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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The APA and its members were keen to claim a stake in the digital arena.  Specifically they sought to understand their ‘digital credentials’; what current and planned skills and expertise the industry has in delivering the ‘editorialisation of brands’ online. This research explored the facts and opinions of 30 customer publishers, and exposes some interesting ‘digital credentials’: 

· Customer publishers deliver digital editorialised content to 45% of the client base.

· 1 in 7 (15%) staff has specialist digital skills, projected to rise to 1 in 6 by end 2008. 

· Customer publishers’ predicted digital revenues will increase to £24m by end 2008.

· Customer publishers deliver digital content by acquiring digital expertise in-house or training up existing staff. Some publishers deliver in partnership with digital specialists, thus tackling resource issues.

· Customer publishers are more likely to outsource (32%) the technological means of delivery (hosting, email dispatch, database management) to freelancers or other specialists.
· At its most basic, digital content as seen as an adaption of magazine content into ezines & PDFs; encouragingly the majority of publishers are delivering more advanced digital work (microsites, transactional sites, communities, interactive entertainment) which is where the real value is in terms of revenue and future growth.
· 5 attitudes of customer publisher emerged from the ‘cautious’ to the ‘evolutionary’.
· The barriers for publishers are lack of understanding and confidence; for large or small agencies, getting beyond the fear to attaining a ‘can do’ mindset was key to pursing digital as a serious new business initiative.

Customer publishers’ digital credentials are set in the context of the UK digital landscape. We review the digital sector (now seasoned but continuing to grow at a pace), and report on current UK digital trends (social media, personalisation, richer content, taking content to the masses, RSS feeds, mobile, ecommerce & accountability). 

We also conducted a Digital Agency Review – which combined desk research and depth interviews with leading London agencies. In a nutshell: 

· Digital people think differently (non linear narratives, strategies & solutions, pioneering DNA; they truly understand consumer engagement within interactive channels)

· They are hiring traditional editors and journalists in house to deliver on editorialised content briefs, and to manage online communities.

· They are struggling with issue of limited resource.

· They have a low awareness of customer publishers and what they offer.

· Accountability is integral to the service they provide clients.

· Although striving for integration, client’s silo mentality is the biggest barrier.

Digital agencies’ understanding of interaction is their strength. For customer publishers, whose focus is on brand engagement and driving response, the challenge is to understand and exploit interaction within the context of a time-based medium; to captivate and engage consumers in an active and interactive way and be accountable for the content’s effectiveness.  

We also spoke to some brand owners who agreed that if their customer publisher were to be able to prove its digital capability and understanding of interactive media, they would rather trust customer publishers with their digital marketing briefs because they are considered to have a more strategic understanding of brand communications. 

Customer publishers similarly need to adapt their thinking with regard to engagement, for those publishers not fully conversant in digital this could mean collaborating with a digital agency. Whether it’s through partnering or bringing resource in-house customer publishers need to rise to the challenge of developing more interactive content as this is something that clients are increasingly demanding:  

Our observations and recommendations are…

· Be confident. The industry’s already delivering great content online
·  Establish a channel neutral positioning
·  Establish a strategic positioning as content editor in chief   
·  Ensure integration
·  Offer reporting & accountability 
·  Prove digital thinking & capability 
·  Where there is no digital understanding or capability in house, partner with a digital specialist 

We believe that good strategic thinking is enabled by data and research insights; digital allows for a constant feedback loop on the type of content that is working. Few publishers were using this ability to strategically develop their work. This type of analysis would provide more sophisticated arguments backed up by evidence.

Everyone is confident that that there will continue to be a fundamental role for print, and see the digital challenge as adapting and evolving their existing skills. Overall, customer publishers largely see digital as an opportunity rather than a threat, and recognise that it is necessary for their future; however the way in which they want to embrace it, and the degree to which they plan to incorporate into their new business strategy, is incredibly varied. 

There are examples of publishers keen to focus and first take advantage of the growth of customer publishing; others who are looking at moving into new sectors before they think about digital; and those whose businesses have recently merged and are adapting to this as their first priority.

For those customer publishers who are the most enthusiastic about digital, they view the incorporation of digital as an opportunity that is very much in line with evolving client needs; that offers a complementary and in some cases more effective means of delivering against some of the ambitions of customer magazines.
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