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Kerry:  	   Welcome to Marketing Smarts, a podcast brought to you by MarketingProfs. I’m 

your host Kerry O’Shea Gorgone. Thank you for listening. Before we get started I 
wanted to remind you that if you like what you hear on Marketing Smarts, or even 
if you don’t, feel free leave us a review on iTunes or a comment on our website. 
You can also reach out to me on Twitter @KerryGorgone. 

 
 Today on Marketing Smarts I’ve invited Tom Gerace of Skyword to join me for a 

conversation about content marketing, from platforms to analytics. We’ll also talk 
about entrepreneurship, because Tom Gerace is a very successful entrepreneur. 
He was part of BeFree, which was acquired by ValueClick, Gather.com after that, 
and then he formed Skyword. We’ll get his secret to success. 

 
 Skyword is a software-as-a-service content production platform. They also offer 

writing and editing services. Over the last year Skyword drove more than 
179,000,000 views from natural search and social marketing for companies like 
IBM, United Way, AutoTrader.com, The Wall Street Journal, and global agencies 
like Digitas.  

 
 Tom, thank you for joining us. 
 
Tom: It’s great to be with you, Kerry. Thank you for having me on today. 
 
Kerry: Can you explain the service that Skyword provides for companies and how it’s 

different from what some people refer to as a content farm?  
 
Tom: As brands move to shift more and more of their marketing digitally, one of the 

things that marketers have figured out is that they need to produce really high 
quality content for their customers at scale in order to reach them through 
marketing vehicles like search, social, email, and even general web marketing 
and advertising.  

 
 What this has meant is that those brands now need to understand their 

customers information and entertainment needs. They are becoming publishers 
in a way they never were before and they’re creating content that’s not just about 
their brand, but that is brand aligned or brand defining spaces. They’re producing 
content in a much more regular cycle. 

 
 Skyword has a platform that helps brands create that content. If they want, we 

also provide access to a pool of creatives; about 25,000 freelance professionals 
have signed up for our platform and are available for brands that need help 
creating their content. We provide editorial services and we’ve brought in editors 
from some of the best publications around the country. And we provide content 
strategy services that help them analyze their customers’ needs and over time 

http://twitter.com/kerrygorgone
http://www.skyword.com
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make sure that they’re delivering content that meets those needs.  
 
Kerry: Let’s say that I have in-house people that I want creating content because they’re 

really steeped in our brand voice. Can I still use your service? 
 
Tom: Absolutely. About half of our customers are what we call platform only, but 

they’re people that are just using our software. About half choose to use some of 
our strategic, editorial, and writer management services. We’re happy either way. 

 
 Companies like The Wall Street Journal use just our platform. Other companies, 

like IBM, Iron Mountain, or AutoTrader, use a set of services from Skyword. 
 
Kerry: What’s the difference between doing content marketing and doing it well?  
 
Tom: It’s funny. One of my colleagues, our Head of Marketing at Skyword, the other 

day said that she expects that we’re going to see the phrase content be dropped 
from content marketing and we’re going to just talk about it being the way you do 
marketing online in the future.  

 
 Content marketing is all about realizing that there has been a shift in how 

consumers discover new stuff. If we go back 20 years, we learned everything we 
were going to learn in a day from a newspaper in the morning, drive time radio as 
we went to work, and the evening news. Those three sources, which essentially 
were editorially controlled and were content was pushed to us, created a real 
opportunity for marketers.  

 
 If you wanted to reach a consumer, all you had to do in that world was create a 

great ad once a quarter and do intelligent ad buying. You were inserting your 
message repeatedly into those pushed content streams. And because the 
audience was a largely captive audience you could guarantee brand exposure.  

 
 Today what’s happened is that we’ve fundamentally become a pool world. We 

search for content 100 billion times a month. When we find stuff we like, we 
share it with our friends. They go and look at their social platforms and they 
respond. We share content 36 billion times a month and we pass along what our 
friends share another 90 billion times.  

 
Kerry: I think some of my friends probably share more than that, but it’s not content that 

I’m interested in.  
 
Tom: Exactly. The fact is that brands can no longer get into all of those streams. They 

have a challenge, which is that they need to change how they market in the 
digital space because consumer behavior has changed erratically in the digital 
space, and the ways in which we get information has changed.  
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 Brands now have to create great stuff. It’s no longer sufficient to create a great 
piece of content once per quarter that describes your product. Content marketing 
is all about figuring out what your consumers need at different stages of their buy 
cycle. That goes well beyond your brand.  

 
 IBM talks about technology generally at their Midsize Insider site. They’re going 

to give not just advice but news reporting on cloud computing. They’re going to 
give information about security, about big data, about mobile workforce 
enablement. When they do that they’re going to reach a broader set of CIOs than 
just the set that was looking for IBM solutions – far broader – and they’re going to 
build a relationship with them by giving them value, by helping them understand 
what’s happening industry wide on an IBM property.  

 
 So what they’ve had to do is figure out who their customers were, what those 

customers are looking for every day, and provide that information to them as a 
way to fill the top of their lead gen funnel and bring customers through that 
funnel, in a role that a publisher would have had just 10 years ago.  

 
Kerry: I’ve heard different views on whether or not all the content you produce as a 

branded publisher needs to have an ask.  
 
Tom: I think it shouldn’t. I think that’s kind of jumping the gun.  
 
 We talk about there being three types of content in content marketing. When 

we’re working with our partner to build their content strategy it’s important to think 
about what you’re trying to achieve. At the core, what brands are used to doing is 
creating content about themselves, that is content about the brand’s products or 
services. At the center of content marketing you have to do that well, you have to 
create that stuff, you have to search optimize it, you have to make sure it’s easily 
sharable and that people want to share when they buy with you or consider your 
stuff as a solution.  

 
 But it’s the necessary but not sufficient step. Outside of that is brand aligned 

content. It’s the idea of IBM publishing on technology broadly. It’s the idea of 
Thermo Fisher, a medical technology company, publishing on a field proteomics, 
like they do at AcceleratingScience.com.  

 
 And then on the third ring, if we were to think about going even further down the 

cycle, you have what we call brand defining content. It is when the brand says, 
“I’m not going to publish in my space, I’m not going to be IBM on technology, but 
I’m going to be a brand like RedBull whose not going to write it all about energy 
drinks.” We know that RedBull’s demo, teenage and 20-something guys, don’t 
care about searching for and don’t search about energy drinks, and they don’t 
share energy drink information.  

 

http://midsizeinsider.com/en-us/
http://acceleratingscience.com
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 RedBull says, “We’re going to publish on what they love that’s brand aligned.” 
That’s extreme sports, motor racing, BMX bikes, “and we’re going to give them 
an experience that captures the essence, the energy of the RedBull brand, but in 
a field that is so far away from refreshment that nobody would think that we’d 
publish on it. And we’re going to do it really well. We’re going to make sure that 
our brand is top of mind among this core demo.”  

 
 These different kinds of content – the content about the brand, content in brand 

aligned spaces, and content that is really brand defining that might not be in 
brand aligned spaces but that sits in a field that your customers love – serve 
different purposes.  

 
 At the core, content about the brand drives conversions.  
 
 The step above that, which is brand aligned space content, like IBM on 

technology, drives brand affinity. That’s where somebody in your space is likely 
to make a purchase and wants to make a purchase but hasn’t considered your 
solution. It builds that relationship. 

 
 The top is about brand awareness. RedBull is going to be your drink of choice 

when you walk into a store.  
 
Kerry: I noticed that when you’re talking about these things you’re mentioning both 

search optimization and social. Is one more important, in your mind, than the 
other?  

 
Tom: I’d say that you have to do both well. The reason is search and social are not just 

each as a standalone an important gateway to the consumer, but they interact. 
The search engines increasingly pay attention to social signals to decide what to 
rank highly in search. And what we know is the content that appears at the top of 
search results is viewed far more often and is shared far more often than content 
that appears just a little bit down the page. There’s a feedback mechanism 
between search and social, which means that if you do well at both you do 
exponentially better at reaching your audience. 

 
Kerry: So one plus one equals more than two.  
 
Tom: Way more. One plus one equals 10.  
 
Kerry: What are the key components of developing a content marketing program from 

strategy to execution? What are some of the things that Skyword has done for 
clients to help them get started?  

 
Tom: I think it all begins by understanding your customer and what they want to know 
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or what they enjoy knowing, depending on your strategy, and then creating a 
really differentiated experience. 

 
 RedBull is a great example, but an often used one. I think what IBM is doing at 

Midsize Insider is very powerful. That site reaches hundreds of thousands of 
technologists every year and has proved to be the core of their digital marketing 
strategy for the Midsize Insider group.  

 
 What I think brands have to do well is do a deep dive into their customer’s 

interests. Figure out not just what they want to know, but inside the broad area 
that they might be interested in what specific topics do they look for every week 
or every day? What have they shared and what do they share often? It really 
starts with a lot of listening and a lot of analytics upfront, doing a really deep dive 
on search analytics and social analytics to figure out your customer information 
needs.  

 
 From there you can put together a plan that says, “We want to attack this specific 

area, this is the content we want to create.” Then you go in and say, “Who’s the 
best group to create original content for us?” That’s an important step, original 
content creation. If brand marketing is all about differentiation, then while curation 
might be an easier way to do content marketing, original content creation is the 
only way to differentiate your brand.  

 
 Moving into that original content creation space is really critical because that’s 

how brands create stuff that’s unique, that’s going to bring customers in every 
day, and that’s going to build a relationship with them.  

 
Kerry: How can organizations that are larger ensure that the teams populating all their 

feeds have a consistent brand voice?  
 
Tom: The first thing that they can do is leverage internal resources who know the 

brand well and will speak on behalf of that brand. We all know that the folks 
inside your company have day jobs and that they’re too busy to write as 
consistently or frequently as the marketing department.  

 
Kerry: Their personalities are also a little bit different. I tend to be sassy.  
 
Tom: That’s right. Your technologists can be shy or understated, and who knows. 

That’s absolutely right. 
 
 One of the things we do is we recruit writers that write with a brand voice that is 

aligned to the brand. The second thing is we avoid marketplace models. A lot of 
folks that are looking at low cost alternatives will just put content requests into a 
marketplace. We don’t do that, because what we’re found is that writers really 
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need to understand a brand to deliver effectively for them.  
 
 We recruit writers that start off aligned with a brand and their voice and with the 

right domain expertise. We train them in specific brand voice guidelines, so we 
actually build brand voice guidelines into the Skyword platform. Those guidelines 
follow the creatives at every moment so they can see when they’re writing what 
the brand’s guidelines are.  

 
 We vet against those guidelines, so our editors (when we’re providing editorial 

services for brands) will go in and validate that the content matches both the 
voice and the editorial requirements of the brand. Then we pass content on to the 
brand to make sure that they’ve got brand aligned, high quality, expert content by 
domain experts.  

 
Kerry: When creating a strategy, what would they do with that, what would be kind of 

the next step? If they’ve chosen the team, they’ve generated some good content, 
and they’ve got a way to continue doing that, what ideally should they do with it 
to get the most out of their efforts?  

 
Tom: Once you’ve got your plan – what you’re creating and who is going to create it – 

then it’s all about maximizing reach. You have to do a few things along the way. 
You have to make sure that your content is search optimized every single time, 
so that you’re writing great stuff but you’re writing it so the search engines know 
exactly what you’re writing.  

 
 That means more than just employing good SEO tactics on your website, it 

means that each piece of content should be written so that Google will know 
what it’s about. It means you have to employ meta data. It also means you ought 
to be using a platform on the backend that does things like entity extraction, so it 
will feed to Google places and things that the content is about. It ought to be 
pulling out ticker symbols for companies that are mentioned in the article. It ought 
to be geolocating that content. If you’re not doing all of those things, what you’re 
doing is investing a lot of time in creating your content and you’re under 
leveraging the result.  

 
 From there, once you have the search box checked, you want to make sure that 

your company is socially promoting that content in all of the potential venues 
where it’s applicable. Don’t just post it to LinkedIn, post it to all of the groups on 
LinkedIn that are related to what you do.  

 
 And make sure you’re leveraging your creative base, because they’re socially 

influential people. You want to make sure that those creatives have an incentive 
and an easy way to socially promote your content. You should track whether or 
not they do it and reward them when they do it well.  
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 That’s going to maximize distribution for you.  
 
Kerry: How does the approach differ when you’re talking about a smaller organization 

versus a large entity?  
 
Tom: All of the things that I just talked about are things that small and large companies 

can and should do. That’s all part of an earned strategy.  
 
 What larger companies can do is then layer on top of that significant paid 

exposure, because that’s going to act as a massive amplifier to their core 
marketing efforts. They will get a lot more earned value and they will certainly get 
the broadest possible exposure.  

 
 So they should be using sponsored stories, sponsored tweets, Outbrain, those 

kinds of paid distribution mechanisms that are going to make sure they’re really 
priming the pump for all of the earned stuff that they’re doing.  

 
Kerry: Content marketing analytics is a pretty hot topic. What are people trying to 

measure, what do they think is important, versus what in your experience has 
turned out to be a good indicator of success? 

 
Tom: Everybody wants to measure reach. And that’s important. You can use broad 

tools like Google Analytics or Omniture to do that. 
 
 What happens when you get past that first set of stats though is that you really 

want to measure other things that tell you whether or not you’re achieving your 
core goals. If your core goal is brand exposure then you want to know, “Am I 
reaching the right audience?” If it’s building affinity then you want to know, “Are 
those folks sticking around? Are they doing more stuff, like downloading 
whitepapers or attending webinars?”  

 
 Having your content marketing plugged into a marketing automation system is 

really important so you can track that. Or if you’re down the funnel and you’re 
creating great content about your brand or how-to content that involves the stuff 
you do, you want to know if you’re driving conversions and you ought to be 
measuring through to conversion. 

 
 At each step along the way though, from a content marketing perspective, you 

need to work with a platform that’s going to let you tie those events out to what 
topics you were working on when you drove the event. Did you drive a sale 
through a specific article? Did you build a relationship with a customer through a 
specific content topic area? Or did other areas not work for you? 

 
 Our AutoTrader client at a panel this week in Atlanta gave a great example. He 

said they had been creating a ton of content on auto 

http://www.outbrain.com


Marketing Smarts, Episode 93  
Marketing Podcast   August 7, 2013             Guest: Tom Gerace 
  

	  
Page	  8	  of	  11 

Copyright	  ©	  2013	  MarketingProfs	  Copyright	  ©	  2013	  MarketingProfs	  

recalls and they thought they would be getting a lot of auto interest from that. In 
fact, it was driving a lot of search traffic and they were getting a lot of people 
visiting their site.  

 
 But, when they did backend analytics using our system and their conversion 

system what they realized was that new car buyers or people about to buy new 
cars don’t look for recalls, because the recalls are the folks who just bought the 
car and it’s still under warranty and when an auto maker is just discovering 
issues. That was really low converting content for them.  

 
 What AutoTrader explained from the stage that day was that using analytics they 

could figure out that even though there was consumer interest in that content, it 
was content that was going to create very little value. Then they knew they 
needed to focus on the things that new car buyers wanted to know more. 
Repurposing that money, repurposing that effort, and driving far higher results.  

 
Kerry: How much data is too much data? It’s possible to collect more than you intend to 

use or know how to use. How do you recommend they pare down their data 
collection efforts to things that matter?  

 
Tom: You’re absolutely right. Making data actionable is really important. What is 

important from an analytics perspective? If you have a report that shows you, for 
example, certain topics are working or aren’t working, it’s important that the 
report tie out to actionable events. So to deprioritize certain topics, certain key 
phrases, or certain assignments you’ve given to writers, and to raise in priority 
others.  

 
 I think you need to have search analytics to show you what’s working and driving 

search traffic. You need to have social analytics so you can see what consumer 
audiences are responding to and passing along, because that’s where you can 
get some real exponential growth on the activity around your content. And you 
need basic conversion stuff that’s tied in. If you start with those three buckets – 
what’s working in search, what’s working in social, and what’s converting – you 
have a pretty good look at your overall content marketing effort. 

 
Kerry: Can you, in your opinion, really measure the success of your social efforts 

independent from your other marketing efforts, or is it all integrated?  
 
Tom: What we do, and what we’ve found to be really important, is to look at down to 

the article level at the number of Facebook shares, Facebook likes, tweets, re-
tweets, Google plusses, LinkedIn shares, and to tie that out to the actual traffic 
coming in across social marketing at large, the non-search traffic that’s coming in 
and the non-paid traffic that’s coming in to a piece of content. That gives you a 
real metric for how much value your social investment is driving as a standalone.  
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 One of the advantages we have in the market is that we sit between thousands 
of pieces of content that are published every month and millions of search views 
and clicks that result, social views and clicks that result. So we can run huge data 
analytics on the content.  

 
 What we’ve seen, and what we can demonstrate, is that a social share 

meaningfully changes the search traffic to a piece of content as well. The first 
time a piece of content is shared by a human being it’s going to lift the search 
traffic from that content sevenfold if it’s news content and threefold if it’s 
evergreen content or things that aren’t in the news cycle.  

 
 What we know is that share has to come not from a company account, not from a 

corporate account to their corporate page, because the search engines discount 
that, it has to come from a human being that they recognize as being credible. 
Google is getting better and better at ignoring the fake people. They have a 
people algorithm inside of Google that they use to build credibility.  

 
 When people share their own content and when it’s then passed along that has a 

major impact. So you’re right, we should measure social performance, and we 
need to measure social performance, but what we also need to realize is social 
performance drives so much of a search impact that we should give our social 
team credit where credit is due and give them credit when social is going well for 
some of the search traffic that results.  

 
Kerry: Let’s talk a little bit about affiliate marketing, because you founded BeFree, which 

has been called the first affiliate marketing company. What has changed in 
affiliate marketing since then?  

 
Tom: It has grown a lot. We sold that company to ValueClick, one of the leaders in the 

space today and they’re doing very well with their affiliate business. I think the 
affiliate world has gotten much more sophisticated in doing things like value 
attribution and recognizing that there are multiple touch points before a consumer 
buys and in trying to allocate value across multiple partners.  

 
 I also think that there was a time when because the search engines are such a 

gateway to the consumer, the early affiliates realized that when they started to 
publish a lot of junk content, some of them, as a way to siphon off search traffic 
and try to capture conversion dollars, and you started off the interview with a 
question about content farms and that’s what really a lot of these sites became 
was content farms, so their quality went into the tank.  

 
 What you’ll see is that with the Penguin and Panda updates Google is 

increasingly focusing on higher and higher quality content, and they’re doing it 
really successfully. What that means is that the value of creating low quality 

content is declining and that you’re going to see, I think, 
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a very healthy focus on increasing quality of content across the industry. Affiliates 
that are really driving consumer value will be the ones that succeed long term. 

 
Kerry: You’ve had a large measure of success as an entrepreneur. What advice can 

you provide to small business owners? What’s your secret, if there is one? It’s 
not a secret anymore; give me the secret.  

 
Tom: I think it’s probably two parts luck and one part obsession. There’s definitely good 

fortune in how quickly you discover what your market needs and react to it and 
deliver a solution, you might be in the right place at the right time to a degree, 
and that doesn’t hurt.  

 
 I think a lot of it is the obsession part. That means that you spend a lot of time 

obsessed with what’s working and what’s not, obsessed with fixing the things that 
aren’t.  

 
 Building a successful company is 100% an endurance game. We all hear about 

the entrepreneurs who start a company and sell it in seven months for a few 
hundred million dollars and they’re done. Those are the folks in this space that 
effectively won the lottery and they’re the ones that make the news because they 
won the lottery.  

 
 The vast majority of successful companies out there are built through a process 

of endurance where an entrepreneur goes into a field that they think they 
understand, builds a product, figures out what they got wrong, adapts that 
product or service offering, does it again, and does it again, and eventually hones 
their offering to meet a large market need that can be profitable.  

 
 That’s a process of learning by running full speed into walls sometimes. It 

requires somebody who is going to go out, become obsessed with what they’re 
doing, think about it at 3:00 in the morning, put it as a top priority above a lot of 
other things, and just refuse to fail at it, even when it’s really hard and you’d like 
to just pack it up and go to the Cape and sip drinks in the summer.  

 
 I think a lot of it is that endurance and that obsession that’s going to just keep 

you pushing until you figure it out and get it right. 
 
Kerry: Some people might call that delusional.  
 
Tom: Oh, for sure. I think it’s the other side of that coin. You have to be a little crazy to 

want to do this. You have to be willing to let it take over your life. I tell friends that 
are working on work-life balance that starting a company is the worst thing they 
can do. And that’s true. You have to have times when you’re going to just do this 
from very early in the morning until you’re wiped out at the end of the night, and 

then get up and do it again, and do it all weekend. It has 



Marketing Smarts, Episode 93  
Marketing Podcast   August 7, 2013             Guest: Tom Gerace 
  

	  
Page	  11	  of	  11 

Copyright	  ©	  2013	  MarketingProfs	  

to be something you’re excited and enjoy doing, because for years it will be 90% 
of your life. 

 
Kerry: What metrics do you set for yourself as an entrepreneur? At what point do you 

say, “I’m going to revisit this, take stock of where I am and how it’s improved,” 
and make decisions about how to go forward from there?  

 
Tom: I try not to do that too often because of all the crying. No. I think you do want to 

take a step back. You typically do it at times when you’re raising capital, because 
it makes you aware of the asset you’re building, or if times are tough that you’re 
not managing to build, and it makes you think about your opportunity cost and 
what you could be doing otherwise. Capital raises are a good time to think about 
that. They also force you to put hard analytics behind your business. I guess, like 
elections for politicians, it’s a time when the market comes in and gives you some 
really good feedback. I usually do it around capital raises, which means if you’re 
out raising right it’s about every 18 to 24 months. That’s a good time period.  

 
 On the life side, I think like anything else you have to set real life goals and make 

sure you understand what you’re trying to accomplish out there, because if you 
don’t manage that up against a goal set it’s easy to let your life slide while you’re 
working hard to build something. We only get a certain amount of time on this 
planet and we have to make sure we’re enjoying it while we’re here.  

 
Kerry: Absolutely. Tom, thank you so much for taking the time today. It has been really 

fantastic talking to you.  
 
Tom: Likewise, Kerry. Thanks a lot. I really appreciate it. 
 
Kerry: For more information about Skyword visit Skyword.com or follow Tom Gerace on 

Twitter @TomGerace.  
 
 Thanks for listening here to the very end. This has been the Marketing Smarts 

Podcast brought to you by MarketingProfs. I’m your host Kerry O’Shea Gorgone. 
Talk with you next week. 

 

http://www.skyword.com
https://twitter.com/tomgerace

