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InTransition Episode 21 - Richard Spencer podcast 

 

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

ďaĐk to ͞IŶTƌaŶsitioŶ,͟ the podĐast that eǆploƌes the pƌaĐtiĐe of ĐoŶteŶt 
marketing in government.  

This ǁeek, ǁe͛ll talk soĐial ŵedia ǁith RiĐhaƌd SpeŶĐeƌ, the Head of Digital 
Firm, Isentia, Austƌalia͛s laƌgest ŵedia ŵoŶitoƌiŶg ageŶĐǇ. RiĐhaƌd is also 
the head of Tǁo SoĐial ǁhiĐh IseŶtia͛s speĐialist soĐial ŵedia ageŶĐǇ. 

But ďefoƌe ǁe Đoŵe to RiĐhaƌd, ǁe͛ll staƌt ǁith the defiŶitioŶ as ǁe 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 

foƌ ďeiŶg ͞IŶTƌaŶsitioŶ.͟ 

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 

giǀe us a little ďit of the ďaĐk stoƌǇ of ǁheƌe Ǉou͛ǀe Đoŵe fƌoŵ, ǁhat 
Ǉou͛ǀe doŶe, aŶd hoǁ it is that Ǉou aƌe Ŷoǁ ƌuŶŶiŶg soĐial ŵedia foƌ aŶ 
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 

goǀeƌŶŵeŶt foƌ a Ŷuŵďeƌ of Ǉeaƌs Ŷoǁ, ǁhat͛s Ǉouƌ ǀieǁ of hoǁ ŵatuƌe 
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 

ǁould suggest that iŶ ďoth pƌiǀate aŶd puďliĐ seĐtoƌ, ǁe͛ƌe still iŶ aŶ eaƌlǇ 
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 

ǁith ǁhat͛s Ŷeǁ, ǁhat͛s happeŶiŶg, ǁhat͛s iŶteƌestiŶg, ǁhat͛s deǀelopiŶg, 
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 get͛s really hard to keep pace with that. 

That sometimes can limit thinking because thinking within the context of 

organisatioŶs is haƌd to staǇ at paĐe ǁith ĐuƌƌeŶt deǀelopŵeŶts, so that͛s 
certainly a factor.  

Not the least, the aďilitǇ foƌ oƌgaŶisatioŶs to ďe hoŶest iŶ teƌŵs of ǁhat͛s 
aŶ iŶteƌestiŶg ĐoŶǀeƌsatioŶ to haǀe ǁith theiƌ audieŶĐe. It͛s all ǁell aŶd 
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 



 
 

 
 

 

 

In Transition Podcast - contentgroup Page 3 of 10 

 

conversation by determining what their audience might like to talk about 

so that can be a limiting factor for sure. 

David: When you͛ƌe haǀiŶg these ĐoŶǀeƌsatioŶs ǁith ĐlieŶts 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, that͛s ƌeallǇ the poiŶt. We ǁould tƌǇ aŶd take jaƌgoŶ 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 

ĐoŵŵuŶiĐatioŶ that theǇ͛ƌe seeiŶg outside of theiƌ joďs? Foƌ eǆaŵple, 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, it͛s iŶteƌestiŶg dǇŶaŵiĐ iŶ that soŵetiŵes I thiŶk that ĐaŶ ďe a 
benefit and sometimes it can be a hindrance. It can also add to the 

pƌoďleŵs ǁith ƌegaƌds speed of ĐhaŶge. if Ǉou͛ƌe talkiŶg to aŶ eǆeĐutiǀe 
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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ĐhaŶŶels. It͛s soŵethiŶg that ŵost oƌgaŶisatioŶs aƌe goiŶg to fiŶd it haƌd to 
react to if it͛s Ŷot pƌopeƌlǇ ƌesouƌĐed. 

 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 Ǉou͛ƌe ďƌiŶgiŶg oŶlǇ aŶ iŶdiǀidual eǆpeƌieŶĐe to the taďle 
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 

ĐoŵiŶg if iŶ faĐt it is goiŶg to Đoŵe? What͛s goiŶg to ďe the tippiŶg poiŶt 
that really takes us past that early-adoptioŶ phase that Ǉou͛ǀe ideŶtified 
and into the earlier stages of the curve? 

Richard: That͛s aŶ eǆĐelleŶt ƋuestioŶ.  I ǁish I had aŶ eǆĐelleŶt aŶsǁeƌ foƌ Ǉou. We 
should really be already be at that tipping point, in my opinioŶ ǁheƌe it͛s 
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 ƌeallǇ hoŶestlǇ doŶ͛t kŶoǁ ǁheƌe that tippiŶg poiŶt ǁill Đoŵe aŶd ǁhat it 
will look like, ďut aƌguaďlǇ ǁe͛ƌe alƌeadǇ passed it. So theŶ it͛s goiŶg to ďe: 
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, ďut ŵoǀe theǇ ǁill. Theƌe͛s ŶothiŶg ŵoƌe ĐeƌtaiŶ thaŶ 
that.  

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

the ĐoŶǀeƌsatioŶs that theǇ͛ƌe goiŶg to ďe iŶǀolǀed iŶ aƌe Ŷot 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 ŵaŶagiŶg that shift fƌoŵ; ͞This is ǁhat ǁe ǁaŶt to tell Ǉou,͟ to ͞What 
do ouƌ audieŶĐe ǁaŶt to heaƌ,͟ hoǁ do Ǉou go aďout ŵaŶagiŶg that 
transition? 

Richard: I thiŶk that͛s the diffeƌeŶĐe ďetǁeeŶ eǆĐellent content and banal content. 

aŶd it͛s the diffeƌeŶĐe ďetǁeeŶ aŶ oƌgaŶisatioŶ that gƌasps the logiĐ of 
ĐoŶteŶt ŵaƌketiŶg ǀeƌsus oŶe that͛s usiŶg the phƌases ďeĐause it͛s the 
latest phrase to use. 

 Foƌ ŵe, it͛s fiƌst as aŶ oƌgaŶisatioŶ ǁe speŶd Ƌuite a lot of tiŵe 
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 

aŶ oƌgaŶisatioŶ to help theŵ deǀelop the uŶdeƌstaŶdiŶg that theǇ͛ƌe usiŶg 
a social channel of any description or content marketing at a base level.  

 If that ĐoŶteŶt isŶ͛t ďeiŶg Ŷetǁoƌked aŶd shaƌed theŶ theǇ͛ƌe ƌeallǇ Ŷot 
using the real power behind the channel they selected. Getting people 

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

aŶd ǁhat doesŶ͛t ǁoƌk aŶd ďƌeakiŶg doǁŶ Đoƌe ŵessages 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 ǁeƌeŶ͛t iŶǀolǀed iŶ this paƌtiĐulaƌ eǆaŵple ďut this oŶe ǁe͛ǀe used a 
number of times to illustrate how simple it is to do in many respects, and 

that͛s aŶ eǆaŵple fƌoŵ the twitter account from the Australia Bureau of 

Statistics ;ABSͿ. TheǇ͛ƌe ǀeƌǇ good at this, it͛s ǀeƌǇ iŶteƌestiŶg hoǁ theǇ 
integrate statistics into relevant conversations and contextual 

conversations that would allow that statistic to be more interesting. 

 The example is around the ChaŶŶel 7 teleǀisioŶ shoǁ ͞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 ǁas paƌtiĐulaƌlǇ good aďout the eǆaŵple ǁas that it ǁas eight o͛ĐloĐk 
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. 

 MaŶǇ oƌgaŶisatioŶs ǁould ďegiŶ to ideŶtifǇ that at aƌouŶd ŶiŶe o͛ĐloĐk 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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aŶd I thiŶk that͛s a pƌettǇ good eǆaŵple foƌ the puďliĐ seĐtoƌ oƌgaŶisatioŶ 
that thinks around relevance and context as much as what it wants to 

communicate itself. 

David: It͛s a loŶg jouƌŶeǇ, where a lot of communications organisations within 

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

cycle, which services a ŵiŶisteƌ͛s offiĐe. 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 theǇ͛ƌe staƌtiŶg to thiŶk ͞Look, ǁe kŶoǁ ǁe͛ǀe got to 
move. We kŶoǁ ǁe͛ǀe got to ĐhaŶge ďut ǁhat aƌe soŵe of the siŵple 
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 ǁho ǁe͛ƌe seekiŶg to seƌǀe͟? 

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

oƌgaŶisatioŶs, puďliĐ aŶd pƌiǀate seĐtoƌ aƌouŶd Austƌalia ǁho doŶ͛t the 
people ǁho ǁoƌk foƌ theŵ. RealistiĐallǇ, if Ǉou ĐaŶ͛t tƌust the people ǁho 
ǁoƌk foƌ Ǉou, Ǉou͛ƌe iŶ a pretty tough space when it comes to social media 

marketing. 

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

theǇ doŶ͛t alloǁ access to social channels during working hours. It͛s 

ridiculous in most cases because eǀeƌǇoŶe͛s ĐaƌƌǇiŶg 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. That͛s 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 ǁho ĐaŶ theŶ uŶdeƌstaŶd; ͞Oh, 
ok, ǁe͛ǀe Ŷoǁ got X Ŷuŵber of people who are either signed up to an 

email newsletter or they are spending more time on-site oƌ theǇ͛ƌe 
doǁŶloadiŶg soŵe of the assets that ǁe͛ƌe ĐƌeatiŶg,͟ do Ǉou 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 it͛s ďeĐoŵiŶg ŵuĐh ŵoƌe ƌesouƌĐe-intensive channel.  

That͛s ŵakiŶg ŵost oƌgaŶisatioŶs deǀelop ŵuĐh ŵoƌe ƌoďust ŵoŶitoƌiŶg 
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 oƌ Đustoŵeƌ seƌǀiĐe ĐhaŶŶel that theǇ͛ƌe usiŶg. 
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 

thaŶ a ͞who͛s ĐliĐked the ͚Like͛ ďuttoŶ oďjeĐtiǀe.͟ I thiŶk Ǉou͛ƌe aďsolutelǇ 
ƌight, that if these teĐhŶiƋues aŶd ĐhaŶŶels doŶ͛t dƌiǀe aŶ oƌgaŶisatioŶal 
iŵpeƌatiǀe, peƌhaps theǇ͛ƌe poiŶtless. 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 

theǇ͛ƌe puttiŶg iŶto theiƌ ĐoŵŵuŶiĐatioŶ? 

Richard: I thiŶk ǁe aĐtuallǇ haǀe these skills. It͛s just ǁhetheƌ oƌ Ŷot ǁe Đhoose Ŷot 
to use them. If Ǉou͛ƌe iŶ best school in the world and Ǉou͛ƌe iŶ ŵaƌketiŶg 
and communications and you find a hard time to have a conversation with 

soŵeďodǇ Ǉou͛ƌe aƌguaďlǇ iŶ the ǁƌoŶg ƌole. RealistiĐallǇ, usiŶg soĐial 
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 doŶ͛t aƌe kiŶd of Đoƌpoƌate ŵessagiŶg that is too stilted aŶd 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, ͞Wheƌe do ǁe giǀe people fƌeedoŵ to aĐtuallǇ 
haǀe these kiŶd of ĐoŶǀeƌsatioŶs?͟ 

 We have these conversations quite regularly with organisations, the 

dǇŶaŵiĐ ďeiŶg that ǁe ǁaŶt a lot of ouƌ people iŶǀolǀed ďut ǁe doŶ͛t 
actually really want all of our people involved. We want them actually 

gettiŶg out theƌe talkiŶg aďout us ďut ǁe doŶ͛t ƌeally want them saying too 

ŵuĐh. It͛s ǀeƌǇ diffiĐult to haǀe Ǉouƌ Đake aŶd eat it ǁithiŶ this ĐoŶteǆt of 
conversations. 

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

͞IŶTƌaŶsitioŶ.͟ I thiŶk lots of iŶsights theƌe, 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.  



 
 

 
 

 

 

In Transition Podcast - contentgroup Page 10 of 10 

 

Theƌe is suĐh a loŶg jouƌŶeǇ ahead of us. It͛s aŶ eǆĐitiŶg tiŵe. It really is an 

interesting time and the change is going to happen fast.  

We͛ƌe tƌǇiŶg to ideŶtifǇ aŶd see ǁheƌe that tippiŶg poiŶt is. RiĐhaƌd, thiŶks 
ŵaǇďe it͛s Đoŵe aŶd the suƌge is going to follow very quickly. I tend to 

agree with him; ǁe͛ƌe staƌtiŶg to see that the iŶsights aƌe ƌeallǇ 
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 

GodiŶ ƌefeƌs to it as ͞the ĐoŶŶeĐted eĐoŶoŵǇ,͟ aŶd the ǁaǇ iŶfoƌŵatioŶ 
now moves side-to-side, it doesŶ͛t ŵoǀe up-and-down so how are we as 

communicators in government going to get our stories about our policies 

aŶd ouƌ ƌegulatioŶs aŶd ouƌ pƌogƌaŵs iŶto a foƌŵ that͛s goiŶg to get theŵ 
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. 

 

 


