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Know Your Audience

When many clients come to me for help with their content 
marketing, they want to go straight to implementation:

• “Should we be blogging? How often? Which platform 
should we use? WordPress is good, right? I heard WordPress 
was good ...”

• “Should we do videos? I don’t know how; should we 
outsource? What kind of camera do we need? How can we 
make sure our videos go viral?”

• “How often should we send an e-newsletter? Is Marketo 
good, or should we go with AWeber? How long should they 
be? What about spam filters?”

That’s when I blow my virtual whistle and say, “Whoa, whoa, 
sparky!” All those are important questions, but there’s a lot of infor-
mation we need to look at before we can even think about that stuff.

And that process starts with getting to know your audience.
Please, please, please promise me that you will not take a single 

step in the direction of creating a content marketing strategy—do 
not choose your media, do not start looking at platforms, don’t 
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even set a budget—until you’ve done this one thing: Make sure 
you understand your customers through and through.

THERE’S KNOWING … AND THEN THERE’S KNOWING

Knowing your customers—and I mean really knowing them—
is not just a matter of demographics. Yes, of course it helps 
tremendously to know age range, gender, levels of education, 
income brackets—all that census-type data—of the people who 
need your content. But that’s just the beginning.

Here are a few questions to consider as you begin your deep dive:

How do they like to get their content?

• Do they read blogs? E-newsletters? Curated publications 
(roundups of third-party content)?

• Do they watch online videos? Listen to podcasts?
• Do they prefer e-books (more engaging and conversa-

tional) or white papers (more factual and research-based)?
• Are they visual learners? Do they gravitate toward info-

graphics and presentations over text?
• Do they attend webinars?

What length of content do they prefer?

• Are they looking for a series of content “snacks,” or would 
they prefer the equivalent of an eight-course meal?

• Would they respond better to a quick tip, a more in-depth 
article, or an e-book?

Where do they hang out online?

• Are they active on social media? What are their preferred 
networks for finding and sharing content?

• Do they refer to social bookmarking sites like Reddit, 
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Digg, or StumbleUpon?
• Do they visit content curation sites like Alltop?
• What are their favorite websites (aside from social media 

networks)?

Which topics attract their attention?

• What are their primary interests?
• What are their hopes and dreams for the future?
• What makes them laugh?
• What frustrates them?
• What worries them? What drives them crazy?
Those last questions might seem odd at first glance, but they 

can be a treasure trove of topic ideas that can turn you into a real 
hero to your audience.

For example, my weekly tip emails were inspired by a 
complaint I heard all the time: “There’s so much to learn and keep 
up with in content marketing—who has the time? I wish someone 
would just give me simple, plain-English advice on what I need to 
know, and leave out all the stuff I don’t care about.”

So I came up with the Content Marketing Tip of the Week. 
The criteria are simple: Each issue, sent on a Friday morning, 
contains a single piece of advice that’s simple enough to imple-
ment before lunchtime. It’s one of my most successful content 
initiatives and has enabled me to build quite a following … 
and, of course, it places me in front of my target audience every 
single week.

Okay, I’ve given you a huge assignment … so what now? 
How the heck are you supposed to get all this information about 
your target market?

Simple: You ask them.
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FINDING THE ANSWERS

Sure, you could spend big bucks buying study after study 
reporting the online habits of people in your target audience ... 
but why not start by just asking the folks you already know? 
The ones who know you and appreciate the expertise you 
already provide?

And you’ve got some handy tools available to help you do just that:
• Interviews (by phone or in person): Invite some of your 

best customers out to coffee, or ask for a few minutes 
of their time on the phone. Explain that you’re putting 
together a content marketing strategy and that you would 
truly value their input, then ask away.

• Online Surveys: Sites like SurveyMonkey make it easy 
(and free) to put together an online survey, and you can 
insert the link into emails or targeted social media posts to 
spread the word among your target audience.

• Onsite Surveys: If you have a brick-and-mortar store or a 
booth at a trade show, you can ask customers and prospects 
to complete a simple pen-and-paper survey on the spot.

• Your Sales and Support Teams: Think about it: your 
sales team spends their entire days talking with prospec-
tive customers, and your support team spends their days 
talking with current customers. Think they might have an 
insight or two that can help you better understand those 
folks? (Hint: the answer is “yes!”)

A NOTE TO B2B MARKETERS

If you’re a B2B company, getting to know your audience is a 
two-phase process:

1. Know the companies you want to focus on (industry, size, 
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location, structure, competitive landscape, etc.).
2. Know the people within those companies you want to 

appeal to (job title, managerial level, years with the 
company, level of expertise, etc.).

I’m astounded by how many B2B marketers skip that second 
step. When I ask them who their audience is, they rattle off 
the size, shape, industry, and other details of the companies 
they want to target with the ease of a fourth-grader reciting her 
multiplication tables.

But ask them about the people they want reading/watching/
listening to their content, and they’re at a total loss: “Well, sure, 
the CEO would be great … or someone in operations, I guess … 
or maybe a customer support manager …”

Until you know exactly whose eyeballs you want on the other 
side of your B2B content and what’s important to that person, you 
have more work to do. In addition to asking the above questions, 
make sure you have details like

• Their ambitions.
• The problems or roadblocks they deal with at work on a 

daily basis.
• What they like most about their jobs … and what gets on 

their nerves.
• How you can help them do their jobs better.

SHOW YOUR APPRECIATION

When asking a current or prospective customer for this 
information, I recommend that you offer a little thank-you gift. 
A $5 Starbucks, Amazon, or iTunes gift card works very well 
and can be sent online. Or you could collect responders’ email 
addresses and have a drawing for a higher-dollar prize, like an 
iPad or tickets to a primo sports event.
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(Just to clarify, a coupon for a discount on your product or 
service does not count as a gift, since it’s contingent on them 
spending money with you. A true gift has no such strings attached.)

And don’t forget to show your appreciation to the internal 
sales and support associates who help you out. They’ve taken 
time out of their busy days to help you do your job better, so a 
hearty thank-you is the least you can offer. And if you want their 
input in the future, you may want to find out how they like their 
Starbucks.
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HIGHLIGHT REEL

• The first step in building a content marketing strategy is to 
get to know your audience. 

• Go beyond basic demographics (age, gender, etc.) and 
get inside these folks’ heads. Find out as much as you 
can about their values, their frustrations, their hopes and 
dreams for the future.

• Find out how your audience prefers to get their content, 
and where they go to find it.

• The best way to find out is to ask them, or to ask the people 
in your organization who know them best: your sales and 
support people.

• If you’re in a B2B company, make sure you understand 
the person you want to speak to in your content as well as 
the company.

• Remember to show your appreciation for the help you get 
in answering these questions—to internal team members 
as well as to current and prospective customers.
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