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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. 

 
 This episode of Marketing Smarts is the fourth in a series that features folks 

scheduled to speak at our upcoming B2B forum in Boston October 3 – 5. It’s 
going to be an action-packed, fun, and illuminating few days so if you’re a B-to-B 
marketer you really can’t afford not to go.  

 
 In fact, to make things more affordable you can get a $200 discount off 

registration by using the code SMARTB2B.  For more info and to register, go to 
mprofs.com/smartb2b. 

 
 The world of enterprise software is about as B-to-B as it get so I was very 

pleased when today’s guest, Michael Brenner, agreed to join me on Marketing 
Smarts. Michael is senior director of Global Marketing and Content Strategy at 
SAP, a multi-billion dollar multi-national software company whose main 
competitor is a firm called Oracle. In this episode we talk a little about what SAP 
actually does in case you don’t know, and a lot about content strategy, social 
selling, and the meaning of marketing.  

 
 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 on 
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’m @MattTGrant.  

 
 Without much further ado, let’s get started. Michael, welcome to Marketing 

Smarts. 
 
Michael:  Thanks. Glad to be here. 
 
Matthew:  I’m so glad you could take the time to talk with us today. First of all, I wanted you 

to introduce yourself to our audience. You are the senior director of global 
marketing and content strategy at SAP. I want you to explain that title but before 
we do that, I’ve heard of SAP, of course, I don’t know that I’ve ever worked at a 
company that used SAP. I’ll be honest with you, I’m not totally clear on what SAP 
does. Could you give us some kind of rundown? You are the marketing guy. You 
should be able to describe your company, right? 

 
Michael:  I think I can do that, and you’re not alone so don’t feel bad. The people that do 

know us generally think of us as a back-end software kind of company and not 
really sure what it is that we do. They’re probably for large companies, and I think 
they’re based out of Germany, so that’s kind of weird. 
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 So we are always trying to take every opportunity that we can to help explain 
what it is that we do. We’ve got this mission, ultimately, to help our customers 
and businesses and organizations run better. Our current tagline is, “Run like 
never before.”  

  
 What that means is, essentially, through technical innovations, ERP software 

was where we started but now we’ve moved into spaces like business 
intelligence and supply chain management and talent management and HR 
systems and just about any piece of application software system process that 
you can imagine that a company needs to run their business. 

 
 Most people know payroll. We help companies write checks faster. We help them 

make sure that their financial systems get updated more quickly. When you’re a 
new employee and you start at a company, we make sure that your employee ID 
and your email get set up. 

 
 All of those kinds of things that many of us take for granted. We help not just 

businesses but government institutions and nonprofits and really just about any 
kind of organization. We help them to run more efficiently; run quicker, run better. 
And we do that for companies large and small, and in every corner of the planet. 

 
Matthew: Do you think it makes people nervous when a German company tells them to 

“run like never before?” 
 
Michael: I don’t think so. We’re finding that, this new global economy the company was 

run in Germany by Germans for such a long time and we have to be respectful of 
the legacy of our company and the founders. But what has happened is the 
company is now much more diverse. We’ve got initiatives to make sure we have 
more senior women executives. We’ve got more non-Germans running the 
company than we have Germans, which is just a reflection of the world and the 
realities that we all live in. 

 
 Hopefully it doesn’t make people uncomfortable. We’re finding that our growth is 

great. Tremendous amounts of innovations happening inside the company and 
it’s not just coming out of Germany, although that’s our home base. So we’re 
seeing lots of diverse points of view being reflected in our organization. 

 
Matthew: That wasn’t a dig at German. I actually have a PhD in German studies, true story. 

I’m not saying anything against Germany. I devoted a big chunk of my life to 
studying the culture. I can even speak the language, which we’ll come back to in 
a second, since you used German in a recent blog post. 

 
 My one association with SAP is that SAP does a really good job of managing 

communities and leveraging user communities and advisor communities and 
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things like that. That’s my one association with what a novelty or innovative 
approach that SAP has taken. Is that inaccurate or is that still going on? 

 
Michael: It is, and I’m proud to say we have one of the largest if not the largest and most 

active business-to-business communities, social communities, in the entire world. 
We are approaching 3 million. I think it was 2.5 million at the beginning of the 
year, so it’s approaching 3 million active members, which is really an amazing 
thing to think about. 

 
 It started when users of our software said, “Hey, I got error code 123, what does 

that mean?” But it’s really expanded to become a networking opportunity for 
individuals. Our events rally around back in the community. People meet at the 
events. They come back and they connect with the community. 

 
 It’s become a vibrant, active community and we’re using it and utilizing it. We 

have a thing called “Idea Place” where we’re looking for new innovations and 
product development. It’s really become more than just a support mechanism for 
the company, but a true asset. 

 
Matthew: And that is incredible, frankly, to be going on a 3 million-person community that’s 

really run privately inside. I also like the German-ness of “Idea Place.” [“Ideen 
platz.”] 

 
 Thanks for bringing me up to speed on SAP. What are your responsibilities, 

particularly on these content strategy pieces? 
 
Michael: That’s a great question. I’m not going to go too far into my background, but I 

came into SAP five years ago this coming Monday, and I did not get a gold 
watch, but I did get something from the company. But I came in as a regional 
director of digital, as it was called online at the time. 

  
 When I picked up social strategy for the region we added a digital title; it was the 

hotter buzzword. But it focused on regional marketing. Essentially the job I had 
there was to drive leads. It was pure demand generation. The toolset that I was 
using was essentially paid media, and it was paid per-performance media. We 
were essentially paying for leads through the use of content. 

 
 We would work with companies like TechTarget or Inc Magazine, or Zeeky.net or 

CNN, any publisher you can imagine. We were giving them white papers and 
other assets that their visitors could download in exchange for registration. We’re 
all familiar with that approach.  

  
 The thing that we did differently was we took our entire bag of content and 

handed it over the wall to the publishers and said, “Hey, you know best what 
works for your audience. You determine what white papers and what content you 
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want to deliver to your audience, and then we’ll optimize from the back end the 
leads that you’re sending us.” 

  
 In the end we ended up giving more money to those publishers that were making 

better decisions about what content was appropriate for their audience. When I 
took the move into global marketing, my approach was to try to take that 
mentality, that mindset, that strategic approach to content, and to deliver that 
from a worldwide perspective. 

 
 What do I do as a global director of content strategy? I’m trying to take that 

discipline and roll it out to all the different regions across the world for SAP. 
 
Matthew: That’s really interesting what you just said about the partnership, in a sense, 

between you and the publishers. Could you talk a little more about that? It’s like 
you’re relying on the publisher’s editorial skill. Obviously you’re also relying on 
their insight into their audience. Is that how things usually work or was that just a 
novel approach that you guys were taking at SAP? 

 
Michael: It’s not the way things usually work and publishers have been resisting the pay-

for-performance model for a while. They continue to do so because it’s easier to 
sell an ad and walk away. It’s easier to say, “I’ve got a great audience.” You talk 
about a Forbes, or a Wall Street Journal, they have amazing audiences that 
everybody wants to get their hands on. It’s easier for them to say, “I’ve built this 
audience. I’ve invested so much time and effort in our editorial staff and the 
content we produce to build up this audience. Now I’m giving you the right to put 
your ad in front of them.” 

 
 Many advertisers do that and there’s still a good reason for many advertisers, 

including SAP, to continue to do that for awareness. And even further down the 
front a little bit. For example, we’re using banner ads to let people know that 
we’re looking to become a leader in cloud computing. Many business people may 
not know that so we use banner space and we use advertising to do that. 

 
 What banners are not good at is, in many cases, generating demand, generating 

registrations for content. So we’ve really worked with publishers that were only 
publishers that were willing to do this pay-for-performance model. The point was 
you’re getting advertising dollars from those that are going to give it to you, and 
we’ve got some money that we’d love to spend with you, but it’s going to depend 
on you jumping in the water with us and sharing some of the risk, and we can 
both reap the rewards. 

 
 Ultimately, it came down to if you understand your audience and you can utilize 

this great content. We have tremendous content, we just don’t always know how 
to deploy it. The publishers are closer to their audicence, so they know how to 
deploy it. So we said, “If you can deploy to your audience this great content or 
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set of assets that we have, if you deliver people that are looking into solutions, if 
you can deliver those kinds of people to us, then you’ll get more money.” That’s 
the model. 

 
 Yeah, it was painful. There were organizations that we started working with that 

we ended up not continuing with, and there were organizations that really took it 
and ran with it and did a great job. Ultimately, I think it’s a reflection. People talk 
about paid, owned, and earned media. The reasons that we’re having these 
conversations is the traditional ad model, the traditional marketing publisher 
model is really dying a very quick death; not a slow one but a very quick one. 

 
 So I think forward-thinking publishers are really looking at new models like this. 

They understand that the value is in their audience, and that we need to think of 
new ways to bring advertising dollars to that audience. 

 
Matthew: It seems like a really great way to manage the objection on their part of pay-for-

performance because, obviously, if you’re selecting the ad and you’re selecting 
the content and all this other stuff, but then you’re telling them, “I only want to pay 
if this works,” then they say, “You’re making all the choices.” By actually giving 
them something to work with, say “Look, we’ll pay for performance but we’re 
going to give you more control over what you’re actually offering the audience 
because you’re the experts and your editors, too. You’re actually doing what is in 
the core skill set.” That seems like a really cool way.  

 
In the old world where ads were just appearing in a print publication, there was a 
limited real estate. You couldn’t, it seems, coherently determine the value of what 
those ads were like. Your ads could show up anywhere, literally millions of times 
across huge proliferating platforms. It’s a weird thing, just like the value. It starts 
to approach a zero point because if there’s infinite ad space, shouldn’t any 
individual ad cost infinitely less than they used to? 

 
 Could we talk a little bit more about content strategy and what exactly that 

means? Everyone talks about it. In fact we just had Joe Pulizzi on the podcast 
talking about content and how he’s used content for his own business. I thought 
that might make it a little more grounded. He was talking a lot about content 
strategy and how he’s developed it.  

 
 Whenever people hear the word strategy, I think it scares them a little bit. “This is 

hard,” or “complicated,” or, “I know it’s necessary but I’m not even sure how to do 
it.” For me, personally, I don’t think I can even define strategy properly. I 
automatically go into what’s tactical stuff. 

 
 Enough for my prologue. What constitutes a content strategy, at SAP, and what 

are the parts of it? What does it mean, Michael? 
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Michael:  I don’t have all the answers. In fact, so many people asked me that question that 
I just gave up and I brought Joe in to SAP a couple weeks ago and had him do a 
work desk for us on how to develop effective content marketing. He really does a 
great job. Joe is a great guy, but he’s super smart. He’s so ahead, along with 
Ann Hanley, obviously. There is a handful of people that really got this whole 
idea that brands need to start delivering effective content to their marketplace, 
otherwise they’re going to fail. 

  
 Promotional marketing isn’t working like it used to. That’s the core tenet. That’s 

the foundation of content strategy, content marketing. Joe does a great job 
talking about how it’s not a new concept. It’s been around a long time. What he 
really gets, though, at a large B-to-B company like SAP, is that content is really 
political.  

  
 Everybody in marketing is creating content. And everyone has a valid stake to 

claim that they own it, in a way. Or they own the strategy for how they’re 
developing it. What no one at most organizations does is look across all of the 
content production resources, and look outside at the marketplace and say, 
“Here is what the buyer of our stuff—and the people that influence them, too—
here is what content those people are looking for at all the various stages of the 
buying cycle.” 

 
 So, for B-to-B. I decide to buy a pack of gum when I’m standing in line at the 

grocery store. When people buy half a million dollars worth of software it takes a 
little bit longer than that instant. That’s why B-to-B marketing is a little bit more 
difficult. There’s a buying process that goes along. There are decisions that need 
to be made. There are people that get brought in to the process and they need to 
be sold and bought in to.   

 
 The only way to break through that process is with content delivered at all the 

stages of the buying process. So what content strategy does is it will look to 
define all the content needs of all the people involved in a buying process, or 
buying cycle, and how it can be delivered to all of them at all those stages in all 
the places where they’re looking. 

 
 That’s the way I define content strategy. What I just said is very marketplace 

facing, but then you have to turn around and look inside your company and say, 
“Okay, what do we have? What resources can I deploy against these needs that 
we’ve just talked about? What gaps do I need to fill?” That’s where it gets really 
challenging and really difficult. That’s essentially the struggle and challenges that 
I’m facing every day. 

 
Matthew: How do those challenges actually play out? Where do the challenges nest? Is it 

in the production piece of it? Is it just the velocity? Like you have to be producing 
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content, especially if you’re blogging regularly? Where are the biggest challenges 
that you’re facing? 

 
Michael: There’s this organization called Marketing Profs. I don’t know if you’ve ever heard 

of them, but . . .  
 
Matthew:  I’ve never heard of them. 
 
Michael: Wow. That one really landed flat. But with Joe’s Content Marketing Institute you 

guys did a study and it showed that the companies that are most effective at 
content marketing are targeting their content by buyer stage. At SAP we sell 
software. We sell lots of it to lots of different people all over the world, so when 
we come out with, let’s say, a new cloud-based application for HR managers, the 
people that have all the knowledge about that product and all the knowledge that 
went into building that product, which is basically customer knowledge, the 
people that are developing the marketing strategies about how to deploy 
messaging and how to make people aware and how to sell people on this kind of 
stuff, are thinking only about the product. 

  
 In most cases they’re thinking, “Okay, I’ve got this thing, and I need to let the 

world know about it because I think it’s great.” So their passion sometimes leads 
them down this road that’s just a little too selfish. The content—I think this is true 
for most B-to-B organizations—the content library is filled with lots of books and 
lots of tomes about how great you are and why people should buy your stuff.  

 
 But if you go back to content strategy it’s about all the needs that people have at 

all the stages. When you walk into the furniture store and the guy runs up and 
says, “What can I sell you today?” sometimes you’re just browsing.  

 
So the main challenge that we have is making sure that we have enough content 
in the earlier stages where there’s more people and they have more content 
needs than they do in the later stages. It is a funnel. It’s wider at the top; it’s 
wider in the earlier stages. 

 
 The biggest challenge is making sure we’ve got content. In that stage, the early-

stage content, you need to be truly helpful and almost completely unselfish. You 
have to almost be altruistic in a way, truly helpful, in order to gain trust and gain 
awareness and earn the right to ultimately, later down the funnel, say, “Hey, I’ve 
got something to sell you and it might help you.” 

 
Matthew:  Right. In that early stage, I can imagine, the content needs are very broad. A lot 

of times you’re just educating yourself about the space and the problem and the 
universe of solutions for this problem. You can’t be talking about the SAP 
solution then because you’re selling people too early on that. 

 



Marketing Smarts, Episode 46  
A Marketing Podcast   August 22,2012     Guest: Michael Brenner 
  

	  
Page	  8	  of	  11 

Copyright	  ©	  2012	  MarketingProfs	  

 I think your definition of content strategy makes perfect sense, and then the 
challenges, in terms of creating content, you have plenty down-funnel content. 
But having broad stuff that’s actually of high quality and ultimately helps move 
people down the funnel, or filter them in. I see that as a big challenge. 

 
 This raises another question for me. The relationship between sales and 

marketing. People talk about, a lot of times, is buyers—when they actually make 
contact with a company, especially in the B-to-B world because of all the content 
that’s out there—they may actually be fairly well down the path to purchase 
before they even talk to somebody. 

 
 I’m curious, in this broad relationship and the evolving relationship between 

marketing and sales, how much content marketing ends up taking over sales 
responsibilities. What do you think about that? 

 
Michael: I don’t know if I’m going to answer your question directly. I’m going to try. I think 

it’s important to first understand why we’re in this situation. If you’ll allow me, I’m 
going to try to set the foundation first, if that’s okay. 

 
Matthew: You have my absolute indulgence, Michael.  
 
Michael:  Okay. But you must make sure I come back to your specific question. 
 
Matthew: I’m going to hold your feet to the fire. 
 
Michael: Please do. Because I’m not avoiding it. The number one problem for marketers is 

alignment with sales. There’s a gap in our relationship. There has been for a long 
time and there always probably will be. I don’t think making marketing reporting 
to sales, or sales reporting to marketing is the answer. It think it’s semantics at 
some level. We’re doing the same thing in a slightly different way. We have 
different tools, but we’re still focused on the same objective. 

 
 I think we have to respect both sides of the coin. Before I got on the call you 

mentioned that I started in sales. The reason I moved into marketing was 
because I really saw . . . Sales is like you sell what’s in the bag, you sell what 
you’ve got, and you do that through relationships and you do that through 
understanding the people you’re talking to. Ultimately, you hope that enough 
people say “yes.”  

 
 Marketing, to me, at least at the time I made the decision, is a little bit more about 

looking to the future. Creating the sales bag of the future, and that it was a little 
more ingrained in understanding customer needs. That’s why I made the shift. 

 
 I’ve been playing in this divide for a while, and I see content marketing as one of 

the answers to this huge problem that social, digital, mobile . . . We talk about all 
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these things and how the world has changed but ultimately what’s happened, you 
mentioned it. Buyers are coming to vendors much later in the process for the 
simple reason that they can get the information on their own by themselves so 
they don’t need us as much anymore.  

 
 They are going out and getting the information. That’s what content marketing is 

doing. Content marketing is allowing marketing organizations’ businesses to 
engage with buyers sooner. That’s the whole point.  

 
 Sales suffers from the same problem. The overpromotion that I think we’ve 

delivered to the marketplace—too many ads, too many messages—it’s hurting 
sales, as well. I think that the sales problem is social selling. They need to 
understand how to listen to the buyers on a larger scale than the one-on-one kind 
of conversation, so that when they do end up having an opportunity to engage, 
they can provide value. That’s really what social selling is all about. 

 
 It’s not much different from what sales people used to do. It’s just using some 

different tools, social tools, and the connections that take place in most cases 
online. Content marketing is helping businesses reach more people in the earlier 
stages of the funnel. It’s helping businesses drive awareness of their solutions 
out to the marketplace. That ultimately helps sales people. 

 
 Sales people are also following those social signals, delivering value at the right 

touch points; they’re going to be much more able to sell. So this alignment 
problem, there’s lots of provocative opinions out there, but ultimately, I think it’s 
just trying to solve this problem of us overpromoting, talking about ourselves and 
not putting the customer first. That’s what really drove me into marketing in the 
first place. 

 
Matthew: I don’t know exactly what the question was that I needed to hold your feet to the 

fire on, because I think you did. I was asking is marketing moving more into what 
was a traditional sales? In a sense, in the old days, before content marketing, in 
a sense if you listen to Joe Pulizzi, that there was a time when if you wanted to 
find out about SAP, there were analysts writing about it and you could read about 
their solutions. There were some publications that could be talking about it, but 
ultimately, you talked to a salesperson who was delivering the information to you 
that now people are able to find on their own, is the sense. When they’re finally 
talking to a salesperson, there is a piece of what was the old sales process which 
now is more self-serve, in a sense, than it used to be. 

 
 The main thing this makes me think about though is how closely do you work 

with the sales function at SAP when you’re developing your content strategy? It 
seems critical that the salespeople know, “What is it my customers already 
know?” Even when you’re handing off leads, they need to know, “I don’t need to 
tell this person. I don’t need to bring them up to speed on cloud computing and 
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what that means, or what it looks like, or deployment models in enterprise. I can 
already start talking somewhere else.” 

 
 So, how closely should people work with sales on developing this content 

strategy? 
 
Michael: The answer to how closely do I work with sales is it depends. The answer to the 

question should people work with sales, the answer is absolutely. The reason I 
gave the “content marketing for the marketing side, and social selling for the 
sales side,” is because I think they are separate solutions to the same problem 
and they are completely interrelated. The touch point is content.  

 
 The way to have the content that buyers need in the earlier stages is to have the 

content buyers need. That’s content marketing. The way to do social selling is a 
combination of having the content and having the connections, and that’s what 
sales people need to do. 

 
 I don’t agree that marketing is more important and sales is less important or vice 

versa, because there are lots of opinions on either side of that. But the point is 
the buyer has always been at the center of the process, we just used to think that 
we were more important. Now that we know how unimportant we are in the whole 
ecosystem or buying process, it’s pretty complex and complicated. What sits at 
the center of all of it is content. 

 
 The right sales people—there are a lot of them at SAP that are totally getting the 

new world of social selling—what they’re coming to marketing and asking us for 
is better content. They’re looking for innovative solutions, they’re looking for—I 
hate the term—but they’re looking for more viral videos. They’re looking for 
human fun stuff that they can share with people that will help them with their 
connections, meet new people, and ultimately introduce a little bit about who they 
are, and ultimately about who we are as a company. 

 
 I think it’s content. Content’s at the center. 
 
Matthew: I think you were right earlier when you said that it’s a semantics issue. Especially 

the difference between marketing and sales, and the sales part of marketing, or 
should marketing serve sales. I think one of the interesting things you just said is 
that, if marketing is about customer insight, and especially content strategy is 
about identifying the types of content that customers need at different points in 
the sales process, it would seem to me that going to your sales force, who are 
actually interacting with customers one-on-one every day to find out answers to 
those questions, seems like a pretty good idea. 

 
 It also seems like this whole customer insight piece, is like some kind of 

dialectical relationship between the aggregated customer insight that marketing 
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should possess and refine, and this very individualized point customer insight 
that sales should have. And making sure that to really understand your 
customers you need to have both pieces and that it’s not marketing versus sales, 
but it’s how can each one be supporting the other. It’s like the content 
marketing/social selling dichotomy makes a lot of sense. 

 
 Michael that’s all the time—of course I had to get the last word—but that’s all the 

time we have today. You’re going to be speaking at the B-to-B forum on the 
“how” of content marketing. If people want to find out more about your thoughts 
and ideas and your insights, where would you send them? 

 
Michael: B2bmarketinginsider.com, or to make it simple, Michael-Brenner.com will redirect 

you. That’s my personal blog where I share all my sometimes interesting and 
sometimes less interesting insights, and sometimes more provocative than 
others, but always my opinion on the state of marketing today. 

 
 My last post was, “What is marketing.” I invite people to check that out. 
 
Matthew: It was great. I encourage people to check it out. It is provocative but also what I 

like about it is you’re a practitioner who has been on the sales side and the 
marketing side in a really classic B-to-B company for a long time, so there is a lot 
of valuable insight and experience you bring to the table.  I’m just sayin’. 

 
 Thanks for joining us today. Thank you listener for listening all the way here to 

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

  
  
 
 


