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Hacking PR to super-charge 
e-commerce and digital sales



There are two forces that have opened up 
an opportunity for PR to deliver more value

 ▶ The death of the linear customer 
journey (The role of PR in driving 
e-commerce sales, P. 2)

 ▶ New channels of influence (What’s 
driving online sales, P. 5)

Key takeaways

PR and communications efforts can be 
engineered to deliver more value across 
all digital channels. This paper details 
techniques to do so for a select few

 ▶ Organic search, P. 6
 ▶ Paid search, P. 8
 ▶ Shoppable social media, P. 11
 ▶ Voice, P. 13
 ▶ Algorithms as editors, P. 15

The value that PR can bring has increased 
considerably as digital marketing has 
evolved. New customer journeys and 
channels have shaken our industry to its 
core, and the old ways of our profession 
are changing. We’ve written this guide 
for anyone who wants more value from 

PR, and those who want to give their 
organisation a digital advantage. The 
tactics and techniques in this guide are 
just as applicable to established business-
to-business company, or start-ups, as 
they are to a consumer brand that invests 
heavily into digital marketing.

Why read this report?

Hacking PR to super-charge e-commerce and digital sales

2December 2019

In 1925, Edward Kellog Strong, a professor 
in psychology at Stanford university 
published a book called “The Psychology 
of Selling and Advertising”. This book 
featured a diagram called the Purchase 
Funnel, and it became the model on which 
our marketing strategies are still shaped, 
almost a century later. 

The role of PR in driving e-commerce sales

The world has changed a lot since 1925, 
but this model still persists as the basis 
for determining the role of each pound 
invested in marketing. But what’s the 
role of PR in this? And, more specifically, 
what’s the role of PR in driving 
e-commerce sales and digital leads. 
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Introduction

Before the digital age, things were more 
simple. The value that PR brought to 
marketing efforts sat squarely in the 
‘Consideration’ stage, occasionally 
venturing into the “Awareness” stage; all 
fine when the customer journey was linear. 
But in today’s world, the customer journey 
is far from linear.

As a second example, while scrolling 
through Instagram, an influencer posts 
a photograph of themselves with a 
bouquet of flowers. I decide I’d like 
to buy those flowers. In this case, the 
influencer post may well have been the 
result of PR activity and in this example, 
the influencer’s shared “Conversion” 
experience becomes the “Awareness” and 
“Consideration” trigger for someone else.

These points illustrate that the role of 
PR in Strong’s Purchase funnel isn’t so 
clear cut. In fact, further research from 
the likes of Google has challenged the 
effectiveness of the funnel at all, given 
that no two customer journeys are the 
same (they favoured pyramids, diamonds 
and hourglasses to the funnel shape).

A new funnel for PR

Our view is that the funnel is not 
redundant. As something that’s 
representative of standard mass 
behaviour, it still is an effective model, 
and most organisations we work with 
base their marketing strategy it. However, 
in the world of PR, it needs to be updated 
to take two things into account, 1) the 
value of reputation, and 2) the role of PR 
at each stage of the Funnel. 

The death of the 
linear customer 
journey

The advent of 
digital and social 
media means 
that everyone’s 
customer journeys 
can be shared, 
and we often 

Fanclub’s work 
with Interflora 
and charity SANE 
drive sales from 
influencers

base value judgements on other people’s 
experiences which inform our purchasing 
decisions. What’s more, the dynamics of 
digital channels means that PR can now 
have a much greater impact on all stages 
of the funnel than before.

Let’s use a couple of examples to illustrate 
this. If I decided to buy a new mattress, 
like many customers, my starting point 
would be a Google search. The result 
rankings and judgements from this search 
(from reviews for example) are heavily 
influenced by PR efforts. In this sense, 
PR has broken out of its “Consideration” 
stage and is delivering value well into the 
“Awareness” stage as well.

“Permission marketing 
turns strangers into friends, 
and friends into loyal 
customers”, Seth Godin
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Introduction

What we can see in this model is that PR 
has a role in play across all layers of the 
Funnel. In fact, we believe that PR acts 
like rocket-fuel for the Funnel, helping to 
drive e-commerce sales. It just needs to 
be engineered properly; that’s what we’re 
going to cover in this paper.

Stop reading now if you’re looking for a 
comprehensive guide

…Carry on if you’re looking for an 
interesting read and want to unlock 
growth through digitally enabled PR. 

There are some tactics and techniques 
that are starting to become fairly 
standard practice in PR to deliver greater 
value to e-commerce. We’re not going to 
cover these here. You can read about how 
to work with social media influencers and 
the affiliate marketing/PR crossover from 
many other sources.

A new funnel for PR

Awareness

Consideration

Conversion

Protection

 ▶ Ongoing or campaign-based tactical activity 
that drives brand awareness and recognition

 ▶ Campaign-based PR to support visibility in 
organic search for category and key search terms

 ▶ Campaign-based brand content promoted 
through earned and owned media and social 
media, further amplified through paid search 
and paid social

 ▶ Creating differentiation and loyalty through 
earned channels to land ‘brand truths’, distinct 
benefits, and unique selling points

 ▶ Ongoing product or service-based offers, or 
deals-based PR, to drive referral sales from 
earned editorial

 ▶ Campaign-based partnerships to drive referral 
and affiliate sales from social media influencer

 ▶ All activity underpinned by integrated PR 
and paid and organic search reputation 
management tactics

We’re here to make things a bit more 
interesting, so in this paper, we’re going 
to focus on covering some essentials, but 
also emerging techniques that you can 
adopt in how you approach your PR and 
communications efforts.

For anything else, you’re welcome to drop 
me a line at adrian.ma@fanclubpr.com 
and I’ll happily have a chat about other 
things you can do to help.

Adrian Ma
Founder of Fanclub PR
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Introduction

Let’s delve deeper into the digital 
touch-points across each of these stages 
of the funnel. This will define the channel 
tactics that can be deployed at each 
stage of the Funnel.

Our starting point for this is to find out 

What’s driving online sales?

Source: Wolfgang Digital
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PR has a role to play across all of these 
different channels. It needs to be aligned 
in terms of story-telling across everything 
– email, social, display etc. Even better, 
we believe that sharable stories (which 
PR is well-placed to develop because of 
its expertise in understanding influencers 
and editors) should be the driving force 
behind alignment.

We’re going to look at five channels 
specifically, organic search, paid search, 
shoppable social, voice and the impact 
of algorithms on story discovery. Why 
just these five? Because we find them 
the most interesting, and focussing on 
these areas will give your business a 
competitive advantage.

exactly what’s driving e-commerce sales 
(for the purpose of this study, we’re looking 
at sales, as opposed to traffic).
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1. Organic   
 search

The role of PR for organic search has been 
well documented. Citations, follow and 
no-follow links are all said to boost search 
rankings for key words. What’s interesting 
is the value that this can bring. 

According to one of our clients, “The 
amount of additional revenue from a jump 
in organic search rankings thanks to PR 
efforts more than paid for the PR budget 
itself”. Thanks.

1. Organic Search
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Is it okay to ask for links?

One thing is for certain is that this practice 
of ‘asking for links’ is not sustainable.

Journalists and publishers understand the 
value of links (both follow and no-follow 
links), and do not want to feel like they’re 
being manipulated for a brand’s needs. In 
some cases, publishers have just introduced 
a blanket policy for links. Forbes famously 
introduced a blanket no-follow link policy 
after it incurred a Google penalty after 
an investigation found that some of its 
contributors had been selling links.

Requesting links can be detrimental to a 
valuable relationship. But if the relationship 
with the journalist is good, then there’s no 
reason not to do this. 

A reporter’s loyalty is to their audience, not 
the brand that is the subject of a story. 
Ensuring that on-site content is critical 
to the story will increase the likelihood of 
being linked to.

Fanclub’s PR campaign 
for TravelSupermarket 
boosted its search 
ranking for ‘City Break’s 
from 11th to 5th. 

Without dwelling too much on the basics, here are the top five tips for 
optimising PR for organic search

▶ Take a campaign-based approach, 
rather than on-going monthly “link-
building” – this allows for more focussed 
activity around key trading periods

▶ Create a tight brief, naming example 
websites where links and citations 
are desirable. We often work to briefs 
that request links on sites that have a 
domain authority (DA) of 40+ 

▶ When planning a campaign, engineer 
the story so that on-site content 
becomes a critical part of the story, so 
that reporters writing about it are more 
likely to link to it

▶ Measurement is key – this sounds 
obvious, but it’s important to track 
what’s driving success, so that 

1. Organic Search
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2. Paid Search Estimates for the proportion of an 
e-commerce marketer’s budget spent on 
paid search vary from 29% to 57%. PR’s role 
and objectives can and should be aligned to 
paid search tactics in three ways.

2. Paid Search
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Two.
Boosting reach for on-site content

A large number of brand campaigns will 
involve the creation of on-site or on-
channel content, which can mean anything 
from video content to white papers. 
Traditionally, visitors engaging with PR 
content would come from ‘earned’ or 
organic traffic sources such as shared links 
in articles or on social media.

However, visitor number can be boosted 
by targeted, tactical paid-search (and 
paid-social) campaigns, particularly on 
key words or at times when the content is 
particularly relevant.

Three.
Leveraging coverage opportunities

If a major piece of coverage is due to 
be published, or even if you know that a 
brand citation has been missed-out from 
a piece of coverage, paid search can help 
deliver value from media coverage.

Let’s say a major campaign piece of 
coverage is due, that will prompt people to 
search for a key word associated with the 
topic of the campaign. 

It’s important to recognise the 
differentiation between brand-building and 
sales-driving campaigns in this instance. 
As this content relates to brand-building 
and differentiation in the marketplace, 
these visitors have a different intent, so 
are more likely to a) convert to a sale at a 
later date or b) remain more loyal to your 
brand if they are already a customer. In 
this sense, the boost that PR delivers is in 
consideration and loyalty.

A tactical, timely paid-search campaign, 
based on campaign key words will 
help direct and drive people towards 
consideration and your digital customer 
funnel. This can also be used even if the 
coverage doesn’t include a brand citation, 
or even if the media coverage is about 
a competitor. In these cases, reactive PR 
monitoring efforts can have a great impact 
on paid-search opportunities.

One.
Reducing reliance on paid search

At a base level, using PR to earn links 
in media is a clear and simple way to 
boost traffic from a higher search results 
position, which in turn means that as a 

marketer you’re able to reduce spend on 
certain key words to maintain traffic levels 
for those terms.

2. Paid Search
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If a brand if facing a sensitive issue which 
is affecting their reputation on organic 
search, PR needs to work with paid search 
to manage this by bidding on terms related 
to the issue, and driving traffic to relevant 
content. This provides a rapid response 
platform to help manage a brand’s 
reputation on the search channel.

Source: Edelman’s Trust Barometer
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An example of this is when a brand is 
recalling a product. There will be media 
coverage and likely negative social posts 
about the product. To counter this, a brand 
could bid on specific key words relating to 
the issue, draft ad copy and create web 
content to direct customers accurate and 
neutral recall information.

Tactical use of paid search 
helped drive visitors to digital 
transformation consultancy Red 
Badger (a Fanclub client), when 
a major feature about its project 
ShareThyme was published in the 
Sunday Telegraph.

Reputation management

Today, ‘search’ has a huge impact on a 
brand’s reputation. Results from the latest 
Edelman Trust Barometer show that across 

Europe, 59% of people trust ‘Search’ as a 
source of information. Just one percentage 
point behind ‘Traditional Media’.

2. Paid Search
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4. Shoppable Social Media

3. Shoppable 
 Social Media

PR’s role in social media is again, well 
documented, and it’s common practice to apply 
PR-led efforts across owned, paid and earned 
social media. It’s all about alignment. 

Shoppable social is an area that offers huge 
potential for PR. Campaigns that generate 
opportunities for shoppable social can benefit 
all stages of the funnel.
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Source: Harvey Nichols / TBWA London

Source: Jessica Morgan (@
jessicanoahmorgan on Instagram)

One example of this is our work with 
Harvey Nichols and TBWA London. Last 
Christmas, we launched ‘Harvey’s Angels’, a 
‘shoppable’ charity Christmas choir, which 
toured London. 

Far from being the standard carol singers, 
wrapped up in scarves singing festive 
favourites, Harvey’s Angels belted out 
Christmas party classics from Destiny’s 
Child and Chaka Khan, dressed head to 
toe in the season’s hottest party outfits.

The twist was that the choir was 
‘shoppable’. Anyone interested in 
purchasing the outfits worn by our singers 
could visit Harvey Nichols’ Instagram feed 
and buy them via Instagram.

There’s a great opportunity to integrate 
shoppable social content into PR-driven 
campaigns and in our view, it’s not being 
done enough. The key take away here 
is that because PR has as rich history of 
creative ideas that spark conversations, PR 
is in a strong position to create shoppable 
content that is sharable.

4. Shoppable Social Media
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5. V-commerce, voice assistants and smart speakers

4. V-commerce,  
voice assistants 
and smart speakers

The latest figures estimate that sales of smart 
speakers are set to overtake tablets by 2021.
Children today will grow up speaking to the 
internet, rather than typing.

Smart speakers and devices with voice 
assistants have opened up a whole new 
frontier in the war for attention, which has 
started with Search.
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Voice search results differ from mobile 
and desktop search and a whole new 
discipline of Voice Optimised Search has 
emerged as a result. In short, this involves 
optimising a brand’s content, location 
and brand information to influence voice 
search results. There are various tactics 
involved in this, but one that PR should 
be focussed on is building content that 
focuses both questions and answers. 
Updating your content strategy for voice 
now, could give your company a first 
mover advantage in this field.

Your new content strategy

41% of people who use voice search say it 
feels like chatting to a friend. This means 
that the way in which they conduct voice 
searches also differs. They don’t say 
keywords, they ask questions. 
Focussing on using conversational, 
long-tail keyword phrases in PR-driven 
content will help to better answer natural 
language questions.

Tips for your voice strategy 

▶ Find the natural language keyword 
phrases that your target audience is 
most likely to ask build content around 
this (e.g. an FAQ page)

▶ Update your content often. Keep 
it fresh. Google favours regularly 
updated pages.

▶ Mark-up PR-led content with HTML 
language, for example, questions 
should be marked up properly in <h2> 
headers

▶ Answer any existing questions on your 
Google My Business Questions and 
Answers section

▶ Create compelling questions about 
your products and services that will 
drive conversions

Campaigns are emerging focussed on 
voice assistants. A famous example is 
Burger King’s “OK Google campaign”, in 
which BK created a TV advert to hijack 
viewers smart speakers with the phrase 
“OK Google, what is the Whopper burger”, 
prompting Google smart speakers to read 
out its Wikipedia entry. 

Source: Burger King

5. V-commerce, voice assistants and smart speakers
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Daniel John Sobieski is a 68 year old 
retiree who lives in Chicago. His eyesight 
is so poor, he needs a magnifying glass 
to read his computer screen, and yet this 
unlikely person offers a glimpse of what 
could be the future of our jobs.

Sobieski came to the world’s attention 
when the Washington Post published 
an article about the work of Jonathan 
Albright, a professor at Elon University in 
North Carolina. 

Albright studied the most active and 
prolific Twitter accounts in the final two 
weeks of the American election. He 
discovered two of the top three pro- Trump 
Twitter accounts belonged to Sobieski.

How was it that this man was so influential 
in the Trump campaign? He created an 
automated Twitter bot that pumped out 
niche, often dubious news about Hilary 
Clinton and Donald Trump flooding these 
stories into the mainstream. 

This helped pro-Trump and anti-Clinton 
stories trend online, making them more 
likely to be discovered on Facebook feeds 
or on Google News.

This is the impact of algorithmic discovery. 
More often than not, algorithms are 
playing the roles of editors in our lives. 

Algorithms as editors

The latest Ofcom reports shows that those 
using social media for news in the UK rose 
by 44% to 49%. As PR practitioners, we 
need to understand this and its impact on 
news discovery.

Furthermore, understanding the role of 
Programmatic PR, where we can automate 
actions based on data, has landed. We’re 
starting to see savvy PR suppliers in the 
media monitoring space developing some 
interesting tools in this area to automate 
reporting and issues-management 
processes. Those who understand it have a 
huge advantage over their competitors.

In our work, we’re generating buckets of 
valuable performance data. Sentiment, site 
domain authorities, follow and no-follow 
links, social share shares, and comments 
on stories, category analysis etc. 

Optimising work and generating stories 
and actions based on these data sets is 
now a part of our job. Sobieski has just 
taken the next step and automated this 
process with bots, and that is a world that 
we need to understand.

Algorithms as editors
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How to get started

To summarise, here are a few things you 
can take away to apply to your own 
PR strategies help deliver more value to 
digital channels.

 ▶ Apply the new customer journey funnel 
to your strategy to map out how each 
of your tactics can help deliver greater 
value to your digital channels

 ▶ Use campaign-based approaches to 
support organic search and engineer 
them to include on-site content to 
help create a reason for editors and 
influencers to link back to your site (or 
a relevant site e.g. a retailer)

 ▶ Consider how tactical use of paid 
search can help drive greater reach for 
earned-media-based strategies and 
stories, and how they can help with 
reputation management

This is just the start of a bigger 
conversation about how to engineer your 
PR efforts for e-commerce and digital 
marketing. There is more to learn and 
apply based on technology changes and 
people’s online habits.

Our first recommendation is to review PR, 
comms and digital strategies to ensure 
that they are aligned as possible. 

Summary
 ▶ Brand-building via sharable stories will 

help conversion across all stages of the 
Customer Journey Funnel in the long 
term, and can also help drive reach via 
Dark Social

 ▶ Consider building sharable shoppable 
social content-based campaigns 

 ▶ Structuring your content to take 
advantage of voice-led search will 
give your brand a digital advantage as 
smart speaker adoption increases

 ▶ Consider how your owned and earned 
content will be discovered on social 
media, and the role of algorithms 
within this

We believe that there’s plenty of value 
to be squeezed out of PR from well-
considered efforts and education.

If you’d like to pick up the conversation, 
just drop ma an email at 
adrian.ma@fanclubpr.com or 
call us on 020 7096 1375.

Summary


