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When I started updating an online course I’m teaching, I kept
returning to the same uncomfortable observation: The content
marketing profession has gotten remarkably good at producing
content nobody wants to read.

That’s not a knock on the people doing the work. It’s a
structural problem created by an industry that optimized for
volume at precisely the moment audiences were becoming more
discerning. AI turbo-charged the volume side of that equation,
and now we’re living with the consequences. Production cycles
that once took weeks compress into minutes. A single core
message can spin out into thousands of personalized variants
for  specific  micro-segments  before  lunch.  We  have  the
technical ability to create more content faster than ever
before.

And yet consumer trust keeps falling. The gap between what we
can produce and what actually connects with real people is
widening, and most digital marketers are standing on the wrong
side of it. More output is simply not the answer.

The argument I make in the course and the one I want to make
here  is  this:  AI  changes  how  we  work,  not  why  audiences
engage.  The  fundamentals  of  storytelling  still  apply.  The
difference is that mistakes now get amplified faster, and
audiences have grown sophisticated enough to detect soulless
content almost instantly.
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Here’s how you can use AI strategically without sacrificing
the human authenticity and cultural integrity your audiences
actually respond to.

Understanding The Trust Gap Before
You Touch Any Tool
Before getting into frameworks and tactics, it’s worth sitting
with  the  problem  for  a  moment,  because  the  instinct  in
marketing  is  always  to  jump  to  solutions.  Three  distinct
forces are eroding trust right now, and they’re operating
simultaneously.

The first is algorithmic gatekeeping. The platforms have built
increasingly  sophisticated  AI-driven  filters,  and  those
filters are getting better at detecting and suppressing low-
quality, inauthentic content. The very tools that made it
easier to produce content at scale are now being used by
platform algorithms to identify and downrank that content.

The second force is what I’d call the authenticity crisis. As
content volume has exploded since 2022, audience skepticism
has risen in direct proportion. Consumers in 2026 can detect
generic  AI-generated  output  –  what  some  researchers  have
started calling “slop.” If your content looks like an ad and
reads like a press release, it gets filtered before it’s even
consciously processed.

The third is plain audience sophistication. Your readers have
now seen tens of thousands of pieces of AI-generated content.
They know what it feels like, even if they can’t articulate
exactly why. The brain is a prediction machine, and it ignores
what it can easily predict.
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The  Framework:  Five  Pillars,  One
Sustainable Ecosystem
The approach I’ve developed in my online course organizes the
challenge into five interconnected areas: AI-powered content
strategy,  visceral  storytelling,  multimodal  optimization,
audience  psychology  and  analytics,  and  ethics  and
authenticity. Each pillar builds on the previous one. Getting
the strategy wrong makes everything else harder. Getting the
ethics wrong undermines everything else you’ve built.

Here’s how each one works in practice.

Pillar  1:  Strategy  First,  Automation
Second
Most marketers use AI reactively. They open a chat window when
they  need  a  first  draft,  get  something  plausible-sounding
back, clean it up a little, and ship it. That approach treats
AI as a shortcut rather than infrastructure, and it produces
exactly the kind of generic, undifferentiated content that’s
making the trust problem worse.

The shift I’m advocating is moving from random generation to
what I call an architectural framework. The idea is that you
build the strategy first – deeply, carefully, the way you
always should have – and then use AI to execute it at scale.
Strategy acts as the guardrail against the amplified mistakes
that come with AI-accelerated production.

One  analogy  that’s  changed  how  I  talk  about  this  in  the
course: Prompting AI is the same as briefing a junior writer.
If you wouldn’t hand a new hire a one-line brief and expect a
polished deliverable, you shouldn’t do it with AI either. A
vague brief produces generic fluff. A structured brief with
clear  context,  defined  constraints,  and  specific  tone
guidelines produces something you can actually work with.
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What belongs in a good AI brief? The specific audience segment
and  the  pain  point  they’re  experiencing  right  now.  The
emotional response you’re trying to trigger. The single action
you  want  the  reader  to  take.  Brand  voice  guidelines  with
concrete examples of what “on-brand” actually sounds like. And
critically,  explicit  guardrails  about  what  the  AI  should
not do – topics to avoid, phrases that feel off, cultural
considerations that require human judgment.

The workflow itself matters just as much as the brief. The
most effective AI content process isn’t linear; it loops. A
human sets the strategy. A hybrid prompting phase generates
raw material. Then – and this is the step most teams skip – a
human evaluates that output against strategic goals before
anything else happens. Editing comes next to inject brand
voice and emotional depth. Then publishing, then learning from
the  data,  then  feeding  those  insights  back  into  the  next
strategy cycle. Evaluation is the most overlooked stage in AI
content workflows. Without a dedicated checkpoint to assess
output before it moves forward, the whole process becomes a
loop of mediocrity.

Pillar 2: Visceral Storytelling And Why
Safe Content Is Invisible Content
When  production  is  fully  commoditized  –  when  anyone  can
generate a competent first draft in 30 seconds – storytelling
becomes the only real differentiator. The problem is that most
organizations have spent years training themselves out of good
storytelling.

Corporate content defaults toward safety, and safe content is
invisible. There are three failure modes I see constantly. The
first is being too rational: leading with features and specs
rather  than  the  human  experience  of  using  something.  The
second  is  being  too  generic:  following  best  practices  so
faithfully  that  the  brand  blends  into  the  noise  of  every
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competitor doing the same thing. The third is being too brand-
centric: talking about the company rather than the customer’s
identity and aspirations.

One useful model for thinking about attention is how it moves
through three phases. The limbic system reacts first, almost
instantaneously: “Do I care about this? Is this interesting?”
Logic only engages in phase two, after emotion has granted
permission. Memory encoding happens in phase three, and only
for content that cleared both previous gates. You cannot argue
your way into memory. Logic justifies attention that emotion
has already seized.

Visceral  storytelling  is  content  that’s  felt  before  it’s
understood. It bypasses the analytical filter to create an
immediate  physical  or  emotional  response.  Content  that
achieves this shares four qualities: It’s anchored in feelings
rather than facts, it evokes sensory details (sight, sound,
texture),  it  mirrors  lived  reality  rather  than  corporate
ideals,  and  it  delivers  the  hook  immediately  rather  than
building toward it.

Four  narrative  formats  do  this  reliably.  Before-and-after
structures  work  because  they  visualize  transformation  with
high satisfaction and instant comprehension. There’s a reason
the format has been used in advertising for over a century.
Behind-the-scenes content demystifies the process in a way
that builds genuine trust, particularly with B2B audiences
trying  to  evaluate  whether  a  vendor  actually  knows  what
they’re  doing.  First-person  perspective  removes  the  brand-
voice  filter  entirely  and  creates  direct  human-to-human
connection,  which  is  why  founder  stories  and  employee
perspectives consistently outperform official announcements.
And micro-stories – a complete narrative arc compressed into a
short format – work because they respect the audience’s time
while  still  providing  the  emotional  arc  that  drives
engagement.



Here’s  a  concrete  example  of  the  transformation  I’m
describing.  A  coffee  shop  writes  this  about  itself:  “Our
coffee  shop  is  open  24  hours  and  uses  high-quality  beans
sourced  globally.”  That’s  accurate,  inoffensive,  and
completely forgettable. Now consider this version: “For the
late-night grinders and the early risers: fuel that traveled
4,000 miles to keep you going. We’re awake when you are.” The
second version identifies the customer, creates a scene, and
speaks  to  an  emotional  need.  It  doesn’t  state  facts.  It
describes the reality of someone experiencing those facts.

Pillar 3: Multimodal Optimization And The
Repurposing Fallacy
Content  needs  to  be  optimized  not  just  for  text  search
anymore, but for voice, visual, and video ingestion by AI
agents. That’s a significant expansion of the surface area
content teams are responsible for. The instinctive response is
to produce more content, but that’s the wrong answer. The
right answer is smarter reuse of a single asset.

One of the most common mistakes I see in content marketing is
copy-pasting the same asset across channels and calling it a
distribution  strategy.  This  fails  for  several  reasons.
TikTok’s interest graph operates completely differently from
LinkedIn’s social graph, so content engineered for one will
typically  underperform  on  the  other.  A  polished  corporate
video feels alienating in a raw TikTok feed. And audiences
have become intuitively good at detecting content that doesn’t
belong on the platform they’re using – they scroll past it
without really knowing why.

The  strategic  shift  is  adapting  the  story’s  core  to  each
platform’s native dialect, rather than syndicating the same
asset  everywhere.  Different  platforms  carry  different
emotional intentions for users, and successful content matches
the narrative to the mindset. On Instagram, users are curating
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identity, so content needs to be visually aspiring. On TikTok,
users seek raw entertainment, and polish is actively punished
while  personality  is  rewarded.  On  LinkedIn,  the  mode  is
professional  development  –  users  want  peer  validation  and
actionable insight. On YouTube, users have actively chosen to
spend time, making it the natural home for long-form narrative
depth.

The framework I use in the course assigns every format a
distinct role in the conversion funnel. Short-form video and
interactive content belong at the top, grabbing attention with
high velocity. Audio and long-form text sit in the middle,
building  the  intimacy  and  context  that  move  people  from
awareness  toward  consideration.  Deep  interactive  tools  and
long-form video belong at the bottom, providing the detailed
utility that supports a decision.

A travel campaign called “The Hyperbolist” illustrates this
well.  Directed  by  Oscar-winner  Tom  Hooper,  the  campaign
targets North American long-haul travelers seeking substance
over spectacle.

The  campaign  has  a  single  narrative  theme,  luxury  travel
experience, which features a playful husband-and-wife dynamic:
the  “Hyperbolist”  husband  describes  Dubai  in  sweeping,
mythical terms, while the wife offers a warmer, more grounded
emotional perspective. The throughline is a clever tension,
acknowledging that the location sounds like an exaggeration,
while insisting the reality lives up to it.

However, the campaign expresses itself entirely differently
across platforms. TikTok and Reels handle discovery through
fast-paced visual content. YouTube delivers planning utility
through detailed itinerary guides. Instagram Carousel provides
the  inspirational  aesthetic  content  that  helps  potential
visitors imagine themselves there. The user encounters the
same  destination  three  times  without  experiencing  the
repetition  fatigue  that  comes  from  seeing  the  same  asset
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recycled.

Pillar 4: Measuring What Actually Matters
The most dangerous thing in content marketing right now is
optimizing  for  the  wrong  metrics.  Likes,  impressions,  and
follower counts feel like success. They’re visible, they’re
easy  to  report,  and  they  create  a  satisfying  sense  of
momentum. But they rarely guide strategic decisions because
they represent visibility rather than intent.

Watch time tells you whether a narrative actually resonated.
Did the audience stay for the message, or bail after five
seconds? Scroll depth tells you whether the hook was efficient
enough to pull people through the full piece. Repeat exposure
tells you whether there’s genuine brand affinity being built
or whether people are bouncing and never coming back. A user
who watches 90% of a video without liking it is more valuable,
behaviorally, than a user who taps the heart and scrolls on in
two seconds.

SEO has largely shifted from keyword-based search intent to
behavior-based  retention  signals.  Engagement  velocity  (how
quickly users interact after posting), completion rates, and
saves and shares are the signals that trigger algorithmic
amplification. High performance in behavioral metrics unlocks
reach.

Translating these signals into language that resonates with
leadership and clients matters too. “We got 5,000 likes” is a
social media metric. “We validated brand alignment with a core
demographic” is a business outcome. “The video had high watch
time” is a platform stat. “We retained audience attention on a
complex policy message” is a communication result. Content
needs to be positioned as a business driver, not a marketing
output, and that requires defining outcomes before hitting
publish  rather  than  retrofitting  meaning  to  whatever  the
dashboard shows afterward.
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Pillar 5: Ethics, Authenticity, And Why
Trust Has Become Competitive Advantage
In  an  era  of  infinite  AI-generated  content,  ethical
transparency  has  shifted  from  a  compliance  question  to  a
genuine competitive differentiator.

Three hidden costs of over-automation tend to compound each
other.  The  first  is  misinformation:  AI  hallucinates
confidently, and factual errors that get published undermine
authority in ways that take a long time to repair. The second
is  the  uncanny  valley  effect:  Content  that’s  technically
competent  but  emotionally  hollow,  generating  disengagement
because something just feels “off” about it. The third is
brand erosion: When efficiency consistently overrides empathy,
the brand voice gradually becomes generic and interchangeable.
No  single  moment  of  damage,  just  a  slow  drift  toward
invisibility.

Hiding  the  use  of  AI  reads  as  weakness  to  increasingly
sophisticated  audiences.  Disclosing  it  clearly,  with  non-
intrusive  labeling  like  “AI-Assisted”  or  “Synthetically
Generated” where appropriate, reads as strategic competence
and  respect  for  the  audience’s  intelligence.  Transparency
strengthens credibility rather than weakening it.

The governance principle I come back to most often is what I
call  the  Human-in-the-Loop  requirement.  Every  AI  content
workflow needs a human filter providing editorial oversight
(fact and tone review) and cultural review (norms, values,
sensitivity assessment). AI cannot be responsible for content.
Only  a  human  can  take  ownership  of  a  message,  and  that
ownership matters most precisely when something goes wrong.

A Case Study Worth Studying: The $1
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Million Film
In January 2026, the 1 Billion Followers Summit Challenge in
collaboration with Google, concluded with 3,500 global entries
competing  for  a  $1  million  prize.  Requirements  stated
submitted films had to be powered by at least 70% generative
AI  tools  from  Google.  The  winner  was  Zoubeir  ElJlassi  of
Tunisia, with a short film called “Lily.”

The  premise  is  deceptively  simple.  A  lonely  archivist
discovers a doll at a hit-and-run scene. The doll gradually
becomes a silent witness to a haunted conscience, and the
weight of it forces a confession. The story is elemental:
guilt, isolation, the impossibility of outrunning what you’ve
done.

ElJlassi used Google’s Veo to generate the signature gloomy
aesthetic and maintain visual consistency across the film.
Google’s  AI  filmmaking  tool  Flow  handled  fine-tuning  of
individual scenes to ensure the characters moved and emoted
with genuine nuance. Gemini served as a creative co-pilot for
storyboarding and defining the look and feel from the start.

The judges called it a seamless blend of raw emotion and high-
tech execution. What I find instructive about this outcome is
what it tells us about what the tools actually did. None of
them invented the story. None of them understood why a doll at
a crime scene becomes unbearable to look at, or why confession
is both the worst and the only option. The human brought the
emotional core. The AI brought the execution capacity. That
division of labor – human meaning, machine scale – is the
model worth studying.

What To Do Starting Tomorrow
Four things are worth doing before you get to any of the more
sophisticated changes.
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Start by auditing your existing workflows to map exactly where
AI is currently used and identify where there is no human
checkpoint before content goes live. Most teams, when they do
this exercise honestly, find gaps they didn’t realize existed.

Then  add  AI  to  your  process  intentionally  rather  than
expansively. Pick the high-impact, low-risk areas first – idea
generation, headline testing, first drafts for internal review
–  rather  than  deploying  it  across  every  content  type
simultaneously.

Implement a mandatory cultural review step for all external-
facing AI content. This means a human with contextual judgment
reviewing for tone, accuracy, and sensitivity before anything
publishes.  For  teams  operating  across  multiple  markets  or
cultural contexts, this step is not optional.

Finally,  shift  your  key  performance  indicators  away  from
volume and reach toward sentiment and trust signals. Watch
time,  scroll  depth,  saves,  and  repeat  visits  tell  a  more
honest story about whether content is actually working than
follower counts and like rates ever did.

The Fundamental Argument
The future belongs to organizations that merge the scale of
machines with the judgment of people. Not one or the other.
Both, in deliberate proportion.

The  technology  will  keep  changing.  The  core  truth  won’t:
meaning cannot be automated. Stories outperform statements.
Specific outperforms generic. Authentic outperforms polished.
By placing the human back at the center of the workflow – not
as an obstacle to efficiency, but as the source of everything
that makes content worth reading – you transform AI from a
risk into something genuinely sustainable.

More Resources:
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