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Howdy & welcome to  

TRENDS  
2016

T he thunder::tech team is proud to bring you our 
seventh annual edition of TRENDS: the futurist’s field 
guide. This year, our trends selection process became 

even more difficult, not just because marketing continues to 
evolve at such a fast pace, but because marketing evolution 
is so different by company and by industry. 

That’s why this year we looked into our crystal ball for 2016 
and focused on your customer by picking marketing trends 
that consumers are adopting at a quickening pace. Our world 
is certainly more connected each year we publish this book, 
so if a consumer is ready for a trend, then your organization 
needs to be taking advantage of it. 

As always, you’re probably on different places on the adoption curve of these 
trends, but these are the topics that should be on the radar of most middle 
market-sized brands because these trends matter to your customers.  
And that’s really all that matters to us. 

You can also download a digital copy of this book at trends.thundertech.com.

Happy reading!

/thundertechmarketing

@thundertech

/company/thundertech

As always, we enjoy your feedback. 
Give us your thoughts:

http://facebook.com/thundertechmarketing
http://twitter.com/thundertech
http://linkedin.com/company/thundertech


TABLE OF CONTENTS

3



Most digital marketers are aware of ad blocking, as the 
effects of this tool can directly affect the efforts they’re 
making online to highlight their products and services. 

The subject was thrust into the spotlight recently due to Apple’s 
iOS 9 upgrade in September that opens up third-party ad blocking 
tools to consumers within the App Store that work with Safari, 
Apple’s mobile browser. 

Safari is the most widely used mobile browser with a 42 percent 
share,1 which makes this a possible watershed moment in digital 
advertising. While ad blocking has been around in various forms for 
years, only six percent of Internet users are actively utilizing it.2 This 
announcement has shaken the advertising community with good 
reason. Making this type of technology more readily available could 
cause that number to drastically rise.

Consumers have had ad skipping technology enabled for 15 years 
now with television,3 and terrestrial radio continues to be beaten 
up by Internet and satellite radio, which are largely ad free. With 
dismal digital advertising click-through rates averaging 0.1 percent, 

THE AD-BLOCK BOOGEYMAN
UNDERSTANDING THE TRUTH BEHIND THE HYPE



it is not enough for the consumer to ignore ads, they now have 
more power to block them altogether. 

“Bad creative” often is blamed, but we believe bad experiences 
are the culprit instead. Consumers are too smart to put up with 
intrusive digital ad experiences, and publishers need to pay closer 
attention to the data available to them and adjust their strategy. 
Advertisers also need to play a more active role in ad planning and 
placement. The days of “set and forget” are long gone with digital—
there are too many alternatives for the consumer. Advertisers need 
to look beyond the cheapest option, blind programmatic placement 
and intrusive (read: creepy) tracking of audiences if they are going 
to get the attention of the consumer.

To fight this, advertisers need to continue—and in some situations, 
speed up—the diversification of their ad spend into other areas 
of promotion and lead generation such as content marketing 
programs (see page 20). Brands need to look at their online 
ad buys through the lens of their consumer and make sure the 
placements, timing and repetition don’t cross a line, or they’ll be 
blocked, which is far more destructive than being ignored.

What You Should Expect to See in 2016:

Watch for an increase in publishers that create in-content 
advertising opportunities. These vary from traditional product 
placement and on-air script reads to new split-screen ads and non-
traditional forms of content sponsorships. This also includes more 
movement and experimentation in the native advertising space. 

Native advertising is typically in-stream advertising that is marked 
as advertising, but appears in an editorial format. It’s the 21st 
century spin on the advertorial media type. 

If ad blocking becomes more than a concerned academic 
discussion, watch for higher rates in the “walled gardens”—those 
platforms like Facebook and Apple News, where the entire 
experience is curated for the individual participant. More ad dollars 
may rush in for coverage against declining impression numbers 
that they may lose from the general web. Also: Watch for publishers 
to further agonize over their revenue model with lost or declining 
mobile ad revenue. 

The lawsuits will certainly start, but as we’ve seen with radio and 
television, don’t expect this train to return to the station. We will 
just have to see how fast and far it goes to impact your digital 
advertising effectiveness. 

$21LOST AD 
REVENUE 
FROM AD 
BLOCKING 
WILL TOP 

IN 2015
BILLION

1 https://digiday.com/publishers/apple-native-advertising
2 http://fortune.com/2015/09/21/apple-adblock-stats
3 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Digital_video_recorder
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Marketer to marketer, we want to fill you in on a little 
secret. Posting timely content is all fine and dandy, but 
your customers are demanding more. They want better 

than “timely.” They want “now”—in the moment, as it happens, live 
content. Social media live-streaming tools make that possible, while 
also providing a medium for fans to comment and interact as they 
experience something (almost) as if it was IRL (in real life).

What is Social Media Live Streaming?

Social media live streaming involves hosting a video broadcast in 
real-time as fans interact by commenting, asking questions and 
engaging with the content being shared.

Two of the most popular live-streaming apps are Meerkat and 
Periscope. After each had launched in the spring of 2015, their 
fan bases exploded. Periscope was quickly bought by Twitter and 
Facebook countered by favoring Meerkat streams.

What is It Being Used For? And Where?

Live-streaming networks can be great tools for businesses, small and 
large, to connect with their audiences on a new, more intimate level. 
Think about how easy it would be to spread the word about a new 
product, an important company announcement or breaking industry 
news without having to schedule or facilitate a full-fledged press 
conference, in-person event or even a formal webinar. In the right 

SOCIAL GETS REAL (TIME)
LIVE STREAMING IN 2016



situations, brands can leverage these live-streaming tools to bring 
unique perspectives, event coverage and educational content to 
users instantaneously and for free.

Behind-the-scenes views are one way brands are using live-
streaming apps to their advantage, in a new and improved, visually 
engaging format. Red Bull, for example, was the first brand to 
successfully do this on Meerkat as it provided an exclusive, live 
look at its snowboarding Double Pipe Qualifiers. Not long after, 
other brands took fans behind-the-scenes with Meerkat, including 
Starbucks, which gave a tour of its headquarters. Other great 
content opportunities include how-to sessions, live demos and 
exclusive interviews.

For example, instead of (or in addition to) a Twitter chat, companies 
can now host a live Q&A session where company representatives 
or industry influencers engage with fans and answer questions in 
real time. Quest Nutrition leverages Periscope in this way, holding a 
series of Q&A sessions where president and co-founder Tom Bilyeu 
farms questions from the channel’s live virtual audience. This 
allows the most loyal fans to watch and get their own questions 
answered without having to physically be in the studio audience or 
wait for the video to be published on YouTube after the fact. Also 
unique about the brand’s Periscope presence, they opt out of the 
commonly used selfie perspective while broadcasting and use a 
tripod, making the stream appear more formal and prearranged.

Live-streaming apps have also proven successful for brands 
looking to recruit talent. Why? Because live streaming means 
no time for editing, tweaking or cutting content, offering the 
transparency that some companies try to avoid, but that fans and 
job-seekers want. Southwest Airlines is one phenomenal example. 
This brand has focused a large part of its Periscope presence 
on showing exclusive, behind-the-scenes views of company 
culture and day-to-day work life. Through an engaging, casual and 
humorous voice, its Periscope channel features employees on 
the job and showcases Culture Blitzes held by its company-wide 

Periscope Facts

• Gained 1 million users in its first 10 days
• Within the first eight weeks, 380 years’ worth 

of broadcasts were created
• Twitter purchased it in 2015 for $100 million
• Has 10 million registered users, with over 2 

million active daily 

Meerkat Facts

• Released before Periscope
• Gained 160,000 followers in its first month
• Launched an Android app before Periscope
• Introduced GoPro functionality

SIDEBAR   SOCIAL MEDIA
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Culture Committee. To wrap up these live streams and provide 
meaning with a final call to action, the Southwest Airlines crew 
encourages fans to visit the website to apply to be a part of their 
fun-loving team with a rewarding job.

What other ways are brands using Periscope and Meerkat? As 
tools for providing fans behind-the-scenes views of events that 
they wouldn’t normally have access to (at least not for free). 
For example, VisionBroadcast, a multimedia company that 
specializes in virtual-reality-style videos, attended The Albuquerque 
International Balloon Fiesta this year, which is the world’s largest 
hot air balloon festival, to record footage for its immersive video 
experience. They were able to easily repurpose their footage of this 
larger-than-life event to bring it to users firsthand via live Periscope 
streaming sessions, giving loyal followers immediate access 
without having to wait for the final video to be released.

But, it’s no longer just hip brands communicating with their 
audience, it’s presidential candidates too. Presidential candidate 
Hillary Clinton Periscoped her first major campaign rally with 
Olympian Michelle Kwan as the host of the live stream. And 
candidate Donald Trump made his formal presidential campaign 
announcement over a speech broadcast through Periscope.

Brands are embracing these apps to educate and inform their 
audiences in new and unique ways, but having a presence 
on these channels isn’t enough. To stand out among the 
competition, brands are taking innovation to the next level  

by live streaming nationwide scavenger hunts and creating games 
like #DoritosRoulette.

How Has Live Streaming Evolved?

Social media is the furthest thing from stagnant and fixed. It is 
evolutionary and innovative and has transformed into a content-
sharing machine. With this constant rush to be the fastest and 
most accurate, social media has adapted to accommodate users’ 
developing needs. What used to be about documenting the past 
is today about sharing, laughing, commenting and chatting in real-
time. Experiencing moments and milestones with people across 
the globe as they happen is far more impactful than reading about 
them after the fact. This is where live streaming comes in.

When it comes to users interacting with each other over live-
streamed video, the concept is not really new anymore. It started 
with software such as Ustream and Skype. Ahead of their time, 
these tools were created to share video, not just audio, in real-
time and encouraged community-building without restrictions on 
location. Then Google+ formed its Hangouts live-streaming feature 
and led the way for social-media-integrated live streaming.

Over time, as social media channels like Snapchat became more 
popular, limited-time-only content became the hottest thing. Not 
only did fans want exclusive, live content, but they wanted that 
addicting thrill of knowing that content would only be available for 
10 seconds, or 24 hours in the Periscope world. This emphasized 



timeliness and instilled intense FOMO (fear of missing out) in 
fans, enticing them to tune in now, as watching later on YouTube 
wouldn’t be an option.

This is when Periscope and Meerkat came into play. Limited-time 
content and live streaming were now rolled into one with the 
added bonus of commenting and social media sharing, evolving 
live streaming from one-way broadcasting, to a two-way, shareable 
conversation. Also notable, Periscope and Meerkat were released 
strictly as mobile applications, demonstrating the transition from 
desktop-based, first-generation streaming tools to today’s tools. 

What Does the Future Hold for Social Live Streaming?

As more and more brands come on the social media live-streaming 
bandwagon, tools will not stop evolving and changing. What’s next? 
Premium features added to these live-streaming social media 

channels include enhanced call-to-action options, split-screen 
sharing and the ability to pass the presenter role to another device 
in a different location. Channel advertising and in-depth analytics 
will come next as more and more brands come on board. Beyond 
modifications to these already existing tools, 360-degree video 
and virtual reality may integrate more into social media channels, 
further blurring the lines between multimedia and social media. 

As Periscope and Meerkat have been “big” for a handful of months, 
what other apps and tools will be released? Will they survive? 
Already, new channels like Blab are taking over. With constant 
evolution of mobile devices from smartphones to wearables, 
social media integration will need to evolve and adapt to new 
technologies and features to fit users’ needs, wants and help them 
achieve their goals. 
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We wrote about “flat design” way back in our 2014 
Trends book (a lifetime ago in the digital design 
world) as the hot design trend you’d be seeing more 

of in the months and years to come. This has proven out, as 
Apple and Windows have fully embraced it, leaving photorealistic 
“skeuomorphic” design in the dust. 

But nothing ever remains constant in the design realm, and flat 
design has continued to evolve. Originally there was an almost 
dogmatic shunning of shading, bevels and other elements that 
attempted to turn minimalistic flat shapes into objects that had 
weight and dimension. That rigidity in thought has begun to soften, 
and we’re seeing those elements start to creep back into designs.

Introducing Flat 2.0

The term “Flat 2.0” is starting to catch on, and it’s a useful 
descriptor of this trend. Unlike the radical departure of the  
original flat design, Flat 2.0 is a subtle and fun evolution of the 
original design trend that shook up the digital world just a couple  
of years ago. 

THE SHAPE OF FLAT DESIGN
FLAT 2.0 PULLS BACK ON THE FLAT

Flat

Flat 2.0



The hallmarks of Flat 2.0 are simple elements that add depth and 
visual interest to traditional flat design (like the illustration on the 
opposing page). On the following pages, we’ll illustrate some great 
examples of Flat 2.0 design in use. 

Dangers of Flat 2.0

Flat design, while enthusiastically embraced by the general design 
community, isn’t without disadvantages. As Flat 2.0 is simply an 
extension of traditional flat design, those dangers are still present. 
As with any hot design of the moment, you risk having your  

Windows 10 
Classic flat design elements 
like icons over blocks of color 
(mail, Skype) and text (calendar, 
weather) are mixed with Flat 2.0 
elements such as icons with 
dimension for the Office Suite of 
programs and photo treatments 
for apps and news headlines.

Examples:
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James D. Wilson LLC 
The prototypical flat website 
nudges toward Flat 2.0 territory 
with drop shadows and layers 
that define separate content 
areas and allow the design to 
jump off the page.



great addition to the design, but in no way is it required for  
good Flat 2.0 design. 

Going Too Far 
This advice goes for any design, of course, but there’s a real 
temptation to continue to push the gradients, drop shadows, et al. 
of Flat 2.0 to make the design even more “distinctive” or “fun.” 
Don’t fall for this trap. Crowding out your beautiful, simple design 
with excessive reflections, textures, and overly complex icons will 
only create more visual noise and lessen the overall experience. 
There’s a reason that design trends moved toward the simple—
don’t undo all the work you’ve done to this point. 

What’s Next?

As flat design evolves into the more dimensional Flat 2.0, will 
it eventually return to the starting point: photorealistic things? 
Probably not. Flat design has proven to be simple to understand 
and use, especially on mobile platforms. That in particular is 
likely to cement flat design’s preference for interface design for 
years to come. However, expect the design to continue to evolve 
to incorporate more movement, animation and video as users’ 
attention spans continue to shrink and the demand for content  
as entertainment continues to grow. 

website, brochure, business cards or whatnot criticized for 
“jumping on the bandwagon” and looking like everything else. But 
perhaps the greatest risk is that flat design is deceptively difficult 
to execute well. It’s a small step from “simple and streamlined” to 
“stark and boring.” Make sure you’re making design decisions that 
enhance your brand and provide an outstanding experience for 
your clients. 

Things to Watch

In addition to the general cautions above, there are three things  
in particular to watch out for:

Icons as Art 
Used correctly, icons add meaning to the experience by simplifying 
navigation, providing visual cues for content and creating 
opportunities for fun interactions. However, there’s a misguiding 
notion that flat design HAS to include icons to be successful.  
We’ve seen several executions where icons only serve as 
decorative elements and don’t add any practical value to the 
overall experience. Before festooning your site with funky icons,  
ask if they’re really necessary.

Ghost Buttons 
Not a danger per se, but for some reason the “ghost button” is 
starting to emerge as the defining aspect of Flat 2.0 design. Simply 
stated, a ghost button is an outlined button that may or may not fill 
with color when you mouse over. That’s it. Executed well, it can be a 

Try Me
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Y es, you’re about to read an article about email as an 
exciting, effective marketing communications tool, and no, 
it’s not 1999 (but we can still party like it anyway).

As the cassette tape and rotary phone know, it’s rare that 
advances in technology breathe new life into something old 
instead of just replacing it with something newer and shinier. 
That fact really helps show the true power of email, though. 
While the process for users to check their inbox has gone from 
logging into AOL on desktop to tapping open the email app on 
their smartphones, they have never stopped using email to stay 
connected to people and brands. 

A Renaissance of Sorts

Every year, the number of email users in the U.S. grows. By 2017, 
it is projected that there will be 236.8 million email users.1 As the 
audience increases, more brands are turning to email marketing to 
reach these users in a fairly cheap, easy and trackable way. In fact, 
60 percent of email marketers feel email is producing a return on 
investment (ROI).2

EMAIL IS SEXY (AGAIN)
MOBILE, AUTOMATION & DATA UNITE



However, we know more companies could leverage this 
potential ROI by embracing what’s new in email instead of just 
sticking with what is familiar. The problem with marketing tools 
that have been around as long as email has is that brands 
sometimes forget to adapt their usage for their changing 
audience and functionality. Emails that looked great five years 
ago and performed well may not speak to a new generation  
of smartphone skimmers and shorter attention spans.

With the rise of email usage, brands should be investing more 
in their overarching email marketing strategy and the individual 
components, like templates, in order to stay relevant. The inbox 
can be a forgiving place because users have been checking 
emails for so many years and are used to seeing a mix of 
emails: simple, plain, beautiful, striking, outdated, ugly.  
Though individual performance metrics may vary for these 
emails, users have opted in to receive brand emails and are 
generally accepting of the content they receive, regardless  
of how it looks. We predict this is going to change in 2016.

Your Email Needs to Look Good on My Phone

Think about the Internet for a moment. How has it changed 
over the past five years? The rise of mobile has begun to 
redefine what is standard in website design best practices. 
Brands are gradually coming around to the notion that they 
are behind the curve if their sites are not responsive and force 
users to zoom in and out on their smartphone browsers in 
order to navigate. With 48 percent of emails being opened in a 

mobile application,3 the time 
has come for brands to think 
the same way about emails 
as they do about websites. 
The mobile-friendly mentality 
should no longer only apply 
to web design, but to email 
design and any other mediums 
that are increasingly viewed on 
smartphones and tablets.

So what doesn’t fly anymore in the world of mobile emails and 
2016 audiences? For starters, your three-column-across newsletter 
layout has to go. Single-column emails adapt much better to a 
mobile-viewing experience without crowding users’ screens. 

You may have heard the term “responsive email template” before. 
This topic can get a little dicey because unlike the web, which is 
generally the same experience from browser to browser and user  
to user, email clients (Outlook, Gmail, iOS, etc.) all display email 
code differently. This means the development it takes to make  
an email template responsive in some clients is not supported  
by others. In the world of email development, it’s good to have  
a backup plan in place.

Safeguards to Future-Proof Your Emails

While we’re on the subject of how emails display in different email 
clients, we should touch on the importance of cross-client  

ARE OPENED 
IN A MOBILE 

APPLICATION
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testing, especially as users continue to check their email across 
multiple devices. Because emails are rendered differently based 
on what client and device they’re opened on, an email that looks 
perfect in your inbox may look broken on your CEO’s phone.  
To avoid this, especially because the problem may only get worse 
as email clients continue to make updates and act independently 
of each other, we recommend cross-client testing all emails.

Email marketing in 2016 and beyond isn’t as simple as just 
clicking “send,” but we promise it’s not that daunting with the  
right resources and plans in place.

Sustaining an Audience Beyond the Click

There are two parallel components of email marketing: tactics 
and strategy. The tactical includes the actual emails and template 
development, while the strategy ensures each target audience is 
receiving the best-possible messaging at the right time. Both of 
these elements need to be worked on at the same time to achieve 
the most impact. Even if your email is beautiful, works flawlessly 

across all clients and has the perfect subject line, all of that work 
you put in won’t matter if you send it to the wrong audience at the 
wrong time. You also won’t get as much out of your email strategy  
if you’re firing out broken or mobile-unfriendly emails. In fact,  
71.2 percent of users say they delete emails that don’t look good 
on mobile.4 So, what should be your focus on the strategy side? 
Knowing your audience.

Integrate as much data as you have in order to best target 
your existing audience and build onto it. Enter our friends CRM 
integration and marketing automation. These buzzwords may 
sound super technical, but they really do take email marketing 
from what marketers of yore referred to as “email blasts,” where 
we pushed out content to an unknown abyss and hoped it landed, 
and elevates it to a targeted approach. 

By integrating CRM data with your email program and throwing 
in automation software, you can send extremely targeted emails 
based on customer data (think: a campaign launched only to 



people in Texas who purchased one of your products in the past 
three years). You can also use these tools to learn more about 
your customers by emailing them premium content (like a white 
paper or tip sheet) that they have to fill out a form in order to 
access. You’re in control for this entire process, which means if 
you need to know your customers’ job titles, you can make that 
one of the required form fields. Boom. Emails + data collection = 
better-targeted marketing happiness.

Of all the benefits of marketing automation, marketers say that 
generating more and better-quality leads is most important.5 With 
these tools and technologies at our disposal, the future is going to 
be full of even more opportunities to connect with audiences and 
grow them with the help of strategic email. 

On the other hand, if your organization isn’t quite ready to integrate 
email with a CRM or automation isn’t the right fit, you can still 
leverage data you do have to make decisions about your audience. 
Fancy tools or no fancy tools, the more changes you make to 
your emails based on subscriber behavior metrics, the greater 
advantage you’ll have over your competition. So don’t remain 
stagnant. Let your emails party like it’s 2016. 

There are Emojis in My Subject Line: 
MILLENNIAL EMAIL BEHAVIOR

Email might be an old man’s game, but the kids 
are catching up. With 90 percent of millennials 

using the Internet or email,1 marketers need to consider a 
younger generation when it comes to branded email content 
and delivery. B2B marketers may discount this statement and 
consider it only a warning for B2C companies, but millennials 
are expected to make up as much as 75 percent of the 
American workforce by 2025.2 That means your B2B  
audience may soon be of a different generation than you.

How do you reach this audience? You’ll definitely want to 
step up your mobile email strategy, as U.S. Internet users 
ages 18-34 go to their smartphones first to check email and 
social media before doing so on other devices.3 In addition to 
a flawless email experience on mobile devices, you’ll want to 
keep messaging short, snackable and personal.

But the most important thing? Don’t stay stagnant before 
it’s too late and you’ve lost them and their notoriously short 
attention spans. 

1 http://www.pewsocialtrends.org/files/2010/10/millennials-confident-connected-open-
to-change.pdf 

2 http://www.brookings.edu/research/papers/2014/05/millenials-upend-wall-street-
corporate-america-winograd-hais

3 http://www.emarketer.com/Webinar/Email-Marketing-Benchmarks-2014How-Do-You-
Stack-Up/4000096

1 http://www.emarketer.com/Article/Personalization-Sees-Payoffs-Marketing-Emails/1010563 
2 http://www.marketingsherpa.com/article/chart/how-marketers-perceive-roi-email-marketing 
3 http://www.litmus.com/blog/2015-mobile-friendly-email-landing-page-trends-infographic
4 http://www.pewsocialtrends.org/files/2010/10/millennials-confident-connected-open-to-change.pdf
5 http://www.brookings.edu/research/papers/2014/05/millenials-upend-wall-street-corporate- 

america-winograd-hais
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Iterating any significant, owned web property is nothing new for 
blue chip companies with large staffs that can focus on nothing 
but their website. However, for everyone else, iteration is usually 

impromptu at best as dictated by executive request, customer 
complaints or happenstance. This is not a shocking practice, but it 
is one that can alienate your customers as they increasingly expect 
your web presence to do more for them. Also, your competition can 
more easily catch or pass you by with this approach, leaving your 
digital marketing and operational investments in the dust. 

Disciplined iteration is a new trend that now allows middle-market-
sized brands and companies to get out of the build/bust cycle of 
web infrastructure projects. For the past 20 years, most companies 
have built a site and hopefully kept content relatively up-to-date. 
Then, two to five years after the site launched, they tore down the 
investment and started over. 

This approach has continued to become more complex, time 
consuming and costly. These reasons add to problems because 

EVOLUTION OVER DEMOLITION
THE CASE FOR DISCIPLINED WEB ITERATION



they usually push the project further down the road, delaying  
a return on the new investment to the company. 

By iterating, there’s now a dedication by companies to make 
smaller, more frequent, data-driven improvements to the site.  
This approach is easier to apply your finite resources against, 
namely your marketing department’s time and budget. Iterative 
design also allows for a less risky bet because you’re making small, 
regular improvements based on visitor data. 

Just in the past 
few months, we’ve 
seen clients take 
advantage of 
new technology 
and consumer 
preferences to 

improve existing site properties that are only a few years old.  
Some of these features included infinite scrolling and micro 
animation additions to their sites. 

Iterative web design as a process combines a number of skill 
sets working in concert, such as user experience, graphic design, 
development, search optimization and statistical analysis.  
By combining these skill sets, you’re able to analyze consumer 
behavior on the site, track goal conversion data, note changes in 
browsing habits, and use this information to constantly improve 

By iterating, there’s now a 
dedication by companies 
to make smaller, more 
frequent, data-driven 
improvements to the site. 

your website. A brand can also keep the site looking visually fresh 
as improvements to the user experience are made over time. 

The shift to a dedicated “care and feeding” of your digital 
investment has been compared to clients’ approaches to their 
physical infrastructure investments. A client would never construct 
a building, buy machinery or operate vehicles without doing at least 
minimal maintenance on them to extend their life cycle. The same 
thinking and budgeting is now being applied to digital assets that 
provide a return for the brand. 

This trend certainly will not rank as one of the sexiest changes  
in the marketing landscape, but it will have profound impacts  
on marketing departments and their metrics as this method 
becomes more widely adopted in 2016 to serve an even more 
demanding public. 
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Be Compelling. Be Useful. Be Informative.

T hese words of wisdom apply to effective content marketing. 
They also apply to the work of great journalists. It’s no 
surprise, then, that as organizations look to ramp up their 

content creation efforts, they are turning to newsrooms to pluck 
away talented writers to join their staffs.

While some marketers would debate whether it is truly a form of 
content marketing by its traditional definition, brand journalism—
the practice of telling the story of a brand and its industry over 
time using the techniques and tactics of traditional mainstream 
journalism—can serve as a highly effective cornerstone for your 
marketing efforts. 

In 1980, the ratio of public relations representatives to journalists 
was 1.2 to 1. Today, there are 4.6 PR pros for every journalist. With 
ad revenues declining, traditional media operations are shrinking, 

CONTENT MARKETING, IT’S NOT ABOUT YOU
SERVING YOUR CUSTOMERS WITH BRAND JOURNALISM



and displaced journalists are taking their talents to non-media 
companies for newly created writing and editing roles.

Content marketing as a whole is white-hot. According to a 2014 
study by Demand Metric, 90 percent of companies are now using 
content marketing.

As with traditional content marketing, effective brand journalism 
content is designed to build trust and credibility, establish thought 
leadership and raise awareness for a brand. 
In some instances, particularly sectors that 
are underserved by traditional media, it can 
be an effective tool for shedding light on an 
industry as a whole. 

Good brand journalists identify stories and 
issues facing their target audience and 
share your organization’s knowledge that 
can ultimately help. Content, when done 
right, positions an organization as an industry expert; it does not 
serve as a hard sell for products and services.

The brand journalism approach within content marketing as 
a whole is an especially effective tool for the early part of your 
marketing funnel, where you are tasked with raising awareness 
and getting on your potential customers’ radar. A key to success in 
this step is finding the right platform to connect with your audience. 
While certain customers might prefer to receive print content, 
others could be drawn in on a digital platform. Thankfully, as with 

traditional news operations, brand journalism can be adapted into 
various forms, from printed magazines to video to podcasts to, of 
course, the good old fashioned blog.

We know that getting the most “bang for your buck” is an ever-
present concern for marketers today, so we recommend employing 
the COPE (Create Once, Publish Everywhere) philosophy with all 
your content strategies. Look for opportunities where a piece you’re 
creating may be repurposed across multiple channels based on the 

known audience of each channel. One story 
can become a blog post, email newsletter 
copy, a podcast, social content, perhaps 
even a trade show handout. It’s an efficient, 
effective way to deliver your message and 
simultaneously keep your CFO happy.

Lastly, while quality content is critical for 
bringing a new audience on board with 
your brand, don’t think the content train 

pulls into the depot once you move past the initial phase of the 
funnel. According to a 2014 study by Marketing Profs, 80 percent 
of customers say ongoing content is very important after purchase 
and 36 percent prefer thought leadership content to keep them 
engaged with a brand after a purchase or engagement.

Stay compelling. Stay useful. Stay informative. Your customers are 
counting on you. 

4.6 PR  
PROS

THERE ARE

FOR  
EVERY 
JOURNALIST
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Listen up! 
POPULARITY OF PODCASTS ON THE RISE

Not all content marketing relies on the written word. With an 
increasing variety of shows and topics and a low barrier to entry, 
podcast listenership continues to rise. As of January 2015, the 
percentage of Americans who have listened to a podcast within the 
past month has nearly doubled since 2008, climbing to 17 percent, 
according to the Pew Research Center. Overall, 49 percent of 
Americans over the age of 12 are now at least aware of podcasts, 
more than double the amount from 2006 (22 percent). Also, 
according to a recent Midroll survey, podcast listeners are highly 
educated with 58 percent of those surveyed having a bachelor’s 
degree or higher.

So, what exactly makes podcasts so attractive for listeners?  
There are several factors:

• Most shows are free and can be downloaded to 
your phone through apps such as the native iOS 
Podcasts app or Stitcher

• With cars now able to seamlessly play content 
from your mobile device through Bluetooth or 
a USB connection, podcasts are great for daily 
commutes or long drives

• Podcasts generally have fewer or no commercial 
interruptions compared to traditional AM/FM 
radio programming

• From the wildly popular “Serial,” which focused 
on a murder investigation, to online marketing 
made easy by Amy Porterfield, odds are there’s  
a podcast that covers whatever interests you

But podcasts aren’t just entertaining—many are educational too. 
Smart marketers who in the past have shared their wisdom on 
blogs and guest posts for traditional media are finding a new  
voice by adding podcasting to their marketing mix. 

Did you know thunder::tech has our own marketing podcast?  
To listen to the latest episodes, visit thundertech.com/podcast  
or search for “thunder::cast” on the Apple podcast app or Stitcher.

SIDEBAR   BRAND JOURNALISM

http://thundertech.com/podcast
https://itunes.apple.com/us/podcast/thunder-cast/id966335037?mt=
http://www.stitcher.com/podcast/thundertech/thundercast


Photography has captured the imagination of viewers since 
Louis Daguerre first perfected his film technology in the 
1800s. The art and science of recording a singular moment 

in time has made countless technological leaps forward since then, 
allowing photographers to capture everything from the smallest 
details on a butterfly’s wing to a star cluster millions of light  
years away.

More advanced cameras, smaller lenses, shorter exposure times, 
digital technology and, of course, cell phone cameras, have 

contributed to an exponential growth in photography. By some 
estimates, there will be more than 1 trillion photos taken in  
2015 alone. 

It is ironic, then, that nearly two centuries of photographic 
advancement has cumulated in a new trend that allows the  
still image to do something it was never intended to do: move.

The traditional photograph captures a moment in time, making it 
distinct from video, which captures multiple moments and strings 

IS STATIC PHOTOGRAPHY ON ITS WAY OUT?
PHOTOS GET MOVING
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them together to form a narrative. But the concept of a “moment” 
has begun to expand into something greater—blurring the line 
between photograph and video in the process.

Around 2011, “cinemagraphs” started to appear on the scene. 
These still photos were actually short videos or looped GIFs that 
showed very subtle or intermittent motion. 

Since these moving photos were created via video or animated 
GIFs, the results were often file heavy, limiting the viability of 
using them without hurting the performance of your website 
or rich media ad. However, continually increasing bandwidth 
and pervasive Wi-Fi means the file size concern has mostly 
disappeared. That only left the creation process itself, which  
was fairly labor intensive and/or required specialized software.

But with the release of the iPhone 6s and its “Live Photos” feature, 
Apple just made creating moving photos simple, convenient and, 
most importantly, mainstream.

With the hurdles of size and creation largely removed, you 
can expect to see more movement in your photos just about 
everywhere—websites, digital banners, photo galleries—and that’s 
just the beginning. Facebook recently announced that it will allow 
seven-second looping videos to be uploaded as profile photos, 
instead of the standard static image. Expect every social media 
platform you use to soon follow suit.

The inevitable prevalence of moving photographs forces us to 
reconsider the very nature of photography as being solely still, 

unmoving 
images. Is this 
a bastardization 
of a classic 
art form or the 
natural evolution 
of photography 

into something more engaging and better suited for a time-starved 
world? Or maybe it’s just another photographic fad like tilt-shift or 
Instagram filters. Only time will tell. 

But one thing is for certain, as online attention spans continue 
to dwindle, marketers will embrace emerging technologies and 
techniques that capture and hold the viewer’s eye. We think 
moving photographs will be hot in 2016. 

With the hurdles of size and 
creation largely removed, 
you can expect to see more 
movement in your photos 
just about everywhere.



T he cat’s out of the bag for pay-per-click (PPC) marketing. 
It’s getting more expensive by the day, and newcomers 
are asking why they should pay more per click than their 

customer’s initial purchase. The answer is simple—customer 
lifetime value (LTV). With increasing price competition for lead 
acquisition channels, advertisers should consider all of the  
benefits new customers can provide beyond the initial sale  
or client interaction. Some of these benefits include:

• Repeat purchases
• Bulk order quantities
• Related product purchases
• Positive online reviews
• Positive word-of-mouth references
• Subscription sign-ups if applicable 

Advertisers should also consider all of the measurable benefits 
each paid click can provide even if a sale is not achieved. Some  
of these benefits include:

• Brand awareness
• Influence to purchase through a different channel 
• SEO benefits as a result of content sharing
• Newsletter sign-ups
• Social media likes, follows, etc.
• Data collection for analytic purposes 

If marketers have the need to justify the increasing cost of 
acquisition, they need to work with sales data to understand the 
lifetime value of a customer, not just the initial value of the first 

OUTSPENDING YOUR MARGIN
THE CASE FOR TRACKING CUSTOMER LTV
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interaction. This data can be collected using web analytics such as 
Google Analytics and marketing automation tools such as HubSpot, 
Pardot and Eloqua.

Brand Loyalty

According to Gallup, rational considerations account for less than 
one-third of human decisions and behaviors. This means the 
majority of a customer’s buying decisions are made from their 
emotions rather than rational thought. Enter brand loyalty. With the 
increasing cost of PPC, thunder::tech believes that improving brand 
loyalty with customers is going to become more important than 
ever in 2016 and beyond. 

Brands can improve brand loyalty in a variety of ways. Generally, 
the more customers engage with your brand, the more likely they 
are to become committed to it. For example, banks can give away 
free checking accounts and hair salons can give away free cuts 

after “X” number of 
visits. Furthermore, 
Amazon’s Subscribe 
and Save model 
does a great 
job keeping 

customers coming back, as does Salesforce’s  SaaS (Software 
as a Service) model. If subscriptions and free giveaways aren’t 
an option, all brands can help improve brand loyalty by striving 
for great customer service, providing valuable content and selling 

products at consistent prices and quality levels. We’d be remiss 
(and probably get some glares from co-workers) if we didn’t also 
mention the impact that good social media and content strategy 
can have on brand loyalty.

If your brand decides to commit to improving its brand loyalty, 
it’s important to start with a baseline for measurement before 
investing any resources. Surveys and focus groups are two great 
ways to set a baseline. Both methods of research can be used to 
measure things like customer satisfaction, trust, and perceived 
quality and value. 

Consider how you’re tracking customers and potentials as you work 
toward stronger brand recognition and loyalty over the lifetime of 
the client. Employing even a basic CRM tool can help you better 
track their decisions and movements through your sales funnel, 
which allows you to take some of the guesswork out of your 
marketing, know what’s working, and do it more to improve  
the payback of the increasing cost of lead generation.

Summary

With the increasing cost of acquisition, especially with PPC, 
brands would be wise to consider all possible opportunities to 
increase their customers’ lifetime values. Whether that be through 
subscription-based services or simply a devotion to superior 
customer service, thunder::tech predicts the need to increase 
LTV through brand loyalty to be at the forefront of lead and client 
acquisition decisions in 2016. 

44% of millennials say 
they are loyal to brands 
they buy and 52% will 
choose quality over price.



No matter how much marketing has evolved in the 16 years 
thunder::tech has been an integrated marketing agency, 
I’m always very curious about the end consumer’s behavior. 

Pair this behavior with the growing pile of data and technology 
options at marketers’ fingertips, and you have power that your 
marketing department has never grappled with. 

However, there’s no silver bullet when it comes to marketing 
to fickle buyers who can’t always articulate why they make the 
decisions they make. Humans are, after all, emotional creatures. 

That’s why we always counsel our clients to put the next tool in 
the box—with perspective. Don’t lose sight of the art of marketing 
because you drank too much of the data-driven Kool-Aid. As you 
saw in our piece on ad blocking (page 4), abuse of an infinite ad 
marketplace will ultimately be reined in by consumers. 

Behavioral understanding will lead us to choose the right approach, 
medium and technology to lay our offers at the feet of the best 
target market. But all the data in the world can’t force the most 
imperfect creature in the world—the human buyer—to pick it up. 

Marketers who embrace this increasing world of data-driven 
marketing (automation, programmatic, geo-location, etc.) and 
maintain the art and human element of our craft will be the 
winners in this new day of modern marketing. 

I look forward to watching it unfold. 
 

:: Jason Therrien, President

 Trends 2016:

SOME FINAL THOUGHTS
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THUNDERTECH.COM 
888.321.8422

/thundertechmarketing

@thundertech

/company/thundertech

http://thundertech.com
tel:+18883218422
http://facebook.com/thundertechmarketing
http://twitter.com/thundertech
http://linkedin.com/company/thundertech
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