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Internet Marketing & Technology

whitepaper series:

Brands Becoming Publishers  
4 Lessons for Connecting to and Growing Communities

Until recently, the roles fulfilled by publishers and brands were both distinct and 
complementary. Now, in the new era of peer-to-peer communications, the lines 
between brands and publishers are blurring and the once clear distinction is quickly 
becoming a thing of the past.

the past
Before the Internet, and even for some years after its rise as a consumer tool, the roles of retail brands and publishers 
were distinct and complementary. Publishers catered to, and often created, communities of interest, delivering compelling 
content and facilitating dialogue within the group. Brands, alternately, would seek out these communities and pay 
publishers to have their community-targeted advertisements delivered within this forum. Consumers, in their quest for 
content and opinions related to their interests, sought out and usually paid for these publications, and in doing so were 
exposed to the brand messages.

And so it remained for generations…

the paradigm shift
Today the capabilities available to each participant in this relationship have changed profoundly. Search technology  
in particular has changed purchasing behavior significantly. Customers now have the power to gather information and  
opinions from multiple sources. Communities of interest, instead of being mediated by publishers, are now self-organizing, 
appearing on social networks, blogs, news sites, and even retail sites. Retail brands, for their part, have clearly come  
to recognize this shift and have begun in earnest to deliver not just ads, but community-focused content directly into  
these forums. 
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In fact, when examining a day in the life of a brand and  
a publisher – they don’t seem to be that different anymore.  
For both, their job is to:

  o   Create communities of interest
  o   Deliver compelling content
  o   Facilitate community dialogue
  o   Monetize through advertising

Today it’s often difficult to tell the difference between 
content that appears on a publisher site and that which 
appears on a retail property. One great example is to 
browse content available for expectant mothers. They  
provide a significant quantity of compelling information  
about pregnancy, birth, and baby care. This is something  
we would traditionally think a publisher would do, but in  
this case Pampers is taking on that role.

The advent of Internet search technology has been one 
key driving this paradigm shift. This technology places 
consumers in complete control of the content they digest. 
In the past, a brand had to rent the eyeballs of a community 
through a publisher – now a brand can directly intersect 
their content within search behavior and take control of the 
process. This process of disintermediation is what has 
allowed brands to usurp the role of publishers. Brands 
and publishers now compete for the same eyeballs, even 
optimizing for the same keywords. 

Lower barriers to entry in publishing have also contributed 
to escalating this shift. Brands traditionally rented the 
technology of publishers - TV, radio, or magazine platform - 
but did not own any of this infrastructure. Now, publishing 
technology is owned by brands, allowing them to publish 
in a variety of locations for relatively low cost. Today, 
companies can publish through WordPress, post on Linked-In or Facebook, and use open source platforms such as 
DotNetNuke® or Drupal to easily deliver and update content regularly – all from within their own infrastructure. 

The fact that communities have become self-organizing has also contributed to this role shift. When online communities 
arise spontaneously this way, they tend to obviate the role publishers used to occupy, leaving both brands and publishers 
on the outside looking in. Facebook and the myriad groups it contains is probably the most obvious example among many. 
Several brands have been successful in generating large followings within this community, while for others it remains an 
elusive goal. 
 
The Pringles (potato chip) fan group on Facebook, for example has nearly 3 million members!

By way of comparison, the above screen shot shows the homepage of the 
publisher website “Pregnancy.com.” Without seeing headers and URLs, 
it would be exceedingly difficult to distinguish between these two sites to 
determine which the property of the for-profit brand was and which the 
publisher was. 

The screen shot above shows the ‘Pregnancy’ page of the “Pampers  
Village” site. Pampers, a line of diapers manufactured by Proctor and  
Gamble, has entered the new parent content business.
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first, publish
First, brands need a way to publish their content. Brands  
should identify and implement platforms for the delivery  
of community-oriented content. For sites of any significant  
size, a robust CMS is needed to ease the management  
and creation of key content. In addition, social platforms  
such as Facebook, LinkedIn, and Twitter are examples  
of existing networks with little barrier to entry that brands  
can leverage to publish their message. Also important to  
consider here is whether the platform chosen can provide  
for community interaction. Is should be capable of  
supporting comments, discussions, and automated  
feedback mechanisms to support brands ability to  
effectively connect to the customer (see below).

second, engage
Once the platforms have been established, brands must 
fill them with content that focuses on the interest of the 
community, not solely brand products or services. 
Objectivity is the toughest challenge for brands who 
for years have been used to delivering brand and product 
promotions as their principle content. In the role of a 
publisher, brands’ content must be useful and unbiased 
to avoid appearing promotional and self-serving, for  
broken trust is a very difficult thing to regain.

Brands must not only provide content that is relevant,  
it must be engaging – fun, interactive, and where required, 
visually interesting. The use of rich media and rich  
internet applications can certainly help drive engagement,  
but so can contests, games, and other mechanisms that  
encourage the customer to interact and share.

third, connect
Because brands now have the ability to relate directly to their communities, they need to take an active, but appropriately 
tempered role. They must listen and respond both to individuals as well as the community as a whole in order to establish 
themselves as members in good standing. Moreover, in their new roles as publishers, brands have the unprecedented 
ability to gain insight into their customers’ opinions in real time. Conversely, members of the community expect the 
company to respond in real time. Urgent questions, customer dissatisfaction, welcome messages to new members –  
all these responses must come quickly.

Dell has been on the forefront of delivering compelling content and 
facilitating dialogue. By empowering their online community to discuss their 
products, Dell is able to obtain key insight and react to challenges in their 
product development lifecycle.

Whole Foods, known for high customer loyalty among those who seek 
organic groceries, has a site that delivers extensive content on diet, 
exercise, and cooking, with promotional ads being both subtle and  
well-directed. 
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It’s also important for brands to understand that the ethos operating within 
a community is not in the control of any one individual; it is a result of the 
collective perceptions and feelings of the community as a whole. As such, 
it is important that brands not try to take a heavy hand in relating to these 
communities. Much as delivering content that appears too self-promoting 
can break down trust, brands can quickly lose community interest when 
dominating or censoring discussions unnecessarily. Of course propriety  
has to be maintained, but moderation without censorship is the key. 

In the past, marketing organizations were accustomed to consistently 
espousing the virtues of their product or service; controlling brand messages 
and brand associations were critical objectives. However, as they make  
the transition to become publishers, it is important for brand marketers  
to release some degree of control, something to which they are not  
traditionally accustomed. 

fourth, understand
Lastly, what brands actually do with this direct-from-the-consumer 
information is the final, and perhaps most important step. For generations, 
companies have paid enormous sums of money to conduct market research. 
Polls, surveys, and focus groups were the norm, and often the data they 
provided lagged weeks behind. By understanding the behavior and opinions 
of the community in real-time, brands can use that input to create stronger 
products, better service, and enhance overall brand value. Companies 
should establish regular reviews of all the pertinent discussions and opinions 
across all departments that are affected, and expect rapid responses from 
these groups. By being this close to the customer, the brands have been 
given a great advantage; it would be a shame to waste it.

about r2i
R2integrated, a leading Internet marketing company, provides platforms  
and services that enable companies to more quickly and easily distribute 
critical marketing communications (publish), implement rich internet 
applications (engage), leverage social media and social networks (connect), 
and derive critical metrics on performance (understand). R2i technology 
empowers companies to create and manage the dynamic media and 
understand the social interactions that drive brand value and sales in  
the age of peer-to-peer communications.

lessons learned
For brands to successfully  
make the transition to publishing, 
they must assume four key 
characteristics that have made 
publishers successful in the past.

first, publish
o    Implement platforms for 

content delivery 
o    Ensure flexibility and ability 

to support sharing

second, engage
o    Fill the platforms with useful 

and unbiased content of interest 
to the community

o    Deliver interesting and 
entertaining content

o    Remain objective to 
preserve trust

third, connect
o    Listen and respond both 

to individuals as well as  
the community as a whole

o   Don’t dominate, participate
o    Rapid feedback calls for 

rapid response

fourth, understand
o    Regularly review community 

feedback and trends with all 
appropriate stakeholders

o    Encourage/expect response 
to community issues

o    Use the input to create stronger 
products, better service, and 
enhance overall brand value


