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AAt the heart of all sales transactions is trust. The greater the trust, the 
more likely the sale. Without trust, there is no sale. In today’s busi-
ness world, where more and more relationships are being developed 
and maintained over the Internet—versus in the past when the primary 
emphasis was on face-to-face contact—the need for establishing trust 
and building confidence with buyers may be stronger and more powerful 
than ever. One of the resulting challenges for marketers is to find ways 
to quickly establish rapport, and then build upon it. How can you best 
do that? By listening to your customers and prospects and giving them 
information they need—information that will build their trust in your 
company as a solutions provider, and lead to the ultimate goal—sales.

For as long as people have done business, customer loyalty to a product, 
service, or seller has been rooted in trust: trust that one is being sold a 
necessity; trust in quality; trust in honesty. From goods (“Trust the Gor-
ton’s Fisherman”) to services (“You’re in Good Hands with Allstate”) to 
media (CNN: “The Most Trusted News Source”), companies have long 
recognized the power of trust in creating a successful business.

But if building trust is so essential to any marketing strategy, why are so 
many marketers at a loss when it comes to finding substantive ways to 
engender real trust in their customers? Why do they rely so heavily on 
traditional marketing methods that talk a lot about trust but do little to 
nurture it?

Why are so many marketers at a loss when it comes to finding 
substantive ways to engender real trust in their customers?
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The 2008 Edelman Trust Barometer found that only 20% of the 
people surveyed trust corporate or product advertising. Instead, 
for a vast majority of respondents, “a person like me” was 
considered “the most credible source of information about 
a company.” In other words, commitment to and trust in a 
brand is less about slick promotional campaigns and more 
about trusted relationships.

Why? Because people are looking for information they 
can believe. They’ve learned—from exposure to politi-
cians, celebrities, and so-called experts—to be on guard 
against the empty and disingenuous, and, as a result, 
consumers are naturally skeptical when anything 
smacks of self-serving promotion.

Consumers are naturally skeptical when anything  
smacks of self-serving promotion.
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It goes without saying that a business has to get the word 
out—it’s the rare company that can sit back and wait for 
the customers to come. But how do you create meaningful 
marketing content that rises above the self-promotional to 
connect directly with a target audience? In an age of con-
stant noise and information, how can anyone expect to cut 
through and reach consumers in a meaningful way to be-
come a trusted brand? With more information. Yes, more 
information.

It may seem counterintuitive to fight clutter by adding to 
what’s already out there, but information is the most valu-
able tool in any marketing arsenal. And in order to deliver 
effective information, you have to listen first. In fact, listen-
ing is the basis of trust in all relationships, be they business 
or personal. Listening enables you to determine what infor-
mation will be most valuable and relevant to your custom-
ers. That information, then, becomes the key to building 
trusted relationships.
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In order to deliver effective information, you have to listen first.



The proliferation of media has made for a more diffuse infor-
mation landscape, and while that’s bad news for those who 
once had a lock on information (all those “trusted” news 
sources), it’s great news for everyone else. Consumers now 
have the power to get information from a variety of sources, 
and new providers are emerging to give them what they are 
looking for. And guess who has more information on your field 
than anyone else? You.

Your instinct until now has been to protect that information as 
precious and proprietary, and as a marketer you are constantly 
aware of selling your product. But take care. You are not here 
to sell; you are here to create relationships. So avoid the urge 
to start talking about the company. Yes, you have something 
to tell and definitely something to sell, but you aren’t going to 
build trust when you focus the conversation on your goods and 
services.

The new marketing isn’t about self-promotion; it’s about giv-
ing customers what they need to become educated consumers. 
This is the age of information marketing. Education marketing. 
Content marketing. If you want customers to see your brand as 
the trusted information source, you must begin to think like an 
information provider, not just the provider of goods or servic-
es. By empowering customers with genuine news and informa-
tion, a company becomes one-half of a trusted relationship.
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By empowering customers with genuine news and information,  
a company becomes one-half of a trusted relationship.

Why Information 
Over Promotion? 

And Why Now?



Many companies are beginning to adopt these new ways of 
thinking. In 2007, the New York Times noted that “the 25 com-
panies that spent the most on advertising over the last five years 
cut their spending last year in traditional media by $767 million, 
according to Advertising Age and TNS Media Intelligence.” Dur-
ing the first six months of 2007, those same companies decreased 
their media spending an additional 3%, or $446 million, to 
$14.53 billion, according to TNS Media Intelligence.

But those marketing dollars haven’t disappeared. They are mov-
ing in different directions, many of which are content marketing 
initiatives, where money is being spent on custom magazines, 
websites, webinars, blogging, social networking content efforts, 
and more.

A March 2008 study of 150 marketing decision makers con-
ducted by Junta42 and BtoB magazine showed that business 
marketers, on average, were planning to spend 29.42% of their 
total marketing budget for 2008 on the creation and execution 
of custom content. These findings are in line with 2007 research 
performed by the Custom Publishing Council and Publications 
Management total spending numbers, which represented 27% 
of total budgets for both business-to-business and business-to-
consumer marketers.
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Money is being spent on custom magazines, websites, webinars, 
blogging, social networking content efforts, and more.

29.42%
Percentage of total 

marketing budgets being 
spent on creation and 

execution of custom 
content.



T
rust

In today’s climate, a majority of Americans are more 
inclined to trust business than they are government or 
media. (Source: 2008 Edelman Trust Barometer)

That means you start off with the deck stacked in 
your favor: your customers want to trust you. With 
information, your company and brand are in a posi-
tion to become “the trusted information resource” 
and to create lifelong brand loyalists.

Looking for another 
compelling reason to 
invest in content?
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There are many ways you can gauge trust. Traditional ways have 
included surveys, focus groups, the tracking of leads, conversion, 
retention rates, and the like. In the past, people were influenced by 
traditional forms of marketing and advertising, their own personal 
(and most times, private) experiences with your company, and per-
haps by some of what they heard about you (your brand, reputation, 
leadership, and values) through friends, colleagues, newspapers, 
magazines, TV, or radio. Social media has changed all that.

With masses of people now having the ability to “make or break” 
your reputation based on what they tell their contacts about their 
experience with your brand, you have to work harder than ever to 
earn and keep their trust. And just like in the old days, good news 
spreads, but bad news spreads even faster—in fact, it can spread like 
wildfire over the Internet, within minutes, to hundreds or thousands 
of people at a time, all over the globe.

Knowing this, it’s just smart business to be a part of the online con-
versations taking place about your industry, your brand, your com-
pany. Establishing “listening posts” will help you monitor and survey 
the wants, needs, and behaviors of your customers and prospects, 
and get an overall feel for the types of things they’re talking about. 
What sets them off? What are they passionate about? What types of 
things seem to engage them most? What do they think about your 
brand, your service? What have their experiences been?
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With masses of people now having the ability to “make or break” your reputation 
based on what they tell their contacts about their experience with your brand, you 
have to work harder than ever to earn and keep their trust.

What Are People 
Saying About 
Your Brand?  

Do They  
Trust You?



Google Alerts
Would you like to get an e-mail every time someone brings up your 
name in an online discussion? With Google Alerts, you can. All you do is 
go to Google Alerts and type in your content phrases and/or your brand 
name. Google will then monitor those words/phrases and send you an 
e-mail when they are used on the Internet. You can be notified as it hap-
pens, or once per week…it’s up to you. Most companies use this service 
to find out who’s talking about them, but you should also use it to find 
out which sites/bloggers are talking about things that are important to 
your customers. Once you do that, you can actively get involved in the 
conversation by commenting on those sites/blogs, or by creating web 
information that speaks to the given issues.

Armed with this information, you can better develop 
content to satisfy those interests and engage in the con-
versations. And the best part about all of this? Even 
though there are many expensive and sophisticated 
measurement tools available on the marketplace, there 
are also many FREE online tools to help you monitor 
what people are saying. Here are some examples:
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There are many FREE online tools to help you monitor 
what people are saying.



Technorati
Technorati is a blog search tool that monitors nearly 
every blog in existence. Use Technorati to find out 
what bloggers are talking about, and the buzz going 
on regarding different issues/topics. The service also 
will show you how often a particular word/phrase is 
used per day/month. Bloggers are ranked in “author-
ity” by how many blog reactions they get (people who 
have talked about them or linked back to them). De-
pending on your business, you may want to follow the 
authority bloggers in your field. Another similar tool 
worth checking out is Google Blog Search.

Boardreader
Well, you have websites, news releases, and blogs cov-
ered, but what about forums and communities? No 
problem. Boardreader monitors the top forums from 
around the web to find out who’s talking about what.
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Depending on your business, you may want to follow the authority 
bloggers in your field.



Twitter Search
Twitter is a micro-blogging service that asks people just one 
question: “What are you doing?” Millions of users later and 
Twitter is a dominant force. Answering the question and 
submitting it to your “followers” is called a tweet. Outside 
of your following group, Twitter can be hard to follow, 
which is why Twitter Search was created. Just type in any 
phrase or brand name and you’ll get all the times it was 
mentioned in the last few months.

Some in the media—and maybe even your own company’s 
leaders—are still questioning how much power online 
discussion, including blogging (which we’ll discuss later), 
actually has on brand perception. But sooner or later you’re 
going to have to face the new reality: Your brand is what 
people read about and talk about online. Isn’t it better to 
be part of shaping the conversation? Or are you going to sit 
back and let others do it for you?
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Your brand is what people read about and talk about online.



Factors That 
Erode Trust

Maybe you already know you have a problem with trust. 
Or maybe you suspected it, and after examining some recent 
market research and listening in on some online conversa-
tions, you’re convinced. How did this happen? Here are some 
examples of how the wrong types of content can erode trust:

Talking about yourself and your products, not the customer’s 
needs and wants. We see this all the time. The majority of 
content created by companies is extremely self-serving. We 
talk about our products, services and awards, and even create 
“educational” content that seems geared for the customer, but 
in the end just continues the spin. Even though all the trends 
say not to, a majority of companies around the globe are still 
using traditional messaging techniques in an online world that 
won’t accept them anymore. 

This creates a clear opportunity for smart companies to create 
substantial, long-term relationships with customers because of 
the quality of the information they distribute online.
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Case in Point: MasterCard Small Business
A great example of a brand that is giving customers information 
they can use is MasterCard Small Business.

MasterCard turned to Imagination, a content-driven relationship-
marketing agency, because it wanted to create awareness and pref-
erence for MasterCard’s products over the competition; increase 
traffic to the site; increase the number of small business owners who 
use MasterCard Small Business products; and, overall, be seen as a 
trusted advisor and partner.

The refined MasterCard Small Business website was launched in 
Spring 2007. It features all kinds of helpful information including 
articles and podcasts about how to better run your business. Topics 
covered include finance, accounting, managing cash flow, business 
plans, boosting profits, insurance costs, and many others.

Imagination reports that in 2007, rich media visits were up 757%; 
homepage traffic rose by 322%; special-offers traffic increased by 
71%; and Small Business site traffic accounted for more than 50% 
of the total MasterCardBusiness.com site traffic.
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Be seen as a trusted advisor and partner.



Being unclear/making it difficult for the audience to understand what 
you do or offer. How many times have you gone to a website and after 
reading the homepage, didn’t have a clue as to what the company does 
and/or how it could help YOU? Think about it this way: You probably 
went to the website in the first place because you had a want or need. 
With the hectic pace of work these days, no one has the time to surf 
around and try to figure out what your company does or how it can 
make his or her life easier.

Poor quality, both in terms of design and content, and/or neglected 
website, blog, magazine, etc. Has it been months or even years since you 
added new content to your website? Have you taken a fresh look at its 
design lately? Is it outdated, too busy? Do the colors work? Is the text 
readable? What about your blog? Did you blog twice last year and never 
post again? If you publish a custom magazine, are the articles customer-
focused, well-written, and timely? Or do they just talk about how great 
your products are? Here’s the point: If you have self-centered, poor, or 
outdated content, you’re probably losing credibility with customers, if 
you haven’t already.

● 
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If you have self-centered, poor, or outdated content, you’re  
probably losing credibility with customers.



Inconsistency in providing the content. This one ties into the last one. What do you 
think will happen if customers keep trying to engage with you, but keep being met with 
the same old information they’ve already read? They’ll give up! Even if your content is 
great and your delivery methods are spot-on, if you’re not providing new, compelling, 
and relevant content on a consistent and predictable basis, you’re not working your 
program.

Doing nothing! While it would be great if customers just came to you, that’s not likely. 
If no one knows about you or is engaging with you, obviously you aren’t going to grow 
and achieve your long-term goals. 

While the new ways of content marketing may seem foreign, don’t become paralyzed. 
You have every opportunity to become a trusted content provider, even if you are a 
small company in a niche market, and even if you have a small budget. Your customers 
want and need information, and who better than you to provide it? They used to receive 
it primarily from traditional media companies, but with continued cutbacks and shrink-
ing revenues, that’s all changing. Today, you have every opportunity to step in and fill 
the traditional media’s role. Look for the content gaps. Has your local business section 
disappeared? Perhaps, as a bank or insurance company, you could step in with relevant 
content. Have your favorite trade publications disappeared or lost quality? Fill the void 
with solution-oriented content that your buyers still need. 
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While reading the previous section, did you realize that your 
company is guilty of one or more of the scenarios we de-
scribed? If so, it’s time to take action.

If your organization has traditionally touted the benefits of 
your products and services, with little to no emphasis on the 
benefits to your prospects and customers, it’s time for a com-
plete shift in the way you communicate. 

As you go through the following list, keep in mind that your 
goal is to consistently deliver tangible benefits to prospects 
and customers by providing relevant content that helps pro-
vide solutions to some of the toughest problems they are fac-
ing. In this way, you become a trusted advisor and the com-
pany they turn to in times of need.

How To Build 
Trust With Your 

Content — Or 
Earn It Back
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1. Assign a Conversation Champion
This doesn’t mean the person responsible for your web-
site. It means the person responsible for communicat-
ing with customers through the web. Kodak calls this 
its Chief Blogger. Some use Chief Conversation Officer. 
Others use Chief Content Officer or Community Man-
ager. Whatever you use, find a champion in your orga-
nization who is web savvy, enjoys social networks, and 
lives the brand of your company. Put them in charge of 
getting involved in relevant forums and commenting on 
industry blogs. If you have a corporate blog, this person 
should be heading it up. Your Chief Conversation Of-
ficer also should be responsible for ensuring that your 
website is relevant. Find the person, give them the keys, 
and let them run with it.

If your company is not yet blogging, you should ask 
why. Some cultures just aren’t a good fit for it. That 
said, there are so many important reasons for blogging 
that all companies should at least be considering it. 
Creating a blog is the one area where you can get out 
from under the corporate branding standards and show 
a little personality. Blogging can be one of the most im-
portant tools in growing your business, and yet, it’s just 
another tool in the marketing arsenal.
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With blogging, you shouldn’t be thinking so much about 
what to say, but rather what your audience needs to 
hear. Consider the following:

	 1. �Who are the primary and secondary targets for 
your blog?

	 2. �What do you want to tell them?

	 3. �Do you understand the audience’s key informa
tional needs?

	 4. �Are you reading other blogs on related topics, and 
those that target your customers and prospects?

	 5. �If you are reading, are you leaving comments that 
add to the online conversation on the blogs you 
cover?

	 6. �Do you have a firm grasp on the types of keywords 
to focus on that would be relevant to your blog?

	 7. �Have you established listening posts (as we de-
scribed earlier) and set-up alerts around specific 
phrases and keywords?

	 8. �Can you commit to blogging at least two or three 
times per week or, at least, on a regular basis?

	 9. �What is your ultimate goal for the blog? One year 
after starting the blog, how will things be different? 
(As with all marketing tactics, you still need objec-
tives and ways to measure.)

	10. �Does your company see blogging as something it’s 
doing “just because the competition does,” or does 
top management understand its value, and even see 
it as something that can be fun and lead to growth?

There are certainly many blogs out there that don’t 
make it. The worst thing you can do as a business is 
start a consistent dialogue with your customers and then 
stop. If you’re going to do it, make the commitment and 
do it right.
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With blogging, you shouldn’t be thinking so much about what to 
say, but rather what your audience needs to hear. 



Who am I?
2. Make Sure You Really Know Your Customers
Without a clear understanding of your customers’ informa-
tional needs, you’ll get nowhere fast. In addition to keeping 
up with your surveys and engaging in online discussions—
even appointing a Chief Conversation Officer as suggested 
earlier—continually seek feedback from your customer ser-
vice and sales personnel. Learn everything you can in order 
to create a buyer persona (a vision of who your target cus-
tomers really are), and a true understanding of what infor-
mation they need (not just what you think they need), which 
in turn will enable you to meet your objectives.
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During the audit, and with each piece of content you craft in 
the future, ask the following:

1. �Does this content help our customers get more customers of 
their own?

2. Is it timely, relevant, compelling, and valuable?

3. Does it address specific customer needs and wants?

4. �Does it teach the customer something new or help solve a 
problem?

5. What are our desired results, and are we achieving them?

6. What percentage of sales can we attribute to our content?

7. �Are our content delivery vehicles effective? Should we get rid 
of some? Add some new ones?

8. �Is this content helping us achieve our company’s overall stra-
tegic goals?

9. �Does it integrate with our other strategic initiatives?

10. How can we get more mileage out of our content?

This is an invaluable exercise. You won’t regret it.

3. Conduct a Content Audit
A content audit involves taking a good, hard, 
honest look at the types of content and mes-
sages you are sending out. Assign a team of 
people from your company—representing 
marketing, sales, customer service, accounting/
finance, and any other area that makes sense 
for your organization—to perform the audit. 
Have them evaluate your website and any other 
tools you might use such as e-newsletters, cus-
tom magazines, and white papers. Give them a 
few days, or more if they need it, to thoroughly 
read through everything. Give them a “con-
tent scorecard” where they can note irrelevant 
content, areas that don’t make sense, overall 
impressions, and how to improve. 
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4. Be Willing to Try New Things
Many information vehicles can connect you with cus-
tomers and prospects, but they don’t all work equally 
well in every situation. Therefore, it’s essential to under-
stand your choices—and when and how to use them. 
Our book Get Content. Get Customers. covers numer-
ous options in detail.

Don’t hesitate to pull the plug on something that’s not 
working. Granted, you do need to give it a fair amount 
of time to achieve the desired results, but it’s better to 
cut your losses and move on than to continue to invest 
precious resources in something that clearly is not go-
ing to help you achieve your goals of building trust in 
your brand. Conversely, don’t be afraid to venture into 
new and unknown territories. If you’ve been considering 
a new program of webinars or podcasts, for example, 
take the plunge. Already doing webinars, but they just 
aren’t attracting the numbers you anticipated? Revisit 
your plan and tweak it. Maybe you need to present them 
more frequently, less frequently? Maybe it’s the topics, 
or the speakers themselves? The point is, it’s okay—and 
in most cases, probably necessary or even critical—to 
shake things up when you need to.
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Don’t hesitate to pull the plug on something that’s not working.



Case in Point: U.S. Postal Service Deliver Program
When you think of branches of the U.S. government, innovative mar-
keting strategies probably are not the first thing that come to mind. But 
that’s exactly what the U.S. Postal Service is doing—employing unique, 
integrated content strategies to increase the use of direct mail.

Created by the U.S. Postal Service along with its content agency Camp-
bell-Ewald, the Deliver program “has become an integral communica-
tions vehicle for corporate marketers throughout the country,” says Cat 
Moriarty, program manager, Corporate Advertising, U.S. Postal Service.

The Deliver program has three main components: Deliver magazine, 
published six times per year, which provides information about direct 
marketing; DeliverMagazine.com, which contains exclusive feature sto-
ries and columns, polls, video case studies, podcasts, and digital versions 
of the printed magazine; and a series of marketing campaigns whose 
content focuses on issues of concern to the direct marketing community.

According to Moriarty, 43% of Deliver readers say it has increased their 
intention to spend more on direct marketing; 67% say it has increased 
their opinion of direct marketing; and more than 50% have taken action 
in the last year as a result of Deliver articles. There have been more than 
70,000 downloads from the DeliverMagazine.com website, including 
more than 3,130 white papers. During the first six months of 2008, the 
website received more visits each month, with 9,347 visits in January 
and 43,036 in June.
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Case in point: The U.S. Postal Service is employing unique,  
integrated content strategies to increase the use of direct mail.



5. Get on a Schedule, and Stick to It
Earlier we discussed the problems with not delivering 
content consistently. Developing good or even great 
content but only distributing it randomly isn’t doing you 
much good. Consider this example: Let’s say you begin 
producing a quarterly custom magazine. The first year, 
you mail out all four issues (Winter, Spring, Summer, and 
Fall). The second year, you miss the deadline for Winter, 
so you only produce the remaining three issues. The third 
year, you manage only to produce one issue in the spring. 
Finally, you decide to pull the plug. What would this say 
to your customers? At best, it would confuse them; at 
worst, you’d risk losing your credibility—and your cus-
tomers’ trust.

Don’t let this happen. One of the best ways to get on a 
schedule for consistently delivering your content is to 
assign one or more project managers to own the process. 
Among their many responsibilities while developing and 
executing your content marketing programs is to set 
deadlines and track progress closely to ensure they are 
met. The best project managers are those who are ex-
tremely diligent and organized, with exceptional follow-
up skills. The ability to take a project from start to finish, 
all while juggling multiple responsibilities, is crucial.
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One of the best ways to get on a schedule for consistently delivering your  
content is to assign one or more project managers to own the process. 



6. Take Care of Your Customers
Okay, so you know who your customers are and you’re consis-
tently delivering great content. Why not reward them to show 
them your appreciation? This might include points programs, give-
aways, or exclusive publications written especially for them. An-
other idea is to feature your customers in case studies and success 
stories (notice how we didn’t say “testimonials”) that you post at 
your website, highlight in your e-newsletters or publications, and/
or market in other ways. The main focus should be on how a par-
ticular person (or the organization) won/solved a problem using 
your solutions—NOT how great your product is. This helps your 
other customers learn how their peers are solving problems. It also 
helps the customers featured in the story attract publicity and rec-
ognition of their own, thus solidifying their relationship with you.

7. When You Need Help, Get It
Whether you’re just starting out with a content marketing pro-
gram, or you seem to have hit a brick wall, know that there are 
many talented journalists and content providers available to help 
you craft informative copy targeted specifically at your customers 
and prospects. If you don’t have the writing talent in-house, look 
for freelancers. Another option is to use services such as Junta42 
Match, which will help you identify and connect with just the 
right talent to choose from to help get your content program off 
the ground.
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Why not reward your customers to show them your appreciation? 



You don’t own your brand—your customers do. Customers can find 
out in an instant today if you are working for, or against, them. Con-
sider the example of Dell Hell. It all started back in 2005 when blog-
ger Jeff Jarvis began writing about his incredibly frustrating attempts 
to have his Dell computer fixed. Disgruntled customers from all 
around the world joined in the conversation, describing how they too 
had become “trapped in Dell Hell.” Finding itself in a marketing crisis 
situation, Dell responded by naming a Chief Blogger and launched its 
own blog site, Direct2Dell.com. At first, comments were edited before 
being posted, which caused more uproar. The solution? IdeaStorm, a 
section at the site developed for open, two-way dialog. Here, custom-
ers can post, discuss, offer ideas, and learn about developments under-
way at Dell. In three short years, Dell obviously learned a great deal 
about the power of listening to its customers. 

The bottom line is that trust is earned or destroyed based on every-
thing your company does. Your content can be the greatest in the 
world, but if people negatively perceive your company’s leadership; 
how your organization handles problems; how it responds during cri-
sis situations; how it treats employees and vendors; its commitment to 
the environment…all of the trust you’ve worked so hard to create will 
be lost. Therefore, complete transparency is best.
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You don’t own your brand—your customers do. 

If You Make 
A Mistake, 

Admit It, And 
Look Forward
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