Contents:
37915 23 26 -

Introduction.
What Is Social-First Content?
Ideas From Social.
Executions For Social
The Best of Both Worlds.
Conclusion.

Introduction.
Storytelling and its origins

The Apathy Antidote

Since the dawn of humankind, storytelling has
been central to our existence.
As far back as 30,000 years ago, we’ve been
practicing visual storytelling on the walls of rocks
and caves – telling tales of nature, combat and
survival (yep, it turns out even cavemen had a
knack for storytelling).
And it remains today, from box ofﬁce movies to
best-selling novels, we humans love a good story.
And as one of our favourite methods of escapism,
stories allow us to transcend reality into fantasy,
and make connections with the abstract world.
But at the same time, they help us make sense of
the real world, too.
Stories aid our ability to process and store
information. And above all, they allow us to
connect with that information on an emotional
level.

Put simply, stories help us feel
things.

If you work in marketing, media or communications
and you haven’t been living under a rock for the last
decade, you’ll have noticed that storytelling has
become a fashionable topic of conversation when it
comes to brand building. (We’ve even got a
whitepaper on it).
But despite all of the hype, many of today’s brands
appear to be engaging in a debased type of
storytelling. A type of storytelling that is self-serving,
transient and focuses on short-term goals at the
expense of creating meaningful relationships with an
audience.
Dasha Borysov, Strategy Partner at Dentsu X,
eloquently explores this in a blog she wrote in 2019
on ‘The Parasitic Storytelling Crisis’ we’re facing
today.

‘Certain brands seem to be engaging in storytelling
behaviours that beneﬁt themselves (such as
aggressively chasing higher Click Through Rates),
whilst potentially harming their consumers (at the
expense of allowing their audiences to engage with
their content in an emotionally meaningful way).
As digital consumers, we’re deluged with
information across platforms and it’s now affecting
our ability to concentrate and even store long term
memories. (8) Advertisers chasing ROI from eyeballs
could be likened to parasites feeding off their hosts
— their customers.’

Parasitic Storytelling.
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Essentially, social media has changed how we
consume content. Increased access to content
caused by platforms, algorithms and even band
width has meant it’s nearly impossible to escape
from the constant deluge of information.
We’re swamped – morning, noon and night. So it’s
not surprising that this is affecting our long-term
memory, not to mention our attention spans.
Wait, what were we saying? Oh yeah…
Because of this mass consumption of content,
there’s a ﬁght for our attention. ‘We are essentially
down to 2–3 seconds during which we have a
chance to ‘engage’ audiences with our story’, says
Borysov. ‘Not surprisingly, the modern story arc
structure
has
become
compressed
and
frontloaded, beginning with the highest point of
the story and thereby skipping the gradual
build-up of tension and an establishment of an
emotional connection altogether.’
So we’ve stepped away from the Traditional Story
Arc associated with storytelling that builds for an
emotional connection, and transitioned to the
Emerging Story Arc, as explained by Youtube’s
storytelling best practice;

‘The emerging story arc starts fast, keeps up the
pace, and delivers messaging with unexpected
surprises until you fade out — no more build up,
climax, and pay off. Go fast!’
In other words, they’re saying that the storyteller
should ‘build for attention’, rather than establish an
emotional connection gradually.
They also tell us to hit the audience with the climax
from the offset – whilst continuing to deliver
‘unexpected surprises’ throughout.

‘The successful story arc that’s emerged today
starts with ﬁre, moves fast and tightly over its
subjects, then adds unexpected surprises along the
way’.
‘This, at its core’, explains Borysov, ‘is a parasitic
approach to storytelling.’
Why? because it encourages the storyteller to hack
the viewer’s attention span. It does so by delivering
short bursts of impact - which often results in the
distortion of the viewer’s decision-making process.

Mindless Scrolling.
Be honest, have you ever caught yourself scrolling
through your social media feed, without actually
paying attention to the content?
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You’re not alone, it happens to the best of us.
We call this mindless scrolling. Your thumbs and
eyes are engaged but your brain isn’t. The lights
are on but nobody’s home.

You’re in a state of apathy.
And it’s this ‘live fast die young’ type of content
that rewires our brains to operate in what’s called
a ‘Continuous Partial Attention (CPA) mindset.’ As
Borysov explains, ‘we exist in a constant state of
alertness that scans the world but never really
gives our full attention to anything. It’s been
suggested that this may be harmful to our
long-term mental health, because the constant,
frontloaded story ‘hits’ increase our stress
hormone production (adrenaline and cortisol),
which knocks out our feel-good neurotransmitters
cortisol and dopamine, provoking a sense of
addiction.’
An addiction that can only be satisﬁed
momentarily by more mindless, zombie-like
scrolling.

So what?
In an ideal world, brands would approach
storytelling in a way that balances the beneﬁts for
both parties - where the teller conveys the message
in an engaging way and the listener beneﬁts from an
emotional connection. Everyone wins.
But this isn’t exactly an ideal world. And parasitic
storytelling is here to stay. Partly, because of highly
attuned
algorithms.
Partly,
because
of
super-platform best practice. But mostly, because
of our dwindling attention spans.
But enough doom and gloom, here’s the good news:
social-ﬁrst storytelling doesn’t have to be parasitic.
Short-form content can still forge an emotional
connection and drive people to act - just without all
the... bloodsucking.

In short, you can have your
5-second cake and eat it too.

Social FirstPage X

Social First

What Is Social-First Content?
It’s a phrase that’s being used more often in client briefs,
industry-related articles and best practice guides. But
what does it actually mean?
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Well, here's our take…
Social-ﬁrst content is content that is inspired by and
built speciﬁcally for social media.
In our opinion, it’s made up of two things:

1) An idea that is born out of social
media, perhaps inspired by an
audience behaviour or a cultural
trend.
2) Execution that is built for social
media, conforming to mobile best
practice
and
unique
platform
functionality.

When brands commit to making truly social-ﬁrst
concepts, they reap the rewards on (and off) the
platforms - building genuine admiration from their
followers and beyond.

Ideas From SocialX
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Ideas From Social.
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Social-ﬁrst content begins its life in the same way
as any other piece of content - regardless of the
platform it’s created for.
It starts with a deep understanding of the
audience, the context of the channel and the
unique culture that exists there.
From an appreciation of simple trends such as
‘cats of Instagram’, to a more complex
understanding of how the younger generation uses
TikTok, it’s about using those insights to build big
ideas that people relate to.
And that’s the tricky part. Often, it takes more than
just a few hours of social listening to get that
single insight that’s worth turning into creative.

Because let’s be real. You could use all the
platform hacks in the world, but if your
creative isn’t good, your content will fall ﬂat on
its face.
Social media was designed for people - not
brands. And if brands want to join the
conversation, they should have something
good to say.
It can be an unforgiving place - and there’s
plenty of examples of it going wrong.
But there’s also plenty of examples of brands
getting it right too.
With that being said, let’s explore some of
those examples now.

Ideas From Social.
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Example 1: Tik Tok X Samsung
#DanceAwesome
What.
To promote the release of the new Galaxy A Series,
Samsung collaborated with South Korean k-pop
girl group Blackpink to produce a frighteningly
catchy song.
Why is it social-ﬁrst?
Contrary to popular belief, TikTok isn’t just a
platform full of young people dancing to and
lip-syncing songs.
But it is a platform full of young people - and if
that’s your audience, TikTok should be on your
radar.

Samsung spotted an opportunity to collaborate with
a K-pop band on a song that shows off the features
of the new Galaxy A Series.
Blackpink invited their followers to participate in a
dance challenge on TikTok, creating a ﬂurry of
user-generated content on the platform.
But here’s the best part: Samsung actually managed
to get a bunch of people to dance to their own
advert and then share it.
How did they pull it off? They did it through a
combination of intelligent inﬂuencer strategy, a
polished understanding of the TikTok demographic,
and authentic messaging.
Oh, and another thing - they didn’t try and hi-jack
the platform with irrelevant content.

Ideas From Social.
Example 2: Cross-platform X
Three Mobile
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What.
Three Mobile launched its ﬁrst branded social
channel on Facebook and Instagram.
Why is it social-ﬁrst?
Amid growing concern about smartphones and
mental wellbeing, Three wanted to reinforce their
recent campaign message that ‘Phones Are Good’.
So they teamed up with LadBible to create what
they call the ‘most relaxing place on the internet’ to
deliver their followers a daily dose of chill.
The channels feature oddly satisfying, funny (and at
times outright bizarre) videos that ride the wave of
the recent ASMR trend on social media.
Why is it social-ﬁrst? It’s a commitment to a
long-term, community-driven campaign that’s
inspired by social media. They’re letting us know
they speak the lingo. They’re culturally relevant. And
they’re not just part of the conversation - they’re
leading it.
But above all, it’s evidence of exemplary social
listening – with the content itself a reﬂection of
latest trends and memes circulating in the social
arena.

Example 3: Twitter X Spark Notes
What.
A ﬂawlessly executed series of memes to promote
Sparknotes, a platform for literature study notes.
Why is it social-ﬁrst?
The fast-paced and unrelenting nature of the
Twittersphere is ideal for witty wisecracks and
meme-jacking - even if you’re a brand.
That’s exactly what sparknotes are doing - and by
the looks of their engagement, they’re doing it
better than most.
By posting memes that encapsulate the topics of
famous literary works, Sparknotes have carved out
a niche audience across their channels.
It’s clear to see that they truly understand their
audience - and they’re using this insight to
entertain, not just to sell.
So aside from gaining meme lord status among
their followers, they’re gaining an unholy amount
of brand exposure too.
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Ideas From Social.
Example 4: The ALS Ice Bucket
Challenge

It was born on social media and it died on social
media. With no paid spend whatsoever, it was a
grassroots, organic campaign.

What.
The ALS Ice Bucket Challenge.

And crucially, it was easy for people to understand
and take part – all you needed was a phone, a
camera and a bucket of icy water.

Why is it social-ﬁrst?
Remember that time back in 2014 when your
Facebook newsfeed was full of people throwing
buckets of ice over their heads?
To be fair, it’s hard to forget. That’s what makes the
ALS Ice Bucket Challenge one of the greatest
examples of social-ﬁrst content we’ve ever seen.
Aside from creating awareness of the disease at a
global level, people donated out of their own
pockets, raising $220 million for charity.
But what made it a beacon of inspiration for
social-ﬁrst content?

This created a steady stream of user-generated
content on Facebook, which further ampliﬁed the
message and practically gave the word viral a new
meaning.
And for that reason, it’s safe to say that the ALS Ice
Bucket Challenge has earned itself a place in our
social-ﬁrst hall of fame.

Ideas From Social.
Example 5: #ExcitableEdgar
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What.
Creating intrigue around the release of the John
Lewis Christmas advert with a well-timed teaser.
Why is it social-ﬁrst?
Every year, around mid-November, we eagerly
await the adverts that pull on our heartstrings and
bring about the festive spirit.
Last year, John Lewis left everyone guessing when
they ran the sponsored hashtag #ExcitableEdgar
before the release of their TV ad. The hashtag took
users to a teaser trailer of the ad, whilst pointing
them to a dedicated Twitter page for Edgar where
they would tweet about his journey.
Yep, they basically ran an advert to advertise their
advert.

This fueled speculation about the theme of the ad –
allowing John Lewis to follow the conversation and
drop subtle hints in the build up to its release.
Knowing that Twitter is the place that people
discuss what’s on TV, John Lewis created
conversation about something that didn’t even exist
yet.
It's a great example of how a pro-active, social-ﬁst
mindset can be used to control the narrative - and
it wouldn't surprise us to see other brands following
in their footsteps.

Executions For Social
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Every platform is different, each with its own
distinct set of features. Social-ﬁrst execution is all
about building your content with those features in
mind, adding to the overall experience for the end
user.
From formatting tweaks to the positioning of your
ideas on each channel, these handy little pointers
will help you deliver thumb-stopping content that
keep eyeballs glued to the screen.

Native Functionality

Example 1: Instagram Stories X
Three Mobile
What.
A series of Instagram Stories that gamify the
otherwise mundane experience of tapping your
phone screen.
Why is it social-ﬁrst?
Three created a charming, 8-bit arcade game for
Instagram stories that made smart use of the native
functionality within the platform.

Let’s be clear - when we talk about native
functionality, we’re not necessarily talking about
native content.

As the character makes its way from left to right
through each level, it’s the viewer’s job to help them
avoid obstacles by tapping the screen.

We’re talking about the features that are native to
the platform itself. The things that make the
platform unique. The little nuances that make a
big difference when it comes to generating
interaction and engagement.

Not only does this give the viewer a sense of control
they wouldn’t usually have, but it ﬁts seamlessly
into their natural behaviour on the platform.

Naturally, when a brand understands the native
functionality of the platform they’re working with,
they stand a better chance of success.
Here’s a few examples of how it’s done.

Who would’ve thought something so simple could
be so damn good?
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Executions For Social.
Example 2: Instagram Stories X
New York Public Library

Since launching, more than 300,000 people have
read the Insta Novels - and their account has gained
a whopping 130,000 followers.

What.
A library of classic novels digitised through
Instagram stories and brought to life with
illustrated animations.

Who says Instagram can’t be visually engaging AND
educational?

Why is it social-ﬁrst?
Apart from all the snaps of airbrushed inﬂuencers,
globetrotters, avocados and dogs, it looks like
something else is drawing a niche crowd to
Instagram.
The New York Public Library is using Instagram
stories… to actually tell stories.
Combining written and visual storytelling
techniques, ‘Insta Novels’ is a library of famous
literary works that have been digitised to create an
immersive experience for Instagrammers.
Just like a book, users hold their thumb down on
the screen to read the page before releasing it to
turn the page.
This is a perfect example of social-ﬁrst execution
that puts native functionality at the heart of its
design.

Example 3: Burrow Dream Sofa X
Instagram Stories
What.
US-based furniture retailer Burrow tasked their
audience to build their dream sofa on Instagram
Stories.
Why is it social-ﬁrst?
The marketing minds behind Burrow made brilliant
use of the native functionality within Instagram
stories to engage with their audience.
Using a blank template of a sofa, Burrow asked their
followers to screenshot, re-gram and customise the
template with stickers, GIFs and ﬁlters.
Another superb, yet simple example of how
user-generated content can be leveraged to create
authentic brand interaction using the tools native to
the platform.

Executions For Social.
Example 4: Fortnite X Wendy’s
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What.
A skilfully executed, social-ﬁrst campaign on
Fortnite to reach an audience that didn’t want to
be reached… at ﬁrst.
Why is it social-ﬁrst?
This polished example of social-ﬁrst strategy is
from Wendy’s. You know, the US fast food chain
known for its savage banter on Twitter?
Wendy’s were looking for a new way to target
young consumers to reinforce one of their key
messages: frozen beef is the enemy.
So, when Fortnite announced an event called
‘food ﬁght’ between ‘team burger’ and ‘team
pizza’, they spotted an organic opportunity.
Rather than interrupting the game with advertising,
they decided to make advertising part of the
game.

So, they created a character with red hair and
pigtails that resembled Wendy's logo – and dropped
it into the game.
But instead of killing other players, they started
destroying beef-ﬁlled freezers for nine hours
straight.
It wasn’t long before other players joined the
rampage – and some of the top streamers on
Twitch called Wendy’s out for their fresh approach.
Twitch themselves even made a highlight reel of
Wendy’s best freezer kills.
1.5 million minutes watched. 250k+ twitch stream
views. 119% increase in mentions across social
platforms. Oh, and it picked up wins at The Drum
Social Buzz Awards and the Social & Inﬂuencer
Grand Prix at the Cannes Lions.

Executions For Social.
Mobile Best Practice
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Look around you. What do you see? Whether
you’re at work, in a restaurant, on a train or even
at home – everyone is glued to their phone
screen.
Over 91% of social media trafﬁc now comes from
mobile devices, while 95% of social media ads are
viewed on mobile.
It’s obvious – social media has become a game of
phones. So if you’re posting for mobile, keep these
rules in mind.
Vertical video (4:5)
The mass migration from desktop computers to
mobile devices marked a shift in the way we
watch video.
What was predominantly a horizontal format
before, has changed to a newer, vertical format for
mobile.
Not only does vertical video ﬁt your phone screen
better, but it also takes up more of your feed on
social media.

And since the transition took place, other native
formats such as stories have embraced vertical
video too.
Besides altering the process of production, this has
entirely changed the way video is conceptualised
from a creative point of view.
You could say that video has been turned on its
head (literally).
Seen not heard.
Up until a few years ago, the concept of a video
autoplaying in your social media feed was unheard
of. Creators used to rely on an eye-catching
thumbnail to grab your attention and persuade you
to press play.
But times have changed - and on most platforms,
video autoplays as you scroll down the page. God
only knows how many videos have been watched
without sound – but we know it’s a lot.
Inevitably, this forced creators to add captions to
their videos to reduce the chance of their content
being overlooked. It’s a small change, but it can
make a big difference - especially if you publish
video content on the regular.

Executions For Social.
Social Best Practice
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There’s been a myriad of changes that have come
into play as platforms have matured and evolved.
These changes have given rise to a new set of
rules and guidelines when it comes to publishing
content on social media.
Links in Instagram copy.
By now, most people are aware that putting a link
in the description of a post on Instagram doesn’t
achieve diddly-squat.
So, when we see people (especially brands) do it,
we feel like face planting the desk. Always. Link. In.
Bio.
The right hashtags for discovery.
It can be tempting to chuck a load of hashtags on
your posts to get engagement just for
engagement’s sake - using tags such as
#likeforlike
#followforfollow
and
#whateverstrendingontheday.
But for god’s sake, don’t do it. While you may get
more engagement on your post, it doesn’t mean
anything. It’s most likely just a random teenager
trying to get more likes on their most recent selﬁe
– or worse, a bot.

We call this vanity metrics. Because that’s exactly
what it is – engagement for the sake of vanity.
Vanity metrics aren’t useful to anybody (except for
reasons of ostensible popularity) – and they
certainly don’t help us reach the people that matter.
Hashtags are about being discovered by the right
people – the type of people that have an interest in
your content or niche. The type of people that you
want engagement from.
So, remember, when it comes to hashtagging, it’s
always quality over quantity.
Call-to-action terminology.
The way that we engage with content on social
media differs across platforms. On Instagram we
double tap, on Twitter we retweet and on Facebook
we share.
Getting the terminology right is crucial. It’s such a
simple thing, but so many brands get it wrong. And
when you get it wrong, it's unhelpful for everyone.
Not only does it look like the intern has been left
unchecked with the social accounts, it’s not
conducive to getting people to act in the way you
want them to.
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Executions For Social.
Voice & tone: Speaking like a human.
Think about your favourite brands on social media.
The brands that inspire you. The brands that get
you talking. The brands that seem to be hogging a
disproportionate share of attention.

In other words, your voice is what you say - your
tone is how you say it.

What’s the one thing they have in common?

Every time you write, tweet, respond, comment,
caption, you’re exercising your brand’s voice and
tone.

They all have a distinct, authentic and consistent
brand voice.
They talk in a way that’s inclusive. They encourage
dialogue. And vitally, they talk like humans.
Because after all, social media is for humans, not
brands.
But how can we deﬁne brand voice? Your voice is
closely tied to your brand persona. We would
describe brand persona with adjectives such as
traditional or contemporary, daring or cautious,
conformist or rebel, and bold or understated.
Tone, on the other hand, is how you apply your
voice. Your tone could be sincere or sarcastic,
serious or playful, down to earth or sophisticated,
and modest or boastful.

And it’s not an exaggeration to say that your voice
and tone can deﬁne your entire brand image.

Finding one that works for social can be difﬁcult –
not least because it’s hard to carve out something
truly original these days, but because the social
landscape is full of noise.

Hi.
Hey!

There are few brands that have perfected their voice
on social – so those that have are surely worth
celebrating.

hello

Executions For Social.
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Example 1: Innocent
You don’t talk about brand voice on social and not
mention Innocent. You just don’t. And while it may
seem like a tired example, it’s still one of the best.
That’s because Innocent have been consistent
since day one. For years, they’ve worked hard on
cultivating a persona that’s deﬁned by their voice
on social.
One of their many strengths is that they don’t try
to hard sell. Instead, they focus on nurturing
meaningful relationships with their followers.
Innocent is your funny friend. The friend you can
have banter with. The friend who’s witty, charming,
and easy-going – but doesn’t try too hard. And this
is how they’ve won our hearts – because we feel a
genuine emotional afﬁnity with what is otherwise
just a bottled drink. It’s pretty remarkable.

Example 2: Moonpie
Moonpie, the 100-year old confectionary brand
from across the pond, are living their best life on
Twitter - with no ﬁlters whatsoever.

And by living their best life, they’re weighing in on
existential matters, trolling their competitors, and
making everyone laugh in the process.
You’d think there was only so much you could say
about a chocolate-coated marshmallow biscuit. But
you’d be wrong.
Moonpie unapologetically promote their product
using a sort of self-deprecating, absurdist humour
that somehow makes it weirdly acceptable.
They also understand the value in taking risks.
They’re not copying any tried and tested formula
from other brands – in fact, it looks as though
they’re not following any formula at all. They’re truly
experimenting.
Something interesting to note about Moonpie’s
Twitter is that they intentionally choose not to use
punctuation in their tweets (don’t tell the grammar
police).
Just like the Innocent example, this is a deﬁning
element of their social voice. They’re serious about
not taking things too seriously – and that includes
full stops, commas and themselves.

Best of Both Worlds

Best of Both Worlds

The Best of Both Worlds.
The Apathy Antidote

A number of brands have adopted a truly holistic
approach to social-ﬁrst strategy. They use the
platforms to feed their understanding of the
audience – who they are, how they behave and
what makes them tick.
They use these insights as a source of inspiration
to build ideas – and execute with native
functionality in mind.
From the ground up, they have a social-ﬁrst way of
thinking – because they know that’s what works.

Example 1: Netﬂix
If there’s one thing we can be sure of, it’s that
people love to talk about what they’re watching –
and nobody knows this better than Netﬂix.
Having mastered the art of social listening, they
routinely identify popular ﬁlms and TV
programmes that are talked about on social.

They use this to inform their content strategy hiring TV and ﬁlm fans to create memes that play on
the tropes of those shows and movies.
This not only signals to fans that they live and
breathe the content on their own platform, but
they’re devoted to staying relevant (by any memes
necessary).
One of Netﬂix’s main value propositions is the
exclusivity of the content on their platform – and
they play this to their advantage brilliantly.
If you love a ﬁlm or TV series enough, you’ll have an
insatiable appetite for more content – following it to
wherever it takes you.
And it just so happens that trailers and additional
behind-the-scenes footage can only be found on
their social channels. Coincidence? We think not.

The Best of Both Worlds.
Example 2: Le Labo
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What kind of brand eavesdrops on their customers
and posts what they say on social media for the
world to see?
Enter the room, Le Labo - the cosmetics brand
with an Instagram page that shares the amusing
words uttered about their products from across
the world.
Inspired by the Instagram hit that is @overheardla,
@overheardnewyork and @overheardlondon, the
page is a collection of quotes that tell a story
about the brand from other people’s point of view.

With its own dedicated channel, Le Labo are
extending their visibility beyond their main brand
page and engaging with a young, urban female
demographic.
The purpose of the page is to entertain – and to
create a microcosm of the wider conversation that
Le Labo wants to be a part of. Whether that be the
misadventures of their customers, ﬁrst world
problems, or social media culture in general.
Of course, the page has an agenda – but it’s
shrouded in a veil of humour. That’s part of what
makes it a truly outstanding social-ﬁrst concept.
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Conclusion.
There’s no doubt that social-ﬁrst means different
things to different people. And although we may
not all agree on an ‘ofﬁcial’ deﬁnition in theory –
we know what it means in practice.

And we’re willing to bet that the brands who
commit to these social-ﬁrst principles will be the
ones that come out on top within the next ﬁve
years.

The one thing we can all agree on, though, is that
the only constant in the social landscape is
change. And while we can’t predict change, we can
react to it as it happens – making sure we adapt
methods of best practice accordingly.

So with that being said, we hope this guide has
given you some inspiration of how to make
social-ﬁrst strategy work for you.

But as we’ve touched upon, it’s not just about
building content with formatting tweaks - it’s
much more than that. It’s about a broader
approach to social media in general – using it as a
foundation to research and build ideas from.

These guidelines aren’t just a
‘nice to have’ – they’re a ‘need
to have’.

And if you're reading this thinking: 'I could do with a
bit of that' (but think you might need help), get in
touch and let's talk.
Until next time, everyone.

Thanks.

