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The world of branded content has seen a renaissance 
over the past few years. 

According to a recent Digiday survey, 88% of publishers are driving 

at least some revenue from branded content, making it the second 

most popular source of income after display advertising. For many 

publishers, branded content has become a larger part of their 

business model in recent years.

But as branded content becomes a more popular marketing tool 

for brands, publishers are on the line for increasingly large audience 

guarantees. Unfortunately, getting people to interact with branded 

content articles is also becoming a much tougher challenge. 

Organic traffic isn’t what it used to be, and branded content 

specifically doesn’t get much SEO love.

To combat this trend and bolster their reach, it’s common for 

publishers to put money behind audience acquisition. And while 

there may still be some taboo around paying for traffic, one thing is 

for certain: when publishers can do so profitably, they continue to 

invest. For editorial content, this means buying traffic for profitable 

audience development and subscriptions. For branded content, it 

means buying traffic to meet (and beat) audience guarantees.
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In fact, paid branded content distribution has become so essential 

to publishers that it has been growing faster than paid editorial 

distribution. Its share of total publisher spend on Facebook grew 

from 5% in Q3’16 to 11.4% by the end of 2017 – as presented in the 

chart below.

Today, almost every branded content package includes a paid 

distribution component. These can be priced in a variety of ways; 

some publishers charge a single price based on an overall audience 

guarantee, while others have different pricing for on- and off-site 

traffic.

To drive the most value for branded content partners (and sell bigger 

deals), it’s key to go beyond generic paid distribution techniques like 

boosting posts or targeting the people who like a Facebook Page, 

and move onto sophisticated distribution techniques. 

The term “sophisticated distribution techniques” is a bit amorphous 

on purpose, and that’s because the exact strategies can change over 

time. It’s critical to stay up to date on the latest content distribution 

techniques, but in general, when we think about sophisticated 

distribution techniques, we consider the following factors: 

• Unique audiences for each story. Every story has a different focus, 

and therefore different people who might want to engage with it. In 

the world of sophisticated distribution, we expect each story to have a 

unique audience. 

*Based on analysis of 500+ and over 1 million articles promoted on Facebook.

Share of Total Publisher Spend on Facebook 

Paid branded content distribution is growing faster than 

paid editorial distribution. It now makes up almost 12% of 

publisher spend on Facebook.
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• Machine learning algorithms to improve targeting - and performance. 

There are millions of addressable audiences on paid distribution 

platforms, so it’s just not possible for humans to find the right ones 

every time. Utilize machine learning (built on a vast historical data set 

and your own content) to find the audiences most likely to engage with 

your content. 

• Optimizing and scaling around specific business goals. In the current 

landscape of distributed content, business goals should to be at the 

forefront. Smart distribution techniques should optimize and scale 

spend around your exact business goals rather than just targeting the 

cheapest clicks. 

• Continuous updating and testing of campaigns. The real key to 

sophisticated distribution is ongoing testing. It’s important to continually 

add new articles and new creatives to campaigns to optimize 

performance. As mentioned earlier, a smart distribution system should 

scale on the stories that are performing best against your business goals. 

You should aim to automate this process as much as possible. 

From our work with over 500 storytellers, we’ve found that 

sophisticated distribution is what sets top performers apart from 

the rest of the industry. 

We’ve seen branded content Click Through Rate (CTR) benchmarks 

cited as anywhere from .24% to about 1% on average. By utilizing 

sophisticated distribution techniques for branded content, we’ve 

seen top publishers drive average CTRs above 2%. 

Many sources will tell you that a majority of branded content traffic 

is driven by Facebook; we’ve seen numbers as high as 75% of traffic 

cited. For that reason, when we talk about distribution techniques 

for branded content campaigns, we focus on strategies that can be 

applied on Facebook. 

In this eBook, we’ll look at three sophisticated distribution 

techniques that top publishers are using to drive engaged 

audiences to their branded content from Facebook. 

Using these techniques for your 

branded content campaigns can reap 

huge benefits: they allow you to drive 

sizeable and engaged audiences to 

branded content while maintaining 

both the quality demanded by your 

brand partners and your own margins.

2X CTR
LEVERAGING SOPHISTICATED 
DISTRIBUTION TECHNIQUES
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Interest Targeting allows you to show your content to specific 

audiences based on their interests. These interests are generally 

inferred from a variety of activities (such as posts, likes, and 

comments) that the person takes on the platform, and come in a 

range of categories from “Business and Industry” to “Hobbies and 

Activities.” 

This type of targeting can be very powerful for branded content 

distribution. By matching the themes of your branded content 

story to existing interests, you can find users who are likely to be 

interested in the story you’re promoting. For example, if you have an 

article about baking pies from a cookware brand, you may want to 

target interests like Pie, Baking, Cake, Apron, etc. 

Interest targeting can also be leveraged in an extremely 

sophisticated way by using historical data to find the unexpected 

interest groups that will react well to the content. Using the power 

of machine learning (and a vast historical database of stories), 

you can uncover interest groups that have reacted well to similar 

content in the past. This allows you to target those groups with 

confidence, despite the lack of a clear connection to your current 

story. Finding these additional interests presents you with more 

targeting options, allowing you to choose the ones with the lowest 

CPCs and best engagement. (Hint: this is something Keywee can 

help you with.)

Three Sophisticated 
Distribution Techniques for 
Branded Content

1. Interest Targeting
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Similarly, for a post about “wedding trends for the modern bride,” 

a marketer could easily reason that he should target the interests 

Engagement Ring, Wedding Planner, and Bridal Shower, but might 

have more trouble recognizing the benefits of targeting Telescope, 

Glamping, or Scandal, which were uncovered based on historical 

data, and found to be just as effective. 

For example, when distributing a branded content story about “the 

surprising economic downsides of slow internet,” you might be 

able to figure out some of the right interests to target yourself, such 

as Communication, Internet, and 21st century. But by utilizing 

machine learning, you can find additional unexpected interests that 

will engage well with this article like French revolution, Liberalism, 

and Hotels.

http://keywee.co/?utm_source=content&utm_campaign=brandedcontentebook
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Here’s one more example to drive the point home. This article 

about Jesse Owens would be enticing to anyone interested in Jesse 

Owens, World War II, or The Olympic Games, but unexpectedly, 

would also appeal to the groups with an interest in Geography, 

Theodore Roosevelt, or Table tennis according to our algorithms. 

Because there are literally millions of interests you can target, 

this technique is very effective at expanding a branded content 

audience. Not only do these interests widen your audience, 

but they do so at a better price, since these interests are 

targeted less frequently and are therefore less competitive in ad 

auctions. By targeting these less “popular” groups, publishers 

can keep distribution costs down while maintaining high levels 

of engagement. This makes advanced interest targeting a great 

technique for publishers looking to scale. 

Think of it this way: if this method can literally save cents per click 

for some stories, imagine the huge savings that are possible when 

you apply this technique to every story across all of your campaigns.

By targeting less “popular” audiences, 

publishers can keep distribution costs down 

while maintaining high levels of engagement.

http://keywee.co/?utm_source=content&utm_campaign=brandedcontentebook
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Retargeting people who have already read your other content 

allows you to reach a highly engaged audience that can be very 

valuable for branded content campaigns. Because they’ve already 

shown an interest in your content, there’s a higher likelihood that 

they’ll enjoy your new branded content article compared to an 

audience that has never engaged with your content. 

To get started, many publishers will target everyone who has read 

any content on their site or “all website visitors.” This audience is 

more engaged than the average person, so it’s a great start, but not 

everyone who has visited your site is equally interested in every type 

of content. For example, some readers might only be interested in 

hard news, while others love sports coverage. 

Sophisticated marketers will take full advantage of a tool like 

Facebook Website Custom Audiences (WCAs) to target more 

granular groups of their readers. With some additional filters, WCAs 

can target users who have visited only specific pages or sections of 

your site. 

2. Reader Retargeting As a publisher, this is a priceless tool. For each article, you can build 

a custom audience based on audiences who have engaged with 

similar articles in the past, either article-by-article, or by retargeting 

an entire section of your site. You can scale this system by 

leveraging natural language processing techniques to automatically 

pair new articles with similar past articles. This increases the 

likelihood that the audiences you are targeting will find the new 

article interesting, which leads to extremely high engagement. 

http://keywee.co/?utm_source=content&utm_campaign=brandedcontentebook
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Whereas an article about keeping your focus while traveling might 

see the best engagement with an audience that has visited the 

business section of a site, or read other articles about productivity 

and ways to focus.

For example, for a branded content article that offers advice on 

the best types of cookware, a sophisticated publisher might want 

to retarget readers who have read articles about cooking or buying 

housewares in the past, or anyone who has visited the “Cooking” 

section of their site. 

http://keywee.co/?utm_source=content&utm_campaign=brandedcontentebook
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For a branded content series about traveling in Canada, it would 

be wise to retarget the Travel and Adventure sections of your site, 

as well as past travel destination spotlights (even those from past 

branded content campaigns). 

As audiences start interacting with your stories, you can begin to 

understand what makes them unique, and use that to find additional 

audiences who might be interested in the same content. While it’s 

possible to do this manually, distribution platforms like Facebook 

have this capability built in with their Lookalike Audiences. Facebook 

uses its own algorithms to identify the key features (demographics, 

interests, etc.) that define an audience and to find new audiences 

that are similar. 

For Facebook lookalike audiences, you need to start with a source 

audience containing the key features that you’re looking to replicate 

in your new audience. To widely expand the reach of a campaign, 

many publishers will start by creating lookalike audiences of all their 

website visitors. To get a more targeted version of this, you can 

create a lookalike audience of the people who have visited articles 

or sections of the site that are related to your story. (Yes, you can 

reuse those audiences from the Reader Retargeting section.) 

3. Lookalike Modeling

http://keywee.co/?utm_source=content&utm_campaign=brandedcontentebook
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For the most engaged lookalike audience, we suggest using the 

audience that has already engaged with this specific branded 

content campaign as your source audience. By doing this, you’re 

allowing Facebook to do the heavy lifting for you. It will find the 

users most similar to the ones who have already enjoyed this 

content, and who are therefore most likely to enjoy it themselves. 

However, while this will produce the highest quality audience, it will 

not always be feasible: Facebook requires at least 1,000 people in 

any source audience. 

Given that Facebook builds its lookalike audiences in a “black box,” 

not much information is available on these audiences other than 

their location. However, for branded content campaigns, which 

often have more advanced targeting needs, you can layer any 

additional targeting on top of the lookalike audience. 

Facebook’s lookalike tool also allows you to choose how focused 

the resulting audience will be on a scale from 1-10. The smallest 

lookalike audience (1%) will most closely resemble your original 

audience, and therefore will be most likely to engage with 

your content. The largest audience (10%) will be a group that is 

somewhat less similar to your source audience, but will also give 

you the broadest reach. Which size you choose will largely depend 

on the exact content and goals of the campaign. 

Because lookalike audiences allow you to target readers based on 

the people who have interacted with your content, your audience 

naturally grows over the course of the campaign, making this a great 

low-effort, high-impact tool. (Note: The most effective (and hands-

off) way to create lookalike audiences based on website traffic is to 

leverage the Facebook pixel, which updates your source audiences 

in real-time.)

http://keywee.co/?utm_source=content&utm_campaign=brandedcontentebook
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While each of these targeting techniques is powerful on its own, 

a truly successful branded content campaign will often involve a 

combination of all three. At the end of the day, what you’ll ultimately 

measure is the reach and engagement of the overall audience you 

were able to drive, and whether or not you hit the goals set out at 

the beginning of the campaign. 

Luckily, one major benefit of paid content distribution platforms is 

their reporting capabilities. Since it’s in the platforms’ best interest to 

showcase the quality of the audiences they’re driving, they generally 

have great reporting capabilities. Notable among them is Facebook’s 

Audience Insights tool, which can provide deep insights into an 

audience. 

This is an extremely helpful tool for publishers looking to report back 

to brands on the audiences that engaged with the branded content 

campaign. their audiences. By utilizing information from Facebook 

Audience Insights, publishers can both provide high-level insights 

like reach and engagement of the content, and drill down into the 

audience breakdown by factors like age, gender, location, device, 

life-stage, and income bracket. 

This type of information helps prove the value of the partnership to 

the brand. It verifies that you can not only bring a large audience 

to content, but that the audience you drove is high quality. It also 

provides them with valuable insights into their audience that they 

might not have otherwise. 

Below, we’ve included some slides that can help you clearly and 

concisely communicate the results of a branded content campaign. 

They are generally broken down into three categories:

• Overall Performance

• Demographic Breakdowns

• Further Audience Insights

Bringing it All Together: 
Proving the Efficacy of Your 
Paid Distribution Campaigns 
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To start, it’s helpful to provide a high-level overview of the campaign. 

This includes how many impressions, clicks, and social 

engagements the campaign as a whole received. Additionally, this 

is where you should report on any other campaign goals like video 

views, form fill outs, or link clicks. Be sure to point out where you’ve 

been able to exceed campaign goals or industry benchmarks. 

For campaigns with discrete categories of content, or audience 

segments, it may be useful to provide this information for each one. 

Next, to help the brand better understand the audiences you’re 

drawing on a high-level, you’ll want to provide an overview of the 

major demographic breakdowns. For branded content campaigns, 

we often look at location, gender, age, and device. 

Again, it can be powerful to present this information broken down 

by major audience segments, to better understand each one.

http://keywee.co/?utm_source=content&utm_campaign=brandedcontentebook
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After a high-level overview, there is an opportunity to dive into more 

specifics about the audience that the brand will find interesting. 

There are many audience breakdowns that you can provide using 

Facebook Audience Insights (like life stage, facebook usage, 

purchase activity, etc.), and you should use your discretion to 

understand which will be most interesting to your brand partner. 

One that we find interesting, particularly for retail partnerships, is 

Household Income breakdown. Specifically, it’s helpful to show the 

breakdown of income bracket in your audience compared to the 

ordinary Facebook audience. By showing a higher concentration 

of users in higher income brackets than the average Facebook 

audience, you help prove the purchasing power of the audience 

you acquired. 

Engaged Audience Household Income vs. All Facebook Users

http://keywee.co/?utm_source=content&utm_campaign=brandedcontentebook


How Top Publishers Win with Branded Content

15

Keywee

Another great advantage of Facebook is its insights into people’s 

interests and likes. Luckily, Facebook Audience Insights also 

uncovers these trends within larger audiences, so you can see 

the most common Interests and Page Likes within an audience. 

This is useful to profile your audience, but also to help the brand 

understand what other topics they might want to produce content 

around in the future (perhaps with you as a partner). 

Sophisticated content distribution techniques can add a lot of value 

to branded content campaigns. They not only allow you to scale 

your campaigns in a targeted way, but they’re quite effective and 

their value is easily communicated back to the brand. 

While these techniques can be difficult to pull off by yourself, 

especially across multiple campaigns at once, a trusted partner, like 

Keywee, can help relieve some of the burden. 

Keywee works with over 500 publishers to run sophisticated 

distribution campaigns for their content, branded and otherwise, in 

order to meet their business goals. If you’d like to learn more, reach 

out to nicki@keywee.co, or request a demo at keywee.co/demo. 

Conclusion
(and a Quick, Shameless Plug) 
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Making stories 
relevant and powerful.

Keywee boosts your online sales, branded content, and audience 
development initiatives by unlocking audience insights and 

infusing them into every step of the storytelling process.

Keywee works with 500+ of the world’s top storytellers

how it works

“Keywee has been one of the 
best ways we’ve found to 
[identify loyal subscribers].”

Mat Yurow
Director of Audience Development 

“Working with Keywee is really 
exciting because it allows us to 

expand our reach to target more 
of the right audiences.”

Brooklyn Presta 
Audience Development

VISIT KEYWEE.CO TO LEARN MORE

1
Scans your content to 
understand what it’s 

about

2
Finds audiences on 

Facebook, Instagram, and 
Yahoo that will act on your 
content, in line with your 

business goals

3
Automatically generates 
numerous variations of 

paid posts, recommending 
optimized bids for each 

selected audience

4
Measures and reports on 
the performance of your 
content across channels 

http://keywee.co/demo/?utm_source=content&utm_campaign=brandedcontentebook
http://keywee.co/demo/?utm_source=content&utm_campaign=brandedcontentebook
http://keywee.co/demo/?utm_source=content&utm_campaign=brandedcontentebook

