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InTransition Episode 21 - Richard Spencer podcast 

 

David Pembroke: Hello, ladies and gentlemen, my name is David Pembroke and welcome 

a k to I T a sitio ,  the pod ast that e plo es the p a ti e of o te t 
marketing in government.  

This eek, e ll talk so ial edia ith Ri ha d Spe e , the Head of Digital 
Firm, Isentia, Aust alia s la gest edia o ito i g age . Ri ha d is also 
the head of T o So ial hi h Ise tia s spe ialist so ial edia age . 

But efo e e o e to Ri ha d, e ll sta t ith the defi itio  as e do 
each week about content marketing as it relates to the practice of 

communication in government.  

Content marketing is a strategic business process that involves the 

creation, curation and distribution of useful, relevant, and consistent 

content in order to meet the needs of a specific audience, in order to 

achieve the desired citizen or stakeholder action. 

Richard Spencer joins me now from Sydney. Richard, thank you very much 

fo  ei g I T a sitio .  

Richard Spencer: My pleasure. 

David: Richard, before we jump into your views on social media in government 

and content marketing in government. I wonder if you might be able to 

gi e us a little it of the a k sto  of he e ou e o e f o , hat 
ou e do e, a d ho  it is that ou a e o  u i g so ial edia fo  a  

organisation as large and as influential as Isentia? 

Richard: Absolutely, I started my career not in  social and digital marketing but in  

traditional marketing too many years ago to mention, and probably in the 

late 90s as the internet was starting to become a thing for organisations 

began a transition towards digital marketing rather than the more 

traditional sphere. 

 I have worked at a range of different organisations around the world within 

the content traditional marketing until social media started to become a 

thing probably about five years ago for organisations here in Australia. I 

then made a bit of transition into that space. 
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David: in terms of that transition, what lured you towards working in social 

media? 

Richard: I think it was the extension of what I like about digital marketing originally, 

that it closed a lot of the gaps between the marketing team and the 

customer. Social media took that one step further and took all the kind of 

agents and middle men out of the equation and made it the connectivity 

between marketing and communications absolute. 

David: Having now been involved in social media or in content marketing with 

go e e t fo  a u e  of ea s o , hat s ou  ie  of ho  atu e 
the practice is in government at the moment? 

Richard: I think the practice in government is as mature as it is realistically across 

the board from a commercial perspective. I think that there are a couple of 

excellent examples in both the public and private sector of organisations 

using social media to derive significant results. But in the most cases, I 

ould suggest that i  oth p i ate a d pu li  se to , e e still i  a  ea l  
adoption phase for social media.  

David: In terms of the barriers that are keeping us in that early-adoption phase, 

what do you see as the challenge for organisations to adopt social media or 

content marketing in order that can be more effective in their 

communication with citizens? 

Richard: I think there are a couple of different things, not least is speed of change 

within the context of the channel. As in common with everybody who 

works in the space, we spend quite a lot of time trying to stay up-to-pace 

ith hat s e , hat s happe i g, hat s i te esti g, hat s de elopi g, 
what could be the next big thing. We find it very hard to stay in touch with 

that all of the time. So if you also have a day job to do and have multiple 

cients at larger organisation, it get s really hard to keep pace with that. 

That sometimes can limit thinking because thinking within the context of 

organisatio s is ha d to sta  at pa e ith u e t de elop e ts, so that s 
certainly a factor.  

Not the least, the a ilit  fo  o ga isatio s to e ho est i  te s of hat s 
a  i te esti g o e satio  to ha e ith thei  audie e. It s all ell a d 
good for organisations to cover about what they have to talk about. Most 

organisations find it a bit more difficult to try and relate that into a 
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conversation by determining what their audience might like to talk about 

so that can be a limiting factor for sure. 

David: When you e ha i g these o e satio s ith lie ts and sitting across the 

table and trying to explain to them the latest innovation, the latest change 

to technology be it mobile or be it increased broadband speeds. What are 

the sort of basic elements of effective content marketing that you try to 

impart to them to give them the confidence that now is the time to start 

and that waiting for perfect is really never going to arrive? 

Richard: Yeah, that s eall  the poi t. We ould t  a d take ja go  out the 

conversation as much as possible and try to equate social media marketing 

and content marketing back to its intrinsic levels which effectively is just 

having a conversation with somebody. 

 For me, social media is the facilitation of the conversation, content 

marketing is the topic. If you can get it down to the intrinsic values and 

terms, it would be easy for people to get their head around that.  

I think we, as marketing communications professionals quite like a bit of 

jargon. If we can take that out of the mix and make it simpler for executives 

to understand quite often that can certainly help people understand the 

opportunities. 

David: Do you think that people are really coming to it a lot faster through this 

early-adoption phase that you mention because of the change in practice in 

o u i atio  that the e seei g outside of thei  jo s? Fo  e a ple, in 

the way that their children perhaps maybe using it or the way that they 

may be engaging in brothers and sisters, friends and relatives, and others? 

Richard: Yeah, it s i te esti g d a i  i  that so eti es I thi k that a  e a 
benefit and sometimes it can be a hindrance. It can also add to the 

p o le s ith ega ds speed of ha ge. if ou e talki g to a  e e uti e 
with teenage kids, the way that they will interact via social media, and in 

fact, the channels that we used to communicate with one another are 

distinctly different to the ones that realistically most organisations are 

ready to engage through. 

 Equally, the speed communications and the instant gratification 

requirement for an individual using a social channel is again very difficult 

for organisations even pro-actively or reactively through customer service 
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ha els. It s so ethi g that ost o ga isatio s a e goi g to fi d it ha d to 
react to if it s ot p ope l  esou ed. 

 I think it can help in the right circumstances but equally, it can provide or 

can extend fear of what those barriers to entry may well look like from an 

organisational perspective. 

 Equally, as we get our head around some of these things, organisationas  

shift and change so if you see we can take Facebook as good example The 

way that the organisation engages with brands or organisations versus the 

way it engages with individuals make the two actually quite a different 

experience. If ou e i gi g o l  a  i di idual e pe ie e to the ta le 
sometimes you have to kind of re-learn that particular application or that 

particular channel before you can offer organisational benefit. 

David: If we accept that there is an inevitability around this change in 

communication; the adoption rates of smartphones are such that 

everybody is on the grid and really the challenge is how do you activate 

that connection and therefore create the relationship to build the trust 

that then allows you to either market the benefits of a policy, a program or 

introduce the details of a regulation. Where do you see that tipping point 

o i g if i  fa t it is goi g to o e? What s goi g to e the tippi g poi t 
that really takes us past that early-adoptio  phase that ou e ide tified 
and into the earlier stages of the curve? 

Richard: That s a  e elle t uestio .  I ish I had a  e elle t a s e  fo  ou. We 
should really be already be at that tipping point, in my opinio  he e it s 
carving social media content marketing out and having developing 

strategies in isolation from other communications or customer service 

channels is a bit of a laugher anyway. 

 We should be realistically be there; seventy-five percent of all new phones 

sold in Australia are smartphones. The opportunity to communicate in that 

dynamic are many and varied and most organisations are really picking up 

on them.  

 I eall  ho estl  do t k o  he e that tippi g poi t ill o e a d hat it 
will look like, ut a gua l  e e al ead  passed it. So the  it s goi g to e: 
how do we shake off the lethargy and change the way think. Change the 

way that we communicate and change the nine-to-five mentality of the 
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way we communicate and stop thinking Monday-to-Friday and start 

thinking seven-days-a-week? Some of that may well be driven by the 

individual rather than the organisation so it is possible the tipping point 

may well be that organisations will be interacting, kicking, screaming 

whether we like it or not.  Sad to think that that might be the case but it 

may well be. 

David: I tend to agree with you that the pain is going to have to come before a lot 

of people move, ut o e the  ill. The e s othi g o e e tai  tha  
that.  

But when they do move, how then do you give people the awareness that 

the o e satio s that the e goi g to e i ol ed i  a e ot so much 

going to about what they want to talk about as much as they need to be 

about what their potential audience wants to know about and wants to 

hear from them? 

 So a agi g that shift f o ; This is hat e a t to tell ou,  to What 
do ou  audie e a t to hea ,  ho  do ou go a out a agi g that 
transition? 

Richard: I thi k that s the diffe e e et ee  e ellent content and banal content. 

a d it s the diffe e e et ee  a  o ga isatio  that g asps the logi  of 
o te t a keti g e sus o e that s usi g the ph ases e ause it s the 

latest phrase to use. 

 Fo  e, it s fi st as a  o ga isatio  e spe d uite a lot of ti e 
workshoping that process through the organisations as we work with them 

to go from the kind of broad, hierarchical view of communication 

messaging and content to one that is much more collegiate in terms of 

using and working to spread that for you. I guess working through that with 

a  o ga isatio  to help the  de elop the u de sta di g that the e usi g 
a social channel of any description or content marketing at a base level.  

 If that o te t is t ei g et o ked a d sha ed the  the e eall  ot 
using the real power behind the channel they selected. Getting people 

through the process of understanding how that works, what works better, 

a d hat does t o k a d eaki g do  o e essages that the 
organisation would like to communicate into how that message would be 

interpreted by an audience. What elements of that message and by what 
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audience type are actually more likely to be interesting, usable, consumed, 

engaged with, and shared rather than the ones the organisation is more 

comfortable producing.  

 I think the huge sways of content are effectively so uninteresting has been 

produced for the Board of Directors rather than the audiences that are 

being looked at. 

David: Can you give us some best practice examples that you have been involved 

with government clients. Where you are seeing really innovative, 

thoughtful, clever engagement with citizens by particular government 

agencies. 

Richard: We e e t i ol ed i  this pa ti ula  e a ple ut this o e e e used a 
number of times to illustrate how simple it is to do in many respects, and 

that s a  e a ple f o  the twitter account from the Australia Bureau of 

Statistics ABS . The e e  good at this, it s e  i te esti g ho  the  
integrate statistics into relevant conversations and contextual 

conversations that would allow that statistic to be more interesting. 

 The example is around the Cha el 7 tele isio  sho  House Rules,  a 
couple of years ago the the census jumped on the fact that the winner of 

the show would have their mortgage paid off. When the first winner was 

announced it jumped on and tweeted using hashtag associations in search 

of the show, how many other people live without a mortgage was just 

short 2.5 million people which is a stat I only know because the census did 

a really good job of integrating that in the conversation.  

 I think there are ways of making information relevant and contextual 

without going hugely out of your way. From an organisation perspective 

you start thinking about what information you want to communicate and 

when and where people want to talk about it.  

 What as pa ti ula l  good a out the e a ple as that it as eight o lo k 
on a Tuesday night when the winners were announced by Channel 7, it was 

twelve minutes past eight on the same night when the Census Bureau were 

involved or integrated themselves into that conversation. 

 Ma  o ga isatio s ould egi  to ide tif  that at a ou d i e o lo k the 
next morning when they got back to work and a good 13 hours too late. 

Some of it is about timing, but most of it is about relevance and context, 
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a d I thi k that s a p ett  good e a ple fo  the pu li  se to  o ga isatio  
that thinks around relevance and context as much as what it wants to 

communicate itself. 

David: It s a lo g jou e , where a lot of communications organisations within 

government are set-up for engaging with what it is a traditional media 

cycle, which services a i iste s offi e. The approval processes that are in 

place, to this new real-time newsroom mentality of being able to move 

quickly and to be able to meet the needs and capitalise on that context. 

 How do you manage that journey? How do you start people moving from 

the left-hand side to the right-hand side and what sort of advice could you 

give to people as the e sta ti g to thi k Look, e k o  e e got to 
move. We k o  e e got to ha ge ut hat a e so e of the si ple 
steps that we can take which are going to help to build confidence in our 

senior executives that we can actually take-on this opportunity and create 

real value for the people ho e e seeki g to se e ? 

Richard: The first thing for me is around trust and there are a number of 

o ga isatio s, pu li  a d p i ate se to  a ou d Aust alia ho do t the 
people ho o k fo  the . Realisti all , if ou a t t ust the people ho 

o k fo  ou, ou e i  a pretty tough space when it comes to social media 

marketing. 

 We still have lots of examples in the public sector of organisations where 

the  do t allo  access to social channels during working hours. It s 

ridiculous in most cases because e e o e s a i g access to social media 

around with them in their pocket, purse, wallet, or in their desk. 

 The productivity argument of not giving people access to desktop platforms 

is kind of destroyed by the fact that most of us are using our smartphones 

to access these channels anyway. That s one of the first big issues in that 

the public sector needs to address, they need to begin trusting everybody 

who works for the organisation. 

 Secondly, I think is a very honest appraisal of where the organisation is 

currently at with regards their comfort to having a conversation. It seems 

to be an all-or-nothing mentality when it comes to social media to a certain 

extent within the public sector; either we need to leap-in with both feet 
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and just smash right into there and start a chat roulette of conversations to 

see who we go or literally nothing at all.  

There are clearly a number of steps between those two extremes that 

organisations can use to work themselves through a learning curve. A 

genuine assessment where the organisation is in terms of their ability to 

communicate and converse with stakeholders is a great idea. Then a rolling 

plan as to how that can be improved, if improving that has a real 

organisational benefit attached to it. 

David: There is that connection, of being able to tie the output of your content 

marketing, social media marketing to a particular business objective that is 

likely to get the attention of the higher-ups ho a  the  u de sta d; Oh, 
ok, e e o  got X u ber of people who are either signed up to an 

email newsletter or they are spending more time on-site o  the e 
do loadi g so e of the assets that e e eati g,  do ou see that 
measurement is really the path to trust? 

Richard: It could certainly help. One of the things that drives measurement is the 

fact that social media was that it was seen as a free medium for a long 

period of time. That dynamic is clearly changing, but the fact is  has never 

been free, however it s e o i g u h o e esou e-intensive channel.  

That s aki g ost o ga isatio s de elop u h o e o ust o ito i g 
and measuring techniques to determine whether or not the resources they 

are applying to the channel are working as well as they might in any other 

advertising, marketing, HR o  usto e  se i e ha el that the e usi g. 
Therefore, beginning a much more serious conversation. 

 The other thing about that is that as you start to spend more money on a 

particular channel it has to actually deliver against a core objective rather 

tha  a who s li ked the Like  utto  o je ti e.  I thi k ou e a solutel  
ight, that if these te h i ues a d ha els do t d i e a  o ga isatio al 

i pe ati e, pe haps the e poi tless. Associating them back to essentially 

what the organisation is trying to achieve in the real world is the only 

reason you would use any particular additional channel. 

David: Also there is that need really for a new set of skills, so how do organisations 

go about acquiring the skills within their communications team so as they 
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are able to be more accountable and more effective with the time that 

the e putti g i to thei  o u i atio ? 

Richard: I thi k e a tuall  ha e these skills. It s just hethe  o  ot e hoose ot 
to use them. If ou e i  best school in the world and ou e i  a keti g 
and communications and you find a hard time to have a conversation with 

so e od  ou e a gua l  i  the o g ole. Realisti all , usi g so ial 
media is like having a conversation and the accounts and channels that do 

it best – organisation or individually – are approachable human, realistic, 

well-structured, and well-thought through basic conversations. The ones 

that do t a e ki d of o po ate essagi g that is too stilted a d too 
formal, and unrealistic. 

 So I think within the context of marketing and communications we have 

these skills. Whether we choose to use them or we are too hamstrung by 

the way it worked previously is a different argument. 

David: But do we have the skills to contain our activity into a strategic framework 

perhaps that provides the coherence that these sorts of programs need to 

be effective? 

Richard: It would an organisation-by-organisation question. We should have, but 

what we might not have is the framework. We might not have the paddock 

to play and I think that might be the questions that organisations can kind 

of get their head around, Whe e do e gi e people f eedo  to a tuall  
ha e these ki d of o e satio s?  

 We have these conversations quite regularly with organisations, the 

d a i  ei g that e a t a lot of ou  people i ol ed ut e do t 
actually really want all of our people involved. We want them actually 

getti g out the e talki g a out us ut e do t eally want them saying too 

u h. It s e  diffi ult to ha e ou  ake a d eat it ithi  this o te t of 
conversations. 

David: Richard, well, thank you very much for spending some time with us 

I T a sitio .  I thi k lots of i sights the e, the key insight particularly from 

someone like Richard who is working day-to-day with lots of large 

organisations is we are really only at the beginning of the journey of 

introducing effective content marketing and effective social media 

marketing into government agencies.  
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The e is su h a lo g jou e  ahead of us. It s a  e iti g ti e. It really is an 

interesting time and the change is going to happen fast.  

We e t i g to ide tif  a d see he e that tippi g poi t is. Ri ha d, thi ks 
a e it s o e a d the su ge is going to follow very quickly. I tend to 

agree with him; e e sta ti g to see that the i sights a e eall  
penetrating and people are starting to understand just how important 

getting those conversations onto the screens of people are. 

As we have moved from an era of deference to an era of reference. Seth 

Godi  efe s to it as the o e ted e o o ,  a d the a  i fo atio  
now moves side-to-side, it does t o e up-and-down so how are we as 

communicators in government going to get our stories about our policies 

a d ou  egulatio s a d ou  p og a s i to a fo  that s goi g to get the  
onto the screen?  

How are we going to earn that very scarce attention of our audience so as 

they will consider us amongst the millions and millions of choices that we 

now have? 

Exciting time for communicators. Great time to be in transition and Richard 

Spencer of Isentia, thanks very much for spending some time with us 

today. 

Richard: My pleasure. Thanks very much. 

 

 


