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Abstract Almost two-thirds of mobile phone owners in the USA use their devices to 
go online, and phones now account for a quarter of all web usage worldwide. The shift 
to mobile poses a challenge to digital publishers, as mobile visitors tend to show lower 
levels of engagement and brand loyalty. This paper explores how changes in content 
consumption habits impact upon the relationship between publishers and their audiences. 
Methods for building engaging and monetisable content experiences for mobile visitors 
are proposed, based on the audience segmentation approach of global media company 
Condé Nast and the strategies it employs to address the unique needs and behaviours of 
each segment.
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INTRODUCTION
Since the launch of the first iPhone in 
2007, the aggregation, distribution and 
consumption of information has evolved 
rapidly. New devices have sparked new 
platforms, new platforms have changed 
discoverability, and the result is an 

information and service landscape that is 
incredibly different from a few short years 
ago. McKinsey Global Institute believes that 
the growth of the mobile web will be the 
single most transformative innovation in the 
next decade, with up to US$25 trillion in 
economic impact.1 The impact of the mobile 
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revolution is hitting the digital publishing 
business hard as it is becoming increasingly 
difficult to both maintain a relationship 
with readers and monetise that relationship 
through consumer and advertising revenue. 

In mid-2014, mobile phones accounted 
for 25 per cent of all web usage, up from 
14  per cent the year before.2  When it comes 
to news and business content, mobile phones 
account for almost 40 per cent of the time 
spent.3  Condé Nast sees similar trends, with 
48 per cent of the media company’s overall 
online traffic in 2014 coming from smartphone 
and tablet audiences. The shift to mobile was 
accompanied by the rise of social, with the 
growth and the dominance of brands like 
Facebook, Twitter, Pinterest and Instagram. The
 majority of smartphone owners in the United 
States interact with at least one of these social 
networks.4  This has created an acute effect 
on content sites, as social platforms have 
become a primary point of contact between 
a media brand and its potential audience. 
Understanding user behaviour within these 
platforms is now a business imperative.

Despite the rapid growth in mobile 
adoption, monetisation of mobile content 
has traditionally been a challenge. The 
smaller screen sizes, coupled with technical 
limitations, made mobile phones less 
appealing to advertisers. Advertisers cannot 
ignore the undeniable shift in consumer 
behaviour, however. New ad formats, such as 
native advertising, are replacing the banner 
ad in an attempt to find a way to make 
mobile ads effective. In 2013 US advertisers 
spent US$7.1bn on mobile advertising — 
just 17 per cent of the total spend on 
internet advertising, but a 110 per cent 
increase over 2012.5  US mobile advertising is 
projected to increase another 83 per cent 
in 2014, and represent almost 10 per cent 
of all media ad spending by the end of the 
year — more than newspapers, magazines 
or radio.6 Yet mobile advertising still has a 
way to go before it bridges the gap between 
consumption and spend, and publishers need 
to continue to develop innovative ways for 

advertisers to connect with consumers on 
mobile platforms. 

As both eyeballs and ad dollars are going 
to mobile devices, publishers must develop 
a deep understanding of user behaviour 
in order to remain relevant. Attracting and 
retaining audiences has become a new 
science and one that publishers must excel 
at in order to continue engaging their 
audiences and to capture the growing pie 
of advertising revenue. This paper will 
examine how the mobile shift is changing 
the digital publishing landscape, and discuss 
how Condé Nast is weaving mobile into its 
digital strategy. Condé Nast is home to some 
of the world’s most celebrated media brands, 
including Vogue, Glamour, Vanity Fair, 
The New Yorker, Wired, GQ, and more. 
With websites offering articles, videos and 
photography spanning a wide variety of 
topics — from news, technology and culture 
to fashion, travel and food — it serves as a 
fascinating window into the ways people are 
consuming content on mobile platforms. 

MOBILE ACTIVITIES AND 
THE PATH TO CONTENT
Almost two-thirds of mobile phone owners 
in the United States use their phones to go 
online, and most of them also access the web 
using other devices.7 Websites see visitors 
coming from PCs, tablets and mobile phones, 
but there are notable differences between the 
internet usage behaviours on each device. 
PCs and tablets are mostly used in a stationary 
fashion, in the office and the home, whereas 
the phone is the truly mobile device that 
people carry around with them on-the-go8 
(see Figure 1). As a result, internet use 
sessions on mobile phones are shorter both in 
duration and in the number of different pages 
visited, and users are less likely to revisit a 
page that they have already seen.9

The on-the-go nature of mobile phones 
also influences the goals people have when 
they access the internet on their devices. 
Kellar et al.10  identify three main categories 
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of tasks in which users consume information 
on the web, regardless of the device used: fact 
finding, information gathering and browsing. 
Fact finding is a short-lived task in which the 
user is looking for specific information in order 
to answer a question (eg how to boil an egg 
or when a movie is screened). Information 
gathering is a task that involves the collection 
of information, often from multiple resources, 
which could require multiple web sessions to 
complete (eg researching what camera to buy 
or planning an upcoming vacation). Browsing 
is a serendipitous task where the user visits 
web pages with no specific goal in mind 
other than passing time and entertainment 
(eg reading a news article or visiting a blog). 
As we will show, an analysis of Condé Nast 
data suggests that users accessing content sites 
on the mobile web are more likely than their 
counterparts on PCs and tablets to engage in 
fact-finding and browsing tasks. The path to 
each of the two tasks is often different, and has 
different implications for publishers.

Fact finding and information gathering 
are tasks best served by search, and indeed the 
popular search terms bringing readers to
Condé Nast sites tend to fall into one of 
these two categories. These two categories 
are accompanied by another common use 

of online search — navigational queries, in 
which users search for a particular website 
instead of typing its URL into the browser 
address bar. While the contribution of search 
to site traffic is similar across all devices, 
the distribution of search terms between 
categories is strikingly different among mobile 
phone users compared to their counterparts 
on PCs and tablets. Consistent with existing 
findings on search trends, mobile phone 
users are much less likely to use navigational 
queries, presumably because they turn to 
mobile apps instead of searching for the 
corresponding sites.11 Of the remaining two 
categories, mobile phone users predominantly 
engage in fact finding. They look to get quick 
updates, settle a question or a dispute, and 
get advice — notable search terms at Condé 
Nast include current news events (‘Boston 
marathon’), how-to’s (‘how to get over a guy’) 
and guides (‘omelette recipes’). The more 
complex and time-consuming information 
gathering is left to the PC and tablet.

Unlike the previous categories, browsing 
is a task driven by social networking. In 
our day and age, people rely heavily on 
recommendations from their social circles 
to find new and interesting content, and 
social networks are designing their feeds 

Figure 1: Visits to the Condé Nast Network by time of day April–June 2014 
Source: Adobe Analytics
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to facilitate content discovery.12  Users are 
rapidly migrating social networking activities 
to their mobile phones, which now account 
for 65 per cent of the time spent with social 
media.13  Across the Condé Nast network, 
the share of site visitation driven by social 
networks is 58 per cent higher on mobile 
phones than on PCs and tablets.

BRAND AWARENESS AND 
ENGAGEMENT IN THE AGE 
OF MOBILE
The dominance of fact-finding and browsing 
activities on mobile devices poses a challenge 
for publishers. Visitors coming from search 
and social are notorious for low engagement 
levels. They spend less time on sites, consume 
fewer pages, and return less frequently, if at 
all.14  These behaviours point to a deeper 
rooted issue: search and social visitors tend to 
be, at least to a certain degree, brand agnostic. 
Visitors on a fact-finding mission are looking 
for an answer to a particular question, and so 
they are less concerned with the source of 
this answer and less interested in consuming 
additional content. Visitors from social 
often stumble upon interesting stories via 
recommendations from their social circles, 
and tend to be driven more by the identity 
of the recommender and the headline of the 
story than by its source. In both cases, the 
brand may lend credibility to the content, 
but it is not at the centre of the decision to 
come to the site.

In fact, we are witnessing a gradual but 
steady disintegration of media brands and the 
content they create. In the days of traditional 
media, content was strongly tied to the 
branded package in which it arrived. To 
consume a certain piece of content, one 
had to subscribe to a particular magazine, 
buy a certain newspaper at the newsstand 
or turn on a specific television channel at a 
predefined time. The advent of digital media 
gave consumers the ability to start separating 
content from brand. New capabilities like 
online search, video-on-demand and social 

sharing allowed users to consume content 
with little regard for the identity of its 
creator. The shift to mobile devices and 
the brief attention spans of mobile users is 
accelerating this process.

Is all hope lost for brands, then? Not 
quite. Even in the age of mobile, there are 
still loyal audiences, even beyond those 
users who still choose to bookmark a 
site and visit it repeatedly. In fact, mobile 
allows loyal audiences to stay in touch with 
the brand on an always-on, continuous 
basis that simply was not available in the 
days of monthly magazines and weekly 
television shows. Loyalty is grounded in 
the consumer’s decision to embark on this 
ongoing relationship with the brand by 
opting to interact with it. Bookmarking 
is just one way of doing so; other ways 
include signing up to receive newsletters, 
downloading an app or following the brand 
on a social network. For example, Condé 
Nast found that, although a high percentage 
of visitors from social networks come to a 
site only once and consume just one piece 
of content, fans of the company’s brands 
in the social sphere display high levels of 
loyalty and are three times more likely to 
visit these brands’ sites multiple times each 
month. Indeed, brands that are able to build 
long-lasting relationships with their audience 
reap the rewards in the form of lower visitor 
churn, greater on-site engagement and 
social amplification. Direct communication 
channels like e-mail also help reduce 
publishers’ dependence on traffic sources 
whose architecture and guiding principles are
out of their control, like search engines and 
social networks. Algorithms can change, but 
well-nurtured relationships are much more 
persistent.

CONDÉ NAST’S APPROACH 
TO BRAND LOYALTY
Publishers are coming to understand that 
real value stems from cultivating loyalty 
and engagement rather than focusing on 
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superficial and malleable metrics like page 
views. One of the big questions the digital 
media industry is dealing with these days 
is how to measure these elusive qualities. 
Different organisations come up with 
different metrics. Some emphasise attention 
minutes, the amount of time users spend 
engaging with the content on the site. 
Others prioritise visitation to the homepage, 
which serves as the branded gateway to 
content discovery. At Condé Nast, we stress 
the importance of loyalty, as measured 
through repeat visitation. Defining repeat 
visitation as a key success metric helped the 
company refine its audience development 
strategy and build strong relationships with 
its audiences. 

At the heart of Condé Nast’s focus 
on loyalty lies audience segmentation. 
Analysing the visitors who come to sites 
in the Condé Nast network we found 
that, in any given month, a large number 
of visitors come to the site only once or 
twice, but there is a core group of users 
who visit at least every week, and often 
much more frequently. These loyalists 
are deeply engaged with Condé Nast 
content, and are more likely to perform 
high-value activities such as sharing links, 
participating in on-site conversations, and 
even purchasing a magazine subscription. 
As expected, loyalists are less likely to visit 
from mobile phones than from PCs or 
tablets. As social networks and e-mail are 
increasingly accessed on mobile phones, 
however, we are seeing more loyalists come 
from these devices.

Among the more occasional visitors 
there are two main segments. Every site has 
a large group of one-and-dones — visitors 
who show up with a clear purpose in mind 
and do not return, because they have little 
interest in forming a relationship with the 
brand. A significant portion of occasional 
visitors, however, exhibit greater brand 
involvement. This group — the prospects — 
is more likely than the one-and-dones 
to visit more frequently, consume more 

content and actively choose the brand over 
other alternatives.

The ultimate goal of publishers like 
Condé Nast is to create great content and 
get it in the hands of every reader who will 
find it interesting and engaging. To do so, 
it is crucial to understand the differences 
between the three audience segments we 
have discussed and tailor a strategy for each 
one. With loyalists, the most important thing 
is to nurture the relationship and keep it 
fresh by inviting dialogue on the sites and in 
social networks, and rewarding this audience 
with special offers and events. The strategy 
for prospects needs to focus on converting 
them into loyalists by making it simple to 
opt into relationship-building activities like 
signing up for a newsletter or following 
the brand’s social page. As for the one-and-
dones, there are limited opportunities to 
interact with them, so the focus should be 
on facilitating easy content discovery to 
engage them while they are on the site and 
start building brand recognition.

CRAFTING EFFECTIVE MOBILE 
WEB EXPERIENCES
Looking at the mobile shift through the 
lens of audience loyalty helps Condé Nast 
come up with strategies to address the 
inherent challenges of content consumption 
on mobile phones. Knowing that mobile 
users tend to be fleeting one-and-dones, 
brands like Glamour aim to further engage 
their visitors and increase the likelihood of 
future interactions by designing mobile sites 
that take into consideration the preferences 
of mobile users. They put more emphasis on
photography and imagery, facilitate one-
click sharing to social networks and 
messaging apps like WhatsApp, and write 
mobile headlines that are shorter and more 
playful than the headlines written for 
the desktop version of the site. By doing 
so, they are able to increase content 
discoverability and overall engagement with 
the mobile site.

AMA_1_2.indb   114 26/02/15   7:14 pm



Adapting to the elusive loyalty of the mobile audience

115© Henry Stewart Publications 2054-7544 (2015) Vol. 1, 2 110–116 Applied Marketing Analytics

Another point of focus for Condé Nast is 
driving conversions among mobile visitors. 
The smaller screen size requires brands 
to prioritise the modules on their mobile 
sites, and it is often easy for publishers to 
push aside calls-to-action in favour of more 
vital functions like navigation and content 
recommendations. Converting users into 
a loyal audience is, however, necessary for 
building sustainable sites, and so Condé Nast 
brands like Vogue and GQ have developed 
interstitial ads that encourage users to 
opt into a relationship by signing up for 
newsletters. To reduce the interruptive 
experience for users as much as possible, the 
brands have targeted the newsletter offers 
only to visitors with a high propensity to 
opt in, namely prospects. This strategy led to 
five- to ten-fold increases in the newsletter 
conversation rate for mobile users, while 
maintaining stable bounce rates and user 
satisfaction.

From a monetisation perspective, 
understanding user behaviours is crucial 
for bridging the gap between eyeballs 
and dollars. Few mobile ads create an 
experience that takes into account the 
social and local aspects of mobile media 
consumption. The Condé Nast Studio — 
the company’s ad development arm — 
has created a new ad unit that speaks to
these needs, called the C3 unit. C3 allows 
those advertisers to take advantage of 
mobile capabilities like interactivity 
and geo-location and remain attached 
to content as it gets shared socially 
by influential readers. The platform 
incorporates content, in the form of 
advertiser-supplied creative and relevant 
editorial from Condé Nast brands, 
conversation, in the form of real-time 
social curation, participation and sharing, 
and conversion, in the form of multiple 
components designed to push users through 
the purchase funnel. Advertisers such as 
P&G and Revlon have used the C3 unit 
within their mobile ad campaigns. The unit 
contained beauty-themed content from 

both the advertiser as well as several Condé 
Nast brands. Both advertisers saw great 
success, with an interactivity rate that is 
1.8 times the industry average and a click-
through rate that is 2.5 times the industry 
average for interactive mobile banners. 

CONCLUSIONS
The mobile shift is not merely the 
adoption of new devices to access the 
internet. It is a fundamental change in how 
people consume content and what they 
expect from those who provide it to them. 
The nature of mobile content consumption 
makes it more challenging than ever to 
engage the audience on an ongoing and 
sustainable basis. The shift to mobile 
requires publishers to devise new strategies 
and tactics to generate the elusive loyalty 
of days past. Putting the audience at the 
centre and gaining deep insight through 
data into its needs and preferences is the 
key to creating content and experiences 
that delight mobile consumers and 
advertisers alike.
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