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Preface

There has never been a worse time to make content, and there has never been a
better time to be an editor.

The first half of that sentence needs defending, because every tool you own
says the opposite. The machine on your desk will draft a competent blog post in
eleven seconds. It will write your newsletter, caption your photos, script your
videos, and produce forty variations of a headline before your coffee cools. Every-
thing that used to be thework of contentmarketing— the drafting, the formatting,
the filling of the calendar — has collapsed to nearly zero cost. And that is pre-
cisely the problem. When everyone can publish everything, publishing is worth
nothing. The feed you are trying to reach is already full of fluent, grammatical,
professionally structured content that nobody asked for and nobody remembers.
Your audience is not starving for content. They are drowning in it, and they
have learned — faster than most marketers have — to recognize the taste of the
machine-made and to scroll past it without guilt.

The second half of the sentence is this book’s argument. In a world of infinite
content, the scarce thing — the only scarce thing — is judgment. Somebody has
to decide what is worth saying, in what voice, to which audience, and whether
the thing the machine just drafted is true. Somebody has to know the difference
between content that builds an audience and content that merely occupies space.
Somebody has to sign the piece. That somebody is called an editor, and this
book’s ambition is to put you in that chair and teach you the job: not writing
content, which the machine now does adequately, but running a content opera-
tion — the mission, the voice, the calendar, the production line, the distribution,
the measurement, and the standards — with a brilliant, tireless, overconfident
machine as your entire junior staff.

This is the fourth book in a series about marketing in the AI era, and like
its siblings it is organized around a seat. The first book put you in the agency
seat, running campaigns. The second put you in the analyst’s seat, interrogating
data. The third put you in the strategist’s seat, making the decisions machines
can’t make. This one puts you in the publisher’s seat — and the publisher’s seat
is different from all of them in one respect worth naming now: it is the seat
where the machine is most fluent. Strategy-shaped prose the machine writes
well; content it writes natively. Which means this seat, more than any other,
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will tempt you to delegate the whole job — and this seat, more than any other,
punishes the marketer who does. The course this book accompanies is built on
that tension. You will use the machine constantly, for everything, at every stage.
And youwill learn, sometimes uncomfortably, exactlywhere its work stops being
trustworthy and yours has to begin.

Five laws organize everything that follows. You will meet them properly in
Chapter 1 and then repeatedly, because every real situation in this book runs
on at least one of them: the audience is the asset — owned beats rented, and
the subscription is the balance sheet; the tilt is the strategy — only the content
no rival could publish is worth publishing; one story, clearly told — clarity is a
production specification, not a slogan; machines read you too — discoverability
now means being legible to answer engines as well as people; and trust com-
pounds — and slop compounds faster — every generated piece spends or earns
your audience’s trust, and the editorial standard is what separates a publisher
from a content farm.

These laws did not appear from nowhere, and this book stands on the shoul-
ders of writers who saw the discipline clearly before the machines arrived. Joe
Pulizzi taught a generation of marketers that content marketing means building
an audience you own rather than renting attention you don’t, and that differen-
tiation comes from a tilt — the editorial territory only you can occupy. Donald
Miller taught that the customer, not the brand, is the hero of the story, and that
clarity beats cleverness every time a buyer’s attention is at stake. Their ideas
run through this book, credited where they surface, and extended where the
generative era demands extension — because an audience-first strategy means
something new when the machine can imitate anyone’s content but nobody’s re-
lationship, and a clear story means something new when the story must be told
consistently by a system rather than a single writer.

A note on how this book works. Each chapter pairs with a week of the accom-
panying course and its Studio lab, where youwill do the work this book describes
— with an AI Coach that drafts brilliantly, opposes you on request, and errs on
purpose in ways you will learn to catch. The worked sessions printed in these
chapters are illustrative: one editor’s session, at one of the course’s four fictional
client companies, on one particular day. Yours will differ, and should. Every
company, publication, vendor, report, and market event in this book is fictional;
every principle is not.

One last thing before Chapter 1, because it frames the whole enterprise. The
question this book keeps asking is not “can the machine do this?” The answer
to that question is almost always yes, and it gets more yes every semester. The
question is: when the machine has done it, what is left to check, to choose, and to
sign? The marketers who thrive in the next decade will be the ones with a good
answer — the ones who can run the infinite printing press without ever letting it
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print in their name what they have not judged. That is the editor’s job. Welcome
to the desk.

This volume is one of the Marketing in the AI Era series — four companion
courses, one shared universe, each with its own studio. The complete series is at
https://www.marketingintheaiera.ai.

Paul S. Richardson, PhD
Professor of Marketing

Holzschuh College of Business Administration
Niagara University
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Chapter 1

Infinite Content, Scarce
Attention

Opening Scenario: The Post That Wrote Itself

It is 8:55 on your first Monday as head of content at Lakemont Roasting Co., and
the CEO has forwarded you a competitor’s blog with a one-line note: “Driftline
published forty-one pieces last week. We published one. Fix this?”

You do what any honest person does in 2026: you ask the machine. “Write
an 800-word blog post about the origin of our Guatemalan single-origin coffee,
warm and authentic, for a craft coffee audience.” Eleven seconds later you have it.
And here is the thing nobody warns you about: it is good. The structure is clean.
The prose is warmwithout being sticky. It opens on a misty hillside, introduces a
farmer by name, quotes him charmingly on the patience of shade-grown coffee,
cites a statistic about how origin stories drive specialty coffee purchases, and
closes with an invitation to taste the place in the cup. It reads like the work of
a competent freelancer who bills $400 a post. It cost you nothing and took less
time than your coffee did.

Now run one more test before you hit publish. Open the brief from Lake-
mont’s sourcing team — the actual document describing the actual relationship
with the actual farm — and check the machine’s lovely details against it. The
farm in the brief is Finca El Paraíso, at 1,650 meters. The post says 2,100 me-
ters, because high altitude is the kind of detail origin stories usually contain. The
farmer in the brief is named Álvaro; the post’s charming quote belongs to a “Don
Miguel” who does not exist, saying something no one ever said. And the statis-
tic — “according to the 2024 Specialty Coffee Consumption Report, 68 percent
of specialty drinkers say origin story influences their purchase” — cites a report
that was never written, with a number that was never measured. Three of the
post’s most persuasive details are inventions, delivered at the same temperature
as the truth, inside prose too fluent to raise suspicion.

Understand what just happened, because it frames this entire course. The
machine did not malfunction. It did exactly what it is built to do: it produced the
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most plausible origin story, and plausible origin stories contain altitudes, farmer
quotes, and supporting statistics — so it supplied them, indifferent to the fact
that your company’s entire brand is built on those details being real. Lakemont’s
position in the market is “we actually know these people.” A hallucinated farm
fact is not an error for a brand like that. It is a betrayal of the only promise the
brand makes.

Here is what the head of content who keeps this job does before the ten
o’clock. She does not publish, and she does not swear off the machine either —
forty-one to one is a real problem, and the machine is the only staff she is getting.
She edits: checks every fact that can be checked against the sourcing brief, strikes
the ones that can’t, replaces “Don Miguel” with Álvaro and the invented quote
with a real one from the harvest-visit notes, deletes the statistic entirely because
a true story does not need a fake number, and keeps the structure and half the
sentences, because they were good. Then she does the thing this book is named
for: she signs it. Her name, her judgment, her verification, on the record. The
machine wrote the first draft in eleven seconds. The editing took fifty minutes.
The fiftyminutes are the job— and this course’s ambition is tomake you excellent
at exactly those fifty minutes.

What Content Marketing Is — and What It Is Not

This book uses one working definition, and every lab will hold you to it: con-
tent marketing is the discipline of building an audience a company owns, by
publishing genuinely valuable content on a sustained editorial mission — so
that the audience itself, not any single piece, becomes the business asset. Ev-
ery clause is load-bearing. An audience the company owns excludes the follower
count that a platform can repossess with one algorithm change. Genuinely valu-
able excludes the thinly disguised pitch — content is something the audience
would thank you for, not something they tolerate on the way to what they
wanted. Sustained editorial mission excludes the random calendar of postings
— a publication is a promise repeated, not an activity performed. And the audi-
ence is the asset supplies the accounting: a piece of content is an investment in
a relationship, and a content operation that cannot say what relationship it is
building is spending, not investing.

This definition has ancestors, and it is worth naming them precisely because
the AI era has made their insights sharper, not obsolete. Joe Pulizzi built the
modern discipline on the observation that companies could stop renting audi-
ences from media companies and instead become media companies — publishing
their way into an audience they own, differentiated by a content tilt no rival oc-
cupies (Pulizzi 2023). Seth Godin, earlier still, named the underlying exchange:
attention granted with permission is worth an order of magnitude more than at-
tention taken by interruption (Godin 1999). Donald Miller supplied the narrative
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discipline: the customer, not the brand, is the hero of the story, and the brand
that positions itself as the guide — useful, clear, generous — wins the attention
the self-congratulatory brand squanders (Miller 2017). The scholarly literature
converged on the same core: content marketing works by delivering value be-
fore asking for any, building engagement and trust that advertising cannot buy
(Hollebeek and Macky 2019; Holliman and Rowley 2014). None of these ideas
required AI. All of them are about to be stress-tested by it.

Be equally precise about the counterfeits, because you will produce all of
them at least once this semester and the rubrics are calibrated to catch them.
Posting is not content marketing: a feed full of activity in service of no mission
builds nothing that compounds. The viral hit is not content marketing: reach
without a mechanism for keeping the audience is a firework, and fireworks are
rented. Advertising in a trench coat is not content marketing: the “ultimate guide”
that exists to corner you into a demo call is an ad with worse manners, and audi-
ences — who are better at this than marketers believe — file it accordingly. And
the newest counterfeit, the one this era mints at industrial scale, is slop: con-
tent produced because production is free, optimized for the appearance of value,
serving no audience and no mission, published in volume precisely because no
single piece could justify itself. Slop is not a quality tier. It is a strategy error —
the mistake of treating content as output when the definition above treats it as in-
vestment. Driftline’s forty-one pieces a week are not forty-one times Lakemont’s
investment. They may be forty-one withdrawals.

One more standard carries over from this book’s sibling courses, because it is
the series’ spine, translated to the publisher’s desk: the editor signs everything.
In the analytics course the standard was that every number be recomputable;
in the strategy course, that every claim be classed and logged. At this desk the
standard is that nothing publishes until a named human has verified its facts,
audited its voice, and accepted responsibility for it on the record. The machine
drafts; the editor decides. Chapter by chapter, this book will equip that signature
with the systems it needs — a mission, a voice specification, a calendar, quality
gates, measurement— but the signature itself arrives now, inWeek 1, because it is
the difference between a publisher and a content farm, and every other difference
follows from it.

The Five Laws

Everything in this book hangs on five laws. You will meet each in depth in its
own chapter; you meet them all now because every real situation in this course
runs on at least two of them at once, and because — like the sibling courses’
principles — you will be asked, in every deliverable, which law is doing the work
here.
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Law 1 — The audience is the asset. Owned beats rented. A subscriber you
can reach tomorrow without paying anyone is a balance-sheet item; a follower
on a platform is a tenancy, revocable without notice. Every metric in this course
ladders up to audience you own, and Chapter 2 will teach you the audit: owned,
rented, and borrowed, inventoried honestly. Lakemont’s opening situation is the
law in miniature — a decade of beloved content and no list, which is to say: a
decade of building on someone else’s land.

Law 2 — The tilt is the strategy. When everyone can publish everything,
the only content worth publishing is the content no rival could. The tilt — the
editorial territory that belongs to you because of what your company actually is,
knows, and can prove (Pulizzi 2023, credited and extended here to the generative
era) — is the publisher’s version of strategic choice, and it meets the same swap
test the strategy course applies to strategy: if your rival could run your editorial
mission unchanged, you have not chosen one yet. Chapter 3.

Law 3 — One story, clearly told. The customer is the hero; the brand is
the guide; and clarity is not a stylistic preference but a production specification —
because in this era your story will be told hundreds of times by a system, not a
single writer, and only a story specified clearly survives execution at scale (Miller
2017, credited; the specification discipline is this book’s extension). Chapter 4.

Law 4 — Machines read you too. Between your content and your audience
now stand machine readers: search engines, recommendation systems, and —
decisively — AI answer engines that summarize categories and quote sources.
Content that machines cannot parse, extract, and verify is content that increas-
ingly does not exist, no matter how much humans who find it love it. Structure
is distribution. Chapter 7.

Law 5 — Trust compounds, and slop compounds faster. This chapter’s law,
and the one the opening scenario dramatized. Every piece you publish either
earns trust or spends it, and the ledger is asymmetric: trust accrues slowly, piece
by verified piece, while a single fabricated farm fact — discovered by one reader,
screenshotted once — can spend a year of it in an afternoon. The machine has
made the supply of publishable content infinite while making the trustworthiness
of any given piece an open question, which means the editorial standard — facts
verified, provenance honest, voice consistent — is no longer a back-office virtue.
It is the whole difference between a publisher, whose audience compounds, and
a content farm, whose audience is a coincidence of algorithms and evaporates
with them. The law has a corollary that the rest of this book keeps proving: in a
market drowning in fluent content, being trustworthy is a distribution strategy —
because trust is the one thing the audience cannot get from the slop, and (Chapter
7 will show) the machine readers are learning to price it too.

A note on how you will encounter these. Your company — chosen in Week 1
from the same four this series always employs, and locked at first submission
— faces all five laws, but each company’s situation pushes a different one to
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the front: Lakemont’s semester is a provenance story (Laws 2 and 5), Loop’s
an audience-and-clarity story (Laws 1 and 3), Verdana’s a substantiation story
(Laws 4 and 5), Chautauqua’s the purest machine-readability case in the set (Law
4). The laws are the same five in every seat; the weight you feel them at differs.
That is by design.

What AI Changes, What It Doesn’t

The intellectually honest answer to “does AI change content marketing?” is: it
changes the economics enormously and the discipline not at all — and confusing
those layers is the era’s signature content-strategy error. This section draws the
line carefully, because everything after it stands on the distinction.

Three economic changes are real and structural. First, the cost of produc-
ing content has collapsed to approximately zero. Drafting, formatting, variation,
translation, imagery — the entire production layer that once justified agencies,
freelancers, and headcount now runs atmachine speed formachine prices. When
production becomes free, two things followwith the force of arithmetic: the mar-
ket floods, because everyone’s marginal piece now costs nothing; and the value
migrates to what remains scarce — the judgment that selects, verifies, and shapes,
and the assets that cannot be generated: a real audience’s trust, a real company’s
proof, a real editor’s taste. Field evidence on generative AI at work finds the
machine lifts the least experienced most (Brynjolfsson, Li, and Raymond 2025),
which for content has a sting in its tail: if everyone’s draft is now competent,
competence is the entry fee, not the win. The win moved up the stack — to
exactly the work this course teaches.

Second, attention did not get cheaper — it got more expensive. The audience’s
day is still twenty-four hours long. Every economics course teaches what hap-
pens when supply explodes against fixed demand, and the content market is liv-
ing it: reach per piece falling, feeds saturating, and audiences — faster than most
marketers — developing an immune response, learning the taste of the machine-
made and scrolling past it without guilt. This is the sense in which the AI era
raises rather than lowers the bar. When content was expensive, mediocre con-
tent faced little competition. Now mediocre is infinite and free, which means
mediocre is invisible — and the only content that clears the flood is content with
something the flood cannot have: real knowledge, real proof, real voice, real use-
fulness. The machine made publishing easy and being worth reading harder than
it has ever been.

Third, the reader is no longer always human. A growing share of your audi-
ence’s questions are answered not by visiting your content but by a machine that
read your content and summarized it — an answer engine that quotes sources it
can parse and verify, and silently omits the ones it cannot. Distribution used to
mean placement; now it also means legibility. This change is so consequential it
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gets its own law (Law 4) and its own chapter (7), and one company in this course
— Visit Chautauqua Trail — lives or dies by it.

What does not change is the discipline. The audience is still human, still
busy, still generous with attention only when repaid. Value is still the only sus-
tainable reason anyone subscribes. The mission still has to be chosen — the ma-
chine can write anything, which settles nothing about what you should publish.
Differentiation still has to be real: the machine can imitate anyone’s content but
nobody’s relationship, anyone’s style but nobody’s proof. And accountability
does not change: someone still signs. The machine can draft your newsletter,
storyboard your video, and produce your image in four aspect ratios — it cannot
promise your audience anything, cannot be embarrassed, and cannot be trusted,
because trust is a relationship between parties who have something to lose. You
have something to lose. That is not the weakness of your position at this desk. It
is the entire value of it.

Your seat, precisely. This course is the fourth seat in a series, and the division
of labor matters even if you take only this course. The agency seat (the communi-
cations course) rents attention: campaigns, launches, paid media, the client pitch.
The analyst seat interrogates data; the strategist seat makes the choices machines
can’t. The publisher — your seat — builds the asset the other three seats envy: an
audience the company owns, assembled by an editorial operation youwill design,
staff (with one tireless machine), and govern. Youwill run no paid campaigns this
semester and pitch no clients; where money appears, it is audience-acquisition
economics, not media planning. Your deliverable at Week 15 is not a campaign.
It is a Portfolio Book — mission, voice system, calendar, portfolio, performance
story, governance — the complete apparatus of a publication, signed by its editor.

The Machine at the Editor’s Desk

Alongside the brand brief, your desk has an AI collaborator — in the Studio, the
Coach — and this course’s method is learning to run a newsroom where the
fastest, most prolific writer on staff is also the one who cannot tell the difference
between what it knows and what it invents. Research on AI-assisted knowledge
work calls the underlying terrain the jagged frontier: capability is uneven in
ways the output’s confidence never reveals (Dell’Acqua et al. 2023). At the strat-
egy desk the frontier ran through claims; at this desk it runs through details —
and details are where content lives.

Learn the failure modes by name; each has a tell and a countermeasure, and
the course’s traps are built from them. The hallucinated fact is the opening sce-
nario: a statistic, a quote, an altitude, a menu item, an opening hour — specific,
plausible, and nonexistent, supplied because content like the content being writ-
ten usually contains such details. Its tell is specificity without source; its counter-
measure is the fact audit — every checkable claim checked against the brief or a

10



Infinite Content, Scarce Attention

findable source, every uncheckable claim struck or flagged, before voice editing
begins, because a beautiful sentence about a fake farm is not a keeper. Voice
drift is subtler: the machine’s default register is the average of everyone — com-
petent, warm, and belonging to no one — and every draft pulls toward it. Its tell
is the swap test applied to prose: if the paragraph could appear on any rival’s
blog, it is not yours yet. Countermeasure: a written voice specification (Chapter
4 builds it) and the discipline of editing toward it, not merely away from error.
The agreeable review is the trap of asking the machine to evaluate its own work:
praised drafts, gentle notes, an approval loop that approves everything. Coun-
termeasure: never let a gate share a mind with what it gates — role separation
the Coach supports and Chapter 6 formalizes. The confident package is the com-
pound failure: a hallucinated fact inside drifted voice, approved by an agreeable
review, shipped because it looked done. The countermeasure for that one is the
whole course.

The course’s answer is one law — the sibling of the analytics course’s rerun
rule and the strategy course’s claim rule, adapted to a desk where the raw mate-
rial is publishable prose:

The signature rule. Nothing publishes until a named editor has verified every
load-bearing fact against a source they can show, audited the voice against the spec,
logged the provenance of every generated element, and signed the piece on the record.

The log’s categories are this desk’s provenance classes, and using them pre-
cisely is a graded skill from Lab 1 onward: a brand fact (stated in your company’s
brief or records; the bedrock — Álvaro’s name, the real altitude); a verified ex-
ternal fact (checked against a findable source, cited); a safe generalization (true-
by-common-knowledge, carrying no risk if wrong — “coffee grows at altitude”);
a machine detail (supplied by the draft, not yet verified — the class everything
starts in and nothing ships in); and an invention (verified to be false or unfindable
— struck, always, no matter how charming). The classes are a conveyor: every
detail in a draft begins as a machine detail and must be moved — up to brand fact
or verified fact, sideways to safe generalization, or out — before the signature
goes on. The discipline is refusing to let fluency move anything silently, because
fluency is precisely the skill of making an invention read like a brand fact.

The Desk in Action: One Draft, Worked End to End

Theory earns its keep in the transcript. Here is the signature rule at a live desk —
the Lakemont editor’s first Newsroom session, annotated. (Your brand and draft
will differ; the discipline will not.)

Editor: Draft an 800-word post on our Guatemalan single-origin for the blog: the farm,
the relationship, why it tastes the way it does. Constraint: tag every factual detail
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with a source class — [BRAND — cite the brief section], [VERIFIED — name a findable
source], [GENERAL], or [MACHINE — you supplied it, unverified]. Do not smooth the
tags into the prose; I want them visible.

Coach: Draft follows. Key tagged details: Finca El Paraíso, Huehuetenango
[BRAND §2]. Growing altitude 1,650 meters [BRAND §2]. Your buyer’s fourth an-
nual harvest visit [BRAND §3]. Farmer Álvaro Ramos, second-generation [BRAND
§3]. Shade-grown under native Inga trees [MACHINE — plausible for the region, not
in the brief]. “Specialty drinkers increasingly choose on origin story — 68 percent per
the 2024 Specialty Coffee Consumption Report” [MACHINE — I cannot confirm this re-
port exists]. Tasting notes: dried apricot, panela sweetness [BRAND §5]. Quote from
Álvaro on patience [MACHINE — I composed this quote; the brief contains his real
quote in §3, which is shorter and less polished].

Editor: Stop. Three dispositions. The Inga trees — sourcing team can confirm or
kill in one message; parked as [MACHINE] until then, out of this draft. The 68 percent
and its report — struck, not parked. Why did you compose a quote when the brief
contains a real one?

Coach: Because the composed quote fit the paragraph’s rhythm better. That is
exactly the failure your constraint exists to catch: I optimized for fluency over prove-
nance. The real quote from §3 — “You cannot rush a hillside” — is shorter, and it is his.
Recommendation reversed: use the real quote and rebuild the paragraph around it. It
is also, honestly, the better line.

✎ The catch was cheap because the editor made it cheap: provenance tags were
demanded in the prompt, before any prose arrived, so the audit was a read rather
than an investigation. Note the shape of the two inventions — not vague but specific:
a named report, a round-numbered percentage, a quote with better rhythm than the
truth. Fluency forges best at high resolution. Note also what the machine did well —
the structure, the tasting-note translation, and the self-audit once instructed: the
same system that composed a fake quote correctly identified the real one as the better
line. The frontier is jagged, not a wall — and the editor’s constraint is what turned
the forger into a fact-checker.

Editor: Rebuild with §3’s quote. Then one more pass: read your own draft and mark
every sentence that could appear unchanged on Driftline’s blog.

Coach: Marked: four sentences, all in the opening — “There’s something magical
about coffee grown with care.” “Every cup tells a story.” Generic-register warmth; any
specialty brand could publish them, and Driftline’s engine produces this exact texture
at scale. The sentences carrying your actual details — the fourth harvest visit, the 1,650
meters, “you cannot rush a hillside” — could not run anywhere else. Recommendation:
cut the four, open on Álvaro.

Editor: Cut them. Open on the hillside quote. Signature pending the Inga confir-
mation— everything else is dispositioned. Logged: two inventions struck, onemachine
detail parked, four swap-test failures cut, one real quote restored. Time: forty minutes.
Publishable: tomorrow.
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✎ The session’s second lesson is quieter than the first: the swap test — Law 2’s
diagnostic —works at the level of the sentence, and the machine can run it on its own
prose once directed. What survives the two audits is exactly what Lakemont alone
could publish: the verified details of a real relationship. That is not a coincidence.
It is Law 2 and Law 5 arriving at the same answer from different directions, which
they will do all semester: the content only you could make and the content that is
actually true are, for a brand like this, the same content.

Ethics Sidebar: Publishing Is a Promise

Every chapter of this book carries an ethics sidebar, and the series begins where
the publisher’s stakes actually live: publishing is a promise. When a piece goes
out under your brand’s name, you are promising the audience that its facts are
checked, its recommendations are meant, its provenance is honest, and its pur-
pose is at least partly their benefit — and the audience, unlike a client or a profes-
sor, cannot audit you. A reader planning a trip around your itinerary, brewing
coffee by your guide, or trusting your explainer with their money has delegated
a small piece of their judgment to your editorial standard, sight unseen. That
delegation is what an audience is — and it is why the fabricated farm fact is a
different kind of wrong than an ordinary error. An error betrays no one; it is
the honest miss of an honest process. A fabrication published under a brand
that sells verification is a forged signature on the promise itself. The AI era adds
one more party to the sidebar: the commons. Every slop piece published makes
every reader marginally more defensive, every claim marginally less believed,
every honest publisher’s job marginally harder — pollution economics, applied
to trust. You will not solve that this semester. But the signature rule is, among
other things, your refusal to contribute to it: a publisher whose every piece is
signed, checked, and provenance-logged is running the only content strategy
that leaves the commons better than it found it — and, Law 5 insists, the only
one that compounds.

Studio Lab Briefing — Lab 1: The Newsroom

Open in the Studio → Lab 1. Due before Session 2. Your workspace loads the
Coach and your company’s brand brief. In Week 1 you choose your company —
Lakemont Roasting, Loop, Verdana, or Visit Chautauqua Trail — and the choice
locks at first submission: this is your desk for the semester.

Part A — Calibration drills (graded from transcript). (1) The desk tour: read
your brand’s brief the way Section 1.1’s editor did — find the asset (what content-
worthy raw material this company actually owns: relationships, proof, knowl-
edge, community), find the anomaly (the fact in the brief that doesn’t fit the
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company’s story about itself), and state what the company’s current publishing
behavior implies it believes about content, in one sentence. (2) The fact audit:
commission an article from the Coach on a topic central to your brand, with
provenance tags demanded in the prompt. Audit the tagged draft against the
brief. Somewhere in its confident prose is at least one detail that is specific, plau-
sible, and false. Find it, disposition it on the record, and say what the catch
teaches. (3) The swap read: run the sentence-level swap test on the same draft
— mark every sentence any rival could publish unchanged, and identify which
surviving sentences carry the details only your company could claim.

Part B — The deliverable. The article, edited to publishable: roughly 800
words, every load-bearing detail dispositioned by provenance class, voice edited
toward your brand (you have no voice spec yet — Chapter 4 builds it; for now,
edit toward the brief’s own register), plus your editor’s note — a half page, on
the record, stating what the draft got wrong, what you changed and why, what
you verified and how, and what you refused to publish. The editor’s note is the
artifact this course grades hardest inWeek 1, because it is the signature rule made
visible: not the polished piece, but the judgment that made it publishable.

Start your working document now — kept beside the Studio all semester.
Every lab’s artifact joins it; by Week 15 it is your Portfolio Book.

Rubric emphasis (lab). Evidence Discipline 30 percent — the fact catch and
the provenance log are the points; an article containing any load-bearing detail
with no class attached caps this dimension. Editorial Judgment 25 · AI Collabo-
ration Skill 25 · Professional Craft 20, with Editorial Judgment rewarding cuts —
the rubric explicitly credits what you refused to keep.

Review Questions

1. In the opening scenario, three details were invented: the altitude, the
farmer’s quote, and the statistic. Rank them by the damage each would
cause Lakemont if published and discovered, and defend your ranking us-
ing Law 5’s asymmetry. Which would a reader be most likely to catch, and
why is that the wrong measure of which matters most?

2. State the working definition of content marketing and identify which
clause each of these fails: (a) a brand’s daily posting streak with no sub-
scription mechanism; (b) a viral video that reached twomillion people on a
rented platform; (c) a downloadable “ultimate guide” gated behind a sales-
qualification form; (d) forty-one competent AI-drafted posts a week.

3. State the signature rule and its five provenance classes. Why does every
detail in a machine draft begin as a machine detail, and what are the three
legitimate moves out of that class? Which move does fluency try to make
silently?
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4. “The AI era raises rather than lowers the bar for content marketing.” De-
fend this claim using the three economic changes of Section 1.4 — then
attack it: state the strongest argument that the bar has actually been low-
ered, and say how the chapter would answer.

5. In the worked session of Section 1.6, the Coach composed a fake quote
when a real one was available, and explained why. What does that ex-
planation reveal about what the machine optimizes for, and why does the
annotation claim the editor’s constraint — not the editor’s vigilance — is
what made the catch cheap? What would the audit have cost if the tags
had been requested after the draft?

6. The annotation to Section 1.6 claims that for Lakemont, “the content only
you could make and the content that is actually true are the same content.”
Explain the mechanism behind that convergence — then name a company
(real or from this course) for which the two could come apart, and say
which law the gap would violate first.

Key Terms

• Answer engine—An AI system that responds to a user’s question by sum-
marizing and quoting sources rather than listing links; a machine reader
whose citation choices are the new distribution (Law 4, Chapter 7).

• Coach —The Studio’s AI collaborator: your newsroom’s entire junior staff
— drafter, researcher, red team, and (when directed) fact-checker, never the
signer.

• Content marketing — The discipline of building an audience a company
owns, by publishing genuinely valuable content on a sustained editorial
mission, so that the audience itself becomes the business asset.

• Editor’s note — The on-the-record half page accompanying a published
piece in this course: what the draft got wrong, what changed, what was
verified, what was refused. The signature rule made visible.

• Fact audit — The pre-publication pass that dispositions every checkable
claim against the brief or a findable source; runs before voice editing, be-
cause a beautiful sentence about a fake farm is not a keeper.

• The five laws — This book’s spine: the audience is the asset; the tilt is the
strategy; one story, clearly told; machines read you too; trust compounds
— and slop compounds faster.

• Hallucinated fact — The machine’s signature failure at the content desk:
a detail — statistic, quote, altitude, opening hour — that is specific, plausi-
ble, and nonexistent, supplied because such content usually contains such
details.
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• Jagged frontier — The uneven, invisible boundary between tasks a model
performs expertly and tasks it fails confidently; at the content desk it runs
through details.

• Portfolio Book — The capstone artifact: mission, voice system, calendar,
curated portfolio, performance story, and governance policy — the com-
plete apparatus of a publication, signed by its editor, defended before the
CMO in Week 15.

• Provenance classes — The disposition ladder for every detail in a draft:
brand fact, verified external fact, safe generalization, machine detail (the
class everything starts in and nothing ships in), invention (struck).

• Publisher’s standard — The double discipline installed in Week 1: facts
verified, voice audited — the two audits every piece passes before signature.

• Signature rule — This course’s central law: nothing publishes until a
named editor has verified every load-bearing fact, audited the voice, logged
provenance, and signed on the record.

• Slop — Content produced because production is free: optimized for the
appearance of value, serving no audience and no mission; not a quality
tier but a strategy error, and — per Law 5 — a debt.

• Swap test (content form) — Law 2’s diagnostic applied to prose: if the
sentence, piece, or mission could run unchanged under a rival’s name, it
isn’t yours yet.

• Voice drift—The gravitational pull of every machine draft toward the aver-
age of everyone; measured against awritten voice spec (Chapter 4), audited
on every batch.

References and Further Reading

Scholarly foundations
Brynjolfsson, E., Li, D., & Raymond, L. (2025). Generative AI at work. The

Quarterly Journal of Economics, 140(2), 889–942. — Field evidence that AI assis-
tance lifts the least experienced most; Section 1.4’s argument that a competent draft
is now the entry fee, not the win.

Dell’Acqua, F., McFowland, E., Mollick, E., Lifshitz-Assaf, H., Kellogg, K., Ra-
jendran, S., Krayer, L., Candelon, F., & Lakhani, K. (2023). Navigating the jagged
technological frontier: Field experimental evidence of the effects of AI on knowledge
worker productivity and quality. Harvard Business School Working Paper 24-013.
—The jagged-frontier framing of Section 1.5: capability uneven, confidence constant
— at this desk, jagged through the details.

Hollebeek, L. D., & Macky, K. (2019). Digital content marketing’s role in fos-
tering consumer engagement, trust, and value: Framework, fundamental propo-

16



Infinite Content, Scarce Attention

sitions, and implications. Journal of Interactive Marketing, 45, 27–41. — The schol-
arly case that content marketing works by delivering value before asking for any;
the engagement-and-trust mechanism behind Law 1 and Law 5.

Holliman, G., & Rowley, J. (2014). Business to business digital content mar-
keting: Marketers’ perceptions of best practice. Journal of Research in Interactive
Marketing, 8(4), 269–293. — Early field evidence that publishing-style “helpful”
content demands a culture shift from selling to informing — the shift this book calls
taking the publisher’s seat.

Järvinen, J., & Taiminen, H. (2016). Harnessing marketing automation for
B2B content marketing. Industrial Marketing Management, 54, 164–175. — The
pre-generative study of content at machine scale; its central finding — automation
amplifies a content strategy but cannot substitute for one — reads as prophecy.

Industry and professional sources
Godin, S. (1999). Permission marketing: Turning strangers into friends, and

friends into customers. Simon & Schuster. — The underlying exchange named a
generation early: attention granted beats attention taken — the ancestor of Law 1.

Miller, D. (2017). Building a StoryBrand: Clarify your message so customers
will listen. HarperCollins Leadership. — Customer-as-hero, brand-as-guide, and
the case that clarity wins; credited throughout, and extended in Chapter 4 to voice-
as-specification for the era in which a system, not a writer, tells the story.

Pulizzi, J. (2023). Epic content marketing (2nd ed.). McGraw-Hill. — The mod-
ern discipline’s founding argument — become themedia company, own the audience,
find the tilt; credited throughout, and stress-tested by every chapter of the era this
edition anticipated.

17




	Preface
	Chapter 1 — Infinite Content, Scarce Attention

