
Under the in!uencer
Reaching customers through customers

By Bill Giebler

O
n February 5, some 100 million 
Super Bowl LI viewers will witness 
an inspiring balance of exacting 

individual skill and remarkable teamwork, a 
display of fortitude, expertise and creativity 
combining to create an entertainment like 
none other. 

And in between these much-anticipat-
ed commercials, a championship football 
game will unfold.  

$e commercial spots will garner the 
Fox network more than $380 million—
each 30-second placement costing adver-
tisers more than $5 million, to say nothing 
of the production costs. Looking at these 
numbers, one could conclude that televi-
sion advertising is at the top of its game. 

Yet, turning attention to the me-
dia and marketing presentations inside 
company boardrooms reveals traditional 
media being eclipsed by an ever-expand-
ing digital marketing spend—with social 

media dominating that digital piece. 
In nutrition, where regulations keep 

the real value proposition o( the label, 
those digital e(orts may be more import-
ant than anywhere.  

 “Consumers are looking online for 
reviews, education, and guidance,” wrote 
Trevor Ellestad, PR, advocacy and in+u-
encer supervisor at Vega, responding to 
NBJ by email. “And they’re 0nding a grow-
ing volume of this information from digital 
media, in+uencers, and social media.” 

Consumers are looking to be enter-
tained, too, says Patrick Sullivan, Jr., CEO 
and co-founder of supplement brand Jig-
saw Health. “Because if you’re not enter-
taining, you’re not going to capture people’s 
attention. And if you don’t capture their 
attention, you’re lost.”

To capture his customers’ attention, 
Sullivan produces situational #FunnyFri-
day videos, posted on Facebook each week.   

$e shorts, with only ancillary lifestyle rel-
evance to products, aim to “give personality 
to and humanize our brand,” says Sulli-
van. “It’s like we’re doing our own product 
placement videos.” 

From there, Jigsaw upped the rel-
evance with weekly #AshWednesday 
videos, wherein business development 
manager Ashley Leroux interviews 
health experts. Along with their Tuesday 

NBJ Takeaways 

 » Social media runs on authenticity 
and the match between blog  
and brand can’t feel artificial

 » “Influencer relations”  
requires specialized skills

 » Tracking influencer reach is  
crucial and third party services  
are worth the money
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NUMBER OF BRANDING REQUESTS BLOGGERS RECEIVE PER WEEK

Source: Technorati

promotional emails, Sullivan believes, 
Jigsaw brings consistency, repetition and 
variety to their email subscribers, hitting 
their email list multiple times each week 
without fatiguing it, and always deliver-
ing a positive ROI.

Sullivan sees Jigsaw’s marketing ap-
proach as building on their existing audi-
ence. “Market to insiders,” he says, “and let 
them bring new people into the tribe.” 

Outside of their own blog and Face-
book page, Jigsaw has forged relationships 
with a few in+uential thought leaders who 
feature Jigsaw in their own content. $is 
is not just good a5liate marketing, it’s the 
core of what’s now a central pillar of digi-
tal marketing: the in+uencer. 

#FindingtheRightFit 
$ough a relatively new term, “in+uenc-

er marketing” is simply the digital version 
of word-of-mouth. Harnessing the social 
part of social media, brands and bloggers 
are 0nding mutual bene0t in working to-
gether, and what they’re 0nding is a virtual 
word-of-mouth that spreads exponentially.

To learn more about it, NBJ turned to 

Bridget Jewell, a creative director at Peri-
scope, one of the top independent creative 
agencies in the country. 

Privy to the spin that happens in 
marketing, Millennials and Gen Y-ers 
have been very vocal in the importance 
of honesty, transparency, and authentic-
ity, she says. They’re pushing for com-
panies to do a little bit more and they’re 
looking outside of those companies for 
the evidence. “So, they’re crowdsourc-
ing,” Jewell continues. “Not only are 
they crowdsourcing from their commu-
nity, they’re looking to other communi-
ties they feel they can trust.”

$at third-party opinion, says Jewell, 
“is much more valuable than a company 
saying something themselves.” But to get 
it right, “It’s really important to make 
sure the in+uencer you work with is a 
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great authentic 0t for your brand.” 
Despite the lure of the macro-in-

fluencer with half a million followers, 
it ’s often best for most companies to 
start small. Many companies are find-
ing the benefit of micro-influencers, 
looking beyond the number of follow-
ers to the compatibility of message. “It ’s 
about making sure the audience you’re 
reaching is the right audience and that 
you’re really being diligent about how 
you pick the people who will share your 
message,” says Jewell. 

“Start small and start real,” Vega’s 
Ellestad agrees. “Identifying passion in 
one person, serving them, and building 
the foundation of one real relationship 
is always going to be more valuable than 
beginning a program that is far beyond 
the current capabilities of the compa-
ny.” Furthermore, he continues, establish 
your goals and those of your in+uencer. 
“In+uencer relations is about looking for 
shared opportunities for both the brand 
and the in+uencer.” 

#ForgingInfluencerRelations
$e search for in+uencers begins with 

identifying anyone who is already promoting 
your brand, product or message, says Jewell. 
Identify where your demographic is spend-
ing their time. Is it blogs, Instagram, Face-
book or Snapchat? $en, she says, “Look up 
hashtags that may be associated with your 
brand or product and start looking at people 
who are posting using those hashtags.”

Find people who are already posting about 
your product, she continues, “and if they seem 
to be resonating with people you’re trying to 
reach, that’s a great starting point.” 

Early in Jigsaw’s social campaign, Sulli-
van employed Famebit to get popular You-
Tubers to post about his product. “I think I 
spent $2,500 and sold about three bottles,” 
he laughs. “I need to remember to stay away 
from that sort of scattershot approach.”  

To vet quality in+uencers, Sullivan says, 
“go to their [content] and see how many 
comments they are getting and how they 
are interacting with those comments.” Since 
subscribers and likes can be bought, he says, 

“comments are a good way to see if someone 
is as popular as their numbers suggest.”

Jessica Mulligan is VP of sales and mar-
keting for collagen leader NeoCell. $e 
company has hired someone internally to 
forge in+uencer relationships, “and all she 
does is spend the day on the internet 0nd-

ing people who are in+uencers that align 
with our philosophy.” $at doesn’t mean 
reaching out to everyone with a big reach. 
“We go into their blog, we read what they 
believe and if we see philosophical align-
ment, we approach them about partnering.”

With no direct-to-consumer sales, Neo-
Cell is a case study in the intangible value 
of social networking. “We’ve been doing 

AMONG THE USERS OF EACH SOCIAL MEDIA SITE, THE PERCENT WHO USE THAT SITE 
WITH THE FOLLOWING FREQUENCIES

Source: Pew Research Center, survey conducted March/April 2016
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this for a few years now, we’ve formed really 
close relationships with our in+uencers and 
they believe in our products. What’s great is 
they drive business to retail by telling their 
audience where to buy the products.”

NeoCell gives these in+uencers prod-
uct. “Lots of product,” Mulligan says, so 
they can reward their audience. “We don’t 
actually pay in+uencers. We don’t have an 
a5liate marketing program. It’s just prod-
uct. We love giving this product away be-
cause when people can try the product, they 
become new customers.” 

“From there,” Jewell asks, “how far do 
you want to go or how large of a company 
are you? An in+uencer doesn’t just have to be 
a person. We’re seeing a lot more brand part-
nership happening.” Product companies can 
partner with service companies that are rel-
evant to the same demographic. “It’s a great 
way to boost content,” Jewell says, “but also 
to show that you know who your audience 
is, because the best companies on social are 
providing value to their followers, not just 
trying to sell them things.” 

Vega, like NeoCell, handles key in+u-
encer relations in-house and takes it very 
seriously. “In+uencer relations is not a 
seasonal tactic to be applied in spurts, but 
rather a key component of what makes a 
brand authentic, relatable, and human,” 
states Ellestad. Further, he emphasizes, 
these are real relationships that call for 
authenticity, generosity, and patience. $e 
building of these relationships is little more 
than good, old-fashioned public relations, 
it seems. “Every time we interact with any-
one,” Ellestad advises, “we should assume 
they are an in+uencer.”

“$e single most important thing we’ve 
done to form strong in+uencers,” says Mul-
ligan, “is really care about the people who are 
on the other side of that computer screen. 
So, we don’t send templated emails asking 
them to be brand ambassadors. We really 
read what they’re about—their blog—and 
we connect with them on a human level. 
And that forms lifelong partners.”

#Simplify 
$e 0tness, fashion and travel industries 

were the 0rst to capitalize on digital in+u-
encer relationships, says Jewell. $is lon-
gevity makes them models of best practic-

es. “When the blogosphere exploded,” she 
says, “a lot of them were fashion bloggers.” 
$ese same industries (and bloggers) were 
the 0rst to take on Instagram, too. 

Instagram brings simplicity of message, 
and elevates the ability of the hashtag to uni-
fy themes. Going out on Instagram with a 
speci0c campaign, says Mulligan, “is a way to 
narrow the whole Instagram world into your 
particular group of people that are talking 
about your products.”

$en it’s a mat-
ter of tracking. Each 
platform o(ers ana-
lytics. NeoCell tracks 
multiple platforms 
through Nuvi, a third 
party that moni-
tors the social media 
world and captures 
any mention of speci0ed terms. Further, says 
Mulligan, “Nuvi will show how big their in-
+uencer bubble is and how many people re-
posted it. It’s a daily monitor that our social 
media team logs into. It’s really great because 
you can see who’s actually an in+uencer.”

#RulesofEngagement
Like any marketing program, in+uenc-

er program costs must be allocated, and 
outcomes must have traceable metrics. $e 
low-hanging metric is direct revenue, like 
what Jigsaw is seeing as Facebook and a5l-
iates generate online purchases. 

“Every post needs an action or option 
the reader can take, says Periscope’s Jewell. 
“It could be ‘learn more’ and could go to 
a webpage, it could be ‘buy now.’ So, you 
could actually drive purchase or drive peo-
ple to your site where you have a whole host 
of metrics you can track.” 

In+uencer marketing will have count-
less less tangible impacts, though, and this 
is where it can be important to remember 
the second half of “social media.” “$e in-
teresting play when it comes to in+uencer 
marketing,” says Jewell, “is that the spend 
for that is generally shared between general 
marketing and media budgets.” 

Like those Super Bowl ad spots, in+u-
encer marketing is largely about getting 
products or services in front of additional 
eyeballs. “$at’s exactly what media does, 
so 0nding that right balance in your com-

pany is important. Where do we have the 
most dollars and how can we shift them?”  

Keep it broad, though, warns Ellestad, 
“We live in a very omni-channel world, and 
it’s very easy to get caught up in allocat-
ing money into very speci0c buckets.” It’s 
critical to see each action, including the 
smallest social media campaigns, as essen-
tial components of greater marketing—and 
company—objectives. “Take a second look 

at any marketing 
campaigns that don’t 
address o;ine and 
online tactics every 
time.”

For those ef-
forts not directly 
tied to revenue, en-
gagement is the key 
metric. “Are people 

liking, clicking, sharing, commenting?” asks 
Jewell. “$at means they’ve actually spent 
time with the piece of content.”

For a qualitative assessment of engage-
ment, Ellestad brings it again to a clear 
understanding of campaign goals—and 
the in+uencer’s goals. “KPIs change based 
on what we are trying to achieve, so de-
cide which metrics are important by ask-
ing yourself how in+uencers are going to 
help you reach your goals—and 0nd out 
what that in+uencer is hoping to achieve 
by building brand relationships.” 

If it’s about reach, for instance, Ellestad 
suggests focusing on metrics that re+ect 
the expansion of brand awareness: reach of 
relationships, impressions, brand mentions. 
“If you are looking to forge a deeper rela-
tionship with your community and drive 
certain behavior,” he says, “you’ll want to 
0nd a way to track very speci0c engage-
ments that are tied to that behavior, wheth-
er that’s an increase in conversation or pur-
chase, changing sentiment, or any number 
of other goals.” 

Ultimately, companies look to these 
programs for in+uence, not sales. And in a 
program based on human relationships and 
storytelling, success comes from connec-
tions. In the world of social media, that cuts 
both ways. “It’s just as much our responsi-
bility to tell the in+uencer’s story internal-
ly,” says Ellestad, “as it is for an in+uencer to 
help tell a brand’s story externally.”
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