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IV        Reed Elsevier is a global publisher of information for business users, with a turnover of $2.5 billion a year.  One of its four divisions, Reed Business, provides online and print publications to professionals in a wide range of industries, from farming to interior design.  As the division’s Chief Strategy and Internet Officer, Peter de Monnink has a clear view of the forces shaping the online migration of brands – and a strong belief that the days of the print publication are far from numbered. 
PdM
We look at the world in community, content and commerce, and what you see is that we have themes in those buckets.  So one of the themes in community would be, let us say, ongoing fragmentation of markets, that we see therefore more niches appearing, that the community itself becomes more active, driven by the fact that the user is king and no longer the editor is king, and that is then all covered by a more user-centred designer approach in positioning and also in delivering information.  In the content bucket, what we see is clearly that there is a battle for attention.  There is attention scarcity, and that will increase, and there is a debate about the quality in the value of the brands within that attention-scarcity economy.
And in commerce, what we see there is that it’s really about communication platforms.  What you see is that going forward, there will be full integration of all kinds of communication means that are available online, all kinds of value propositions, all kinds of channels, in order to deliver a full package and a proven return on investment to advertisers.  Now, how now do I see the future, given all that, for print publications?  Actually, I strongly believe that print is a unique channel of its own, and what we see right now is obviously a shift in spending from print towards online.  But it doesn’t necessarily mean that print is not useful.  And I think that print, as a channel, has proven its value over the last, what is it, hundreds of years, and from a communication perspective, let’s say over the last 80 years or so, and I actually think that that will continue to be important.  But it will be one of those channels in order to deliver an audience or to reach an audience from an advertising perspective.
And I also think that the key to it going forward, then, will be to develop a brand which has a presence both in online and in offline, and has a value-presence in the perspective of the community.  And from that end, we talk about brand gravity, and I honestly believe that the value of print publications that have a strong community driven presence in the online space, that the value of those types of titles, publications is actually better than the B2B communities that don’t have a print publication to support it.  Because the fact that you have a print publication also points to the fact that you have experts in the field, who are able to generate content.  And I strongly believe that there will be a distinction between those brands that deliver expert-generated content in combination with user-generated content and those brands that only do user-generated content.  I think that the experts always are needed to put it in the right context, and to deliver people an unbiased view, and we know for a fact that the quality of information, to a large extent, is determined by the fact that it is created independently from the user’s view.
IV
Peter believes that the growth in Reed Business’s online presence has benefited strongly from the deep roots of its well-established print brands.
PdM
Well, we research, we monitor, track and what-have-you all our assets.  90 out of 100 assets that we have – in total, by the way, we have something like 900 web presences – so 90% of them really benefit from the fact that we have an offline presence.  And how do we know that?  We know that because we see that we reach a certain type of audience, and what we are able to do is, we have audience insights, audience report, because in the end B2B publishing is about delivering a valuable B2B audience, and in order to deliver a valuable B2B audience, you have to give advertisers insight into the engagement metrics of both the magazine and the website.  And the overlap that we see in the audience offline and online is highly favourable for the brand.  So apparently, brands are able to hold on to readership and at the same time also increase usership in the online space.  And that to me would…  Yes, I could view that as a proof-point for the, if you like, theory.
IV
As Reed Business has migrated content and brands online, it’s been important to recognise that internet users are often looking for something substantially different from magazine readers.

PdM
So, so, what we did in the early days – many publishers did that – is we created information for the print channel, and we actually then put it on the web.  Oh, it’s obvious – that is making radio on television.  Then we also struggled with, what is the value of our content in the online space?  And many publishers started thinking in terms of firewalls, access walls, registration walls – all semantics, it’s all the same theme.  There is value in our content and how do we respect that value?  Well, we respect it by putting in a wall to protect it.  Now, what we’ve seen over the last couple of years, of course, is that the users don’t like that.  The users also become more and more savvy.  As a result, you know, they are not looking for the remains of a print process that has been put online, they are looking for original content which is really written for the web and the purposes on the web.  Now, if you take that to a meta-level, what you see is that nowadays, we see a more clear distinction between content created for the web, and content created for print, and it can all be under the same brand, by the way, and what we then see is that in the print space, the content is more driven by, if you like, a factor like surprise.  So, we surprise the reader with quality content within the format of a magazine, and the content that we put forward on the online space is more or less driven by intent.  So we better understand the intent of the reader and we just make sure that the reader can find the content that he or she is looking for.  And that type of content also is part of a daily work-in-process working routine, a typical contextual community environment where people need to find out news and what-have-you.  And what we are doing is, we are skewing our content-creation processes precisely to that, in order to make sure the engagement metrics as we have them in place right now, are favourable for the brand and therefore for the user.
IV
It’s clear that an increasingly-important part of that content creation process will involve the users themselves.
PdM
At this point in time, the user-generated content on most B2B websites is relatively small.  But it’s gaining traction.  Actually, it’s gaining strong traction.  And I think that the reason for that is that simply the technology platforms that one needs to enable users to participate in discussions, information, etc, etc, need to be put in place.   And we see that wherever we change the platform and we allow users to interact and [unclear], that the traffic actually goes up.  And that is good, because once we have the reach, then we can also start to build engagement.  And once we have built engagement, we can actually then start to monetise the traffic that we’ve built.  So all in favour of that.  At the same time I also think that user-generated content is imperative in the case of community building.  It is essential, not hygienic to community building, that the community participates in whatever you do.  You could actually say that if, in the B2B space, titles, brands are not able to interact with the community that they actually serve, that the brand gravity that you’ve gained in your online space lacks a certain element and therefore will be more difficult to monetise than brands that do have that community interaction.  So we view it as key, and it will definitely drive the agenda going forward.
IV
For the professional user, the ability to interact with peers online isn’t simply a ‘nice-to-have’ – very often it can provide vital business information and drive key decisions.
PdM
In Farmers Weekly Interactive, which is the prominent website for farmers in the UK, what we see there is a very strong audience participation, and they discuss and debate about when to harvest their crops, what the weather will be, what kind of expectation.  And people actually take business decisions based on what people in their region, you know, advise them to do regarding how to run their business.  You can imagine that that is extremely valuable.  Another way of user participation, is something we do in the Netherlands on a couple of websites, is where we invite users to generate content, and an editor will then select the content, and if the content hits the home page, we will actually pay those users for the content that they generated.  So we invite users to generate articles.  Well, those to me would be three examples.   And then normally we also have the blogs and everything that goes on with platforms, so we do invite people to blog on our website, to give their opinions, etc, etc.  So we facilitate that.
IV
For professionals to share vital commercial interaction via a commercial publisher – rather than a trade association – demonstrates a high degree of trust.  For Peter, this comes back to the value of Reed’s established brands.   

PdM
What you see is that, in my point of view, one of the best brand definitions that I know is the brand that’s a set of associations, and it is very difficult for anyone to build a set of associations around a community.  And that is where powerful B2B offline brands have been successful in the last couple of years - like in probably, like in the last 100 years.  And I just think that that is an advantage, a big big advantage to gain access to a community and to attract a community to indeed, generate user-generated content - to be open about it, because the brand in this case, and one of the associations therefore, is that it is trusted.  I know you, I trust you, and I know that other people like me also trust you, which then is sort of an element of the community binding.  And what we see is that B2B brands score highly favourable, as they always did, by the way, in connecting with a community.  So it’s like you have your own B2B professional magazine, and every industry has one or two, and we are lucky with our portfolio, well, luck is also strategy, by the way, that we have in most cases the market leaders in their space.  Hence it is relatively easy to get traction with user-generated content in this space.
IV
Clearly users are keen to interact with content created by their peers – but what impact does the rise of B2B user-generated content have on cost structures, not to mention the willingness of advertisers to part with their cash?
PdM
Well, I think there are two ways of monetisation.  And within multiple-value propositions, the first one would be; user-generated content actually lowers the cost of content creation – very simple.  And if users generate it, we don’t have to, and that will then have an effect and allows us to re-balance the cost of content creation, print and online.  That’s one.  Then, from a value point of view, what we see is that we are now looking into the value of user-generated content versus expert-generated content from an advertiser’s perspective.  So, is there a different return on investment, if you like, attached to ads on user-generated content page, versus ads on an editorial page?  At this point in time I can only guess, and I actually think that the security of the environment of certain types of ads can be guaranteed on editorial pages.  And I just think that due to debate and what-have-you, that will be going on on user-generated content pages, that might deliver a different type of context for advertisers, and I’m not sure that advertisers like to be in a context that they cannot influence themselves.
IV
Advertisers may be hesitant about engaging in environments that aren’t as tightly controlled as print – but when Peter identifies the main challenge in moving online, he pinpoints the sheer mass of material vying for users’ attention. 

PdM
Well, the major challenge is, of course, that it leads to attention scarcity.  The more content that is out there for a community, the more eyeballs it will attract, and the less time they will be available, because the day simply has 24 hours, correct?  And that is the phenomenon that we call attention scarcity, so the critical point would be attention scarcity and how to deal with that.  And if you lack attention, you in the end lack brand gravity and therefore you lack ability to monetise an audience, because you simply don’t have sufficient eyeballs to either deliver on campaigns or deliver sufficient quality on those campaigns.  So, what can you do about it?  There’s only one thing, and that is to just make sure that you have a better platform and you have superior content and user interaction.  And user interaction in our world is captured by user-centred design, so it has to make sense to the user.  It has to be easy to access.  It has to look smart, if you like – easy, actually would be the buzz word here.  And I think it, it puts a strain on the content of the… sorry, the quality of the content creation, and to me, that is where we will focus, going forward.  Content creation, and also content description, topic selection and everything that goes with it, will become key in order to win the battle that will be going on around the eyeballs of the community.

IV
This battle is far from being a surprise skirmish.  It’s a war that Peter and his colleagues have been actively preparing for since the turn of the century.
PdM
So, you know, I think Mark, that in the end it is all about understanding.  It is all about understanding users.  It is all about therefore understanding engagement.  And engagement actually is driven… in the end it is not only driven by users, but maybe in the end it is driven by technology.  And if you therefore understand technology, and what you can do with technology, you can actually better please the users.  And I think that we are well positioned with the quality of our company and the quality of the teams that we have in place, to follow up on that.  So it doesn’t… it probably doesn’t come as a surprise to you that, you know, the online chunk in our business is growing fantastically.  And that is because over the last five, six years, we have been focusing ahead of the game, ahead of many traditional competitors on the online space.  And that is now something that is kicking in, which is good.
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