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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
If content marketing had “found a foothold in the marketing mix” in 2015, as a research 
paper by Pensions & Investments and PAICR reported, today it stands with both feet firmly 
in the mix. Over those two years, financial services firms by and large have embraced 
content marketing as a dependable and efficient way to tell their stories, connect with 
clients and potential clients, and build brand awareness. 

This year, P&I and PAICR again collaborated to conduct a survey on content marketing 
in the financial services industry. The original survey in 2015 sought to benchmark how 
financial services compared with business-to-business marketing overall in implementing 
content marketing strategies and tactics, managing the challenges of content marketing 

and determining what attracts and engages audiences.

This year, we wanted to find out how far institutional marketers had taken the 
idea of content marketing. In other words, has content marketing gone from an 

idea to a strategic goal with distinct tactics and measurement methods? 

And what has changed as firms have tried and tested different strategies, 
as technology has continued to improve and offer new ways of interacting with 

clients and as reporting methods — and perhaps goals — have evolved? As 
content marketing becomes a tried-and-true method of marketing, how are firms 

adapting and evolving their approach? 

 In addition, what about social media? How has the growing use and influence 
of social media networks influenced the ways institutional marketers create, 

distribute and measure content? Is it a revolution or evolution?

NO LONGER A STEPCHILD
As in 2015, 100% of respondents to this year’s survey said they use content 

marketing but the percentage that have a content marketing strategy increased 
to 76% from 70%. Of that, 55% said their content marketing strategy is document-

ed, an eight-point increase from two years ago. The percentage of respondents who 
have just a verbal strategy dropped to 37% from 48%. 

One thing has become clear: Content marketing is no longer viewed as a bolt-on or a 
nice-to-have-but-not-critical component of a larger marketing strategy. Indeed, 97% of 
respondents to our survey said their content marketing strategy was linked to their firm’s 
overall business strategy. Interestingly, however, fewer respondents think their content 
marketing strategy is perfectly aligned with their business strategy than two years ago (26% 
vs. 36%). Still, 71% said their strategy was modestly aligned, up from 63% in 2015. 

Effectiveness remains a somewhat elusive concept but institutional marketers are 
making solid inroads as strategies become embedded in larger marketing programs. 
Overall, roughly 82% of respondents said their content marketing programs are effective, 
up sharply from 47% in 2015. On a scale of one to five, five being very effective and one 
being not at all effective, the average score was 3.22, down slightly from 3.48.

Qualitative measures of effectiveness remain the most popular methods of measurement 
but the survey found that marketers are emphasizing a larger number of them. For example, 
61% of respondents said the primary metric to rate content marketing effectiveness was 
personal thoughts/feelings. That’s down from 71% in 2015, when sales feedback ranked No. 1 
with a 73% response rate. This year, while sales feedback ranked second, it was cited by just 
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58% of respondents. Client/external feedback came in third this year, at 56%, followed by 
analysis/statistics (43%), ROI/quantitative metrics (42%) and media opportunities/PR (40%). In 
2015, ROI/quantitative metrics ranked third with 39% response rate. After that, however, client/
external feedback, media opportunities/PR and analysis/statistics barely registered.

THE PARADOX IN THE ROOM?
While content marketing has moved from Stage 1 — nice to have but not critical — to 

Stage 2 — key component in overall marketing strategy, the move has not been met 
with a concomitant increase in people or dollars.

In 2015, 25% was the average share of marketing budget spend on content 
marketing, and more than half (55%) of respondents said they planned to 
increase their spend in 2016. This year, content marketing continues to 
account for 25% of the overall marketing budget and 54% of respondents 

plan to increase their spend in 2018.

On the people side, more firms have built dedicated content marketing teams 
(60% vs. 52% in 2015) but fewer firms that do not have such teams plan to establish 

one in the next 12 months (8% vs. 16% in 2015). Most content marketing teams (38%) 
operate horizontally across the organization while just 22% operate independently as their 
own department. Another 30% of respondents said their firm does not have a dedicated 
content marketing team and has no plans to build one.

How often do you publish new content to support your content marketing strategy? 

Daily 2017
2015

Multiple times a week

Weekly

Multiple times a month 

Monthly

Less than once a month

It varies

Don’t know

N/A

6%
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16%

20%

12%
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The average number of members on content marketing teams is 5.9, up from 4.7 in 2015, 
so firms are dedicating more professionals to content marketing. Across respondents, more 
(44%) had teams in the one to three-person range than any other. Thirty-one percent had 
teams of four to seven people.

MORE, MORE, MORE
Of course, larger staff — even if just slightly — more dedicated teams and rising resources 
means content marketing teams should be delivering more content to their audience. That 
would make sense in context of the broader world of B2B marketing, where the mantra is 
more, more, more. Financial services firms, on average, are producing new content 6.43 times 
per month, which is up from 4.98 times per month in 2015.

What are the top main goals of your content marketing strategy?

Brand awareness 

2017
2015

68%
57%

51%
41%

39%
44%

29%
29%

29%
34%

24%
26%

23%

23%

10%

13%

9%

9%

9%

8%

8%

5%

3%

2%

1%

1%

Generating interest in �rm’s products

Customer acquisition/sales

Thought leadership 

Lead generation 

Customer engagement 

Customer retention/loyalty

Cross-sell/upsell 

Increase relevance/in�uence

Lead nurturing 

PR/in�uencing public perceptions

Attract new employees 

Build community 
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One clear sign that institutional marketers are getting the consistency message is the fact 
that 34% of respondents said they create new content daily or multiple times per week, 
compared with just 23% producing new content at that pace two years ago. In addition, 25% 
said they create new content weekly or multiple times per month, down four percentage 
points from 29% in our 2015 survey.

BUT WHY?
What can get lost in this flurry of activity, with steady pressure to produce, produce, produce 
is the critical question: Why? Why produce all this content? The answer should be well 
aligned with the content marketing team’s — and thus the broader organization’s — overall 

marketing goals. And by and large, that is the case.

The top three goals of content marketing programs include brand awareness, generat-
ing interest in the firm’s products and, tied for third place, customer acquisition/sales and 

lead generation.

The way marketers think about thought leadership today shows how content 
marketing in financial services has matured over the last two years.. When 

answering the question: What are your top three catalysts/reasons for creating new 
content, 76% of respondents listed raise awareness or generate interest in products or 

capabilities among their top three. That was followed by building or strengthening 
brand awareness, listed by 72% of respondents as in their top three. The third most 
common reason for developing new content was long-term investment themes or 

trends. In other words, thought leadership. In 2015, when respondents were allowed 
just one answer, 66% answered raise awareness/generate interest and 12% said sales 

personnel requests to help promote product. Thought leadership barely registered.  

CHALLENGES
Having a firm’s goals and driving forces behind content development aligned 

makes perfect sense but it doesn’t mean that developing and distributing that 
content is not without challenges, particularly in today’s world, with nonstop news 

cycles and social networks that are on 24 hours a day, seven days a week.

The biggest and most critical challenge is to figure out how to keep the content machine 
full of high-quality material that engages readers and keeps them coming back for more. 
Some content marketing teams produce their own content, others turn to third parties or 
partner with media companies to create content.

The overall top five challenges that content marketers face have not changed over the last 
two years but their intensity has. In 2015, creating quality/engaging content was the biggest 
challenge, cited by 56% of respondents as one of their three biggest challenges. That was 
followed by lack of resources (47%) and creating enough content (45%). In this year’s survey, 
48% of respondents listed both creating quality/engaging content and distribution as a top 
three challenge, followed by creating enough content (44%), measuring ROI (40%) and lack 
of resources (31%).

One challenge that wasn’t offered as an answer choice but may nonetheless be a factor  
is training. 

About one-third of respondents report offering regular internal staff training on the use 
and delivery of content marketing materials to target audiences. Nearly the rest (a few said 
they didn’t know) said their firms did not offer such programs.
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Despite these challenges, institutional marketers have and continue to forge ahead, using 
the best tactics at hand. 

With the advent and maturation of social media, institutional marketers are relying less on 
white papers/thought leadership and more on social networks, particularly LinkedIn, as a 
marketing tactic. 

While white papers/thought leadership continue to be the most popular tactic for content 
marketing, with 83% of respondents citing it, LinkedIn jumped to second place, with 68% of 
respondents citing that network. Two years ago, white papers/thought leadership was cited by 
92% of respondents and LinkedIn by just 50%, ranking it sixth. Combined, social media 
networks were cited by 70% of respondents. Broadly speaking, videos continue to be a popular 
marketing tactic, cited by 64% of respondents, down just one percentage point from 2015.

Respondents’ perception of the effectiveness of these content marketing tactics 
has not changed dramatically over the last two years but some tactics have 

definitely shown more effectiveness than others over this time. This year, live 
events earned the highest effectiveness rating at 4.29 on a scale of one to 
five, five being very effective and one being least effective. In 2015, live 
events came in second with a score of 3.85, behind white papers/research/

thought leadership, which scored a 3.88. White papers scored the same this 
year, putting it in second place, and was followed by webinars, with a score of 

3.77. In 2015, webinars came in fourth on the effectiveness scale with a 3.50 rating.

This year’s survey broke out social networks into the most common ones including 
Facebook, Twitter, LinkedIn, Instagram, Snapchat and YouTube. From a use perspective, 
again, LinkedIn led the pack, with nearly 70% of respondents using it. That was followed by 
Twitter, YouTube, Facebook, Instagram and Snapchat, in that order. With an effectiveness 
rating of 3.33 (up from 2.98 in 2015), LinkedIn also led all the social networks. Twitter, which 
scored an effectiveness rating of 2.96 in 2015, improved to 3.14 this year. While only 22% of 
respondents said they use YouTube, the social network scored a 3.17 effectiveness rating, 
putting it ahead of Twitter. No other network scored above a three.

In your opinion, what are the three biggest challenges for executing your 
content marketing strategy?

Creating quality/engaging content

2017
2015

Lack of resources

Creating enough content

Measuring ROI 

Distribution

28

56%
48%
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 Meantime, the number of respondents who use time spent on website rose to 47% this 
year from 39% 2015, and sales rose to 37% from 33%. Another measurement tool that rose 
significantly in this year’s survey was higher conversion rates, cited by 33% of respondents. In 
2015, just 13% of respondents cited higher conversion rates.

In addition to website traffic, a couple other measurement tools declined in usage. For 
example, qualitative feedback, cited by 53% of respondents in 2015, was cited by just 42% this 
year, and sales lead quality slipped to 32% from 33%.

With these less than scientific methods of measuring content marketing success, it is 
perhaps not terribly surprising that most institutional marketers do not track the ROI of their 

content marketing strategy. Indeed, measuring content marketing strategy’s ROI is one of 
marketers’ three biggest challenges. Fifty-five percent of respondents said they do not track 

the ROI, down slightly from 57% in 2015. For the few who do track ROI, Google 
Analytics appears to be the most popular method. 

Of course part of the trouble could be that calculating an ROI for a 
content marketing program in the institutional investment world is not 
easy, mainly because the sales cycle is so long. The purest way to calcu-
late ROI is to link the cost of a content marketing program back to sales 

and revenue. In the B2B world, that calculation is fairly straightforward, 
though less so in B2C financial  

services. So institutional marketers by and large are left with activity-based 
metrics such as page views, clicks and webinar registrations. These metrics are 

helpful but don’t link marketing spend directly to business results.

Use and effectiveness 

White papers/research/thought leadership 
Effectiveness

Rating

Social media – LinkedIn 

Videos

In-person events 

Newsletters 

Webinars/virtual events 

PR

Advertising – online 

Advertising - print

Blogs

3.88

3.33

3.44

4.29

3.29

3.77

3.68

3.13

3.51

2.75

83%

68%

64%

62%

57%

57%

55%

53%

44%

41%
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TRIED AND TRUE
Not surprisingly, respondents appear ready to stick with the tried and true content marketing 

tactics. Nearly 90% of respondents said that over the next 12 months, they plan to 
use white papers/research/thought leadership. High percentages of respondents 

also said they planned to use live events, LinkedIn, videos, webinars, newsletters 
and public relations, all tactics that had solid effectiveness scores this year

Tactics in hand, the next question for institutional marketers is distribution. 
The percentage of marketers who use paid distribution channels rose to 73% 

from 65% in 2015, with print (advertorials, placed articles, etc.) the most 
common method. Forty-six percent of respondents said they use print, down 

from 49% in 2015.

In another unmistakable sign of the rise and influence of social media, LinkedIn 
claimed second place as a method of paid distribution, with 46% of respondents citing the 
social network. In 2015, social media ads (networks were not broken out) were cited by just 18% 
of respondents. In addition, Twitter was cited by 25% of respondents this year, beating out 
native advertising, which increased by seven percentage points. Digital advertising held steady.

Similarly, non-paid distribution methods remained largely the same over the last two years, 
with social media again showing the greatest growth. In 2015, social media overall was cited 
by 60% of respondents as a primary, non-paid distribution channel. That reached 70% this 

Tactics 

White papers/research/thought leadership 

In-person events 
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year, once again led by LinkedIn, which was cited by 66% of respondents. Cited by 41% of 
respondents, Twitter made the top five.

The two main distribution channels remained company websites and company newslet-
ters. Earned media/PR, which was not listed as an option in the 2015 survey, was cited by 
56% of respondents this year, while native distribution on other websites continued to gain 
traction, being cited by 32% of respondents this year vs. 23% in 2015

Paid Distribution

Print (advertorials, placed articles, etc.)

2017
2015

Social media – LinkedIn 

Digital advertising (banners, etc.) 

Social media – Twitter 

Native advertising 

SEM (search engine marketing) 

N/A

46%
49%

45%
18%

42%
44%

25%

24%
17%

19%
16%

Distribution

Your own company website 

2017

2015

Your own email/newsletters 

Social media – LinkedIn 

Earned media/PR  

Social media – Twitter  

Native distribution on other websites  

N/A

N/A

N/A

90%
96%

85%
86%
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41%
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CONCLUSION

No one would be shocked to hear that in 2017, social media has become a rising force in 
content marketing for institutional marketers. Nor would it be a surprise to learn that content 
marketing itself is becoming a more important tool in the toolboxes of those same institu-
tional marketers. 

Nonetheless, the rise — and influence — of LinkedIn, the social network that has always 
been considered the “business” network, as a distribution channel and effectiveness measure 
is noteworthy and should continue to be monitored. But so too should the impact of the 
ever-present Facebook and increasingly influential Twitter.

What might be surprising is that despite these trends, many, if not most, marketers rely on 
the tried and true tactics and delivery methods while still struggling to communicate a clear 
and distinct strategy with clear and distinct reporting metrics. To be sure, in the institutional 
investment world, this effort requires more art than science (which can be anathema to a 
CFO who’s focused like a laser beam on the bottom line). 

Still, the drivers are firmly in place and it’s clear that marketers are learning a lot in this 
fast-paced world and turning that learning into best practices. Indeed, they are not stepping 
blindly into the future or flailing wildly for something that works. As competition intensifies 
and industry demographics evolve, the need to become better story tellers, to reach clients 
and would-be clients where they are, in ways that engage them has never been greater.

Social media has 
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Despite 
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METHODOLOGY 
The research referenced in this report is from a survey conducted for Pensions & 
Investments and PAICR by Signet Research Inc., an independent research company.

The purpose of this study was to gather information on the prevalence and impor-
tance of content marketing in the financial services industry. The report is based on 147 
respondents who use content marketing. The survey was conducted electronically and 
invitations to participate were sent via e-mail to a total sample of 5,199 recipients who 
are PAICR members and/or P&I readers/clients who have marketing titles in the 
financial services industry. The first invitation to participate deployed on June 6, 2017. 
By the closing date of July 13, 2017, 188 returns had been received for a 3.6% response 
rate. The findings of this survey may be accepted as accurate, at a 95% confidence level, 
within a sampling tolerance of approximately +/- 8.1%.

For more information about this research study, contact:

Nikki Pirrello, Associate Group Publisher
Pensions & Investments

212.210.0224  |  npirrello@pionline.com

pionline.com


