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Should companies be    creators on YouTube?

julian saunders
co n t e n t  M a r k e t i n g

YouTube has become the 
‘everything’ channel. With 
massive viewership and an 
ever-growing range of material, 
it is tempting for brands to get 
in on the action. But, as Julian 
Saunders argues, it isn’t easy. 
Here he provides a useful 
framework for considering 
whether or not to try it

Four hundred hours of video 
are uploaded to YouTube every 
minute and it has over a billion 
users. Ninety-nine per cent of 

young people (aged 16-25) online in the 
UK say they use YouTube. The average 
viewer watches 191 videos and eight hours 
of YouTube every month. 

YouTube has mass reach, high levels 
of engagement, is loved by millennials in 
particular, is global and used heavily on 
mobile. The numbers are big, which makes 
its own case for being considered on a 
paid-for media plan. 

But should brands get involved as 
publishers and not just as advertisers by 
creating video to upload on YouTube, or at 
least collaborating with those who are good 
at it? And how can they be successful at it? 
The guidelines and ideas here are drawn 
from my work advising brands in a Google 
innovation unit called The Zoo – a ‘think 
tank for agencies and brands’.

the faLSe hope of the ‘viraL’
In YouTube’s earlier days, some brands 
had success with a ‘viral’ video and got 
bags of free publicity. Typically, however, 
virals only delivered a short-term hit and 
brands rarely found a way of retaining and 
developing the burst of interest they had 
created. Cadbury did brilliantly with the 
‘is it or isn’t it Phil Collins?’ drumming 
gorilla, for example, but was unable to 
follow it with anything as big. (It tried.)

Staking the success of your brand on 
‘a great viral’ is a bit like planning for 
retirement by backing a horse at the races. 
It might romp home, but prepare to be 
stoical if it trails in last. 

it payS to be an iconic or 
faMouS brand
Occasionally a brand emerges with 
perfectly honed advertising stories that 
break out into popular culture, become 
famous and create anticipation for the 
brand’s next production. John Lewis 
currently holds this crown and in earlier 
generations it was Guinness and Levi’s. 
These brands receive a huge dividend 
on social media, especially on YouTube. 
John Lewis’s Christmas ad for 2015, ‘Man 
on the Moon’ (posted on 5 November 
2015), has 24 million views, compared 
with David Bowie’s valedictory video, 

‘Blackstar’ (posted on 19 November 2015), 
with 22 million views.

But very few brands achieve this 
iconic status. YouTube is a channel where the 
famous – brands or personalities – have a head 
start when it comes to creating a following.

how can My brand get 
diScovered?
The sheer volume of video now on 
YouTube makes it exciting but also 
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intimidating. Brand owners have to ask 
themselves more hard-headed questions: 
how can my brand be a) discovered and b) 
revisited regularly? 

Without understanding this challenge, it 
is difficult to make the case for investment. 
A significant investment in time and 
money is needed for a brand to be 
successful as a creator, as the founding of 
a YouTube channel sets up the expectation 
that it will invest in fresh video several 
times a week.

what iS youtube today?
YouTube has changed rapidly in its 10 years 
of life. In its early days, it targeted (and 
supported) musicians and replaced MySpace 
as the platform where aspiring artists posted 
their new compositions in search of a 
following or a record deal.

Today, it is a huge video-sharing platform. 
A third of all internet users now watch 
online video every day. YouTube has been 
central to this change in media culture and 
caused others to respond (as CNN did in 

a previous generation, when it created a 
market for 24-hour news), and so it has 
awakened plenty of competition, with 
Facebook and Snapchat both energetically 
developing their online video offer. 

YouTube, however, has evolved into 
something more than just ‘the latest online 
videos’. It is the world’s largest and most 
up-to-date library of culture (expressed 
through video and accessed through 
mobile). Seemingly, all of life is here, from 
‘epic fails’ and ‘cute kittens’ (of course) to 
erudite lectures on almost any topic.

A new type of entertainment has 
been invented as well. On some of the 
most successful channels, superstar 
YouTubers such as PewDiePie play video 
games and give tips for gaming success to 
their followers. 

At the same time, YouTube is also a huge 
archive for old films and video. You will 
not only find the John Lewis Christmas ad 
there, but all those great old ads for Levi’s, 
Oxo or Nescafé. YouTube is evolving into 
a seemingly limitless archive and a global 
‘everything channel’. 

For brands that want to publish 
successfully, the clues to success lie in 
understanding:
 How consumers now find information
 The nature of trust in online video.

 
conSuMerS aS expert finderS 
of inforMation 
‘To Google’ is now a verb in common 
parlance. Consumers have become expert 
searchers and expect to find what they are 
looking for by searching within almost any 
platform. Trying to find that old email? Just 
use the search box – there is no longer any 
need to file it. 

YouTube has enriched modern search 
culture through the growing expectation 
that it holds a ‘how to’ video on almost 
anything. Checking out a video on 
YouTube has become the default option in 
many categories. Want to cook lasagne? 
Apply make-up? Get your hair done like a 
character in Game of Thrones? Learn how to 
perform a DIY task, such as paint a room 
or clean the filter on your dishwasher? 
There is almost certainly a YouTube 
video about it.

In that torrent of 400 new videos a 
second, you will find video about the 
latest everything. Latest Merc. Latest 

ninety-nine per cent of 
young people (aged 16-25) 
online in the uk say they 
use youtube
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cool tech. Newest video game. New 
stuff gets reviewed on YouTube within 
days of launch. Want to compare the 
latest iPhone and Samsung? You can see 
them lovingly unboxed and compared. 
YouTube is the second-largest search 
engine in the world, with one billion 
unique visitors per month.

For brands, this creates opportunities to 
be relevant and authoritative in moments 
when consumers are receptive. Video can 
be created in response to the evergreen and 
emerging questions that consumers have. 

Currently, though, it is YouTubers 
who are hungry to build their numbers 
of subscribers and ad income through a 
constant flow of fresh videos who have 
mastered this opportunity more than 
brands, as we shall see.

MiLLenniaL entrepreneurS 
Our great hunger for ready access to 
knowledge (and celebrity) has created a gap 
for a new type of influencer – the YouTuber. 

Old-style celebrities broadcast to the 
masses from a TV studio but typically 
remained distant. They are still famous 
folk ‘off the telly’. YouTubers, by contrast, 
seek an intimate dialogue by narrowcasting 
from their rooms to the bedrooms of their 
followers. They also collaborate with 
and support each other – in this respect 
they behave more like musicians than 
traditional celebrities. 

For millennials, YouTube hits a sweet 
spot as it promises both money and the 
opportunity to set up your own business. 
It therefore attracts a stream of budding 
YouTubers intent on setting up as media 
entrepreneurs. As members of the YouTube 
partner programme, they stand to make 
money from the numbers of views from 
the pre-roll ads before their videos. A few 
make a lot of money from both ad revenue 
and endorsements. For most, the revenues 
are modest, but nonetheless a welcome 
contribution to expenses.

youtube cuLture and infLuence 
YouTube is shifting the culture of 
celebrity, producing new influencers and 
causing some ‘traditional’ celebrities, 
such as Jamie Oliver, to seek a new 
connection with audiences by becoming 
energetic YouTubers. Oliver has been 
smart – his channel is a platform for him 
and his friends. He grasped very early 
on that YouTube demands an inclusive, 
collaborative and intimate tone, and that 
his audience would be built by bringing in 
other people and their networks.

For brands, it means that new sources 
of trust have emerged. Some categories 

brought together all its haircare brands into 
one channel – All Things Hair.

It analyses search terms and then 
produces videos that answer the most 
commonly asked haircare questions. Some 
of these are evergreen, like inspiration for 
party or wedding hairstyles. Some reflect 
fashion and news, such as the trend for 
messy buns or the new styles of celebrities. 

The channel also currently features one 
of the UK’s most successful YouTubers, 
Zoella, so it is also attracting her network 
and subscribers to Unilever’s channel.

caSe hiStory: voLvo truckS 
Volvo Trucks’ success has come from 
thinking holistically about how audience 
is built and retained within a YouTube 
channel by creating three types of content: 
 hero content: Big audience-building 
films, such as Epic Split, featuring ‘the 
muscles from Brussels’, Jean-Claude Van 
Damme, which at the time of writing has 
had 82 million views.
 hub content: Regular features such as 
‘pimp my cab’ that viewers want to return 
to, which builds subscription. 
 help content: Expert answers to search 
questions, which can often be specialist 
and technical.

Hero content draws browsers in to 
the channel, where they discover other 
entertaining and useful videos. This creates 
a large number of views for even quite 
niche topics. Epic Split has a viral quality 
– high on entertainment and ‘how did he 
do that?’ awesomeness – yet set within the 
context of a channel designed to retain 
audience and build subscription.

caSe hiStory: vat19 
VAT19 is a new global online retail brand 
(based in the US) whose mission is to 
enable you to shop for “curiously awesome 
gifts”. From a search analysis perspective, 
this brand sits well at the intersection of a 
number of popular searches (such as ‘gift 
ideas’, ‘new tech’, ‘party ideas’, ‘world’s 
largest’, ‘bloopers’ and ‘DIY’), which 
drive viewers to its YouTube channel. 
Its twice-monthly video newsletter is 
well-pitched ‘hub’ content for building 
subscriptions (it currently has nearly two 
million). Outtakes and bloopers appeal 
to those just browsing for entertainment. 
VAT19’s YouTube channel clearly 
understands the tricks of the trade when it 
comes to building and retaining audience. 
It also provides a model for other brands 
planning a dedicated YouTube channel 
(or the creation of a brand from scratch) 
through:
  Clearly defining its YouTube channel idea 

For millennials, 
YouTube hits a sweet 
spot as it promises 
both money and the 
opportunity to set up 
your own business
(beauty, gaming, new technologies of 
all types) have been transformed. In 
the UK beauty market, for example, 
two YouTubers (Essie Button and Fleur 
De Force) have more than a million 
subscribers each, while another three 
beauty YouTubers have around 300,000 
subscribers each. By contrast, key brands 
in this category – L’Oréal, Rimmel and 
Maybelline – have 27,000, 31,000  and 
10,000 subscribers respectively. 

Any brand with news has an opportunity 
to engage news-hungry YouTubers by 
giving them access to experiences and 
knowledge. Think of this as a new type 
of PR in which the YouTuber is a trusted 
independent voice, rather than a paid-for 
endorsement. 

So who is succeeding and how are they 
harnessing search culture and these new 
sources of trust in the online world?

caSe hiStory: aLL thingS hair 
There are around one billion Google 
searches relating to haircare every month – 
that’s a large, information-hungry audience 
that is difficult to ignore. So Unilever 

brand idea:
Shop for curiously 

awesome gifts

channel idea:
Entertaining and 

informative demonstrations 
of these gifts

information hunger for:
Gift ideas, party ideas, 
cool stuff, new tech, 
bloopers, new toys, 

DIY

figure 1
developing a brand idea
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  How this relates to and complements its 
brand idea 

  How it taps the hunger for information 
and entertainment of consumers online 
(Figure 1).

who ShouLd conSider being a 
youtube creator? 
Running your own channel is a big 
commitment. It requires investment, time 
and a particular culture to be a publisher, 
rather than an advertiser. 

Here are the types of brands and com-
panies that should evaluate the opportunity 
and, at a minimum, see YouTubers as a way 
to influence the influencers.

1brandS operating in high 
intereSt categorieS

High interest categories are also high 
search-volume categories, so there is a 
large and information-hungry audience 
available. All Things Hair and VAT19 are 
good examples. These categories have 
already spawned successful YouTubers 
to collaborate with, which is a cheaper 
alternative to running a channel. Talent 
agencies have emerged that enable brands 
to access a stable of YouTubers. 

2gaMing brandS and new 
technoLogieS 

YouTube is the home of some of the 
biggest stars and influencers that 
40-something mar keters may never have 
heard of, but their children certainly have. 
PewDiePie (41.5 million subscribers) and 
KSI (11.7 million subscribers) can make 
a new game if they give it an enthusiastic 
review on their channel.

3brandS targeting 
MiLLenniaLS

While YouTube has a broad user base, 
the heaviest usage is among millennials. 
The new style celebrities of the channel 
look and feel like representatives of that 
generation and they ‘connect’ with them 
in a way that few brands (except perhaps 
BuzzFeed) can emulate. This is ‘their’ 
channel – not their parents’ – even if Dad 
has discovered that he can learn how to 
do DIY tasks from the B&Q channel. Try 
Googling the top 50 YouTubers and ask 
yourself: how many have you heard of?

4brandS that want to be  
Seen aS expert

Thought leadership is a staple of 
professional services marketing. 
Conferences represent a low-cost way 
of generating informative video that 
can reach a wider audience over time. 

For example, Ogilvy has invested in 
behavioural economics thought leadership 
with its annual Nudgestock festivals. If 
you are fascinated by BE, you’ll find that 
searching ‘Nudgestock’ on YouTube brings 
rich rewards.

5coMpanieS hedging againSt 
adbLocking 

People choose to watch great video (be it 
useful or entertaining). If your brand relies 
heavily on online channels for customers, 
you might be wise to plan for a future in 
which people increasingly choose not to 
look at ads (in Germany, for example, 30% 
of web users deploy adblocking software).

6coMpanieS Looking for a 
cataLySt for cuLture change

Success in online video demands that you 
create value for the consumer – something 
that is fascinating, useful, entertaining or 
worth sharing.

It is a tough transition to make if your 
brand is not already an experienced 
publisher. It will require your team to be 
tuned in to consumer interests every day. 
In other words, your brand will have to 
become truly ‘customer-centric’ to win in 

the competitive and constantly changing 
market for online video. But that might be a 
good thing and just the shake-up and spur to 
innovation that you need. 

what next for brandS  
on youtube?
VAT19 gives a glimpse of how things might 
develop. The brand came to market as a 
fully realised and fully integrated retail and 
publishing idea from the start, suggesting a 
model for new brand creation. 

But who will create and own these brands? 
Well, YouTubers became more professional 
and more commercially minded very quickly. 
Even Grumpy Cat has an agent, and Simon’s 
Cat (an animation channel on YouTube) 
sells a lot of merchandise from its dedicated 
ecommerce site. 

So my prediction is that we will see 
new intellectual property being created by 
groups of YouTubers, managed by their 
agents, who understand the value of a strong 
entertainment-led brand.

Julian Saunders is a strategist, trainer  
and founder of the Joined Up Company
julians@joinedupcompany.com
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