
The march of content continues steadily, inexorably 
forward — with new media, new devices, new 
metrics and new believers joining the ever-growing 
ranks. As the content battles rage, brand managers 
strive to compete for ever-more "remarkable"  content 
— laboring over topics, viewpoints, readability and 
tone. They seek the “Holy Grail” that will 
differentiate their content and keep audiences coming 
back for more. 

It goes without saying, however, that consistently 
good content now is merely "table stakes" in this 
game. Once that basic level of content quality is 
reached there’s a diminishing rate-of-return in the 
resource requirements for producing "more-
remarkable-than-yours" content.  

Begging the question: Instead of engaging mindlessly 
in this content-creation "arms race," why not consider 
alternative ways to compete? 
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Optimizing For Context 
One strategic element that often gets “short shrift” in the 
content-maximization conversation is the "context" factor. 
This the practice of optimizing content for “blocks” — 
consumption segments that may be defined according to 
contextual parameters such as these:  

WHO will be reading this content? 

WHAT is their pre-existing knowledge of your brand? (What 
is the reader's current position in your "sales pipeline”?) 

WHEN will they be consuming this material? (During what 
month of the year, week of the month, day of the week, time 
of the day?) 

WHERE are they located? (What is the consumer’s 
geography or physical setting? Are you crafting the content for 
your audience to consume while they are at an event, in a 
shopping area, or waiting in line?) 

WHY do they — or should they — care about your content? 
(Why are they motivated to consume this content?) 

HOW will they consume your content? (With what devices 
will they read, listen or watch?) 

!
Content-Consumption Scenarios 
Think about consuming exactly the same content in these 
disparate situations:  

!

Why is context important? Because attracting 
(and delighting) an audience requires content 
that is customized — not only by interest areas 
but also by lifestyle factors. The “Who, What, 
When, Where, Why and How” factors strongly 
influence how content is encountered, 
consumed and experienced. 



SCENARIO A) It's 7:00 a.m. on a workday. You're standing 
in a crowded, noisy subway car and trying to read the small 
text and watch the slowly creeping video on your smartphone. 
Hungry and still sleepy, you're not quite focused — and are 
worrying about the complex presentation you'll be giving in an 
hour.  

SCENARIO B) It's 2:00 p.m. on Saturday. You just finished 
exercising and had a relaxed lunch. Now you and your 
"Mastermind" group are settled in at Starbucks — with a hot 
cappuccino, a fast wifi connection, your iPad and an RSS 
reader loaded with content you're dying to read and share.  

Same content; different context — and two radically different 
content-consumption experiences. 

Just about now, you may be objecting: “We can’t control any 
ONE of those contextual factors — much less ALL of them.”  
That objection would be well-taken — and let's not have any 
illusions about easy answers or quick-fix schemes here. But if 
you can accept the initial premise that it is risky and expensive 
to compete solely on the basis of incrementally "better quality" 
content, isn't it time to start considering how other variables 
might increase “move the needle” for your content-marketing 
metrics? 
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Lifestyle-Related Content Consumption Blocks 
In the spirit of experimentation, let's play with a few of these 
variables and brainstorm some “lifestyle blocks" for how 
different groups might browse, discover, and consume 
content.  (These are very general ideas — intended not as 
straightjackets but as guidelines to get you started in this way 
of thinking.) 

For young professionals, think: The commute, the morning 
coffee line, the afternoon lull, the nightime bored browsing, 
the weekend "social" morning paper. 



For college students, think: Time between classes, waiting in 
the dining hall line, multi-tasking during evening study, term 
breaks, post tail-gating for weekend sports events. 

For "soccer moms," think: Coffee shop after dropping kids at 
school, lunch break between errands or freelance assignments, 
and — of course — all that "sidelines time" during games and 
tournaments. 

Rough sketches, to be sure — but you get the point on how to 
begin. You might start with the "Where" variable, for example, 
then move on to "Who" — and really drill down with 
questions about the soccer mom's sideline companions when 
she is encountering your article. And so on…  

!
A Fluid Mindset: Three Requirements 
If you decide to actively pursue this kind of non-linear content 
planning, you might find that a fluid mindset is a useful asset. 
This is a by-product of three requirements: 

The first requirement: Acknowledge (as if this isn't already 
painfully obvious!) that consumption-block optimization is far 
from being an exact science. (With effort, metrics and 
analytics will inform these efforts. But if you're insistent about 
clear and immediate cause-and-effect correlations, this 
practice may not be a good fit.) 

The second requirement: Act. Do what you can do in the 
midst of this uncertainty. (Recognize the fact that even trying 
this planning can help put you on a path of competitive 
advantage.) It's time to start experimenting and learning in 
this area. Place small bets, pay attention and watch your 
metrics for tell-tale signs of improvement. 

The third requirement: Get a clear picture of your intended 
audience — not just a misty, watercolor sketch. That means 
developing a fully realized persona for each of your key 
targets. What's more, these personas must pay particular 
attention to the information-consumption patterns and 
preferences.  



Do-It-Yourself Tools 
Make a spreadsheet, noting: When does my audience wake up 
on weekdays? On weekends? What is their daily schedule like? 
Where are the gaps in their days, weeks and months? What do 
they do in those gaps? Are they taking public transportation 
and waiting for taxis — or are they the chauffeur who waits in 
the parking lot for their child while at dance class? Design a 
grid of consumption blocks for the brand. Then create a clear 
breakdown of what must be included in order to cater to that 
consumption block. Is it a standalone image on Instagram? Is 
it a long-form sponsored article on a publisher site? Is it a 
Facebook post with a 2-minute video? Is it an easily retweet-
able statistic? 
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Research and Metrics 
Off-the-shelf research will get you "ballpark" information 
about how particular demographic groups interact with 
platforms, media and content. Also, good marketers embrace 
the discipline of putting themselves in the shoes of these 
target consumers. ("Now that her kids are on summer 
vacation, when is my target persona taking that "Me Time" to 
access social accounts and email?") Of course, there's nothing 
quite like custom research — where personas can use their 
own words to tell of their content-consumption habits.   

Analyzing traffic patterns according to device platforms is a 
natural benchmark for any campaign to improve performance. 
Some patterns are obvious — such as smartphone traffic that 
spikes markedly during commuting times and on weekends — 
but other insights are subtler, requiring ongoing 
experimentation and detective work. Detailed metrics can be 
tracked via Google Analytics — and, over time — the patterns 
do reveal themselves and tell a story.  

Time and budget constraints do present obstacles, but you 
often can get cost-effective anecdotal information via chat 
rooms and informal online engagement with your user base. 



Remember: Research (both quantitative and qualitative) is 
your friend — and "flying blind" can carry a high price tag. 

!
# # #!

Gregory Peterson is a writer & communications advisor. Formerly, 
he was a TED Conferences Project Director, Lecturer at Boston 
University’s School of Communications, Fellow at Harvard 
Kennedy School, and Governor's Communications Director. 
Gregory serves on the Board of Directors for "The Durkheim 
Project" — Predictive Analytics for Detection of Risk.


