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is believed that content marketing 
will positively affect Keller’s (2001) 
customer-based brand equity pyramid. 

Research Methodology:
Using a qualitative approach and case 
study research design, semi-structured 
interviews were conducted with a 
sample consisting of four experts 
within the branding and marketing 
industry. The aim of these interviews 
was to create a better understanding 
of the concept of content marketing, 
its value and how it contributes to 
brand equity within the South African 
context, and as understood from the 
perspective of industry experts. Tiaan 
Ras Strategic Relationship Director 
of Etiket Brand Design, Marion 
Low, Head of Content at Etiket 
Brand Design, Sonya Culverwell, 
Editor at Adlip and Harry Penberthy, 
BrightRock’s Marketing Executive 
took part in the interviews. 

Four main themes were identified 
from the data gathered from interviews 
with industry experts:

1. The nature of content marketing: 
By understanding and exploring the 
new digital paradigms, brands will start 
to see the value of containing content 
marketing in their marketing and 
communication strategies within the 
digital space. Audiences are changing, 
with each generation becoming more 
digitally dependent. The nature of the 
actual ‘content’ in content marketing 
was a theme that repeatedly surfaced 
during interviews. A brand’s content 
needs to tell a story that engages your 
audience, moves them to take action 
and most importantly makes your 
consumer their number one priority. 
Tiaan Ras (2014) believes that South 
African consumers don’t necessarily 
feel that brands make them their 
number one priority and therefore a 

Peter Dahlström and David 
Edelman (2013) of McKinsey 
and Company, believe that 
“the consumer’s experiences 

with brands … are set to become 
even more intense and defining”. 
The immense increase in consumer 
power that has been waved in by the 
digital age has meant that consumers 
are not only demanding increasingly 
personalised involvement with brands, 
but also expect brands to offer them a 
marketing strategy that is focused on 
the creation of a valuable experience. 
Dahlström and Edelman (2013) further 
state that “marketing is headed toward 
being on demand – not just always ‘on,’ 
but also always relevant, responsive to 
the consumer’s desire for marketing 
that cuts through the noise with 
pinpoint delivery.”

Most people have heard the term 
content marketing, but what is it really 
and what makes it different to what 
brands are already doing? Speakers 
at NewsCred’s annual Content 
Marketing Summit, held September 
18th 2014 in New York, believe that 
brands are “diving enthusiastically 
into content marketing, but many 
don’t fully understand it and are 
doing it ineffectively” (Cardona 

2014). Ineffective messaging and 
the misinterpreted value of content 
marketing leads means that much of 
a business’ efforts does not even get 
noticed by prospective consumers. 
Many brands and individuals don’t 
know or understand why content 
marketing plays such a strategic role 
within today’s society. Consequently  
some brands simply produce content 
for the sake of it. 

So, what is content marketing? 
Marketers are increasingly appreciating 
the importance of real-time 
conversations and interactions with 
consumers in building brand equity. 
Digital content marketing, defined 
by Chapman (2014) as “anything a 
company creates and shares to tell 
their story”, is one way to leverage 
this conversation. Furthermore, “… it 
is conversational, human and doesn’t 
try to constantly sell to you.” Joe 
Pulizzi (2014:5), the founder of the 
Content Marketing Institute and 
author of Epic Content Marketing 
(McGraw-Hill Education), describes 
content marketing as the marketing 
and business process for creating and 
distributing valuable and compelling 
content to attract, acquire, and engage 
a clearly defined and understood 

target audience – with the objective of 
driving profitable customer action. 

Pulizzi (2014:15) believes that, 
“content marketing, as an industry, is 
taking off, but it’s important to realise 
where brands have been. Brands have 
been telling stories for centuries.” 
But what kinds of stories? Shane 
Snow (2012), founder of Contently, 
says “most companies suck at good 
conversation. They’re used to blasting 
out one-way messages about how great 
they are. Their product. Themselves. 
Me, me, me”. He continues by saying 
that companies that do manage to 
‘win’ at the content marketing game, 
are ones that give consumers content 
they want and unique experiences 
focused on them. 

Another aspect that the digital 
age has ushered in is the role that 
consumers and all other stakeholders 
play in forming the perception and 
value of a brand. (Lobschat, Zinnbauer, 
Pallas and Joachimsthaler 2014) state 
that although previous research has 
already “recognised consumer-to-
consumer interactions as a driver of 
brand value, current research mainly 
focuses on company-related efforts, 
advertising and marketing, to explain 
brand equity.” 

And locally? Literature shows that 
little attention has been given to the 
impact that content marketing has 
on brand equity, especially within a 
South African context. “Why content 
marketing?” still seems to be a 
commonly asked question. 

Developed in response to the new 
challenges and changes in marketing 
and advertising, brought about by 
digital and social media, this article 
seeks to create a picture of content 
marketing in a South African context, 
with a focus on social media. If 
understood and applied correctly 
by South African brand managers, it 
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 industries. For Pulizzi (2014), this means 
that a brand needs to deliver value 
“beyond the scope of your product 
and service.” A brand will earn thought 
leadership in the industry category by 
creating content that formulates trust 
beyond the tangible aspects of the 
brand and provides a differentiated 
approached to solving any problems 
the brand might be facing or getting 
in the way of the buyer’s purchasing 
decision (Pulizzi, 2014).  A brand needs 
to attract new prospects, consumers 
and influencers into longer-term 
relationships of a more personalised 
and connected nature.

Effective storytelling allows 
your content to open up lines of 
communication for both internal and 
stakeholder groups. Ras (2014) agrees 
with the notion that storytelling 
provides two-way communication 
between a brand and consumer, and 
that it furthermore helps a brand 
build an identity around the stories 
it tells. Stories will get stakeholders 
talking, sharing content, and provide 
brands with the opportunity to recruit 
brand advocates and participants 
(Pulizzi, 2014). While your brand tells 
its story, it is important to provoke 
conversation and start ideas that 
influence behaviour. Brands need to 
act- and react to those conversations 
on a daily basis and leverage existing 
consumer behaviours to brand building 
activities. Storytelling allows brands to 
potentially develop deeper emotional 
connections with their consumers, 
which ultimately helps build trust, and 
creates longer and more meaningful 
consumer/brand relationships

3. A misguided understanding 
Sonya Culverwell (2014) believes that 
today’s consumers increasingly suffer 
from attention deficiency due to the 
bombardment of advertising messaging, 

social media and online content. 
Consequently, they are becoming 
highly selective about what content to 
engage with. She further suggests that 
content marketing can achieve all the 
objectives that that apply to traditional 
marketing campaigns through clever, 
well-executed strategy and is, the 
majority of the time, a lot cheaper than 
the former. 

Irrespective of this, the main 
objective for many brands remains 
that of pushing sales and, as Low 
(2014) suggests, brands consequently 
dilute their message and lose the 
potential impact that their content 
could make. As the research has 
repeatedly identified, content needs 
to be something that fosters trust 
rather than bombarding consumers 
with sale pitches. Culverwell (2014) 
states that content marketing 
offers the opportunity to promote 
a brand or product without 
throwing advertising messages at 
the audience. Rather, brands create 
an opportunity to draw consumers 
in with information that is pertinent 
and interesting to them – and most 
importantly adds value to their lives in 
some relevant way. Industry specialists 
felt that South African brands have 
yet to realise that the value of 
their content marketing lies in the 
engagement between the brand and 
the consumer. It is about changings 
people’s views and behaviour towards 
a brand and not trying to just sell 
people something.

Culverwell (2014) states that,  
…there are brands within South Africa 
utilising the value of content marketing, 
however, on a larger scale there is very 
little understanding or appetite for it thus 
far in South Africa. Also there is a lack of 
informed resources with which to embark 
on content marketing in a structured, 
strategically and focused way as well as a 

change in strategy is needed. 
To overcome this, he suggests that 

firstly, a brand’s content should fill a 
need or answer a question for your 
consumer. Consumer will pay attention 
to content if they find it engaging and 
relevant and if it meets an unmet need. 
Furthermore, the content not only 
needs to be engaging, but also needs to 
be consistent with a brand’s promise, 
identity, image, and personality. Ras 
(2014) also echoes Snow’s (2012) 
opinion that a brand needs to ensure 
that the content they produce and 
distribute is about the consumer and 
not about the brand. However, Ras 
does note that the need for a content 
strategy will differ from business to 
business. For some smaller businesses 
it might only be relevant to have a 
channel strategy in place. Reality is, 
content marketing is here to stay. If 
brands want to be successful, they 
will need to start adapting to- and 
embracing the concept. 

The majority of participants agreed 
that a brand’s content needs to be 
human. Marion Low (2014) believes 
that your brand needs to foster an 
affinity for the brand, and establish it 
as an integral part of the consumer’s 
life. Brightrock’s Harry Penberthy (2014) 
suggests that content should be about 
brands starting conversations, rather 
than interrupting consumers to get 
noticed. Brands should decide what 
their story and/or voice is and share 
it. An understanding of the brand’s 
content, audience, what stories they 
want to hear and how they access 
the brand’s stories and/or content 
before one produces and distributes 
particular content is also important. 
A Johannesburg based consumer that 
buys a product or service, or interacts 
with a brand is very different from a 
consumer living in the Eastern Cape. 
Ras (2014) explains that content needs 

to be relevant to the brand’s promise 
and something a consumer is passionate 
about. Importantly, brands should 
retain a point of view in terms of what 
they stand for or represent, but should 
balance this with providing relevant, 
useful and consistent information to the 
target audience. Content doesn’t always 
have to be educational or informative, 
it can also be entertaining, or having 
created for shareability. 

Also highlighted by the interview 
participants is that brands need to 
start viewing content as an asset, as 
something that increases in value 
over time and provides future benefit, 
and invest in it accordingly. Low and 
Culverwell (2014) reiterate that when 
content is created with a clear strategy 
in mind it becomes a very powerful 
way of building the brand’s equity 
and needs to become an integral part 
of the organization’s culture and 
communication to be sustainable and 
ultimately profitable.

2. The content marketing journey: 
To allow content marketing to work 
for you and your brand you first need 
to understand the human truth. As 
Pulizzi (2014) suggests that your 
content should be trustworthy in 
order for not only your consumers 
but also other stakeholders as well, 
to discover your content, generate 
awareness and ultimately build 
and sustain brand loyalty. Industry 
specialists support Pulizzi’s (2014) 
notion that, in practice, there are 
three phases in the content marketing 
journey namely content aware, 
thought leadership, or storytelling. 

Content aware is demonstrated 
when a brand utilises its content to 
break through clutter. All interview 
participants referred to the need 
for brands to elevate themselves to 
thought leaders in their respective 
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When you are on one of your social 
networking platforms, an important 
question to ask is, ‘What do people 
tend to share?’ 

In conclusion
The limited understanding that 
South African brands have regarding 
the nature of digital content and its 
effects on brand equity can result in 
marketers engaging with content in a 
way that has no direct benefit to the 
brand. In fact, incorrect use of the 
medium can actually be damaging to 
the brand. Brands send out information 
all the time; but the quality of that 
information is what will set a brand 
apart. That is what makes content 
marketing so intriguing in today’s 
social society. A brand that does not 
understand what content is, where it 
works, how it works and what the best 
time would be for it to work, will have 
channels and a community that remains 
uninteresting and unresponsive. 

Although the sample interviewed 
for this article is too small to be 
generalized, they have given insight 
into content marketing from industry 
expert’s point of view. The study 
indicates that further research is 
needed in South Africa as many 
brands, as suggested by Culverwell 
(2014), seem to think that simply 
adapting advertising messages for 
online platforms constitutes social 
media or content marketing. Because 
it cannot be directly linked to sales 
or leads, it is often seen as valueless, 
and the bare minimum is spent on 
developing content that works (Low, 
2014). Arguably, the time might be 
nigh to revise and re-think brand- and 
marketing model stalwarts in order to 
take into consideration the new digital 
and social world in which both the 
consumer and brands find themselves.

Research for this article was conducted in 
the author’s capacity as an Honours in Brand 
Leadership student at Vega School of Brand 
Leadership, a brand of The Independent Institute of 
Education.

* With special thanks to Tiaan Ras (Etiket Brand 
Design), Marion Low, ( Etiket Brand Design), 
Sonya Culverwell (Adlip) and Harry Penberthy, 
(BrightRock). 
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lack of knowledge regarding the benefits 
and value. 

A brand’s ability to meet and exceed 
the change in consumer expectations 
ushered in by the digital age will 
ultimately contribute to brand equity. 
This can be a tricky business when, 
at the same time, a brand needs to 
maintain brand identity and meaning 
whilst forming engaging relationships 
with its consumers. It is essential 
that your content ensures that your 
consumers are not only engaged but 
that they are willing to invest time and 
energy into your brand beyond just the 
purchasing process.

4. Social Media Vs. Content 
Content marketing comprehensively 
involves social media. Consequently, 
brands need to tailor content to fit 
a chosen social platform (Pulizzi, 
2014).  Culverwell (2014) quotes the 
definition of content marketing that 
resonates with her to be “…a means 
by which to build audience and 
brand engagement, brand love and a 
community of brand advocates which 
then naturally progresses into word of 
mouth promotion.” 

Penberthy states (2014) that, “the 
ability for quick response and sharing 
is social media’s greatest asset as a 
component of a content marketing 
campaign.” Ras (2014) believes that 
brands need to depart from thinking 
about social media strategies and 
instead focus on creating a content 
strategy, and creating ways to disperse 
that across the various channels. 
This not only allows you create a 
community around the brand as 
suggested, but provides you with 
the opportunity to tap into other 
communities as well. Pulizzi (2014, 
pg10) states that “good content 
marketing makes a person stop, 
read, think, and behave differently.” 
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