact-checker can take a look at it, or write a headline for
because it needs to be published today, or write something for
the next day. So I created a hierarchy based on what’s the most
important item that needs to be done first, and then created an
Airtable field that calculates which stories are at which point. So
every morning, we each have a list of customized priorities.

What do you think makes the Artsy team—and how you all work
together—unique?
The context we work in is very unusual. For an art publication to
be embedded in a tech startup—that doesn’t happen very
frequently. Having worked in more traditional publishing jobs in
the past, I think it has a very positive impact on how we think
about our work and our team projects.

No one told me to go find a new project management system.
I just felt that we needed one, and the result significantly
changed the way that we work.
There is a general mentality that everyone will have a lot of
responsibility, and they are completely trusted with that.
However, there is always a lot of room for collaboration. There’s a
big opportunity to shape things. For example, no one told me to
go find a new project management system. I just felt that we
needed one, and the result significantly changed the way that we
work. That kind of possibility is what drives our company
forward. It’s the mentality that helps people innovate on their
own and provides the support systems that help them do that.

What advice would you give to someone new joining your team?
Don’t wait around for someone to tell you what to do next. We
don’t have top-down hierarchical structures. We encourage
people to seek out their own opportunities. We’re big on
maintaining a balance on making sure we have a certain amount
of content we can count on while also providing room for people
to come up with new ideas and new ways of presenting ideas in a
compelling way. We always want to find the best way to tell a
story.

What have been some of the most fascinating stories you have
told through Artsy?
We recently sent a writer and a photographer to the Chinese
village of Dafen. This village has built an industry around
copying the world’s most famous artworks—Van Gogh,
Michelangelo, Picasso. And at one point it was producing 60
percent of the world’s paintings, which were being sold to hotel
chains and people who couldn’t afford the originals but wanted
art in their homes. But demand for this kind of work has
diminished greatly in recent years, and so this village is basically
trying to reinvent itself as an original art-producing village. And
they’re encountering many difficulties. Looking into that world
was really fascinating, and it’s an example of a real-world story of
people who are participating in art.
We also just finished our series on the Venice Biennale, which is
often referred to as the Olympics of art. We sent a team with a
360-degree camera to take people inside of this sometimes
overwhelming event. The magazine’s goal always with the art
world is to demystify it and invite people who don’t feel like they
belong to see what’s going on there. This series was an exact
embodiment of that.

What content do you regularly consume to inform your expertise
and come up with ideas?
I am an embarrassingly frequent reader of Product Hunt just to
check out what’s going on—I’m sure that’s how I saw Airtable.
Otherwise, we like to look to see what other publications are
doing. We have a series of round tables where we invite people
from other media brands come in to talk to us about how they
work and how they think about things like advertising or social
media. It has been very instructive to hear how other people
think about their day-to-day processes.

Dozens of copies of Vincent van Gogh’s The Starry Night, 1889, are delivered to a
gallery on the eastern edge of Dafen. Photo by Adam Kuehl for Artsy.

What inspires you?
We all have different definitions of what art is and what it means
to us, but I think everyone here believes it’s something special

that has some kind of power. What drives our editorial team is
telling stories of artists and how creativity can impact people’s
lives. Those are the things we’re always talking about in our
morning standups where we throw around ideas for stories. We
don’t have a cynical newsroom. We usually all end up thinking,
Wow, that’s so cool.

C H A P T E R T WO

Collaborating with
your team

Leveraging tools to build accountability and
collaboration into your workflow
How to build a more accountable content marketing
workflow
The editorial calendar is the first hub of operations for most
content marketing teams. It’s about distilling priorities—articles
need to be written and published, and a calendar lets you break
down which articles are being published, when. Unfortunately,
editorial calendars tend to become less useful as your content
marketing operation grows.

The problem with the editorial calendar
We’ve seen teams go through this shift time and time again—as
the amount of people and moving parts involved in producing
your content increases, the spreadsheet containing your entire
workflow falls into disrepair. Due dates are pushed forward.
Pieces don’t get finished.
Accountability is a byproduct of transparency. When your data is
out of date and there’s no visibility into the pipeline, it becomes
very difficult to figure out which pieces are being worked on—let
alone whether they’re proceeding on schedule.
You don’t need to be sending email followups on a hair trigger to
create that accountability. You need a high-resolution content
workflow—a system that can give you clarity around how pieces
are progressing, defined milestones in the production process,
and clear assignments and due dates.

1. Build measurable outcomes
Accountability begins with gaining visibility into the writing
process.
We’ve seen teams organize their content marketing workflow
using kanban stacks organized by theme, department, or month
of intended publication. These schemes can make it easier to
organize your ideas and onboard other team members to the
system, but planning and actual execution is relegated into
secondary fields or comments.
What you need, at the most basic level, is a view that shows you
the evolution of a piece of content, from left-to-right, as a series
of card stacks.
Imagine a kanban board. Cards are created in the Brainstorming
stack, sent to the Researching stack, picked up by writers and
moved to the Drafting stack, and then placed in the Revising
stack upon the completion of a draft. They go to the Publishing
stack once the editor and writer are happy with the results, then
migrate to the Promoted stack once they’ve been distributed on
social and other channels.
At a glance, you can easily see where each piece of content is in
your pipeline at the moment.

2. Staggered due dates
When you first put together your editorial calendar, it’s fine to
have a single due date. But due dates change over time, and it's
easy to lose accountability for how long articles actually take to
write.
The first step to fixing this is to gain visibility into each distinct
stage of the writing pipeline; the second is to ensure that your
due dates truly hold people accountable, rather than slip everfurther into the distance.

To do this, it is important to set separate due dates for the
different stages in your pipeline. Let’s say you know the
publication date for a certain piece—you also know the piece
requires a significant research aspect, as well as a few days’ worth
of revisions after the initial draft. Setting due dates to complete
each status saves the trouble of following up after each discrete
stage. when, instead, you set due dates for when each status
should be completed. Placed on a calendar, these stage-specific
due dates will allow you to visualize the progression of an article
over time.
When a research blockage results in missed deadlines, you can
intercede and fix the problem before the piece itself is late.
Before, this meant relying on the researcher to reach out about
fixing the problem. Now, you can stay on schedule because
you’ve split up the workflow into individually trackable steps.

3. High-resolution progress tracking
Once you’ve split up your content marketing workflow into
distinct stages and introduced staggered due dates for each
stage, you have the raw materials that you need for highresolution progress tracking.
In a standard editorial calendar, you can only see which articles
are due, when. With high-resolution progress tracking, you can
get far more granular—and more actionable—views. This
visibility into specific stages of the pipeline allows you to
understand if the pieces are progressing as they should. For
example, you can see which articles are currently being drafted,
but need extra images or other resources before completion.
At the end of each week, take some time to reflect on how things
went and where you're going. Review everything that’s been sent
out during the week by filtering down to just the last few days of
publication dates—did we hit our publish dates? What could we
have done better? Next, switch gears to review the pieces that are

due to be delivered in the next two weeks. Do any of those pieces
need extra information to move forward?
Whatever the function or requirements of your calendar—
management, research, writing, editing—you can build a view to
gain visibility when you have the right system in place.

Accountability is transparency
When you are running a team, accountability means setting
clear expectations for output. It sounds negative, or associated
with punishment, but it shouldn’t.
The science of objectives and key results (OKRs) is a good
example of how accountability and measurement can improve
morale, employee retention, and workplace happiness. OKRs
encourage creativity and build trust by focusing everyone on
measurable goals without talking about “quotas”—at Google, for
instance, hitting 70–80 percent of your target is considered
excellent.
To encourage this kind of accountability inside your team, you
don’t need to create check-ins or devise negative consequences.
Instead, you need a system where everyone’s work is out in the
open, everyone can understand what’s happening, and you can
fix whatever problems are blocking your team from achieving
high-velocity output.

Expanding your content marketing pipeline for
collaboration
Scaling your content marketing processes with your
growing team
When your marketing team is small, it’s easy to move articles
through your content marketing pipeline; an idea becomes a
draft, which gets revised and then published. One or two people
can easily oversee all of the preparation, production, and
publication that builds your blog.
But as a team grows, it runs into constraints that didn’t exist
before. Knowing who is working on what, when, is much more
difficult when more people are working on more things.
Sharing information and communicating about the different
steps of production are key for creating great content. The right
tools can ensure that you have a scalable system even when your
team is still small. Setting up the right system early means you’ll
be better-equipped to deal with the complexity that comes with a
bigger team.

How to painlessly scale your content process
The foundations of your content pipeline are the three P's:
preparation, production, and publication. But to produce a
greater volume of content, you’ll need more people—and a
system to manage the work they will do.
Expanding your content marketing pipeline involves three big
challenges: incorporating different roles on your team, staying
accountable for multiple deadlines, and working with external
collaborators. You’ll be able to create better content if you can

overcome these challenges, but each requires you to ramp up the
way you share information.
• Incorporating different roles on your team: when you’re a small
team, one person can wear many hats. But as you expand,
people will have different dedicated roles, like researching,
writing, and copyediting. Each person needs to know what
they’re doing for many pieces, and each piece requires many
people to do different things.
• Staying accountable for multiple deadlines: multiple collaborators
require multiple deadlines for each step in the process. Each
step needs to be completed on time to move an article through
the pipeline and keep productivity high.
• Working with external collaborators: working with people outside
of your team to create content can help you build a content
strategy that is larger in scope, but you’ll still want to manage
all of the work, both internal and external, in a single content
pipeline. This way, you can execute a comprehensive strategy,
rather than wasting time building and rebuilding processes for
one-off pieces.
With the right system in place, you can bring all of these moving
pieces together to create a scalable content process.

Create specific roles
On a team of one or two people, each team member is involved in
every step of the content creation process. When another person
joins the team, the more experienced team members can
confidently teach them how to do all of the steps without
difficulty.
As more and more people join, however, it takes significantly
greater effort and more time to ensure strong results across every
step of the creation process—broader focus typically encourages

a passable, not great, job across the board. But if each team
member focuses on one aspect of content creation, they can
quickly get really good at that one thing. This means you’ll create
better content quickly and more reliably as the team grows.
Creating specialized roles for researchers, writers, and copy
editors can help you build a team with the structure to maintain
quality and efficiency as you add more team members and
produce more content.

Work with people outside of your team
As you grow your blog, you can incorporate curated guest posts
in order to continue bringing new and valuable insights to your
readers. This kind of collaboration can help grow your blog in
two ways:
• You can write guest posts for related blogs. Not only is this a
great opportunity to meet new people with similar interests
and learn from their ideas, it’s an excellent way to connect with
their readership, and hopefully provide value to a wider
audience.
• You can invite guests to write on your company’s blog. This
allows you to curate a strong collection of ideas from experts. If
the guest post is directly related to your blog’s usual content,
you’ll provide more value to your own readers. If it’s
tangentially related, you can pull in readers who might not
normally read your content.
Guest posts are one of the best ways to increase distribution
organically. Genuine value builds human connections and
attracts new readership. But to ensure that they have the most
impact, guest posts should be part of your larger content strategy,
not disconnected one-off pieces.

Expand your pipeline for long-term wins
Your management system shouldn’t limit the content and growth
of your blog—it should help you to expand it. Even if your
content team is small right now, you need to create a system that
scales to plan for long-term blog growth.
Truly great content involves lots of collaboration, bringing
together many moving parts. When you are confident that you’ve
built a system that encourages successful collaboration, you can
focus on what you really want to be doing—creating meaningful
content and growing your company.

Tool spotlight: Slack
Slack is the perfect tool for keeping your team on the same page.
Here are a few of our favorite ways content teams use Slack:
• Tracking social chatter. You can use IFTTT to ping a Slack
channel whenever you (or your brand) are mentioned on
Twitter, Facebook, Reddit and more. Keep up to date on what
people are saying so you can respond in real time.
• Managing your content calendar. If you've built your editorial
calendar with Airtable, you can receive an update whenever a
new record is added to a view, as pieces move through the
pipeline, or personalize alerts so you only get pinged when a
piece needs your attention.
• Celebrating success. Create a channel to highlight wins. Let
everybody bask in the glory of that email from a fan!

Interview with an insider: Rachel ConeGorham, Executive Director for Digital & Social
Marketing at Penguin Young Readers
The fine art of bringing books to market
Rachel Cone-Gorham is the Executive Director for Digital &
Social Marketing at Penguin Young Readers, a group within
Penguin Random House that covers 10 imprints serving readers
of ages 0–18 (or, as Rachel explains below, readers from 0–99.)
After over a decade working in creative agencies, Rachel has
brought her expertise in social and digital marketing to support
her passion for books. Below, she walks us through the ins and
outs of a life in publishing, from how she stays organized and on
top of best practices to where she finds inspiration, as well as her
best advice for newcomers to the industry.

What does a typical day in your life look like?
I always thought working in publishing meant you got to sit in
beautiful leather chairs and read books all day long while
drinking a lot of coffee—but there’s not actually as much reading
during the day as one might imagine. Most of the reading is done
on the subway or at home in the evening and weekends, at least
for me. There is, however, a lot of coffee.
The marketing department for Penguin Young Readers services
10 different imprints, and we publish hundreds of books a year,
so we are quite busy. I am in a lot of meetings, but they are always
really inspiring or exciting because we’re talking about the next
big book, or a breakout author, or a beloved author and how to
bring new readers to their backlist. A lot of my day is spent

working on marketing plans for specific books, talking to authors
and illustrators, meeting with editors and publishers,
coordinating with the publicists, and then working with my team
to bring all of our plans to life! And those plans vary from title to
title, but at the end of the day our goal is to connect books and
authors with readers, and aid readers in discovery of their next
book. A lot of work goes into growing our communities of
consumers that are interested in reading our books, whether
that’s parents for our picture and middle grade books, or teens
for our YA books. A lot of what my team does is create content
that can help aid in the discovery of our books and make it easy
for readers to share and tell others about our books.

So your role is mostly leading the strategy and managing
relationships, and your teammates are actually creating content?
Yes. I am doing a lot of the larger strategy and providing
direction. I have an awesome team and they are doing
tremendous work. I’ll have the nugget of an idea and they just
blow it out of the water. I do wish I was on the ground more,
talking to readers via our communities. I really believe that the
best way to market anything is to know your consumer. It sounds
simple, but you’d be surprised how far some marketing
executives—in any industry—can get from the consumer when
they’re stuck in boardrooms and meetings. So, to stay connected,
I will go rogue every once in a while and post something in one of
our communities, normally a question about reading behavior.
But having line of sight into the larger strategy or vision of the
larger community enables me to connect dots in a way that I
don’t think I’d be able to do if I was more in the weeds, and I’m
able to look for opportunities to test new technologies or new
platforms or new types of content at the right moment for the
right author’s book.

What tools do you use day-to-day to get work done? What’s your
toolbox like?
I’m a big, big believer in handwriting notes. I’ve tried everything
just to stay organized and I’m still a handwriter. I think for me it’s
something about memory and recall, where I need to be writing
in order to have that ability to think back and say, “Oh, yes, this is
what I had in mind.” So I’m always taking notes, writing wildly,
in a meeting or during a call, and then from those notes I will
distill any sort of action items or todos for myself, or for my team,
and I put that down into a journal. It’s a fake, wannabe bullet
journal. Just bullets of todos, but it works for me. It’s a massive
running todo list and I love crossing things off of it. It’s like the
best feeling in the world to cross something off. Once a week I
will copy the list over and move anything to a new page if I
haven’t gotten it done yet. So that’s my go-to organization for the
larger picture todos.
Beyond the day-to-day todos, my team executes an immense
amount of work. We are in charge of creating and producing all
digital marketing for Penguin Young Readers, including
executing the social marketing for several authors and titles as
well as brands. This includes everything from photos to
infographics, websites to videos, GIFs, and banners. There’s a
lot.
When it comes to organizing content and project management,
Airtable has changed the game for us. We use Airtable for
everything. We have a base for production and development that
allows us to track projects and vendors and budgets. We have a
base for a large editorial driven website we oversee,
penguinteen.com, and we have a base for social advertising and
creative development. With Airtable, we’re able to immediately
pull up one of the bases, and see how many times a certain book
has been written about on penguinteen.com, or I can
immediately see where I am on any of the pieces of digital

production, whether it’s a website or a video that we’re making. I
know what the budget is, I know who the vendor is, I know where
in the process we are. I can also see the initial notes that I gave
my team, and go in and change them. It’s just become really,
really valuable for us. We also use Box, which I love almost as
much as Airtable, and the two really compliment each other from
a use standpoint.
It’s not software, but I’m a huge fan of stickies on my desktop. I
used to be the Post-it note girl, and I would have Post-it notes
sticking to the back of my jeans when I got home because they
were everywhere. But now I’m all about stickies, and always have
three or four on my desktop. They are awesome.
This is so lo-fi, but I write on my hand. I’m 35 and I still write on
my hand! A little technology, and a little ink. Because I am
managing so much, and I work long hours, my life is work and
personal all wrapped into one. And so I have to occasionally
write something on my hand—whether it’s the word “reforecast”
or “laundry,” people have come to expect a little word or phrase
on my hand.
So those are my go-tos. I mean my calendar,
of course, I use quite a bit. I love testing new
apps, especially for content creation. Retype
is one that I’m having a lot of fun with right
now. You can upload photos and then add
quotes or add text to them and they will give
you different layouts for the text. We do a lot
of quote assets for our books, where we’ll
pull a really compelling line and turn it into
a piece of social content, and so I’m looking
for ways to do that more efficiently.
Photoshop is great for certain things, but
feels a little too heavy and clunky for fast
social content. And I love to make

A sample asset created
using ReType.

Boomerangs, of course.

What do you read? What do you recommend reading to learn more
about publishing?
I think for publishing, just reading as much and as broadly as you
can. It’s so easy to get trapped into a specific genre. I have friends
that only read celebrity memoirs, and that’s great, it’s
entertaining, and I love a good memoir every once in a while, but
there’s so much more out there. If you’re interested in working in
publishing, it’s definitely important to study up in the area that
you want to be in.

If you want to work at just an imprint that does memoirs or
nonfiction that’s great, but it is hard to get a job in one
specific area of publishing, so a more broad approach to
reading is always helpful.
Read what you’re passionate about. I like reading contemporary
fiction, and I don’t get to read it as often as I would like, just
because I’m busy with our titles, but I think it’s important to
balance and and read what you’re interested in.
I should have mentioned before: the coolest part about working
in publishing is that you work with people that are just so
passionate about books and authors and bringing great writing
to readers. So we all have fun when we come into work, gushing
about a book, or a cliffhanger, which is really fun. It’s like a book
club on steroids, and every day.

How do you stay on top of industry news and the broader
publishing world?

Publisher's Weekly is our trade publication, and Publisher's
Lunch is a website. For my team and for me personally, I’m more
interested in the marketing and the advertising digital trade
pubs.

Where do you find best practices about that world?
There’s a million blogs. But even AdWeek is great to look at. We
also just keep up with other brands to see what they’re doing. I
always tell my team that our work has to be able to stand next to
any other type of entertainment or leisure activity that our fans
might see in their social feed. Our videos have to be just as
compelling and just as creative. Years ago there wasn’t as much
competition for the consumers’ free time, but today, and this is
especially true in the kids market, we’re competing for time with
video games, TV, movies, and even social media! So our book
marketing has to just as savvy and just as compelling as whatever
appears above or below us in the newsfeed.

Which are some brands you think are doing a really amazing job at
reaching your particular audience? Who inspires you?
For teens, I look at Sephora and Forever 21. They’re both really,
really strong examples of brands who know who they are, who
their consumer is, and what that consumer wants from them.

When you’re marketing, you don’t want to forget that you’re
actually providing a service—you’re not just entertainment,
and you’re not just something to click on. You’re selling books,
or makeup, or whatever it is.
Starbucks is always doing really cool things. They’re also really
great about testing. Even when they fail miserably. I remember a
few years ago they were one of the first ones to try augmented
reality on their cups. And it was like a big flop; it was an ice

skating girl on a cup, and everyone downloaded the app, and
were like, “Is that it?” But it was great that they tried it. Like, why
did they do it, but also—kind of cool. So I like to keep my eye on
them as well.

What are some of the most common mistakes you see new people
coming into your field make?
Assumptions. People are so comfortable with things that they
think they know. The hardest thing to do is say, “I actually don’t
know the answer to this, let me let me find some research, or let
me do a test, or let me try one of these other 20 tools to figure out
what is actually true in reality.” People make assumptions that
can lead to poor marketing. Just because you think something or
you feel something or you know one person that did something,
doesn’t mean it’s true, or representative of the larger population.
I should write that on my hand!

What was the first book you remember loving?
I was never a reader when I was younger! I hated reading when I
was a kid. I would always read Archie comics that I would get at
the grocery store when I went with my mom, but that was it. I
think I read one book for fun when I was little, called Dollhouse
Murders. But after that, it was nothing until my senior year of
high school. I took a humanities course, and we read Emma, and
Fahrenheit 451, and an Ursula K. Leguin book, and all of a
sudden I was just captivated by books and reading. I fell in love,
and then it was like I couldn’t stop from then on. My mom still
laughs; she’s like, “I used to worry about you, you hated reading.”

Young Readers covers a wide range of different age groups. Can
you go over those really quickly?
We do books for readers 0–18, but it’s really 0–99, because YA,
which is the young adult category, especially in the past eight
years, has just become so popular with adult readers as well.

Technically YA is just stories where the main characters are teens
and the content is appropriate. The books’ lengths are often a
little bit different. Shorter than adult books. And then the subject
matter is a little bit different. You’re not going to have a Fifty
Shades of Grey with teenagers.

A large part of your role is building digital communities for the
imprints covered under Young Readers. There’s a wide range of
different age groups you’re trying to reach with this outreach—a
lot of different demographics and folks that you’re trying to appeal
to. How do you think about creating those communities? Is the
idea to be cross-generational, or to be more specific? What is
your high level approach?
High-level, we’ve found that there’s efficiency in grouping YA as
one, and then grouping Middle Grade and Picture Books as one.
Middle Grade are books for 8- to 12-year-olds. With the younger
books we’re reaching what we call the gatekeeper. So that’s the
teacher, the librarian, and the parent. Whereas the teen
community is really talking to the teens themselves, and often
the 20- to 30-year-olds. For teens specifically, there’s a fine
balance between using their language, and using that language
and looking bad doing it. Luckily I have some younger folks on
my team who are in that target demographic, and I can say ‘What
does this mean?’ and they laugh at me and tell me.
But in the broader sense, I think with any kind of community
building, communities exist around a watering hole. Using teens
as an example, I believe it’s the experience of experiencing great
emotions for the first time. That’s their watering hole. They’re
going through all of these really serious and big things for the
first time, and feeling these emotions in such a heightened way,
whether it’s falling in love, breaking up, fighting with a friend, or
having a family torn apart. The feelings they have are huge. As
an adult, we’ve been through these things so many times that
we’ve become desensitized, so it’s up to us to shake off our age

and years and try to remember what it felt like the first time we
were kissed, and tap into that as we introduce our fans to a new
book.
Seeing who the influencers are is also important for sure. For
teens, when I first started in this job three and a half years ago, I
looked around and found that on YouTube there were these
teenagers and young adults that were making videos just about
YA books, and they called themselves “Booktubers.” They were so
passionate and excited and they had amassed hundreds of
thousands of fans. It was amazing. So we quickly started working
with them, and realized that they were really influential for this
community.

How do you think about empowering the people within your
community to create content as a way of spreading the word?
We don’t kid ourselves—we know that the number one driver for
book sales out there is word of mouth. So I would say that the
most important thing, especially for digital marketing, is to make
sure that everything we do supports that one-to-one
recommendation, whether it’s a fun listicle-style post on
penguinteen.com, or a really beautiful quote asset, or interior
illustrations, everything we do should be shareable and a
conversation starter. We also do a lot of “Reader Love,” where we
will take thoughts and reviews and reactions from readers and
post that or amplify. So yeah, that’s definitely at the forefront of
everything we do. Empowering that voice and then shining a
light on it is so important.

Any final advice you have for folks to want to get into publishing or
just getting started that they should keep in mind?
Most people who work in publishing have always worked in
publishing, and started in an entry level position and have
worked their way up. That wasn’t me. I spent the first over-adecade of my career working in advertising agencies and digital

marketing, but I always wanted to work in books, and I loved
publishing, and so I always kept an eye open. When I saw my
position, I knew it was the perfect intersection of my experience
and expertise and my passion for books! To take this path, it’s
good to develop an expertise and then bring that into the world
of publishing. Unless of course you want to work on the editorial
side. In that case, network and get internships and keep applying
for those entry level openings! But, don’t give up. I always said it
was my dream to work in publishing and I honestly believe that
had I taken any different path, I wouldn’t be where I am today.

One last question: what’s one niche thing that you’re really
passionate about outside of work?
I sew aprons. Like, housewife aprons. And not because I cook a
lot—I don’t even have any food in my house right now. I just have
an awesome mom. Six or seven years ago I said, “Wouldn’t it be
great if I learned how to sew?” and then I got a sewing machine
for Christmas.

CHAPTER THREE

Distributing and
promoting your
content

How to drive results whether you’re at an agency
or in-house
Whether you work for a marketing agency or an in-house content
marketing team, generating successful content while also
keeping stakeholders in the loop, is a big challenge.

How to magic your content pipeline into a CRM
Agencies need flexible systems to continuously deliver highquality, client-focused content
Planning out a content calendar for a marketing agency can be a
daunting task. You can map out deadlines and publication dates
in a spreadsheet, or even use content-planning software to
manage your pipeline, but it's often impossible to separate the
content from the client.
Integrating a CRM into every stage of your content pipeline is
the way to transform a messy content calendar into a well-oiled
content machine.

Towards client-focused content
When you’re dealing with multiple clients, your content calendar
inevitably grows in complexity. In-house content teams don’t
always have this problem, because they produce content for a
single company. But agencies get a ton of input from different
clients, from creating an overarching content strategy, to getting
feedback and revisions. That can make it tricky to manage the
editorial workflow and produce content at a steady clip.

At an agency, the client is the most important person in the room
—even when they're not there. Every sentence that you write
should be informed by your customer’s needs, brand, and ethos.
This starts by building around client relationships in your
content pipeline. By adding a CRM to your content pipeline, you
can craft an automated workflow around each customer, build a
living system of record that reflects all your work for them, and
constantly improve based on feedback.

1. Automate your editorial workflow
Creating client-focused content begins with clear
communication at every stage of content production.
With only a couple of writers, it’s easy enough to manually keep
up communication with clients—writers simply email them with
article ideas, deadlines, and completed drafts. But as you expand
your agency to include more writers and clients, information
starts to slip through the cracks. Emails are forgotten; deadlines
are missed.
At the most basic level, what you want is to link each discrete
article to a discrete customer in your pipeline. Doing so creates a
system that allows you to automate a large chunk of day-to-day
communications.
Ideally, each article in the editorial pipeline is linked to a specific
customer record containing specific information, such as contact
details or the number of articles due. Having customer
information easily accessible and connected to each article is
handy for providing writers with immediate, specific context.
Beyond this, attaching each discrete article—whether an idea, a
rough draft, or a published post—to a client's specific record
allows you to shape an editorial workflow around the customer.
You can see at a glance what needs to be done with each article
in the pipeline—whether it’s sending clients ideas for articles, or
getting their approval on finished drafts.

As your team, or client list, grows, adding automation to the
system can reduce complexity and keep everybody on the same
page. (If you're using Airtable for your content calendar, try
integrating with Zapier to automate these communications).
For example:
• When an idea enters into the pipeline and gets marked
“Brainstorm,” that idea is automatically emailed to the
customer for approval.
• When a customer approves an idea, a writer is assigned to start
working on a draft.
• When the status of an article moves from draft to delivered,
that article can be sent to the customer for revisions.
Streamlining client communications through simple Zapier
automations like these allows you to build trust with clients by
soliciting the input you need to keep articles moving through the
pipeline—without bogging down the whole process.

2. Build a living system of record
Managing the customer relationship is as much about providing
a birds-eye view of the entire process as it is about day-to-day
communication. Your content pipeline should be a living system
of record that clients can reference at any time.
Internal marketing stakeholders, for example, will want to check
up on whether you’re meeting deliverables on time. They might
want to track certain pieces of content back to their strategy and
the results they’ve seen on their blog. They might have an
internal publication calendar they want to stick to, and they
want to see all your team’s work in aggregate to make sure it lines
up.

By giving your customers a single system of record they can turn
to for all the work you’re producing, you minimize the amount of
back-and-forth around article production. With a single glance,
clients can check for any article ideas they need to approve, see
the status of various articles, and find the Google Docs URLs for
finished drafts.
Clients now have a single source of truth that they can check to
see where each piece of content is in the pipeline at any moment
in time.

3. Collect feedback and improve
Getting a steady stream of feedback is what allows agencies to
continuously improve. Client feedback is extremely valuable, but
the ability to index that feedback in a systematic way, building
organizational knowledge as an agency around specific clients, is
the way to make that feedback truly actionable. That means you
don’t have to start from scratch each time you hire a new writer,
or switch writers between accounts.
Rather than just collecting one-off feedback from emails, it is
important to associate each piece of client feedback with an
article in your base. One simple way to do this is to collect
feedback via a form. Sending an email request for feedback with
a link to a form after delivering every article allows clients to
easily jot down both qualitative and quantitative feedback. As
more and more feedback is submitted, you and your team have a
living document of what did and didn't work as well as ways to
improve, aligned with each client and each article.

Rinse and repeat
An agency’s bottom-line is determined by its ability to deliver
value to clients at healthy margins. The best way to do this
repeatably is to build a flexible workflow that grows smarter over
time.
Adding a CRM to your content pipeline is the first step toward
this bigger goal—it's how you incorporate a focus on the client
into your system of content production that compounds in value
over time.

How to build a results-oriented content workflow
When you're working at an in-house content marketing team, it's
easy to get wrapped up in the hard work of writing and
producing content and forget all about the end goal: driving
business results.
If you want your content to succeed, you need to integrate
results-driven thinking into every stage of your content pipeline.
You'll achieve better results for your company if you consciously
write every article with a focus on who you're writing it for, where
you'll post the content to reach them, and how you'll share it with
them.

A 3-step framework for performance-driven content
marketing
Content marketing is about nurturing an audience by producing
content that they care about and that helps them out. It's one
thing to know that a deep understanding of your target audience
matters—it's another to design a content creation workflow that
self-consciously molds your work into something that will truly
help them, and that they'll want to share with others.
Hiten Shah, founder of KISSmetrics, created a straightforward,
three-step framework for this exact purpose, back when he was
starting the company in 2008. According to Shah, you need to
ask three questions:
1. How do you identify your target audience?
2. Where can you find them?
3. How do you engage them?

By determining who you are writing for before you even start
writing, you give yourself a well-defined roadmap for the content
you need to create.
By locating those places where your target audience hangs out,
you establish a plan for making sure you're helping people with
your content instead of just shouting into the void.
And, by knowing the best way to actually reach out to your
audience at those places where they hang out, you'll build a
community of like-minded thinkers around your constellation of
content.
Let's dig into the best ways to execute each step of this
framework, and look at how you can orchestrate it all in a single
Airtable base.

1. Identify your audience
When you’re deciding what type of content to write, ask yourself:
what kind of person is going to find this content valuable, and
why? The more precisely you can define who your audience is,
the easier it will be to write effective content, since you will know
exactly whom you're trying to help.
You can drill down into your target audience and set yourself up
to maximize your work's performance by splitting up your
audience into three to four verticals that are likely to find the
most value in your content. Doing this will allow you to stay
laser-focused on who you're talking to, which can guide
everything from the topics you discuss, to the language that you
use when discussing it.
For instance, if you're writing an article about how a high-end
photo-editing app can improve Instagram pictures, you'll
probably pick verticals like:

• Instagram celebrities
• Photo production studios
• Marketers
From here, you can drill down further by brainstorming
particular keywords for each vertical to drive SEO: this will help
you determine which terms you should include in your content
to make it easily discoverable by the people who'll get the most
use out of it.
• For the Instagram celebrities vertical, you might brainstorm
keywords like: “instagram glamor”, “increase followers
instagram”, “more likes on instagram”, and “professional
quality insta”.
• For the photo production studios vertical, you might
brainstorm keywords like: “instagram professionals”, “book
instagram celebs”, “apps for instagram producers”, and
“instagram production company tips”.
• For the marketers vertical, you might brainstorm keywords like:
“market better on instagram”, “better ad photos”, “improve ad
quality”, and “best apps for promoting on instagram”.
The ideal keywords will have high volume and low difficulty: that
is, there's a high volume of searches for those keywords, but it's
easier to rank near the top of the search results for them. You can
use a tool like keywordtool.io to get data on search volume for
your chosen keywords, which will help you to find the most
valuable keywords to optimize for.
You can track your content in Airtable by creating one table to
log your targeted verticals; next, enter data on your targeted
keywords into a keywords table. By linking these tables, you can
easily track which keywords you want to rank for in each vertical,

and which keywords will be the easiest for you to get the most
traffic with.
Once you've nailed down your audience and the keywords to
reach them, you'll be in a much stronger position to consistently
produce content that speaks to people in a sustained and
insightful way. The audience will guide your article ideas, and
you won't have to reinvent the wheel with every new article
proposal.

2. Identify where to find your audience
Now that you have a roadmap for your content production, the
next step is to figure out where to distribute it—where is your
audience hanging out online?
The goal behind content marketing is to give value to potential
customers. But your content doesn't exist in vacuum, and people
won't just show up on your blog out of thin air: you need to
understand where your potential customers are, then figure out
how to get your content there.
For these reasons, social and discussion-based sites are good
places to start. This might include places like:
• Twitter
• Reddit
• Facebook
• Interest-based forums
If you don't have a good sense of where your audience hangs out,
a simple Google search can work wonders. In our example,
maybe you would search for “instagram fashion forums.” Or, you
can dive into a particular community—maybe a fashion

subreddit—and unearth more communities by seeing what other
sites users commonly link to. If using Airtable, you can throw the
channels you've found into a new table and link them with the
verticals you've identified.
Content marketing isn't about advertising: it's about cultivating a
community around your content. Finding where your audience
hangs out online is critical to that success.

3. Identify leaders to help you engage your audience.
Once you've found your audience's favorite online haunts, you
need to determine the best way to engage them. Spamming links
to an established community isn't a great way to get anyone to
read your content, let alone comment on it or share it.
Your goal is to foster dialogue and meaningful conversation
within communities that benefit from your content. One of the
best ways to do this is by developing meaningful relationships
with leading members of those communities, and leveraging
those relationships to get your content circulated by people
whose opinions your target audience respects.
You can't spam community leaders with links any more than you
can spam your community: these leaders get countless
unsolicited links all the time, so the odds that they'll look at yours
is slim. Spamming a leader is ultimately a lost opportunity: if you
instead make a genuine connection with them and then ask them
to read your content, you can gain a true, influential proponent
who will want to help you and your content succeed.
Alex Turnbull, founder and CEO of help desk software company
Groove, has a simple checklist for ensuring genuine connections
with community leaders—in this particular example, to Twitter
leaders.

‣ Start by following them.
‣ Tweet at them twice.
‣ Comment on their blog content twice.
‣ Share their blog content twice.
‣ Send them a personal email asking if they would be interested
in a link to your content.
‣ Send them a link asking only for feedback.
‣ When the post is published, send it to them and ask them to
share it.
These leaders have established, often vertical-specific
communities that trust them. This means that they won't share
just anything, but, if you can establish rapport with them, can
boost your content to your exact target audience.
That kind of rapport comes from contributing in meaningful
ways to conversations these leaders care about. Commenting
“Great article!” at the bottom of a leader's post is meaningless—
leaving a well-thought out comment that continues the
conversation the leader started with their article is a much more
sincere way to engage.
Fostering relationships with community leaders is a great way to
start conversations around your content, generating new ideas
that can help everyone in your audience and can serve as the
seeds for future content creation!

Turn your content marketing workflow into a results-driven
strategy
With the right framework in place, you'll no longer be shooting in
the dark with each piece of new content: every article you
produce, and every community leader you reach out to, will be
curated as part of a carefully-engineered strategy to speak
directly to those who will most benefit from your content.
This kind of comprehensive strategy not only ensures your
content is genuinely contributing to community dialogues—it
fosters the kinds of relationships that ultimately drive traffic to
your company's blogs, landing pages, and purchase pages.

Ignite your blog’s traffic with great distribution
Your blog has quality content. Master distribution to get
people reading it.
How do you start from nothing and create a company blog with
enough sustainable traffic to reliably funnel millions of people to
your website?
The key, especially early in your blog's life, is knowing how to
distribute your content effectively. No one will visit your blog if they
don't know it exists, and there won't be any organic search traffic
to help them discover it when you're first starting out. That's why
distribution is so important: it gets your content in front of the
people who stand to benefit from it the most.
To distribute your blog content effectively, you need to know:
1. How to give your target audience first exposure to your blog
2. How to bring your target audience back to your blog
3. How to keep your blog’s traffic growing sustainably
Starting a successful company blog is like starting a fire: you
need to kindle a spark before you can grow it into a sustainable
flame.

Find your fire-starter communities
Taking the first step to turn a spark into a small fire can be the
hardest part. That's why stores sell fire starters: kits specifically
designed to get a fire going.
High-traffic online communities are your blog's fire starters; they
won't provide sustainable traffic to your blog in the long run, but
they can get a lot of people looking at your blog for the first time

early on. Here are some communities you can get involved in to
find and reach the people who will be most excited about your
content:
• Reddit. Find an appropriate subreddit (or three) to share your
posts on. As outlined in its guidelines, Reddit cares a lot
about fostering genuine communities rather than ads, so try
to follow the rule of making nine comments in a subreddit for
each piece of self-promotion you post. The added benefit to
this is that, by actively participating in relevant subreddits,
you're making yourself known in the exact communities who
will ultimately rally around your blog.
• Hacker News. Share your content on Hacker News, and be
sure to follow their guidelines. The added bonus of tapping
into Hacker News is that you can solicit feedback on your
newest product through Hacker Show, which lets you draw
the same community to both your blog and actual product.
• Designer News. Try Designer News to reach a more specific
community: it's made to cater exclusively to designers.
Similarly to Reddit, their guidelines emphasize that you
should avoid excessive self-promotion—especially with SEOdriven content. The more valuable your posts are to
designers, the more excited they will be about your blog and
product in the long run.
• Product Manager HQ. This is the home of the largest Slack
channel for learning about product management, with over
4,500 members representing more than 600 companies on
60+ channels. If your blog has any product management
content, this is a great way to distribute it to a focused
community that will get the most value out of it.
When you share your content to these websites, you aren't just
giving people first exposure to your blog: you're also starting to
engage with like-minded communities, and beginning to

cultivate a community of your own around your blog and its
content. That's how you'll start your fire.

Kindle your readership by bringing them back
Once you've started your fire, you need kindling to keep it
growing into a sustainable blaze. Here are some strategies to
ensure that readers consistently return to read your blog.
• Republish on Medium. Once you've gotten your blog going,
start a Medium publication and repost some of your most
successful content on it. Medium is a place that people go
exclusively to find and read quality content—if you're writing
great blog posts, this is an ideal place to find new people to
appreciate it.
• Share on social media. Share your posts on your company's
social media, like Facebook, LinkedIn, and Twitter. Facebook
has a particularly powerful advertising platform to get your
posts in the feeds of people most likely to read, like, and share
them—and they have a ton of curated resources to train you
on the best practices for advertising effectively.
• Build an email list. Provide a place for people to sign up at the
top and bottom of each article. This will provide you with a
distribution channel that lets you send new articles directly to
people who have already read and expressed interest in your
content.
• Share your best content with your email list. Build an email drip
campaign to share your historically most successful articles
with people who sign up for your email list. You can use a tool
like Campaign Monitor to design an automated series of
emails that shares a new, popular article with new
subscribers every few days, encouraging them to revisit your
blog and get excited about its content.

If you keep visitors reliably revisiting and engaging with your
content, they'll become your greatest champions, sharing your
material throughout their networks. Before long, your oncemodest blog will be gathering momentum.

Keep the fire blazing
Once you've kindled a healthy readership, you can focus on
improving your content's search rankings in order to feed more
people into your robust ecosystem of content.
Here are strategies to optimize your blog's search rankings and
bring in increasingly large volumes of people.
• Target topics, not keywords. You'll find some success by
optimizing for particular keywords, but you'll generate much
more traffic and rank better if you choose a single topic
around which to focus all of your content. Everything from
your site, to your blog, to your guest posts should be focused
on tackling the keywords that are most pertinent to that
topic. Link all of this content together, and you'll create a
well-ranked domain that people recognize as an authority on
your chosen topic.
• Use a hub and spoke model. When you're tackling a topic, start
by creating a page to serve as a living table of contents for
that topic—this is your hub, a low-bounce reference page that
people use to find everything they need to know about your
topic of choice. Then, exhaustively fill your hub with spokes—
articles by both yourself and others that constitute all the best
resources on the internet about your topic. Continually
update your hub as you write more spokes for it.
• Include external links that your audience will care about.
External links are very powerful for increasing your content's
search rankings. Try to find the best content on the internet
about your topic and connect it with your own to make your

blog part of the broader, easily discoverable ecosystem of
information about that topic.
• Backlink intelligently. Google isn't fooled by cheap tactics like
buying backlinks, but you can boost your SEO rankings by
finding genuine ways to link content on other sites back to
your own. Continue to share your work with the communities
you used as fire starters to generate more backlinks and keep
those communities engaged. You can also write guest posts
for other websites, producing more content in which you can
link back to your own blog.
It's important to remember that these strategies are ways to fuel
your fire after you've successfully started it. When you're just
starting to grow your blog, you shouldn't be focusing on things
like SEO—you should be doing everything you can to cultivate a
dedicated community around your content, using the strategies
we discussed above. Once you've done that, your fire will be
robust enough to be fed further with strategies like SEO.
It might seem daunting to turn a handful of articles into a blog
viewed millions of times every year, but every bonfire begin with
a single spark. If you commit yourself to quality content from the
beginning, you have everything you need to start the fire.

The content marketer's basic SEO checklist
Search engine optimization is constantly evolving, but there are
some basic best practices that any writer ought to be aware of.
Follow these steps, and you will already be ahead of the
competition:
1. Do your keyword research up front. What keywords are your
trying to rank for?
2. When possible, choose shorter, human-readable URLs with
descriptive keywords.
3. Place content on the same subdomain as your main site to
preserve authority (e.g. example.com/blog rather than
blog.example.com).
4. Make sure to add one h1 tag and multiple h2 tags.
5. Customize the metadata: title, keywords, descriptions,
categories.
6. Generate alt tags for images.
7. Include relevant links to other pages on your site (past posts,
guest posts).

CHAPTER FOUR

Optimizing for velocity
and scale

Scaling your team and your content creation
How to run a content pipeline with a large team of
remote freelancers
The content marketing trend has created a new role in startups:
the editorial project manager. Depending on the size of your
operation, this role might also be called “managing editor” or
“editor-in-chief ”.
It doesn’t usually make sense for a startup to employ an entire
team of content folks when dev, product, customer success, and
design are always in need of resources. So they turn to
freelancers, which is a great solution—as long as you’re prepared
to manage them.
You know you’re an editorial project manager if you:
• are tasked with coordinating articles with freelance writers
• spend more time on strategy and process than editing
• relay information from your sales, product and success teams
to writers
The crux of the challenge with running a team of freelance
writers is that they have other clients: you are not always their
priority, but they are always your priority. This makes
coordinating schedules and planning ahead significantly more
challenging than if your writers were full-time employees.
The only way to maintain sanity is to develop really good
processes, so that you always know who is working on what and
when it’s due.

Linear thinking won’t cut it
It is in the nature of things that many hard problems are best
solved when they are addressed backward.
—Charlie Munger
Most successful people have an uncanny ability to solve
problems from different angles. Some study corollary fields to
develop new perspectives—some invert challenges to better
understand the problem.
Inversion is a simple rhetorical technique dating thousands of
years, exalted by thinkers from the Stoics of Ancient Greece to
the German mathematician Carl Jacobi to the renowned investor
Charlie Munger.
It works like this: instead of simply thinking about problems in
the default, linear, forward direction, think through them from
back-to-front.
If you’re struggling to answer the question “How can I make our
content marketing successful?” then invert the question and
come at it from a different point of view—“What will our content
marketing look like if it completely fails?”
Inverting a problem can loosen up your brain and help you see
the problem from a more productive perspective. If a hammer is
all you have, everything looks like a nail. But if you have a drill
and a saw, you suddenly have a lot of ways to fix the issue in front
of you. You’re no longer committed to hammering.

Get multi-dimensional
Part of the challenge of managing freelancers is that the tools we
use force us to think a certain way. For example, most project

management tools are built around either due dates or statuses—
they’re one-dimensional.
At any one time, however, you have multiple writers writing
multiple kinds of articles, each at different stages of completion,
and each containing constituent parts (first draft, revisions,
assets, social media copy) that are all due at different times.
When the tool you use reduces all of that information to a single
dimension, you are forced to juggle the extra metadata for each
article in your mind, leading to cognitive overload and avoidable
mistakes. A simple calendar cannot convey all of that
information in a way that’s genuinely useful and allencompassing.
Rather than decide which one-dimensional key—status, due date
—would be the least painful compromise for your editorial
workflow, you should invert the problem. Think about your
workflow, then think about what the most useful representation
of its data would be. If you can filter that metadata in different
ways, you can whittle the problem down to something far more
manageable.

Here’s a simple grid view in Airtable of a pipeline,
showing six articles with their associated type, writer,
goal, and current status.

One of the small-but-frustrating problems of working with a lot of
writers is keeping track of what is on each writer’s plate. You
know you have the metadata you need—the writer name and
each article status—you just need a way to filter the data to get
the right kind of view.
Maybe you want to see exactly how much is on each of your
writers’ plates, so you know who to reach out to about a lastminute assignment. That’s a helpful way to view the problem,
but you will also want to be able to understand it from another
angle—by status, for instance, so you can see what kinds of
pieces are coming down the pipeline.

A different view of the same pipeline, grouped
by which writer is assigned to which article.

Yet another view of the pipeline, grouped by
article status.
The more views you have, the better: understanding all your
variables lets you make smarter decisions about how to assign
and publish work.

Every article is a problem with many sub-problems
Any project is actually just a series of tasks. Slapping a single due
date on a project without breaking it down into simpler parts is a
good way to end up missing deadlines due to avoidable hiccups.
Missing one mini-milestone, like the day you’re supposed to
deliver an article to an editor for revisions, can trigger a chain
reaction of delays that interrupts your whole publishing cadence.
That’s why, if you segment your pipeline into parts, you can
make sure you are informed the moment a piece is no longer on
track for completion—and intervene to keep your blog on target.
An editorial calendar is a place to manage ongoing projects, but
each article is comprised of multiple tasks, such as:

• Assigning articles
• Editing them
• Finding the right images
• Drafting and scheduling tweets
If you’re publishing one article each week, setting separate due
dates and metadata at this high resolution might be overkill. But
if you’re publishing three articles written by three different
writers each week, it’s important to be precise.
Milestones can—and should—be set up to trigger actions. When
a draft is due, the editor needs to review it; once an article is
revised, it needs to be turned into HTML; once it’s ready to be
published, it needs art or a stock photo. In each case, a different
person needs to take action based on the completion of the last
action.
As an editor, you should never send the same email or Slack
message more than twice before automating it. If you need to
email your designer two days before every article is published,
automate it (be sure to check out our tool spotlights on Zapier
and Slack earlier in this book for great automation tips!). The
more you automate, the less time you waste doing things that a
computer can do without you.

You can never have too much context
Trying to communicate the context behind an article to someone
who doesn’t work at your company can be a huge challenge.
When the tools you use to manage your content workflow can’t
properly express every dimension of a particular article, you
wind up with lossy transmission of information.
The Finnish professor of economics Osmo Antero Wiio said that
“If communication can fail, it will,” and, “If communication

cannot fail, it still most usually fails.” In an analysis of Wiio's
famous laws of communication, Jukka Korpela noted that,
statistically speaking, communication is almost always bound
for failure: a single misunderstanding in any essential area
destroys the message. Take an example where communication
can fail for twenty different reasons (which is a huge
underestimate). Assuming that the probability of failure is just
0.1 for each of them (unrealistically optimistic), calculations
show that you’ll succeed with the probability (1–0.1) to the power
of 20, which is about 12 percent.

A single misunderstanding in any essential area destroys the
message.
Communicating all the necessary context to a freelance writer
that can’t see your facial expressions and hand gestures, who
wasn’t in the meeting where you uncovered a problem that now
needs to be written about, and who may have limited experience
in the topic at hand, is highly likely to deliver a final product that
isn’t what you were hoping for.
There are a few ways to address this. One is regular video calls,
where the editor and writer can communicate in greater depth
about the writing to be done. Another is great systems—tools that
capture and transfer as much data as possible in a consistent
way.
The onus is on the editor to deliver the needed context—whether
that means telling the writer to add examples to a piece, or
reminding an internal team to record an audio summary or
screenshare. These types of edits can be turned into pieces of
data themselves, and added programmatically to articles in the
pipeline to serve as checklists. A tight feedback loop keeps both
the writer and the editor honest—both parties need to learn from,
and improve upon, failed communication. Communication will
still break down, but it should happen less and less over time.

More editorial, less project management
The goal of every editorial project manager is to be less of a
project manager and more of an editor. The only way to do this is
to work on, not in, your workflow. Editorial calendars get
complex quickly—master yours by breaking it into pieces and
reassembling it into a tool that does the work for you.

The 3 R’s of content: how to mine your historical
editorial calendar for content ideas
If you're not getting new content out there for your company
every day, whatever content you do manage to publish will get
lost in the shuffle. But publishing new content every day can
quickly get exhausting and daunting—it's easy to fear that you'll
run out of ideas or energy at any moment.
Luckily, your greatest source of inspiration is staring you in the
face. By remixing, reusing, and republishing existing content,
you'll be able to confidently publish high-quality content every
day, from a constant wellspring of new ideas.
In this article, we'll use the example of an in-house content
marketing team at an email marketing automation company to
illustrate how you can integrate the 3 R's into your content
production pipeline.

#1: Remix successful content to create new, de-risked
content
Putting out a brand new piece of content is a little fear-inducing
—before you hit the “publish” button, you might ask yourself:
“What if no one reads it?” “What if no one cares about it?” “Was
this worth writing?”
You can mitigate these fears by remixing content: taking a few
articles that other people have already found great success with,
and combining them into a brand-new article. This article will be
de-risked: there's a good chance that it will be popular, since it
was made by combining a variety of popular articles.
As your content marketing grows, though, there's a danger that
everything you read online about your particular subject area will

blend together. Without a clear framework for tracking the
successful articles you've found, and which articles you've written
based on those articles, it's easy to lose focus and end up blindly
repeating yourself or others. One way to avoid these problems is
to use an Airtable base to track your content.
Say you've found a very successful guide on improving clickthrough rates published on Online Publication #1, and you've
found a very successful list of tips on making engaging emails,
published on Online Publication #2.
Based on the success of these two articles, you can create a new,
de-risked article by extracting the best advice from the “Ultimate
Guide to Improving Click-Through Rates” and the “Top 5 Tips
for Writing Engaging Emails” article. The result is a piece that
strategically captures the core insights from these popular source
articles and repackages them in a different format to help a
brand-new audience of people.
Once you've learned to remix content, you'll have taken the first
step to building a repeatable and scalable content marketing
machine.

#2: Reuse your best content in a new format to give it a new
audience
Figuring out how to effectively source content ideas is the first
step to building a repeatable content machine. The next step is
to get more bang for your buck by reusing pieces you've already
published. After all, one great blog post is the seed of many more
that haven't been written yet.
Which of your articles are based on which others? Without a
transparent structure showing you the articles you've reused to
create new material, your content strategy could gradually
devolve into making multiple articles about the same handful of
buzzwords. Using Airtable, and linking new posts to their

inspiration, lets you track the relationships between articles in an
intuitive way.
For example, say you published a successful interview with a
well-known entrepreneur, discussing in detail her efforts to
develop email automation that feels truly personal. You can
distill the core insights from that interview and publish them as a
full-blown email automation guide on Online Publication #1.
Once you've reused an article, you can check off that it's been
reused, which helps you see more easily which articles are still
available for repurposing.
You can also track the reused version of your article in an
Airtable base. Then, you can link the reused article to the record
of the original article, letting you easily wrangle the key points
from the original article as you design a brand-new version.
Once you've started reusing content, you'll be able to reliably
reach more people with each post. Some people will refuse to
look at interviews, but will gladly read guides. Reusing content
allows you to reach holdouts and picky readers.

#3: Republish your content to give it a signal boost
Once you're remixing and reusing, you've got the repeatable
machinery in place to generate high-quality content every day.
To make it truly scaleable, you can start republishing: getting
your most successful content published in new channels to reach
even more people.
Let's imagine you wrote a successful post for your company's blog
about how you doubled the number of replies to your email blast.
Why not write to your contact at Online Publication #1 and ask if
they'd be interested in publishing this de-risked, helpful piece of
content?

You can avoid losing track of contact information by keeping it
all in your Airtable base (just create a separate Publication
Contacts table), which cleanly shows everyone you know at each
publication and how to contact them.
Your contacts for each publication have all their information
centrally stored in the Publication Contacts table, and each is
linked to the relevant publication in the Publication Channels
table.
Once you've started publishing a single article in multiple
channels, you'll want to use its record in the Our Articles table as
a quick way to see all the places your articles live online. Once
you've republished an article, you can link to both the
publication channels in its record in the Our Articles table and
check off that it's been republished using a checkbox field. These
enable you to sort which articles have been republished, reused,
or both, so you know which articles to focus on republishing
next.
Republishing empowers you to radically increase the number of
people in your target audience that your content reaches and
helps—and it will help your company become identified with,
and recognized for, the insights contained in that content.

Make the 3 R's part of how you think about content
marketing
If you organize your content marketing around the 3 R's in
Airtable, you'll have an efficient, fully scaleable machine for
maximizing the impact of every single piece of content you
create.
Looking for articles to reuse? Go to your Our Articles table, and
filter out checked-off records in the Reused field. By applying a
filter, you can instantly see all of your articles that are candidates
for reuse.

The same principle applies to republishing. To find the best
content for your needs, filter out pieces that have already been
republished. Then, sort the remaining records by number of
views for immediate feedback on which articles are the best
candidates. Sorting by Lifetime Number of Views puts the most
popular articles right at the top of the table.
Try to find a way to reuse and republish every one of your most
popular pieces, and always be on the lookout for popular articles
that you can remix. By using the 3 R's as a routine part of your
content creation pipeline, you can help more of your target
audience with everything you write.

Tips for hiring your first freelance writer
Now that you've published a few pieces and your content
pipeline is humming along, it's time to grow the team.
First, think carefully about the type of freelancer you need. What
quality of writing do you require? Will this piece feature
prominently and be promoted heavily, or is it just to fill out a
rarely-visited page on your website? By the same token, how
complex is the piece? For example, will the freelancer be
expected to interview any other individuals?
Second, sit down and decide how much you can afford to pay
your freelancer. Cost will range widely depending on who you're
working with, but expect to spend anywhere from $5 for a social
post to thousands of dollars for longer form content.
Third, start the search. There are a few options here—you can
post job listings on Craigslist or on online freelancer networks
like Upwork. There are freelance writer-specific marketplaces as
well, like WriterAccess, TextBroker, or BlogMutt. You may even
be surprised to find freelance writers in your own network. You
can also hire an agency if you think you'll need more than one
writer for an extended period of time.
Fourth, build a productive working relationship with your
freelancer. The best way to do this is to be clear, transparent, and
communicative. Make your needs explicit, provide examples,
and establish clear due dates and communication guidelines
(making use of the editorial calendar you've built!).

Case study: 4,000 pieces of content, 15 writers
across 3 time zones, and 1 editor
How Jimmy Daly of Quickbooks manages a highvelocity, global content team.
As the sole editor of the Quickbooks Resource Center, Jimmy
Daly needs to manage 4,000 pieces of content and 15 writers
across three time zones. He’s in charge of coordinating the
production of every piece of content that goes up on the blog—in
addition to strategizing, coming up with ideas, and editing.
Jimmy’s challenge is to split his time between what the
cofounder of Y Combinator Paul Graham calls the “maker’s
schedule” and the “manager’s schedule.” He needs hours of
uninterrupted time to edit, but also short spans of time to check
in with co-workers and contributors move articles along the
pipeline. To juggle this schedule, Jimmy needed a time-efficient
way to stay on top of all the moving parts.
After experimenting with a few different tools, he settled on
Airtable for running his editorial calendar. He set up a database
of content, contributors, and tasks that he made accessible to all
relevant stakeholders through different views. Each party can get
the exact context they need at a glance, giving Jimmy the time to
run the entire content calendar, edit every piece, and even write a
few of his own on any given week.
We sat down with Jimmy to learn about how he set up an
editorial calendar to optimize his time.

A master view for faster ideation
Ideation is one of the most important steps to creating great
content. As an editor, Jimmy has to accomplish two things:
1. Identify gaps in the existing content.
2. Come up with creative angles that hook readers while
providing practical advice.
Jimmy set up a view in Airtable to save time on the former,
allowing him to dedicate his time to the latter.
At QuickBooks, the objective of the blog is top-of-funnel
acquisition. They have four primary use-cases for QuickBooks—
as an accounting tool, a payroll tool, an invoicing tool, and a
payment tool—so their content has to address the pain points of
small business owners in these particular categories.

But typically, finding gaps in the content means digging through
existing docs and re-visiting every article that has been
published, hoping for a eureka moment. Jimmy created a
“Master” view to give him all the context he needs, without any
of the irrelevant details.
The Master is a grid view that includes every piece of content in
all stages of production, from ideation to finished product. Each

record includes a description, a link to a draft in Google Docs, a
link to the published piece, notes and other details in reverse
chronological order. A quick glance jogs his memory on all
recently published content, so he can better identify gaps and
potential content opportunities.

A filter on this view helps him look through pieces on specific
subjects. He can create a filter for pieces with the word “payroll”
either in the title or the description, for instance, to get a sense of
how much ground they’ve covered on that topic.
If he wants to find specific articles to come up with spin-off
ideas, he can also use the search bar in the right-hand corner to
search every article his team has ever written.
Jimmy told us that the primary challenge is “juggling what
content we already have on all these different topics. We need to
find where we have holes that we really need to plug to make sure
we’re addressing all the possible entry points for new customers.”
The Master view gives Jimmy a quick overview of what’s in the
works, so he can spend less time digging for information and
more time lining up creative content ideas.

A pipeline overview for identifying bottlenecks
There’s a lot of behind-the-scenes work that goes into every piece
of content on the QuickBooks blog. Each article has to go
through roughly the same process:

• The editor spots an opportunity for content.
• The SEO strategist decides which keywords to feature.
• The editor comes up with a pitch and interesting angle.
• The writer writes the piece.
• The editor revises the piece.
• The designer creates an image for the piece.
• The SEO strategist optimizes the piece for search.
• The editor publishes the finished product.
This lengthy process means that Jimmy has to keep track of
anywhere between 25 and 40 articles in various stages of
completion. Without one place to keep track of it all, it’d be
impossible for him to know how to best dedicate his time—
ideating, editing, writing, or publishing.

For a broad overview of what’s in the works, he created a kanban
view, splitting up the process into stages. Each card represents
an article, and each stack represents a stage in the workflow. As
work is submitted and projects are passed on to the next
collaborators, the article cards move from left to right.

Each individual card serves as a single source of truth for every
collaborator involved. It has a title, a writer, two checkboxes for
SEO and art, a due date, and, eventually, links to the published
piece. If Jimmy wants to check on the status of a piece, he
@mentions the collaborator who’s responsible at that stage of the
pipeline.

This kanban view serves as an editorial dashboard, where Jimmy
can quickly see the status of every project that’s being worked on.
Jimmy told us, “I think of myself as an editorial project manager.
Stuff is always coming in and stuff is always going out, but a lot
of it goes through me. Really, I’m just trying to keep everything
moving.” Knowing how many projects are in which stages makes
it easier for Jimmy to identify where he’s needed the most and
better prioritize his responsibilities.

Automation for more efficient communication
The team that works on the QuickBooks Resource Center is a
mix of internal and external parties, spread out across the
country. The editor, a team of freelancers, and an SEO strategist
all sit in different offices and work different hours. For every
article to move along the pipeline, Jimmy needed to set up a
system of asynchronous communication around the editorial
calendar.
Jimmy rigged up Zapier—a tool used to connect apps—to
automatically provide collaborators with everything they need to
pick up a project. He has two types of Zaps set up:
• A Zap that creates a Google Doc linking back to the
appropriate Airtable card
• Zaps that alert contributors via email once a project is ready to
be picked up
The first Zap triggers when Jimmy moves a card from the
Brainstorming column to the Needs Writer”column. The record
then appears on a separate view which triggers the Zap to create
a new word document with the name and description of the
article, as well as a link to its Airtable view.

This saves Jimmy time setting up new writers. Once he assigns
them, they already have a template to work with, linked in the
Airtable card. Once they’re finished with their draft, they can
move it along the pipeline into the “For Revision” stack.

Once the document is moved to For Revision, another Zap sends
an email to the editor to notify him that there is now an
additional item in his queue. The SEO strategist and designer get
email notifications about new projects to work on once the editor
is finished and moves the article to “Needs SEO/Images”.
Zapier allows Jimmy to keep every article moving towards
completion on its own—without him having to monitor and
remind each person about every assignment. He can save
communication for edge-cases, when an article or an image is
overdue, rather than waste his time pinging the same people, day
after day.

How to stop running
When you’re running an editorial calendar for over a dozen
people, it can feel like running on a hamster wheel. The work
never stops, and you’re constantly jumping from one project to
the next to make sure every piece makes its deadlines.
Jimmy set up a system that doesn’t require his constant
attention. Airtable serves as an editorial calendar and single

source of truth for the whole team, but also compels each
contributor to move a project along the pipeline without his
supervision. He can get ahead instead of trying to keep up, and
stay focused on creating great content ideas and publishing highquality blogs on the Quickbooks Resource Center.

CHAPTER FIVE

Looking to the future

11 thought leaders on the future of content
marketing
The days of building a business by writing 300-word SEOoptimized blog posts are over.
Content marketing has become an ultra-competitive field as its
merits have been recognized, and doing the bare minimum is no
longer enough to succeed.
You need an efficient, accountable workflow. You need deep
expertise in your field and the ability to communicate that
expertise. And as with everything else, if you really want results,
you need an edge.
Your edge is what you do differently. No amount of time and
money can fix things if you are producing run-of-the-mill
content. The key is to create work that is evergreen and timeless
—work that requires you to be able to see into the future and do
today what will distinguish you tomorrow.
That’s why we went out and asked 11 thought leaders in the
content marketing space a simple question.
“How do you get an edge in content marketing?”

Brian Balfour, Founder/CEO of Reforge
Gaining an edge depends on the
audience. There are still some
audiences where older, more
well-known play books—
Skyscraper, Hub and Spoke—will
work. But many audiences that
B2B SaaS companies are
targeting are saturated with
content.
The game has changed.
We used to live in a world where consumers didn’t have enough
quality content to fill their time. We are now in a world where
there is more good content than there is time to consume. That
means your content needs to be good enough to replace the time
your readers would otherwise spend on other content.
That is a higher bar.
So look at the content that’s already out there for your audience,
and then ask yourself, “What would be the polar opposite of
this?” Then execute on that.
• Short content? → Go super comprehensive.
• Written content? → Do video.
While everyone is moving in one direction, move in the other one
to stand out.

Melissa Joy Kong, Founder of Iceberg Agency
The very first step to getting an edge
in content marketing—this year and
every year—is producing high-quality
content that matters to your audience
on a consistent basis. This seems
obvious, but so few companies do it
because it takes a lot of hard work and
time.
The very next step is this: If you’re
going to invest in creating content,
make sure you’re also investing in conversion optimization.
You can have the best blog in the world, but if you’re not directly
tying your content to conversion funnels, your efforts will never
get you the results you’re ultimately looking for. Whether you
want to collect email addresses, close a sale, or upsell existing
users, make sure it’s as easy as possible for people who read your
content to give you their email, sign up for a demo, or upgrade
their current plan.

Len Markidan, Head of Marketing at GrooveHQ
Many marketers only ever use a piece of content once. Don’t
make the same mistake.
You know all of those rich, researchpacked, long-form content pieces that
you’ve spent hundreds of hours
working on these past few years?
It’s time to start getting more mileage
out of them.
Rather than focusing on building new
content from scratch every time,
leverage the hard work you’ve already
done to seed your new content. Turn a
list post into an infographic. Break an important idea off of a
larger article and publish it on its own. Compile the best tips and
tactics you’ve already shared about a topic into a “best of ” guide.
Use bits and pieces of your content to answer questions on
Quora.
There are so many ways to extract value (read: traffic, leads and
customers!) from your content, and yet many marketers only ever
use a piece of content once. Don’t make the same mistake.

Meryl Ayres, Content Marketing Manager at Wistia
“Get an edge in content marketing,”
huh?
Always remember that you’re
competing with a marching band of
blog posts, podcasts, guides, and
videos. To cut through all that
brouhaha, you need to create content
that truly helps and/or delights your
audience. Make your reader’s job
easier. Give ’em something to talk
about at lunch. People like to look good. Help them do that, and
they might just come back for more.
Video is increasingly becoming an effective medium for cutting
through the noise (I realize I’m a bit biased).
Dynamic visual content grabs attention in news feeds, and it can
add that extra touch of clarity or delight in a longer piece of
content. While not all content requires video, we’ve found that
our content strategy directly benefits from it. Increased time on
page, more engagement on social… not to mention it can be a
great driver of word of mouth (e.g. Did you see that video of their
CEO singing in a field?).
If you haven’t already incorporated video into your content,
now’s the time. No fancy equipment necessary. Grab your phone,
and start shooting.

Archana Madhavan, Director of Content at Interana
The core question at the center of content creation should
always be: Is this useful?
Write about something your readers
will find valuable.
This sounds obvious, but so much of
content marketing these days is about
building your company’s brand, trying
to rank for a certain SEO keyword,
link-building, and generating leads.
Content creators should be using
analytics to understand what kinds of
topics and what types of posts really
resonate with their readers.

Janet Choi, Senior Manager of Content at Customer.io
Just doing content marketing isn’t
enough. It’s about how you do it.
Basically, don’t be shitty to people and
just put out words to “capture” people
for your lists. Attention is a valuable
and scarce resource for everyone—
including yourself. Provide value and
serve your audience while connecting
your efforts to meaningful metrics and
feedback.

Your edge is created and honed over time while putting in the
work to deliberately connect with a larger audience on one side
and to your business/product on the other. Content and how
you’re communicating with people provides the connective
thread throughout the lifecycle. That’s what’s going to provide
the edge—the experience you’re creating for people.
Content marketing is an investment for the long-term, so your
measurements of success should take into account long-term
goals. Are you creating sustenance that will help your audience
and your business grow in some way, or are you just pushing
more words out into the vastness of the internet?

Jimmy Daly, Editor-in-Chief at Quickbooks
Write for a sophisticated reader.
The quality threshold for content
keeps dropping, making it easier than
ever to stand out if you write smart
content. Be the place that offers
something challenging and smart.
Borrow principles and trends from
corollary industries and see if you can
make them work for your own. Find
ideas that have stood the test of time
and apply them to your own strategy.
Whatever you do, don’t regress to the mean—it’s a race to the
bottom.

Suneet Bhatt, Chief Growth Officer and Devin Bramhall,
Director of Content at Help Scout
Content marketing is a compound
phrase for a reason.
It’s easy to put your emphasis on the
“content” side of the equation. It’s fun.
It’s about creation. It’s about ideas and
creativity. Unfortunately, the reason
why so much content marketing is
ineffective, is because teams forget, or
underplay, the marketing side of the
equation.
If you’d like to get an edge, we recommend one thing: avoid the
Field of Content Dreams scenario (“If you write it, they will
read”).
Spend as much time amplifying and promoting a piece of
content as you did producing it. It’s a surefire way to keep you
honest and focused on getting the most mileage out of each
piece.
It will also ensure you learn from what worked and didn’t work,
because you will be actively managing that piece of content for a
committed period of time. All of that insight will be invaluable as
you jump back into the production of subsequent pieces.

Mathilde Collin, Co-Founder/CEO of Front
Delivering value to your audience should be your top priority.
Truly great content marketing
shouldn’t feel like marketing at all.
Instead of focusing on lead generation
and conversion goals first, and trying
to game your content strategy to fit
them—start with your content.
Delivering value to your audience
should be your top priority. Write
content that stands out by providing
unique, valuable insights that readers
can’t find anywhere else.
Focus on consistently providing actionable insights that your
team is uniquely equipped to provide, and the results will follow.

Julia Chen, Content Marketing Manager at Appcues
Content marketing will become even more creative in medium/
formats and research. Content marketers are weaving in more
multimedia elements to tell really immersive stories.
To keep up, I’d encourage searching for inspiration widely. Pay
attention to how other forms of media—newspapers, movies,
podcasts, etc.—find new stories, put fresh angles on old stories,
and work in different perspectives. Take a piece that you admire,
try to figure out how it was made, and apply some of those
techniques to your own work.

Having a strong knowledge of your industry is crucial, but it’s
important to step back and remember that inspiration for
creating great content is everywhere.

Hiten Shah, Co-Founder at Quick Sprout
You need to constantly experiment with new channels to find
your edge. Facebook is still underutilized, Instagram is up-andcoming and Snapchat probably won’t
work (yet) for most businesses.
In marketing, there’s no such thing as
proven patterns that last very long.
Some marketers have declared that
content is dead, but it will continue to
drive user acquisition in 2017.
We end on a quote that, in many ways,
sums up many of the themes these
thought leaders talked about:

All content is marketing and all marketing is content.

Where do we go from here?
There are a number of growing challenges facing content
marketers in 2018—tons of noise, tons of competition, tons of
different options for presenting content, from videos to
infographics, from short posts to long, comprehensive guides.
When the rubber meets the road, though, the key to success is
the same: Great content is great content, no matter what form it
takes. Make it for the appropriate audience, get it in front of
them as best you can, and let it shine.

