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1. Introduction

1.1. Background

Digital transformation has caused a paradigm change in how doing and conceiving marketing. The
digital age has coined the term “content marketing”, also referred to by some as “new age marketing”
(Pulizzi & Barrett, 2009a), and argued to have started growing in 2011 (Cohen, 2016). CM is defined
as a marketing practice of producing and distributing beneficial, relevant and consistent content to attract
and attain a distinct audience to drive profitable customer action (Pulizzi, 2012). The digital aspect has
led to the coining of the term digital content marketing (DCM) (Koiso-Kanttila, 2004; Rowley, 2008;
Rakic et al., 2014), which emphasises the changes that technological innovation has produced on content
production, distribution, and management.

The type of content used in CM includes information presented in various formats including static
content such as web pages, dynamic rich media content such as interactive product selectors, videos,
podcasts, user-generated content (Chaffey, 2016), news, case studies, white papers, infographics, how-
to guides, question and answer articles, e-books, email newsletters, photographs, blogs, social media
posts, etc. (Leibtag, 2013). “Content is king” is a popular slogan in the digital economy. Research shows
that over 27 million content items were published daily in 2018 (Prajapati, 2018). It has also been
demonstrated that CM relates positively to firm performance in terms of sales, customer relationship
and brand performance (Terho et al., 2022). It has, therefore, become worthwhile for organisations to
articulate the different types of content and leverage their CM strategies to align with their business

goals strategically.

1.2. Problem statement

The state of CM in developed countries such as the United States, Australia and United Kingdom is
generally known, and information regarding it is widely available (Content Marketing Institute, 2021).
While CM has been an important part of digital marketing strategy for many years, the current state of
CM is that there are still a number of challenges to be addressed, including acquiring and fully
implementing the optimal technologies to manage content strategically across the enterprise (Content
Marketing Institute & MarketingProfs, 2023; Singla, et al., 2022).

The Content Marketing Institute (CMI), a global CM education and training organisation, provides CM
research for some well-known international brands. The CMI undertakes annual surveys to ascertain
marketers’ opinions on the CM trends, benchmarks and spending over twelve-month periods. The
results of these surveys are published in reports such as the ‘Enterprise Content Marketing 2020:
Benchmarks, Budgets, and Trends — North America’, ‘B2C Content Marketing 2020: Benchmarks,
Budgets, and Trends — North America’, ‘Content Marketing in the United Kingdom: 2018 Benchmarks,
Budgets, and Trends’, ‘Content Marketing in Australia: 2018 Benchmarks, Budgets, and Trends’
(Content Marketing Institute, 2021).



On the other hand, evidence of the state of CM in South Africa is generally limited (Daly, 2017). An
excellent scoping review conducted by du Plessis (2021) confirmed the “scattered and fragmented
literature” (p.1) on the topic and revealed that, of the 32 countries represented in her review, only one
(Human, 2018) was authored in South Africa. Du Plessis has further published alone (du Plessis, 2017)
and with colleagues (Swart, Du Plessis and Greeff, 2021), on the topic in the areas of content marketing
in social media. Digital Content Marketing in South Africa was found to be growing rapidly as a result
of positive outcomes, but further research is required to map out processes for optimisation of the tool
(Izogo and Mpinganjira, 2023).

Recently, the Interactive Advertising Bureau of South Africa’s report (IAB, 2022) stated that CM has
historically been underrepresented in the South African advertising industry and misunderstood by
agencies and brands. This lack of research in this field further highlights the need to provide marketing
professionals with a framework for effective CM strategies which is not limited to consumer markets:
Terho et al. (2022) propose that fundamental shifts in B2B (business-to-business) buying behaviour has
made Digital Content Marketing (DCM) a strategic priority for suppliers, but organisations struggle to
realise its full potential. In addition, organisations are battling with implementation, particularly with
internal communication and creating content that appeals to distinct stages of the buyer’s journey
(Content Marketing Institute and MarketingProfs, 2023).

Although CM is a current concept receiving increased attention, its literature is fragmented. Several
authors (Henning-Thurau, Malthouse, Friege, Gensler, Lobschat, Rangaswamy & Skiera, 2010, 2013;
Wymbs, 2011; Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010; Weinberg & Pehlivan, 2011) have released studies about
social media and digital marketing that do not discuss CM. A few authors (Keyes, 2006; Rowley, 2008;
Pulizzi & Barrett, 2009b; Halvorson, 2010; Handley & Chapman, 2010; Lieb, 2011) have contributed
to studies about CM over time and it has been recommended that further research into CM is required
(Rowley, 2008; du Plessis, 2017).

Therefore, the problem statement is that there is limited prior research and information on CM best
practices and related areas, such as CM tactics and critical aspects that impact CM's success in South

Africa.

1.3. Research questions
In light of the limited knowledge of CM marketing best practices in South Africa, this study aimed to
address the problem statement through the following research questions:
e Research Question 1 — What CM tactics are employed by marketing professionals in South
Africa?
e Research Question 2 — What are the influencing factors for successful CM?
e Research Question 3 — What constitutes CM best practices in South Africa?
To effectively address the research questions, the scope of the research was limited to the perceptions

of CM practices by marketing professionals rather than a cause-and-effect of successful CM.



1.4 Layout of the paper

Section 2 reviews the prior studies on the topic, including the definition of CM, the underlying theory
base of Social Exchange Theory, the best practices for CM, and the factors influencing successful CM.
Section 3 outlines the methodology for the research of this study, Section 4 the Results of the data
analysis, Section 5 the Managerial implications, and Section 6 the Conclusions, Limitations, and

Recommendations for future research.

2. Literature Review

The literature review is divided into the following sections: the definition of CM, the underlying theory

base of Social Exchange Theory, CM tactics, CM best practices, and successful CM.

2.1 Definition of content marketing

Du Plessis (2015) defined CM as “a strategic brand storytelling technique aimed at changing consumers’
inactive behaviour through unobtrusive, engaging brand conversations in earned media.” This was
revised by the Content Marketing Institute, which proposed, “Content marketing is a strategic approach
focused on creating and distributing valuable, relevant, and consistent content to attract and retain a
clearly defined audience—and, ultimately, to drive profitable customer action.” (Content Marketing
Institute, 2018: p.8). A content marketing strategy aims to leverage multiple story channels, such as
print, online, in-person, mobile, social media, etc., at different stages of the buying process, from
awareness generation to customer retention.

The Interactive Advertising Bureau of South Africa (IAB, 2022) provides a more specific definition of
Digital Content Marketing as follows:

“A strategic marketing approach of creating and distributing relevant, consistent content targeted at
defined audiences to add value to their lives at specific points in the user journey, without using the
brand or its product as the hero. Content marketing delights, educates, informs and entertains to build
and engage owned, loyal audiences, thereby increasing their commercial value to the brand.” (IAB,
2022: p.7)

The revision was in response to the fact that the lines between advertising content, native content, brand
content and content marketing are blurring and being used interchangeably. Content marketing is seen
as separate from branded content, where sponsored or paid content promotes the brand and traditional
advertising communication. Content marketing is audience-owned, for ‘content as product’, instead of

paid media for ‘brand as product’.



2.2 Social Exchange Theory
The underlying theory base applicable to determining CM best practices was guided by the Social
Exchange Theory (SET) founded by Homans (1958). SET is based on sociological and psychological
theory. It studies the social behaviour in the interactivity of people, applying a cost-benefit analysis to
define risks and benefits. This theory is relevant to the study of CM as it helps understand the behaviour
between the implementers and consumers of CM, particularly with reference to consumer engagement
(Bowden & Mirzaei, 2022; Khairani & Fachira, 2022).
SET regards social interchange as a behaviour that may lead to both economic and social consequences
(Bowden & Mirzaei, 2022), and it has been primarily analysed by evaluating human interactions with
the marketplace. The study of the theory from the microeconomics standpoint is attributed to American
sociologist and theorist Peter Blau (1964). From his viewpoint, every individual tries to maximise
his/her wins (Cook & Rice 2003). Blau (1964) expressed that once this concept is realised, it is possible
to detect social exchanges everywhere. SET has been applied to almost all social situations, such as
organisational management, consumer buying decisions, television viewing, politics, marriage, and
others (Redmond, 2015).
Particular factors define how relationships are centred on exchange and how they affect their
surroundings. The variables involved in SET are ‘positive reinforcement’ and ‘evaluation and
comparison’ described below:

e Positive reinforcement
As human beings are motivated by self-interest, social exchange is shaped mainly by the number of
benefits one party stands to gain from a transactional relationship. If consumers receive a high level of
quality from the goods and services, they spend their money on, they will be driven to continue
purchasing those goods and services. (Homans 1958).

o  Evaluation and comparison
Before entering transactional relationships, a party analyses whether the benefits will be worth the cost
and if other parties they are not currently connected to will provide more benefits in exchange for lower
prices. If the initial option for entering a transactional relationship is not the best, subjectively speaking,
the party will choose a different option (Degutis, et al, 2023; Homans, 1958).

e  Reciprocity
SET states that humans are driven by affirmative reinforcement (Homans 1958). They will likely repeat
the step when they obtain benefits or incentives because of their actions. Degutis et al (2023) established
that CM can build trust in firms, leading them to be more willing to disclose personal information which
in turn can be used to individualise promotional activity. Consequently, the study explored whether
reciprocity is promoted by CM in evaluating whether consumers feel that since the organisations have

offered them benefits, they should reciprocate in kind.



e Customer satisfaction
SET reveals that people decide if establishing a relationship with another individual or group has
additional benefits than costs (Blau, 1964; Homans, 1958). Self-interest encourages all parties involved
in a transactional relationship to shape their interactions positively. Transactional relationships are
expanded and preserved when both parties meet their responsibilities to each other, and satisfying the
consumer is among the organisation's commitments. Accordingly, the study explored the extent to which

customers' needs inform and affect a CM strategy.

2.3 CM tactics
The first Research Question explores CM practitioners' different tactics to achieve a specific goal. Du
Plessis’s (2015) six elements of CM describe the characteristics of CM and, therefore, provide insight
into CM tactics. These six elements are medium, strategic, formation, intrinsic, communication and
corollary.

Medium element
The medium element indicates the type of channel for the dissemination of the brand content. Each
channel is distinctive with its own users. CM exists in various forms, including company magazines,
newsletters, blog posts, videos, webinars, podcasts and fully functional media sites (Du Plessis, 2015).
Content marketers must assess prospects for interactivity, collaboration and co-creation before content
is created and shared (Du Plessis, 2015). The goal should be to generate as much earned media as
possible in the form of social mentions, views, comments, shares, reposts, reposts and subscribers; CM
practitioners can choose the channel. However, earned media generates electronic word of mouth
(eWOM) and is not regulated by the marketer (Corcoran, 2009).

Strategic element
The strategic element describes the strategic approach to creating and sharing brand content. Bloomstein
(2012, p. 101) defines content strategy as “the practice of planning for the creation, delivery and
governance of useful, usable content to be effective”. Content marketers should create brand content
aligned with the company's overall brand strategy and positioning. More value can be derived for the
target audience and, ultimately, brand content engagement when brand content creation is considered
part of a strategic integrated approach (Du Plessis, 2015). An example of a strategic approach to
developing content is combining advertising and entertainment into a single marketing communications
product distributed as entertainment content with a highly branded quality in line with an organisation’s
overall brand strategy (Du Plessis, 2015).

Formation element
The formation element alludes to the tangible formation of the brand content which should ideally be
entrenched in the company’s principles and brand promise. The content can incorporate engaging brand
stories that expand co-creation by consumers, encouraging them to share their brand experiences in the

form of opinions or comments (Muiliz and Schau, 2011), thereby enhancing brand awareness (Du



Plessis, 2015). Further, marketers can attempt to use a diversified regimen (Harad, 2013) by hiring
talented journalists to create compelling content with ideas from unique perspectives (Scott, 2007).
Strategic partnerships with external parties such as social artists, media houses, conferences and
seminars can help create alternative forms of content.

Intrinsic element
The intrinsic element describes the natural aspect of the brand content that has a familiar brand voice
that interests and is relatable to the consumers. Therefore, it is vital to have good knowledge about the
target audience and the specific channel. This element demonstrates that content should not be obtrusive
but be part of consumers’ regular online conversations (Du Plessis, 2015).

Communication element
The communication element denotes the technique(s) utilised to deliver the brand content which should
be disseminated in an appealing manner that meets the consumers’ needs (Du Plessis, 2015). Brand
content should fulfil educational, informational, and entertainment needs, among others, and should be
of value to the daily lives of the target audience (Payne et al., 2008; Horrigan, 2009). Ensuring the
content is relevant to the correct audience is essential to drive social media engagement (Du Plessis,
2015), confirming the relevance of SET to CM.

Corollary element
The corollary element refers to the expected outcome of the brand content, which depends on the
organisation's brand strategy and objectives. Results of the brand content could include producing
constant brand awareness, driving traffic, promoting brand conversion (Hyoryung & Kannan 2014) or
turning customers into brand supporters who will distribute and co-create the brand stories and obtain
eWOM via social media (Du Plessis, 2015). Rose and Pulizzi (2011) identified CM objectives as brand
awareness or reinforcement, lead conversion and nurturing, customer conversion, customer service,
customer upsell, and passionate subscribers. In a CM study (2012), lead generation (51 per cent), brand
awareness (38 per cent), thought leadership (34 per cent), sales (29 per cent) and customer acquisition
(29 per cent) were named as the primary goals of CM.
This element demonstrates what the target audience should ideally do with the content after consuming
it, such as becoming brand advocates of the organisation by sharing and co-creating the content with
their followers or fans on social media or changing their behaviour towards the brand (Du Plessis, 2015,

2022).

24 Successful CM

RQ2 — “What are the influencing factors for successful CM?” seeks to determine what enables CM
practitioners to execute their strategies effectively and what influences consumers to respond positively
to CM. Successful CM is described below from a resources’ perspective and recipient’s perspective,

with views from different scholars:



CM Resources

A CM strategy will positively influence marketing objectives and the business’s overall goals with
adequate resources in place. Before publishing any content, a CM system and team should be in place,
with a budget to help fund the initiatives and measure long-term success metrics. Most CM teams use
various tools, from automation software to content management, collaborative platforms and SEO tools,
which should form part of CM strategy. Further, a sound CM system requires several roles, including
CM manager, content editor, video production, copywriters, social media managers, graphic designers,
tech support, and analysts (Brenner, 2018).

As stated by the Content Marketing Institute’s research (2018), 86% of B2C organisations and 91 per
cent of B2B are using CM. The majority of these organisations are increasing their budgets each year.
The most successful organisations spend nearly 40 per cent of their marketing budget on content strategy.
Therefore, financial investment is essential in executing CM (Brenner, 2018).

Emotions

An article's success depends on its positivity and evoking an emotive response (Wylie, 2014);
Individuals share articles internally when they connect to the message (Botha & Reyneke, 2013).
Co-creation and Trust

Co-creation arises when online users pursue opportunities to contribute to information generation about
organisations for consumer insights (Degutis, et al, 2023; Gulbrandsen & Just, 2011). When consumers
contribute information to organisations, it enables content exploration (Goldenberg, Oestreicher-Singer
& Reichman, 2012). Collaboration and co-creation are a new realisation of brand branding because they
develop trust and retain customers (Merz, He & Vargo, 2009). User-generated content positively affects
brand equity (Christodoulides, Jevons & Bonhomme, 2012) as it involves outside opinions and insights
that benefit the organisation.

The current concept of co-creation is derived from three fields: 1) the ability to connect via digital
technology, 2) organisations that encourage customer participation, and 3) increased emphasis on
providing customers with what they need and not selling to them (Ind, Iglesias & Schultz, 2013).
However, it is important to note that consumers’ personalities can influence their motives in sharing
information, which may cause various outlooks towards co-creation (Fuller, 2010; Wong & Yazdanifard,
2015).

Personalisation

A growing number of customers expect to have tailored customer experiences that reveal their personal
needs, attitudes and situations (Light, 2014) and encourage comprehensive uniqueness where customers
feel valued as people and have a sense of familiarity (Hussain, 2013). Personalised messages make an
organisation stand out from various rivals in the market since the content applies to the audience (Reilly,
2014). Knowing the customers and their needs is essential because high-quality content creates value

for customers rather than merely promoting the company’s products (Lopes, 2022).



Ethics and honesty
Marketers must ensure that disclosures are clear and discernible to customers in advertisements and
sponsored content. Disclosure and clarity are the lifelines that influence the success of a business

(Syzdek, 2014; Wong & Yazdanifard, 2015).

2.5 CM best practices
The third Research Question seeks to determine the accepted or prescribed processes as best practices.
Pulizzi and Barrett (2009b) created the B.E.S.T. formula to create a CM roadmap that assists companies

in creating valuable and relevant content, which is illustrated below:

If it’s not
B.E. S.T rt’s
simp Ye

marketmg.

Content
Marketing

Measurahle

By doing
what’s
B.E.S.T., you
can achieve
measurable
results!

Figure 1. The B.E.S.T. formula developed by Pulizzi and Barrett (2009b)

The B.E.S.T. formula states that marketing strategy constituents should be behavioural, essential,
strategic, and targeted, and the overall strategy should be measurable:

Behavioural
The content should have a resolution in that the aim of marketing communications/conversations should
be realised (Pulizzi & Barrett 2009b). One of the signs of successful CM is when the CM message
prompts a response or an action from the customers, such as being shared, liked, commented on or for
it to ‘go viral’ (Botha & Reyneke, 2013).

Essential
The content should convey information that the target audience requires or is helpful to their success at
work or in life (Pulizzi & Barrett 2009b). In Corporate Vision’s survey (2012), there are numerous

suggestions that B2B brands consider CM as simply conveying product-driven selling communications



instead of resolving the audience’s challenges. Jefferson and Tanton (2013) argue that CM needs a
cultural shift from “selling” to “helping”. Various commentators affirm that CM requires a different
mindset from a “broadcast” approach, where brands disseminate one-way product-based selling
messages to “interrupt” the recipient from their preoccupation.
Therefore, Halligan and Shah (2010) and Odden (2012) find it important for organisations to adopt an
“inbound” approach where customers keenly seek out a brand because it offers them relevant, engaging
content that educates or entertains them.

Strategic
The CM work should be an integral part of the business strategy (Pulizzi & Barrett 2009b). Tracking
global best practices and trends to become or remain a global business has been identified as a
fundamental difficulty facing the marketing profession in various studies (Barnett, Dascher, &
Nicholson 2004; Duke 2002; Palmer 2002).
Another strategic approach is adapting the New Media Promotion strategies, which refer to ways that
technology has made things more straightforward; for example, SEO (search engine optimisation) is
improving the search engine rankings of the websites (Pulizzi & Barrett 2009b).

Targeted
The content should be accurately targeted to a precise audience to be relevant to the customers (Pulizzi
& Barrett 2009b). An increasing number of customers anticipate having personalised customer
experiences that reflect personal needs, attitudes and situations (Light, 2014) and encourage inclusive
individuality where customers feel respected and have a sense of familiarity (Hussain, 2013).
Personalised messages make an organisation stand out from competitors since the content is relevant to
the audience (Reilly, 2014).

Measurable
CM metrics are summarised in four key categories: consumption, sharing, lead generation and sales
metrics. These groupings allow firms to measure the contribution of CM to creating value, identify any
disparity between the results attained and intended, and, consequently, execute corrective measures to
achieve the objectives (Elisa & Gordini 2014).
Metrics and measurement instruments should align with CM goals and include measurement systems
related to relationship building and customer growth, considering customer lifetime value, engagement,
and organisational goals (Holliman & Rowley, 2014; Elisa & Gordini, 2014).
Tracking data and SEO and establishing benchmarks for success, such as rates of opened emails, revenue,
marketing and sales qualified leads, internal shares, and impressions, are helpful ways of predicting
success and, further, having tools that review the analytics of content such as Google Analytics, Google

Webmaster Tools, Kapost, Buffer help in assessing performance of content (Pusack, 2017).



2.6 Research propositions
Based on the prior research on the topics, the Research Questions are developed into Research
Propositions as follows:
e Proposition 1— The CM tactics employed by marketing professionals in South Africa include
the following six elements:
o Medium, strategic, formation, intrinsic, communication and corollary
This proposition is linked to RQ1 as it helps explore the various CM tactics marketing professionals
employed in South Africa. The key references are Du Plessis (2015), Corcoran (2009), Rose and Pulizzi
(2011), Bloomstein (2012), Harad (2013), and Scott (2007).
e Proposition 2 — Successful CM is determined by the following factors:
o Availability of resources such as relevant systems, human capital, and financial
resources
o Delivery of emotive and personalised content
o Provision of co-creation opportunities
o Presentation of an ethical and honest organisation
This proposition is linked to RQ2 as it helps determine successful CM in an overall business context.
The key references are Brenner (2018), Wylie (2014), Botha and Reyneke (2013), Ind, Iglesias and
Schultz (2013), and Christodoulides, Jevons and Bonhomme (2012).
e Proposition 3— Best practices of CM include addressing the following B.E.S.T. criteria:
o Initiating Behavioural responses
o Delivering Essential content
o Incorporating a Strategic approach to CM
o Formulating Targeted content
o Ensuring CM is Measurable
This proposition is linked to RQ3 as it helps determine the best way to achieve CM objectives. The key
references are Pulizzi and Barrett (2009b), Wylie (2014), Botha and Reyneke (2013), Jefferson and
Tanton (2013), and Odden (2012).

3. Research Methodology

3.1 Research approach and strategy
There is relatively little research on this topic, particularly in South Africa. Given the relative uniqueness
of this industry, an exploratory approach was adopted, utilising a qualitative strategy with an inductive

methodology and a cross-sectional approach.



3.2 Population and sampling

The population comprised marketing professionals involved in CM planning, implementation and
management. Purposive sampling was used where participants were carefully selected for inclusion
based on the possibility that each participant would expand the variability of the sample, identifying and
selecting individuals or groups of individuals that were particularly knowledgeable about or experienced
with CM being the phenomenon of interest (Cresswell & Clark 2011). A total of 20 marketing
professionals knowledgeable in CM responded to the study.

3.3 Data collection

In-depth interviews using a semi-structured interview schedule were used to collect data (Cooper &
Schindler, 2014). This is because the study is concerned with CM's nature, explanation and
understanding and interviews provide the opportunity to examine data for in-depth meanings and
processes (Labuschagne, 2003). Primary data were collected through face-to-face, telephonic and video
calling (through MS Teams) and probed the research propositions regarding CM best practices in South
Africa. The instrument allowed communication between the interviewer and interviewee to be open-
ended and to focus on relevant topics as they arose during the conversations (Adams et al., 2007).
Participants had the freedom to answer the questions in any order they preferred, which helped the

conversation flow freely.

3.4 Data analysis

Data collected from interviews were transcribed verbatim, and then content was analysed through
coding and categorisation to identify themes relevant to the study. This approach follows the King and
Horrock (2019) stages of conducting a thematic analysis. The steps were modified to fit this particular
study and included three main stages of descriptive coding, interpretive coding, and overarching theme

identification.

3.5 Research criteria

For quantitative research, the issues of validity and reliability are critical. However, it is important for
qualitative research to ensure trustworthiness in data collection and analysis (Cresswell, 2014). Lincoln
and Guba (1985) proposed the equivalent stringent criteria credibility, dependability, confirmability and
transferability to assess the trustworthiness and rigour of qualitative studies.

Credibility: The purpose of the credibility criterion is to establish confidence that the results of
qualitative research are authentic, credible and believable from the participants' perspective. To increase
credibility, the semi-structured interview included several prompts that allowed the expansion of
answers and the opportunity to request more information when required. Further, familiarity with CM

established researcher authority in conducting the investigation (Trochim, 2020).



Dependability: The purpose of the dependability criterion is to ensure the qualitative research findings
are repeatable if the investigation were conducted with similar participants and context. To increase
dependability, consistency was maintained by documenting and keeping a trackable record of any
changes and revisions to the research protocol (Forero, Nahidi, De Costa et al. 2018).

Confirmability: Confirmability is the degree to which other researchers can confirm or corroborate the
research results. To increase confirmability, the research process for checking and rechecking the data
throughout the study was documented and care was taken to avoid bias or distortion (Forero, Nahidi,
De Costa et al. 2018).

Transferability: Transferability refers to the degree to which the results of qualitative research can be
transferred to similar contexts or settings, which is different to the generalisability required in
quantitative studies. Transferability was increased by providing detailed descriptions of the research

context and the assumptions central to the study (Trochim, 2020).

3.6 Ethics

The research used an ethics clearance from the Institute of Marketing Management (IMM). The study
considered the following ten ethical considerations that are the most significant principles associated
with ethical considerations in research (Bryman & Bell 2007), including voluntary participation, the
privacy of respondents, confidentiality of the research data, anonymity of participants guaranteed, and

not exposing respondents to harm.

4. Results and Findings
4.1 Respondent demographics

The 20 respondents sampled for the study were all marketing professionals with experience in content
marketing, with the majority holding degrees in marketing and between four and forty-two years of
experience in marketing with an average of 16 years. Consequently, this was a knowledgeable sample
able to provide deep insights into the phenomenon. The respondents were interviewed for between forty
and sixty minutes, as described in the table below.

Table 1: Description of the respondents

Job Description Number | Marketing education and experience Location
sampled
Marketing Lead 3 1) Diploma in Marketing Management and | Johannesburg

ten years’ experience

2) BBA in Communications Science and | Johannesburg
Honours in Business Management and 16

years’ experience




Job Description

Number

sampled

Marketing education and experience

Location

3) IMM Honours Marketing Management
degree and Course in Digital Marketing and

12 years’ experience

Durban

Senior Marketing

Consultant

1) Postgraduate Diploma in Marketing and

4.5 years’ experience

Cape Town

Digital =~ Marketing

Consultant

1) Communications degree and 13 years’

experience

Johannesburg

Marketing Manager

1) Postgraduate degree in Marketing

Management and 17 years’ experience

Johannesburg

2) BA Corporate Communications and 16

years’ experience

Johannesburg

3) Bachelor of Commerce in Marketing and
Postgraduate degree in Marketing and

Advertising and 15 years’ experience

Cape Town

4) Media and writing degree and 14 years’

experience

Johannesburg

5) Bachelor of Commerce Honours in

Marketing and ten years’ experience

Johannesburg

6) Diploma in Marketing Management,
Honours in Marketing degree and Diploma
in social media Digital Marketing and 16

years’ experience

Cape Town

7) Bachelor of Commerce and 16 years’

experience

Cape Town

Marketing and
Communications

Manager

1) Bachelor of Commerce Honours in
Marketing and Digital Marketing course

and nine years’ experience

Johannesburg

Brand,
Growth and Digital

Manager —

Transformation

1) Postgraduate Management — major in

Marketing and 18 years’ experience

Johannesburg

Chief
Officer

Marketing

1) Bachelor of Commerce, Marketing
courses and a Digital Marketing diploma

and 18 years’ experience

Johannesburg

Marketing Director

1) Bachelor of Commerce and 42 years’

experience

Johannesburg




Job Description Number | Marketing education and experience Location
sampled
Head of Marketing 2 1) Bachelor of Commerce and 24 years’ | Johannesburg
experience
2) Bachelor of Commerce — major in | Johannesburg
Marketing and 16 years’ experience
Head of Board and 1 1) Bachelor of Commerce and 22 years’ | Cape Town
Executive experience
Programmes
(previously ~ Senior
Marketing Manager)
Owner of a Digital 1 1) Online courses in digital marketing, | Johannesburg
Marketing Agency analytics and content marketing and four
years’ experience
Total 20

4.2 Proposition 1: CM tactics employed by marketing professionals.

Content and thematic analysis of the respondents’ comments led to the following three key themes

around the determinants of CM tactics:

4.2.1 CM tactics are determined by the suitability of the medium.

Some of the respondent comments supporting this theme were:
“There is infinite content on the internet, and consumers are looking for a single point of contact
to access a comprehensive set of information. We provide this through our content hub, a
microsite that hosts curated information.”
“Selecting appropriate platforms to share content is as important as the content you share when
planning your CM initiatives. It is what you say and how and where you say it. If the channel
does not reach your target audience, is not affordable and does not drive feedback and engagement
from the target audience, it should not be used. Some of our channels include webinars, podcasts
and emails.”

4.2.2 CM tactics are determined by how beneficial the content is.

Some of the respondent comments supporting this theme were:
“Quality content that provides free and useful information interests the target audience, causing
them to click on the call-to-action, generating leads and influencing conversions.”
“The objectives of CM are to educate, entertain or convince the target audience. The content

should provide value that did not exist before.”



4.2.3

CM tactics are determined by the relevance of the content.

Some of the respondent comments supporting this theme were:

“During the Covid-19 pandemic, we provided our clients with business operations tips and
information to help them navigate the changing environment and uncertainty brought about by
the crisis. This information was shared through articles, infographics and reports.”

“We sought to produce helpful content by amplifying our clients' voices. We partnered with them
in jointly producing reports and articles that interested them. We managed to stay relevant and

connected to our clients.”

Table 2 below shows a list of CM tactics as presented by the respondents. These tactics were categorised

according to whether they are formed on online or offline platforms. These tactics were linked to the

proposition’s six elements as follows:

Tactics 1 - 28 are linked to the ‘medium’ element because they indicate a channel for
disseminating the brand content.

Tactics 29 - 34 are linked to the ‘corollary’ and ‘formation’ elements because they indicate the
expected outcome of the content and tangible creation of content through partnerships,
respectively.

Tactics 35 - 38 are linked to the ‘medium’ element because they indicate a channel for
disseminating the brand content.

Tactics 39 — 40 are linked to the ‘strategic’ and the ‘intrinsic’ elements because they indicate an
approach of using a combination of different tactics, and they show that content can be adaptable

to ensure relevance to the target audience.



Table 2: List of CM Tactics

CM Tactics employed by marketing professionals in South Africa

1. Email marketing 11. Webinars 21. Digital advertising 31. Earned media
2. Blogging 12. Real-time video 22. Media releases 32. Storytelling
3.  Search  Engine
Optimisation (SEO) 13. Podcasts 23. Gamification 33. Referral
4. Conversion Rate
Optimisation (C.R.O.) 14. White papers 24. Marketing A.L 34. Sponsorships
15. Research and
5. Microsites surveys 25. Case studies 35. Print magazines
6. Mobile applications 16. Online magazines 26. Contest 36. Print newsletters
7. Mobile content 17. Infographics 27. Content curation 37. Traditional media
8. Social content 18. eBooks 28. Crowdsource 38. Events
9. Video content 19. Digital newsletters | 29. Testimonial 39. Repurpose
20. Advertorial and
10. Virtual conferences | native advertising 30. Influencer content 40. Republish

Key

Online CM tactics

Offline CM tactics

Online and Offline CM tactics

The respondents’ views indicate consistency with proposition one, where CM tactics employed include

the six elements: medium, strategic, formation, intrinsic, communication, and corollary, so the

proposition is effectively supported.

4.3 Proposition 2: Factors for successful CM

Content and thematic analysis of the respondents’ comments led to the following three key themes

around the determinants of CM success:

4.3.1

The success of CM is influenced by organisational support.

Some of the respondent comments supporting this theme were:

“The workforce's quality, skill and capacity are key factors affecting CM objectives. A

motivated and well-trained workforce can deliver market-leading content and productivity to

create a competitive CM advantage and credibility.”

“An integrated CM system is important to integrate many systems such as content management,

marketing automation, CRM, analytics, business intelligence and collaboration tools for effective

and successful CM campaigns.”




4.3.2

“Given the very close link between CM, customer experience optimisation, sales enablement,
integrated marketing and the consistency required by today’s customer, there is a need to work
through and across silos in an organisation. Obtaining buy-in and support from sponsors and
partners is important to drive CM.”

External factors influence the success of CM

Some of the respondent comments supporting this theme were:

4.3.3

“The economic environment is a key factor in determining demand for CM. When the economy
is growing, it presents a good opportunity for businesses to grow. As consumer or client spending
is high, businesses can invest more in marketing. On the other hand, during times of recession,
economic uncertainty, and pandemics such as the current Covid-19 pandemic, spending is low
for consumers, clients and businesses.”

“New laws and regulations such as the Protection of Personal Information Act (POPIA) affect
how CM can be implemented. Email marketing, a component of CM, must comply with the
conditions set out in POPIA, including acquiring consent from individuals before sending any
direct marketing to them. Slow adaptation to such changes to legislation may prevent or limit CM
opportunities.”

“Data protection and the privacy environment have shifted significantly in recent years, and
increased focus on privacy negatively impacts our ability to collect and derive insights quickly to
incorporate in our CM.”

The success of CM is influenced by the execution of the CM strategy

This theme, ‘CM strategy execution,’ is linked to all the factors influencing the success of CM. Some

of the respondent comments supporting this theme were:

“Often, content for CM purposes is created in different organisational divisions for varied reasons.
It is important to undertake a content gap analysis across all divisions to inventory what is
available and consider what is needed and valued by the prospects.”

“The quality, skill and capacity of the workforce is a key factor in affecting delivery of CM. A
motivated and well-trained workforce can deliver market-leading content and productivity to
create a competitive advantage.”

“Content co-creation with third parties, such as other organisations and influencers, rewards
companies with creative content, a wider audience or reach, increase in sales and brand
recognition, credibility, and trust.

“Incorporating storytelling in the CM strategy allows for a vivid description of ideas, beliefs,
personal experiences, and life- lessons through stories or narratives that evoke powerful
emotions and insights. It connects the company with its target audience and creates a strong,

personal relationship.”

Table 3 below shows a list of internal and external factors influencing the success of CM as presented

by the respondents and linking these to the propositions:



Table 3: Internal and External factors influencing the success of CM

Proposition 2 factors

Internal factors from the study

Conclusion

1. Business Objectives

Represents new finding

. Strategy

Represents new finding

. Brand and customer experience

Represents new finding

Represents new finding

Provision of co-creation

opportunities

2
3
4. Data
5

. Collaboration

Identified

6. Product or service development

Represents new finding

Delivery of emotive and

personalised content

7. Content

Identified

Presentation of an ethical and

honest organisation

8. Business culture

Identified

Availability of resources such as
relevant systems, human capital

and financial resources

9. Finance

Identified

Availability of resources such as
relevant systems, human capital

and financial resources

10. Human resources

Identified

Availability of resources such as
relevant systems, human capital

and financial resources

11. Operational issues

Identified

Availability of resources such as
relevant systems, human capital

and financial resources

12. System integration

Identified

External factors from the study

1. Technological change

Represents new finding

2. Prospects and their preferences

Represents new finding

3. Competition

Represents new finding

4. Economic environment

Represents new finding

5. Legislation

Represents new finding

6. Market dynamics

Represents new finding

7. Social and Political change

Represents new finding




While the success factors from the proposition were identified, the respondents highlighted several new

insights in terms of internal and external factors. Consequently, this proposition is partially supported.

4.4 Proposition 3: Best practices of Content Marketing
Content and thematic analysis of the respondents’ comments led to the following two key themes around
the determinants of CM best practices:
4.4.1 Effectiveness criteria underpin CM best practices.
This theme of ‘effectiveness criteria’ is linked to all five proposition criteria. Some of the respondent
comments supporting this theme were:
“CM best practices involve a strategic approach to understanding your audience by creating
audience personas and identifying their demographics and interests. A clear understanding
of the customers purchasing decisions helps develop an effective CM strategy.”
“Measuring ROI to weigh the cost of your CM against the revenue you earn from it is part of
best practices. Metrics that can be used include lead quality, sales, web traffic, onsite engagement,
social media engagement, and SEO success, and these inform the CM strategy.”
4.4.2 CM best practices are underpinned by effective content.
This theme of ‘effective content’ is linked to four of the five criteria of the proposition. Some of the
respondent comments supporting this theme were:
“Consistent, high-quality, and engaging content forms part of CM best practices as it impacts
audience decision-making, builds trust with your audience, improves conversions, connects with
your customers, and generates leads.”
“CM best practices involve building a brand narrative that guides the messaging of the content.
Furthermore, developing a content roadmap is important as it outlines the content's messages,
themes, and topics, the content's format, the channels to use, and the personalisation tools.”
Table 4 below shows best practices criteria as shared by the respondents. These criteria are matched
with the corresponding elements from the proposition. The criteria that are not matched are considered

new findings.



Table 4: CM best practices criteria

results

Proposition 3 elements CM best practices from the study | Conclusion

Initiating Behavioural responses | Set objectives Effectively found

Formulating Targeted content Define target audience Identified
Assessment of the macro and New finding
micro-environment

Formulating Targeted content Develop content Identified

Incorporating a Strategic Plan implementation Effectively found

approach to CM

Delivering Essential content Conduct campaign Effectively found

Ensuring CM is Measurable Feedback and measurement of Identified

The study results indicate fair consistency with the proposition, aligned to the B.E.S.T. criteria, so the

proposition is effectively supported by adding the new finding.

5. Managerial Implications

The managerial implications for organisations are to apply the best practices in Content Marketing to

ensure successful CM strategies are implemented. Organisations should test innovative tactics to

determine those most suited for the target market to build a successful CM programme.

To enable organisations to pursue CM best practices, the following Content Marketing Best Practices

Framework has been developed as illustrated in Figure 2 below:




Content Marketing Best Practices Framework

3. Assessment of the macro and micro - environment
+ Technological change
+ Competition
» Economic environment
* Legislation
« Market dynamics
= Social and political change

4. D |
+ Content
- System integration

\CM Tactics

+ Product or service development
+ Finance
+ Human resources

6. Conduct campaign
L + Collaboration
1. Set objectives

L]
L
w
+ Business objectives
= Strate
. Businegsys culture
+ Operational issues 7. Feedback and Measurement

+ Brand and customer experience

2. Define target audience

+ Prospects and their
preferences

* Data

Figure: 2: Content Marketing Best Practices Framework

The above framework highlights the seven best practices:

1. Set objectives

2. Define target audience

3. Assessment of the macro and micro-environment

4. Develop content

5. Plan implementation

6. Conduct campaign

7. Feedback and measurement
For each best practice, the corresponding factors are listed that would need to be considered or factored
in the CM journey. The complementary factors comprise the CM Tactics and the internal and external
factors influencing the success of CM. Applying the best practices framework will also address the

factors influencing CM's success in the digital age.

5.1 Implementation of the Content Marketing Best Practices Framework
The seven best practices are implemented in seven stages, as described below.

Step 1: Set objectives
Establish Specific, Measurable, Achievable, Relevant and Time-based (SMART) CM goals aligned to
the broader marketing and business goals and strategy while considering the available systems to
produce and distribute the content. Set Key Performance Indicators (KPIs) for the goals.

Step 2: Define the target audience



Create buyer personas with information about the target audience, such as demographics, interests,
needs, and channel-specific preferences and map the buyer’s journey to deliver content that guides their
purchasing decisions and is most relevant to them. An example of the best content formats for each stage
includes, during the Awareness stage, a white paper would be suitable, followed by a webinar in the
Consideration stage and a product guide or free trial in the Decision stage.

Step 3: Assess the macro and micro-environment
Assess the market to understand the economic shifts, social, political, technological and legislative
landscape changes, competitor behaviour, ongoing market trends and changing customer needs. Use the
information to guide decision-making in developing content that best responds to these factors and is
relevant to the customers.

Step 4: Develop the content
Build a succinct brand narrative that is the guiding principle for developing content. Define your content
mix, identify the content types, select suitable tactics and integrate them with your content management,
marketing automation, Customer Relationship Management (CRM), analytics, business intelligence and
collaboration tools for effective campaigns to reach your target audience.

Step 5: Plan the implementation
Align the plan with the KPIs. Determine the investment required for the type of content to be created
and the selected channels for marketing the content. Regularly run a content audit to assess what you
already have, then review it for quality and relevance. Further, use analytics platforms to identify your
most successful content. Work with a skilled team and your product development teams through the
conceptualization, design, development, and marketing of newly created or newly rebranded products
or services to ensure consistency in the marketing message.

Step 6: Conduct the campaign
Schedule your campaign in a content calendar to ensure consistent production and distribution of content
among prospects and customers. Use the appropriate content channel according to the type of content
selected to ensure it reaches the target audience. Examples of content channels include websites, social
media platforms like Facebook, Twitter, LinkedIn, YouTube and Instagram, podcasts, emails and
mobile apps. Schedule regular content inventories and audits to maintain, update, republish, and
repurpose content when suitable. Given the close link between CM, customer experience optimisation,
sales enablement, integrated marketing, and the consistency required by today’s customers, work closely
with the respective teams to conduct the campaign and achieve positive results.

Step 7: Obtain feedback and measure the results
Analyse and measure your results to make necessary changes to enhance CM efforts and reach more
audience members. Assess the SMART goals and KPIs to determine the success of the CM strategy.
While, in the end, CM aims to drive profitable action from the target audience, the power of content in
a brand and customer experience context is important. It is widely known that consumers buy not only

the product or service but also the brand’s promise. It is important to articulate what the brand stands



for and ensure that all touchpoints with your business, from in-store interaction and website visits to

content ‘consumption’, have a branding impact and constitute a positive customer experience.

5.2 Impact of the Content Marketing Best Practices Framework

Implementation of the framework is set to yield positive results because it gives organisations a balanced
view of their internal objectives, resources and capabilities, and the external environment in which it
operates, which helps plan and implement successful CM. The framework guides the content creation
and marketing process in a way that attracts and retains targeted audiences, ultimately for the
commercial benefit of an organisation. This outcome follows the Content Marketing Institute’s (2018)
definition of CM as a strategic marketing approach focused on creating and distributing valuable,
relevant, and consistent content to attract and retain a clearly defined audience—and, ultimately, to drive
profitable customer action.” Therefore, the framework aims to achieve this definition.

Moreover, the framework helps marketing departments function more efficiently and produce content
more effectively, as it serves as an organisational and communication tool that guides marketers on how
to uniformly approach CM, making it easier to collaborate, allocate tasks, do performance reviews or

analyses, and predict customers’ behaviour.

6. Conclusions, Limitations and Future Research

6.1 Conclusions to the Research Propositions
The study aimed to determine the best practices for CM as perceived by marketing professionals. This
was addressed through analysing the following three Research Propositions, developed from the initial
Research Questions:
Proposition 1: CM tactics employed by marketing professionals
Proposition 1 stated that the CM tactics employed by marketing professionals in South Africa include
the following six elements: medium, strategic, formation, intrinsic, communication and corollary.
The themes that emerged following the views of the respondents included:

e (M tactics are determined by whether a medium is suitable

e (M tactics are determined by whether the content is beneficial

e (M tactics are determined by whether the content is relevant
The themes’ focus on ‘medium’, ‘content’ and ‘relevance’ respectively aligned with the Du Plessis’
(2015) elements of ‘medium’, ‘formation’ and ‘intrinsic’. In conclusion, because of the alignment of the
40 CM tactics and the three themes that emerged (see Table 2) to Du Plessis’ (2015) six elements of
CM and S.E.T. (Homans, 1958), Proposition 1 is effectively supported.



Proposition 2: Factors determining successful CM

Proposition 2 stated: Successful CM is determined by the following factors:

. Avalilability of resources such as relevant systems, human capital and financial resources
. Delivery of emotive and personalised content

. Provision of co-creation opportunities

. Presentation of an ethical and honest organisation

The three themes that emerged following the analysis of the research findings were: ‘the success of CM
is influenced by organisational support’, ‘the success of CM is influenced by external factors’, and ‘the
success of CM is influenced by the execution of the CM strategy’. The first theme is consistent with the
organisational resources required, while the third theme partly embraces the other three factors. The
proposition did not identify the second theme of external factors and thus represents a new factor.
Consequently, given the additional insights, the Proposition is partially supported.
Proposition 3: Best practices of CM
Proposition 3 stated: Best practices of CM include addressing the following B.E.S.T. criteria:

o Initiating Behavioural responses

e Delivering Essential content

e Incorporating a Strategic approach to CM

e Formulating Targeted content

e Ensuring CM is Measurable
The two themes that emerged following the analysis of the research findings were: ‘CM best practices
are underpinned by effective criteria’ and ‘CM best practices are underpinned by effective content’. The
findings were aligned to the five criteria for best practices above, with the addition of a new criterion:
Conducting a market assessment was revealed by the respondents as it provides insights into shifts in
the economy, competitors, and ongoing market trends, thereby informing decision-making in CM.
Consequently, given the alignment of findings with the proposition but with the additional criterion,

Proposition 3 is effectively supported.

6.2 Theoretical contribution: application of the SET and other theories

The study contributed to the body of knowledge by applying the Social Exchange Theory of Homans
(1958), which provided a guideline for understanding social behaviour in the interaction of organisations
and their target audiences.

In addition, Du Plessis’ (2015) six elements of CM tactics were validated, as well as Pulizzi and Barrett’s
(2009b) B.ES.T.’s formula. Additional insights were provided through other criteria for best practices
and further insights into the factors determining successful CM.

A framework was developed, the Content Marketing Best Practices Framework, from this study and

prior studies to assist organisations in pursuing successful CM strategies.



6.3 Limitations and future research

The number of participants available for the interviews in this study was small, as CM is a specialist

field in South Africa, and only experts with at least a few years of experience in the field were recruited;

this ensured relevance and reliability. As this was a qualitative study with a small sample size, results

could not be generalised to the population, although the findings may usefully be transferred to similar

contexts.

As CM is still a growing field, there are many avenues of future research in this field that can benefit

the local CM industry:

Conduct a longitudinal study of the impact of content marketing in the B2C environment
Develop a content marketing strategy and assess its impact on customers under regional market
conditions

Using the determinants of content marketing effectiveness, test the conceptual framework and
empirical findings from a South African perspective

Conduct a longitudinal study of content marketing strategies targeting millennials

Determine content marketing best practices in the digital age from an African perspective

Research the role of B2B content marketing in the metaverse.
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