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O N E

W H E N  I T ’ S  T I M E  F O R

D I G I TA L  M A R K E T I N G  P L A N N I N G

THE YE AR WAS 2008, and this is my “Corey, the rookie 

search-engine-optimization (SEO) analyst” comeback story.

A digital agency (before “digital” was the nomenclature) 

hired me because I was a hard worker and eager to learn. 

Within the fi rst couple years of my career there, I was pro-

vided with formal training and certifi cation in SEO and the 

opportunity to be “the SEO guy” for the agency’s clients.

One of my very fi rst SEO clients was a criminal defense 

attorney based in the Midwest; let’s call him Bernie the 

attorney. He wanted to use SEO so he could be found, pre-

dominantly on Google, for key legal practice focuses such 

as white-collar crimes, among others. Working with him, 

we built a new website, wrote optimized web copy, did all 

the SEO best practices, tracked performance over time, and 

within four months, achieved fi rst-page, top-fi ve position 

results for several targeted terms.

After a warm greeting and walking Bernie back to our 

conference room with a neat stack of printed and stapled 
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reports on the table and his website up on the screen, we 

sat down to get started. I had my plan mapped out of how I 

wanted to walk through the report.

I started out by displaying the specifi c keywords, where 

they were ranking, and showing a comparison to the previ-

ous month, as well as when we began SEO. The software was 

more challenging to confi gure back in those days, but I had 

solid ranking metrics that lined up with what we saw manu-

ally in the search results as well. Excitedly, I walked through 

the traffi  c metrics next. Organic search traffi  c was up in a way 

that correlated with those improved rankings. I shared the 

visit quality metrics and could hardly hold in my excitement 

to fl ip over to the next page—the one I thought would be 

best received—the conversion goals page. I had nearly two 

dozen conversions from search traffi  c. It was such a clear 

picture of how the SEO eff orts were working by increasing 

visibility, engagement, and ultimately, people fi lling out his 

contact form to become clients.

Everything was going so well in my mind. Traffi  c was 

going to the site and contact forms were being fi lled out. 

All the metrics in my SEO report were green, and the graphs 

were pointing upward. However, when I got to the end of my 

walk-through of the report, I could tell that Bernie was not 

happy. He abandoned his poker face and was very direct that 

he was not impressed by any of the positive statistics. “Corey, 

none of this matters. I have not gotten a single case since I 

started spending all this money with you. All I want you to do 

is get me at least one substantial case in ninety days or else.”

Crestfallen, I left the meeting. The standard SEO met-

rics told me I was doing a good job. How could this client not 
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think I was doing a good job? I sat down with my SEO mentor, 

Lloyd, and complained that I did everything right. “No, you 

didn’t, Corey; you didn’t understand the real business issue 

here. It is not clicks and page views, it is paying clients.” Lloyd 

shared with me some deeper questions to take back to the 

client to understand his business.

I met with Bernie at his offi  ce, and we mapped out diff er-

ent metrics together. I made revised decisions based on this 

new information and revamped strategies and tactics. Little 

did I know at the time, through this process I had created my 

fi rst digital marketing success plan. That came about by going 

deeper into the client’s business, starting with his ultimate busi-

ness outcome and goal, validating that SEO truly was an appro-

priate channel for it (despite what he had already signed on to 

do contractually), and getting out of my siloed SEO mindset.

In the planning process, I realized that business metrics 

trump SEO metrics. We implemented the new plan and focused 

on substance and not vanity. Rather than focusing on terms 

that get a lot of traffi  c and visibility but also generate a lot of 

unqualifi ed and unprofi table leads, we shifted focus to a quality 

approach with terms that would drive the right kind of cases. We 

matched the funnel to search intent and devised a full content 

plan, technical SEO auditing, and an approach to set him apart 

from the competition and garner the key cases that matter. 

Have you heard the expression, “Don’t make a federal case 

out of it?” That’s not what a criminal defense lawyer says. Three 

months later, we landed not one but three high-dollar white-col-

lar crime cases going to federal court. After that, we settled in 

for a long, successful relationship. Bernie’s practice continued to 

grow, along with his reputation and infl uence in the region.
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The moral of the story: business metrics trump SEO met-

rics every day of the week.

 W H Y D I G I TA L  M A R K E T I N G P L A N N I N G M AT T E R S

Digital marketing has been a discipline since before it had the 

word “digital” in it. Whether we’re talking about what was for-

merly called “internet” marketing, “online” marketing, or any 

combination of inbound, outbound, or other digital or web-

based activities, it has become synonymous with marketing 

overall. And that’s a great thing. What started as siloed or even 

sometimes narrow and gimmick-fi lled channels like SEO and 

paid search, or old school things like email marketing, or those 

harder to attribute to direct sales like social, we’re now in an era 

where all are widely accepted as important parts of the mar-

keting mix for most businesses overall. We don’t have to put 

“digital” as much at the front of a lot of the marketing things 

we do, as it is accepted as an everyday part of marketing plans.

The appeal of harnessing brand awareness and direct leads 

or sales online emerged alongside consumer adoption of digital 

experiences. My personal affi  nity for things that can be directly 

measured attracted me to digital marketing versus some of the 

tried-and-true traditional channels and approaches. I’m not 

against traditional marketing or things that can’t be measured 

as easily. In fact, I love the tech and things that my friends who 

focus on out-of-home advertising and the physical space can 

do. However, for me, the allure of online activities and being 

able to track things (within reasonable privacy standards and 

with anonymized data) is still really attractive.
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While a lot of traditional advertising and marketing relied 

on long-established methodologies and focused on creative 

and messaging, digital was a new frontier and Wild West. OK, 

enough of my interpretation of how marketing has devel-

oped and changed over the years I’ve been in the game.

Trust me and know that with the ability to do things quickly, 

measure their impact, iterate, and either “follow the script” of 

best practices or do something no one has done before, the 

nature of digital marketing is that there isn’t one way to get to 

your goals. On top of that, the one constant is change.

We have enough to keep up with when it comes to 

changes in search and social algorithms, privacy laws, ways 

we can track and attribute performance, and emerging tech. 

And that’s just the digital marketing channels and tech over-

all. That doesn’t even take into account our own business 

strategies, products, services, target audiences, and goals. 

Oh, and there’s the ever-changing target that we have in our 

competitors and their actions.

Whether we’re focused on artifi cial intelligence (AI), 

changes in cookies, privacy laws, or shifting consumer/pros-

pect behavior—we have a lot on our plates.

It can be tempting to jump in and just “do” digital mar-

keting, knowing this constant state of change. In fact, SEO 

is a great example, as “optimization” is in its name, implying 

the ongoing and iterative nature of it as a channel and dis-

cipline. I’ll get into some real stories in a bit that shed light 

on some client and prospect situations. However, some quick 

examples will be provided showing how easy it is in digital 

marketing to jump in and just start spending money.
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E X A M P L E  O N E

Google makes it way too easy to spend money in Google Ads 

by suggesting to small (and really all) businesses that machine 

learning always helps them spend money eff ectively. You see 

this in Performance Max campaigns, AI-generated ads, and 

the insanely dumb optimization score. While Google has been 

a tremendous source of business growth, revenue genera-

tion, and profi ts for my clients over nearly two decades and is 

in the mix of a lot of campaigns we run, I have constantly seen 

updates geared toward spending more, whether it is working 

for the client/brand or not.

E X A M P L E  T W O

Meta saw how complex their ad platform was, so they decided 

to add advertising to their organic platforms with “boosted 

posts,” making it easy to spend hundreds of dollars to show 

a post to an ill-defi ned audience in a few taps without ever 

leaving your everyday Instagram mobile app. While boosting 

still works and is part of a lot of successful strategies, what 

started out as a tactic to spend a few bucks and get an out-

sized return in reach has become something with diminishing 

returns and a very easy way to spend a lot of money that 

won’t connect to return on investment (ROI).
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E X A M P L E  T H R E E

Every. Single. SEO. Tool. Ever. Every one of them has a low-bar-

rier-to-entry site auditing tool that may help with indexation 

but doesn’t actually help you convert your traffi  c. On top of 

that, their pricing is insanely high, and they make you feel like 

you must use a crazy expensive tool to do good (or any) SEO. 

And please know that I say this as a huge proponent of tech 

and AI. I have used it since the fi rst day of my SEO career and 

have tried nearly every tool that I can get my hands on. Yet, 

when I look at the cost of the tools versus many of the prom-

ises of software, I fi nd that more isn’t always better and that 

I have wasted more dollars than I care to calculate over my 

career on tools that haven’t provided ROI or that have long 

sat underutilized or even dormant.

E X A M P L E  F O U R

Social media for business-to-business (B2B). Enough said. 

People don’t think about where their actual audience is when 

buying. The trend has become quality over quantity over the 

years as social media has matured and attribution modeling has 

gotten better. However, there are still plenty of brands doing 

social without a strategy, a plan, or expectation of ROI. I’m not 

saying there isn’t value in brand awareness and engagement—

in fact, I’d love it if that was an admitted or stated goal by a lot 

of companies if there isn’t a direct ROI expectation. However, 

I fi nd that often, that doesn’t exist despite some staggering 

budgets and eff orts being devoted to social media.
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E X A M P L E  F I V E

Cost-per-thousand (CPM) models in programmatic display 

advertising in 2024 are just insane. There are a number of 

strategic, market-based, and maybe even economic rea-

sons why programmatic is so crazy right now. With constant 

changes due to AI, privacy laws, changes to cookies, and 

more, it is bound to get fl ooded with new ads and adver-

tisers even more while giving even less transparency. Like 

anything, with a strategy or plan, it can be connected to a 

marketing funnel, customer journey, and ROI. However, pro-

grammatic can be out of control and a quick way to spend a 

lot of money without a bigger plan as well.

B AC K T O P L A N N I N G

With those examples in mind and shifting back to discussing 

marketing plans—marketing plans aren’t a new concept, and 

digital marketing plans aren’t either—they are as important 

as before. New tech and changes are coming at us faster than 

ever. Companies have been burned by agencies, consultants, 

and hires that have not delivered to expectations. People are 

moving to diff erent companies and roles as frequently as ever. 

The “Great Resignation” and the ongoing trend of people 

remaining in roles for less time than they used to means that 

a lot of marketing plans and strategies are outliving the peo-

ple who put them in place or approved them. That makes the 

need for documentation and objectivity even bigger. Turnover 

of people, ideas, and strategies can be very disruptive and 
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cause issues with seeing plans through to meaningful ROI. In 

fact, the average tenure of a CMO among the top 100 adver-

tisers decreased to 3.1 years in 2023.1 And, no, I’m not point-

ing fi ngers at or picking on clients—agencies have also seen 

increased turnover.

Having a digital marketing plan that is documented, 

objective, and fully defi nes your goals, roles, resources, strat-

egy, tactics, assets, measurables, and schedule is critical. 

Without one, you’re relying on what is in people’s heads, fol-

lowing some sort of checklist, or just doing things on a whim 

when there’s time or interest. That is not a recipe for success.

Digital marketing is an investment. Whether you’re pay-

ing in-house staff , media spend, software, contractors, con-

sultants, an agency, or a combination of all of the above, dol-

lars are being expended on resources. I can also make the 

same case for soft costs of time and energy investments. 

Investments should be made with an expectation of a return 

on that investment.

If you have ROI goals and desires for digital marketing 

versus looking at it just like an expense or “vendor” relation-

ship that you must do, then you absolutely need a digital 

marketing plan. Or, better, a digital marketing success plan.




