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Matthew: Hello, and welcome to Marketing Smarts, a podcast brought to you by 

MarketingProfs. I am your host, Matthew Grant, Managing Editor here at 
MarketingProfs and I thank you for listening. 

  
 Sonia Simone is co-founder and CMO of Copyblogger Media, the company that 

offers a range of products and services related to content marketing and, in fact, 
was built primarily through content marketing.  

 
 I invited Sonia to Marketing Smarts to talk about Copyblogger’s business model, 

building an audience, the role of SEO in content strategy, and the dangers of 
building a business on or around someone else’s platform. The following 
conversation was the result. 

  
 Before we get started, I want to remind you that if you like what you hear on 

Marketing Smarts and even if you don’t, you can always leave us a review in 
iTunes or a comment on our site. You’re also welcome to reach out to me directly 
via email. My email address is MattG@MarketingProfs.com, or find me on Twitter 
where I am @MattTGrant. 

 
 Without much further ado, let’s get started. Sonia, welcome to Marketing Smarts. 
 
Sonia: Thanks, Matthew. It is awfully good to be here. 
 
Matthew: I am honored to have you on the show. You’re part of the Copyblogger, I’m just 

going to call it an empire. 
 
Sonia: We like empire. 
 
Matthew: Exactly. I was doing research for the show, and I’ve known you and Brian in 

various capacities for a couple of years, but it always seems the Copyblogger 
business has a lot more facets than I usually realize at first. I was if you would 
sketch out for our listeners what are the different key components of 
Copyblogger’s business and in a sense how would you describe the business? 

 
Sonia: I would love to. A lot of people think of Copyblogger.com as a blog. It’s a well 

known blog, it has a big audience, but people don’t necessarily realize that 
particularly over the last couple of years, it’s evolved to become really a business 
that helps people build better WordPress sites, and particularly better WordPress 
sites for business. 

 
 Part of our company is StudioPress, which is the genesis design framework for 

WordPress. That’s really well known. They merged with us about two years ago, 
so that’s really about giving people both a great graphic design for their website, 
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but also all that backend stuff nobody likes thinking about, about optimization and 
search optimization code, all that good stuff, security. 

 
 We also handle hosting with a brand called Synthesis, which is specifically 

managed WordPress hosting. We do a lot of work on conversion, so people who 
are building WordPress sites and doing all this great content marketing and 
building audiences, how do you take those audiences and turn them into 
customers?  

 
We have software that helps you do things like build membership sites that can 
improve your interaction with your audience and take it to a deeper level, and 
also landing pages; for some products, sales pages, for other products just 
different places that your audience can land and take some kind of action. It 
could be sign up for your email list, it could be register for your political 
candidate, it could be any number of things but really action oriented landing 
pages designed to convert an audience’s interest into some kind of behavior. 

 
Matthew: All right, so there are all these different pieces. The fact that all of this has to do 

with WordPress, I do want to circle back to because one of the things I was 
hoping to talk to you about today was this idea of digital sharecropping and 
building a business around someone else’s platform or a piece of trying to build 
your business into it.  

 
I want to come back to that because I wanted to ask specifically, it seems to me, 
is this a misperception that the business model or the marketing model really at 
Copyblogger seems to consist almost entirely of what we would call content 
marketing. In fact, it also seems to be an example of, when I was talking to John 
Jantsch the other day he was saying, “If you want to build a business, first build a 
community.”  
 
It seems like if I understand the kind of evolution of Copyblogger and Brian’s 
initial work there, that that’s kind of how it worked. It started out with building an 
audience, and then building a business on top of it, but really having almost the 
entire thing driven by content marketing. I don’t know if you do other advertising 
or anything like that. Is that a misperception? 

 
Sonia: We do almost no other advertising. We’ve done a little bit of experimentation with 

pay per click and we probably will continue to do a little bit of experimentation 
with other ways to bring people, but any time we bring people in, we’re bringing 
them into content.  

 
 Copyblogger in particular, Brian Clark founded the blog. He started talking about 

some things that he found interesting and he knew would have a commercial 
application. He built the audience, and then he figured out what they needed, 
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which is why we have search engine optimization software and why we have web 
hosting and all that stuff. That was the model. 

 
 Obviously, there are hundreds of thousands of businesses out there who don’t 

really have what you would call an audience. They have customers; you wouldn’t 
really call what they have an audience.  A lot of times it will go the other way 
around, where the business will exist first, and then they’ll say, “How can we 
create an audience,” and that’s really what content marketing is.  

 
 Content marketing is creating something people want to read or watch or listen 

to, to build a sustained audience over time so that they will pay attention to you 
when you have something to offer in terms of a pitch, an offer, a product, 
whatever it might be. 

 
Matthew: Speaking of SEO, that’s where I had some questions in part because you wrote 

SEO is like sit-ups for nudists.  
 
Sonia: Why do I write these crazy things? 
 
Matthew: I like them, they’re fun to read. I don’t know why you write them, but I know why I 

read them and laugh to myself.  
 
 It’s funny because I feel like sometimes when you talk to people about content 

marketing, like I’ve recently explained content marketing to people who at least 
claimed they didn’t know what it meant. Talking about it from an SEO standpoint 
is often the easiest way to describe it, like why content would matter to your 
business, especially if you’re talking about a software company, a product 
person, and you start talking about this stuff and they’re like, “Why does that 
matter,” or, “How does it work?” 

 
 Yet, of course, if you’re just writing from an SEO standpoint, then people find you 

through Google and they show up there, they can leave just as quickly if it 
becomes clear it was purely from an SEO standpoint.  

 
 I’m just curious about mainly your perspective on SEO and how it fits in with 

content marketing. Is it the core of content marketing? Is it just something that’s a 
nice thing that content marketing can help you accomplish? Where does it fit 
there in that universe? 

 
Sonia: That’s a good question. One way to answer it is that Scribe, which is one of our 

product lines, it’s a really key part of our product lines. We recently kind of 
rebranded from being Scribe SEO to Scribe Content because I think that it 
makes more sense for us to look at SEO as a function of content rather than 
content as a function of SEO. I would put the content first, and you touched on 
that. 
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 One of the things I like to say at conferences and events is search engine robots 

the last time I checked do not have credit cards to buy your product. You can 
make the search engine robots very, very happy, but if you’re not doing 
something for your audience it has absolutely no business purpose.  

 
You can rank number one for every keyword you have, but as you just said, if 
actual human beings who are going to become your audience and go on to 
become customers and fans and all that good stuff, if they get to your site and 
they don’t like what they see, they’ll just turn back around and find somebody 
else. It has to be audience focused. That’s the only thing that makes any 
business sense. 
 
Content does drive a lot of evolved SEO. With all the new algorithms, that kicked 
out a lot of the games and a lot of the traditional, there are different terms for it. 
Some people would call it technical SEO, some people call it black hat SEO 
which I think sounds very dashing. 

 
Matthew: I know, it sounds kind of sexy. 
 
Sonia:  Yes, exactly. 
 
Matthew: Tell me more about this black hat. 
 
Sonia: Content focused SEO has to work for the audience first, but as a function of that, 

as a function of something. Let’s say you write a blog post and it’s just fantastic. 
It’s very witty and charming and funny and it educates your customers. The kind 
of things that naturally happen around that piece of content are people link to it, 
other web publishers think it’s pretty good and they link to it.  

 
People share it on social networks, people tweet it, they plus it on Google +, they 
recommend it to one another, you start getting good traffic to it, people come and 
see it. They may email it to one another, whatever they might do. All of those 
behaviors will tend to produce good rankings in search engines. There is no 
guarantee, and I known we’ll talk a little bit more about this concept of digital 
sharecropping.  
 
Our philosophy is build your business and your content like you do not care what 
Google thinks. Sometimes Google just decides very capriciously that there’s 
something that smells funny about your site, and they’ll stop sending you traffic. 
Your business needs to work with or without Google, but then once you’ve made 
that happen there are a couple of very small tweaks you can make that will help 
your content work better for search engines because you’re letting the robots; 
those little pieces of code that crawl around the web and look for things; you’re 
letting them know what you do. 
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We’re not saying optimization doesn’t matter or SEO is dead or anything silly like 
that, but it has to be audience first, then search engines. If you keep doing that, 
that’s actually what the search engines prefer, Google in particular. If your 
content works like crazy for audience, that’s what Google wants. 

 
Matthew: Right, because even the Google folk will say, “The search engine isn’t built for 

robots. The search engine is built for people.” They gauge their own success 
based on this quality of results that they’re able to offer up.  

 
 Writing for your audience first is optimizing for search engines, especially with 

social signals and sharing and stuff like that, as you mentioned. That plays a 
huge role there. 

 
 It’s interesting too, even when we talked about the SEO. It’s optimization; it 

always should come afterwards. First you write the piece, and then you optimize 
it. You can’t optimize something that doesn’t exist to begin with or just build 
something. 

 
 Since you mentioned the sharecropping business, if you are thinking about SEO 

first, then you’re putting the cart before the horse and you are thinking more in 
terms of how is Google going to perceive this. If it’s a reflection of your business 
model, then in a sense you’re building your business model around Google, 
which it seems like you’re building your house then on a shaky foundation, just 
as if you built a business entirely around Amazon is my storefront or eBay is my 
storefront or Facebook is my homepage kind of thing. 

 
 It seems like more and more people don’t seem to be aware of what’s foolhardy 

about doing that, but it’s something that you’ve been writing about also; how 
dangerous this is to create a business that actually depends in some cases 
almost entirely on another business. 

 
Sonia: Yes, and people have a tough time with this because when you first get into it, it 

looks very easy. It’s easier to set up a Facebook page than it is to set up a self 
hosted website on WordPress or any other content management system. It’s just 
easier to set up a page on Facebook, you can do it in five minutes. Throw a 
couple of images on there and you’re up and running. 

 
 The thing that business owners, including some larger business owners, just 

have a really tough time with is these companies do not care about you as an 
individual business at all. They can’t care about you as a business, and so 
Google makes business decisions, Amazon, Ebay, independent of your particular 
requirements. In many cases, and we’ve seen it with all of the names you 
mentioned, these businesses make decisions independent even of the 
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requirements of a big chunk of their users. eBay makes decisions that negatively 
impact eBay sellers all the time. It’s very frustrating. 

 
 I’m not saying don’t do business on eBay or Amazon or Facebook because 

they’re great tools. They’re places where massive chunks of market accumulate. 
They’re great places to capture attention and find new buyers and find new 
audience members, but if you’re not doing something to pull that audience back 
to you, and eBay does not make that easy on you.  

 
 If you’re not doing something to build that audience as your loyal fans, I’d rather 

see you with Kevin Kelly’s 1,000 true fans. This is in the context of the music 
business. If you have 1,000 die hard fans and they each spend $1,000 on your 
band in a year, you have $1 million e-business. I’d rather see businesses focus 
on their thousand true fans, finding those people on Amazon.  

 
 We’ll be releasing an Amazon Kindle book probably early next year, so early in 

2013. It’s a great platform. I look at it as a search engine. It’s some place that 
people are looking for content marketing, I want them to find me there, but I’m 
not going to do all my business on Amazon. I would be crazy to do that. 

 
Matthew: I was wondering how this fits into Copyblogger or how this relates to 

Copyblogger’s business model since it seems like a lot of the software 
components of the business are built up around WordPress. Is there the same 
kind of vulnerability there that we’re talking about with these other businesses? 

 
Sonia: There is definitely cause for us to be agile and pay attention. Right now, 

WordPress is something like around 15% of the world’s websites, and it is open 
source. In that sense, there isn’t a Facebook or an Amazon that’s necessarily 
making “business decisions” but of course, WordPress is a community and they 
do make decisions, and they could make decision that don’t serve us well. 

 
 We keep an eye on it. The Scribe product actually goes beyond WordPress. You 

can use Scribe for Joomla and Drupal, and there’s a web version, so you can just 
enter your content and you can use it on any platform. Something hand rolled 
would be fine. 

 
 It’s something that we keep an eye on. If WordPress started to move away from 

something that worked for us, then I think we’d be agile enough to handle it. 
Basically, everything we create is really about what businesses need to do, and 
WordPress is a great tool. If WordPress stops being such a good tool, and I don’t 
see that happening.  

 
 That’s one of the things about WordPress; it’s a great platform, it has an amazing 

community, they’re smart. I think WordPress is going to continue to grow. If 
something strange happened and they all got taken over by aliens and started 
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behaving in a way that was very different from what we can see today, we’d 
adapt. 

 
Matthew: And that’s not impossible, Sonia, remember? We could be taken over by aliens 

at any moment. 
 
Sonia: Right, we could be taken over by aliens at any moment. 
 
Matthew: Be ever vigilant about this possibility. 
 
 Actually, you raise a good point because I had forgotten about the open source. 

That’s what makes WordPress as a platform in a sense fundamentally different 
from these private or even publically held enterprises that are examples. It also 
gives you an opportunity as a part of that community and as a part of that 
ecosystem to even have through the nature of open source more direct influence 
about what might happen with it in the future. Of course, there’s no way on that 
front to kind of shut it down because you could just evolve your own version of it, 
even if there was a fork in how it was developing. 

 
Sonia: Yes, that’s what’s amazing. Open source is, in one sense, incredibly fluid which 

is interesting. We have to stay on top of everything, but on the other hand it’s 
very stable. It’s like the internet. There’s no point that you can hack the legs off of 
it and it would go down. It’s very stable because it is so broadly distributed. It’s an 
amazing platform. I have nothing but good things to say about it. I’m so glad that 
we’ve formed this relationship with Studio Press and merged the companies 
because the Genesis people are such awesome WordPress citizens, so that’s 
been cool. It’s a very cool community and I think it will continue to be. 

 
 That’s always an interesting question of is that digital sharecropping or not. It’s 

something that’s good to think about. 
 
Matthew: I wanted to talk a little bit more about this content marketing, and specifically the 

educational aspect. People talk about education being the future of marketing. It 
seems like really valuable content. I think I was talking to Joe Politzie or one of 
the content marketing folks, advocates, who was saying your content has to 
either inform, educate, or entertain. Those are the three modes, there may be 
others, of content marketing. It seems like a lot of it can get shunted into those 
three areas. 

 
 It seems like with education, there’s a lot of promise there. It’s also obviously 

something from Teaching Sells and things like that, it seems like it’s very 
important also to the evolving business model over at Copyblogger. Is that 
accurate? 
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Sonia: It really is. The first commercial product Copyblogger launched as a product 
called Teaching Sells about doing that, exactly, about creating education based 
businesses, whether it’s personal trainers or financial advice or whatever it might 
be. 

 
 There’s education, which is really important and I believe in educational content, 

although I would say please do both; educate and entertain because you’re 
never going to outrank Wikipedia, no matter what you do. Leave the straight, just 
the facts content to sites like Wikipedia and try and make your stuff interesting. 

 
 Education is going to be key, but the biggest thing we hear is, “Okay, this content 

marketing sounds awesome. That sounds good, I’m sold, I get it. Just for the 
SEO benefits alone, I get it.” Then, “Okay, my SEO can also be advertising? 
Yeah, I like that. How am I supposed to create all this content?” 

 
 Our educational focus in 2013 is really going to be kind of training what I’m 

thinking of as the content army; training really smart writers, podcasters, video 
producers, website designers, training those people to create this content. 
There’s a massive demand for content right now. Our role is really going to be 
educating first and foremost the writer. A podcaster is a writer and a 
videographer is a writer, even if that writing is a fluid script that you’re going to 
improvise around. It’s educating those creative people on how to take this stuff to 
their clients. 

 
 I will tell you that there’s not one real estate agent in 1,000 who can read 

Copyblogger. They get all the ideas, they say, “Yes, that makes sense. I need 
content that does that, but I just don’t know what to do with this writing advice 
part. I’m not a writer, I don’t know what to do with it. I don’t know how to make 
that idea turn into words for my website.”  

 
 We’re going to be focusing a lot on that, on helping the content creators get out 

there and match themselves up with businesses because you can’t expect a 
local dry cleaning business to figure this stuff out on their own. A few will, most of 
them will not. 

 
Matthew: Right, and that’s what I think when you talk to businesses about their content 

challenges, the big one is resources and producing it. I think people have gone 
over the initial sense of, “Oh, I can set up a blog and I can set up a podcast. I can 
even have a channel on YouTube. I can do all these things myself and it doesn’t 
cost me anything or next to nothing or just the time of the people I sic on the 
project.” 

 
 I think it’s dawning on people now, “Maybe I do need to partner with people on 

the content.” Andrew Davis, in his book, Brandscaping, it’s really about 
underwriting and sponsorship and seeking out content creators who have 
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aggregated the audience and partnering with them rather than feeling like you 
have to produce it yourself. 

 
 That direction makes sense to me. What I was wondering about is going back to 

this idea of this advice and making the advice actionable. One of the things I 
struggle with and even more generally in MarketingProfs, we put out a lot of 
content that is advice or instruction or frameworks about how to do things. One of 
the things you have to consider is you’re producing, you’re amazing or relevant 
or shareable content, yet it seems like the hard part is it’s easy to tell people that 
that’s what you have to do, and in fact everyone nods their head, “Yes, of course. 
The content has to be shareable and relevant.” 

 
 But then, what shareability looks like for your specific business, your dry cleaning 

business or your dentist’s office or something like that, or what relevance means 
for your audience when you’re a realtor or help renters find apartments 
somewhere, that always comes down to your very specific business. 

 
 I’m just wondering what your thoughts are about that. I don’t know if this is 

related or too far branching off, but almost the ethical obligations of this teacher 
in terms of creating content. The advice first of all is write, but then also 
something that rather than in addition to getting people out of their heads, 
actually helps them put the advice into action. Is that really asking too much of 
the content creators? I’m not sure. 

 
Sonia: I think it depends. You touch on such an important point, which is the specifics of 

that market and what are they interested in. I’m starting to see a lot of what Brian 
and I kind of wince at, which is content that they’ve obviously read Copyblogger, 
but they’re doing the form rather than really understanding their specifics. You 
see Nine Things Madonna can Teach You about Drywall Installation. It’s like I 
don’t know if this is going to work for your audience.  

 
 Maybe somebody’s writing a killer piece of content under that headline, but 

there’s a lot of non-killer content that appears under that kind of formula. There’s 
a difference between a structure; you have to understand, this is a structure, why 
does it work? Knowing that numbers and headlines just really do tend to improve 
your click through and improve what people are going to read versus just sort of 
slapping them on there because you heard numbers work.  

 
 Part of it is really understanding your audience and what they need. We’re going 

to play around with more identifying, “Here’s the article. You nodded your head. 
You thought this was good. You left me a nice comment. That’s awesome. Do 
this next. Now do this.”  

 
 I’m playing around with calling out, “Now that you have this piece of information, 

here is an action you can take in the real world to get something out of having 
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read this.” I read and I read and I read and I nod my head and I have my Kindle 
and I probably have 100,000 words of Kindle highlights that I never look at again, 
ever. At what point do we translate that into doing something? If you do one tiny 
thing based on this educational content, you will be so far ahead of the 10,000 
people who read it and did nothing; the tiniest thing. 

 
 We do that in our paid education, so all of our paid education always has 

identified next actions. We’re going to start doing that more in the free education, 
as well. 

 
Matthew: I think that makes sense, to become more prescriptive. People really do 

appreciate it when you are more directive, in a sense, even though sometimes it 
can be frustrating as a content creator when you feel like, “Man, I have to 
connect the dots, too?”   

 
 I guess it’s also just appreciating that’s where the audience is and it’s not about 

the audience conforming to your ideal, it’s about you trying to figure out who are 
these people and how can I specifically help them. Is that a more noble way to 
think about it? 

 
Sonia: I don’t know if it’s noble or not, but it is pragmatic. 
 
Matthew: Yes, pragmatism trumps nobility. 
 
Sonia: It does. All of us who have any kind of platform or any kind of audience get into 

this trap of thinking that we are our readers or our audience. That’s what’s 
fabulous about things like blog comments and Twitter and social conversations of 
every kind. If you listen, it really will strike you how unlike you your audience is. 
The things that are so clear to you are quite fuzzy to them, and I would say 
anybody who is creating content or who is overseeing the creation of content 
never hesitate to connect the dots.  

 
I really don’t care if your audience is brain surgeons, if they are rocket scientists. 
Connect the dots. It’s always better to over connect the dots than to leave it 
open. That’s very inspirational, when you leave it open. Hey, do your own thing. 
The reality is one person in a thousand does anything with that. 

 
Matthew: Right. Well, I’m realizing that we’re a little over time here, Sonia, so we’re going 

to have to stop. 
 
 If people want to find out more about some of the projects and products and 

services you’ve been talking about, they should just go to Copyblogger.com. Is 
that correct? 
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Sonia: Yes, absolutely. You can read the blog, which really is the distillation of 
everything that’s on our minds and everything we’re thinking about; what’s new 
and fresh, but just clicking “blog”.  

 
It also will talk to you about our content marketing software, Scribe, and the other 
products, if any of those sounded intriguing. 

 
Matthew: Excellent. Thank you, Sonia, so much for joining us today, and thank you 

listener, for listening here to the end.  
 

This has been the Marketing Smarts podcast, brought to you by MarketingProfs. 
I’ve been your host, Matthew Grant. Talk to you next week. 

 
  
 
 
  
 


