
Creating Loyalty and Repeat Engagement 
 
Recently, RebelMouse hosted a very special conversation at its Roar Summit between 
Michelle Killebrew, Digital Marketing Program Director at IBM, Philippe Von Borries, CEO 
and Co-Founder at Refinery29 and Jeannie Chu, Director Brand Marketing and 
Communications at American Express. What followed was a broad discussion about how 
to create loyalty and repeat engagement through technology, data and building 
meaningful content that speaks to customers in an authentic and relevant way.  
 
ADEPEJU ODUYE:  I’m truly excited about this panel and this group of panelist we have 
here talking about creating loyalty and driving repeat engagement.  That’s like the holy 
grail.  Everyone wants to figure out how to do that and we have an awesome range of 
panelist here to be able to help tackle that issue. 
 
I want to dive right in.  Because you guys cover a range of B2C, B2B, commerce, cloud, 
content….what are the characteristics of a loyal customer as it relates to your business? 
Let’s start with you Jeannie. 
 
JEANNIE CHU:   Speaking of B2B and B2C and all that in between, American Express is 
one of those weird financial institutions because not only do we issue cards, we’re also a 
network that you run on, we see a lot of information.  You trust us because we are really 
crazy about keeping it secure.  I have to take about 30+ trainings a year and I’m in 
Marketing...it’s weird.  But the way that we look at things are very much now, there was 
always the “claimed piece” and the “people are spending on the card” so that's great.  But 
there’s also now that piece about the emotional “How do I feel about the brand?”.  And 
from a merchant perspective, we take the data and say, “Hey, in order for you to win, you 
actually have to succeed too.”  So our idea of partnerships is often “1 + 1 = 3”.  We love 
that phrase! 
 
ODUYE:  Keep it efficient.  Keep it efficient.  
 
CHU:  Yeah, we’re the guy you know, right?  So from a merchant perspective we look at 
Are they engaged with us?  Are they using the data?  Are they in a strong relationship 

 



with us?  Would people refer us to a friend?  I think that’s a really important one.  So, 
there’s a lot.  And from a brand perspective, we actually look at it across the board.  So, 
on a top level of are you aware of us?  Fantastic.  All the way through to do you use the 
insurance on your card when you’re on a trip and you need to be heli lifted out of 
somewhere?  
 
ODUYE:  You mentioned data.  We’re going to get back to that because I think that’s a 
huge huge trend, but I want to pass it on to Michelle to be able to answer the question. 
 
MICHELLE KILLEBREW:  For IBM, we are a B2B2C so I’m thinking about loyalty with my 
customer base especially as we’re going through our transformation and much of our 
portfolio is moving to SAAS which of course is retention based.  But we also have a lot of 
Advisory Services and how we are advising our clients in how they are dealing with loyalty 
from their consumer perspective.  We’ll have to delve into that a little as well as we get 
going.  
 
ODUYE:  Absolutely!  Philippe, I know you probably have a great POV on this. 
 
PHILIPPE VON BORRIES:  Absolutely!  For us, there’s still a very technical level of looking 
at loyalty for us which is the amount of users who come to Refinery29 and visit 9 times or 
more a month and that’s 34% of people that come to Refinery29 every month.  And 
about 46% of page views generated from that cohort.  At a level deeper, it's obviously 
people that we successfully convert to become subscribers on our social channels. 
Email, which is a huge channel for us, so about 12% of our traffic goes to homepage and 
50% actually comes from email which is almost sort of like just as important to us in 
terms of a loyalty driver. 
 
But then there is at the end of the day, and you mentioned this with regards to emotion, 
what you actually stand for.  And I think that to us that is the most important thing. 
Being able to, through technology, through data, continue to build content that actually 
speaks to the person and their behavior on Refinery29, what they’re interested in and to 
provide them with more of that content.  So if you know someone is interested in Korean 
beauty trends and you continuously see that, you actually give them more content in that 
vain.  And we just have a strong mission that you feel like ultimately people come back to 

 



us for.  For us that is really about building an incredibly respected voice for women 
throughout the world.  And that people don’t come through side door traffic and you sort 
of create more noise where it's actually just noise and people don’t really connect with 
your brand.  
 
ODUYE:  I feel like because it’s been brought up we should tackle the data issue.  You 
mentioned how you use data to be able to refine the type of content and products that 
your consumers are using.  Talk more about that.  Is it looking at it on a 1:1 basis?  Do 
you look at it in a group basis?  How exactly are you using data?  Let’s get into the 
specifics.  
 
VON BORRIES:  It’s anything from logged in users and obviously being able to see a trail 
of content that people are interested in.  So through personalization, recommendation, 
you give people more of the content they are interested in.  It’s segmentation, which is a 
big part.  Email plays a huge role in that front.  And then relentlessly testing.  Greg 
mentioned it early about BuzzFeed, just continous continous continous iteration and 
testing on everything from headlines to images to stories themselves. 
 
CHU:  I’m jealous of your ability to keep testing!  I think American Express is known to be 
fairly innovative in Marketing.  It’s funny, now we talk about content in general.  I think we 
started our publishing business in the 70’s, so we’re throwbacks at this point which is 
kind of fun. 
 
VON BORRIES:  Hey good job! 
 
CHU:  You deal with money, why are you making magazines?  That is not the case 
anymore.  
 
ODUYE:  Diversification.  It's all about diversification. 
 
CHU:  Exactly.  For us, that ability to test and learn is amazing.  I think we also have to 
balance that security and trust that people have in us.  If its on our .com it could be a 
security breach so for us it is about testing and learning and leveraging and mining data 
as much as possible, but there is that “put a breather on it” and make sure we send out 

 



guys to check the security camera of the data server somewhere in Israel, because we 
care. 
 
VON BORRIES:  And that’s amazing!  
 
ODUYE:  I’ll also let Michelle jump in because I feel like IBM is known to be crazy data 
scientist. 
 
KILLEBREW:  We are!  We have so much data that we can slice and dice in so many 
different ways.  I think like you, it’s about offering that next best action and looking at 
predictive and how can you personalize not only that next interaction that may be off 
property with an email or retargeting advertising or that type of thing, but then drilling 
into the database and trying to figure out who that ideal segmentation is.  You can 
imagine, across IBM’s portfolio of solutions we have hundreds of solutions and the 
majority of the personas in our database are IT related.  So how do you define which 
brand has the right to touch that person with the next best message?  Are we sort of then 
competing within ourselves.  It’s getting pretty sophisticated in how we manage both the 
individual and the company from what's that sort of next sort of sub-brand touch.  
 
ODUYE:  Right.  We talked about data, but I feel like the on the flip side in terms of driving 
loyalty, driving repeat engagement, content also plays a big role.  So I want to get your 
flip side perspective on how content, not necessarily with data, plays a role in driving 
engagement.  How you think about it in driving loyalty among customers.  
 
KILLEBREW:  I love the AMEX forum.  As a sense of building community and allowing 
your community to foster that loyalty.  I think it's huge and has proven very successful. 
 
CHU:  Yeah!  I think for us content is the “stuff”, right?  So if we talk about stories, I take a 
very elementary approach to it which is “Is it interesting at a party?” and “If I said this to 
someone is this remotely interesting?” Because there was a point where I was agency 
side and working crazy hours and sleeping under my desk and then I went to a party and 
realized I have nothing to say because you guys don’t care about advertising for 
Mercedes Benz.  So for us there is the data piece, but there is also the human 
application.  I think everyone is very big on big data and I dont want to say that data isn’t 

 



important because it's kind of the cornerstone of how we make decisions.  And the 
plethora and the speed at which we can get data now is impressive and interesting, but 
there always has to be the person that says, “Okay and the editorial lense is this.”  And at 
the end of the day, if we tell good stories then hopefully I can tell you about a Global 
Assist product or the insurance on your card and you won’t say, “That’s boring.”  And 
hopefully you’ll retain that someday when you need it. 
 
ODUYE:  I guess the idea is being able to use the data to understand what a specific user 
or group of users is interested in and then being able to feed that content.  Philippe, is 
that something that resonates with you at Refinery29?  Especially because you also deal 
on e-commerce, you guys sell products. 
 
VON BORRIES:  A little bit on the e-commerce side.  It’s really about building engagement 
and discovery.  Content is our business.  We have a huge team that produces content 
and we have our own proprietary technology to evaluate the performance of that 
content, analyze that content and redistribute that content in better, more optimized 
ways.  So for us, when you asked me the content question, first and foremost to me it's 
really more about belief in what you stand for.  Paul is actually the one who wrote an 
amazing essay a few weeks ago in Business Insider about front door traffic vs. side door 
traffic.  And there is just the obsession of course in media with just pure growth and 
manipulating your SEO growth or other ways to in which you can hype up your audience. 
But at the end of the day does it really add meaningful loyalty and people that stand for 
your brand?  That will follow you.  That will show up to something that you do in the real 
world.  I think that’s the true litmus test for us with regards to content.  Are you really 
producing stuff that's meaningful?  And for us obviously, constantly our growth has been 
over 200% year over year on the audience side.  And you need to question yourself again 
and again as you're contemplating new areas of growth, “Does that that actually still jive 
with what I stand for?” And that’s a really important question. 
 
CHU:  That’s interesting because, and I would image that the same goes for IBM, but from 
the brand side we do that litmus test too.  Yes, all the data is telling us all these things. 
People care about Kim Kardashian, fantastic.  At the end of the day, is it right and 
authentic and in our voice?  And there needs to be that filter which is why again, a human 
brain at some point needs to be applied.  Because no offense to Kim, I’m sure she is a 

 



lovely card member and we will take care of her, but it may not be what we want to 
associate with. 
 
VON BORRIES:  She’s actually a cultural touch point. 
 
CHU:  Hey, man she married Kanye.  That’s a great marriage! 
 
KILLEBREW:  From a content and authenticity perspective, one of the things that IBM has 
done and I think that they have done a really well, is that they have enabled and 
empowered over 400,000 IBMers across the globe to act as that brand voice and 
communicate on behalf through social and represent through blogs and interact with our 
clients in a very authentic way.  And so it has this very organic content creation in a way 
that allows us to really foster those relationships and create loyalty in really every 
different aspect of the business.  From developer to developer or business person to 
business person, really elevate that brand and that brand essence.  
 
ODUYE:  Another point that was raised was about this idea of side door traffic.  Its funny 
because  I feel like on our prep call we were talking about how you do push consumers 
down from casuals to subscribers down the funnel.  And I use the term funnel.  I want 
you guys to tackle that because with people entering the side door, I want to get a sense 
from you whether this idea of pushing down the funnel, this concept of funnel, whether it 
still matters.  Is this even still relevant?  
 
KILLEBREW:  I don’t think you can push them.  Maybe encourage them! 
 
CHU:  Nurturing.  
 
ODUYE:  Take it away, this idea of a funnel.  Whether this is something that is even still 
on your minds considering how people are entering from all these different side doors. 
 
CHU:  On our prep call, I dreamt all over this one because I thought, “Funnel?  Weird that 
you are still using that.” But you know funnel terminology was invented I think in 1898 so 
great for that!  And let’s be real, it's very logical, it makes sense.  If you are having 
conversations whether you are on the client side or sales side or technology side, if you 

 



say the a funnel and kind of the flow, it really makes sense to people.  And then McKenzie 
took a crack at the whole “consumer decision journey” which we subscribe to and for me, 
it's a cleaner way of trying to do the funnel with the little arrows going up and down 
because you’re trying to map a prospect journey and you’re like, “Oh gosh, this is not a 
clean powerpoint slide.  I need more white space.  No one will understand this”  and for 
us, that is the key.  It’s acknowledging finally in an intellectually, graspable way that the 
funnel, I mean, you can take the decision journey and say that there is a funnel at each 
point too.  “It's a hot mess,” is basically what we are saying.  And the power paradigm has 
shifted so that we can’t push, to your point.  We have to nurture.  We have to encourage. 
We have to know as much as we can about people to help that. 
 
VON BORRIES:  It just sounds like a marketer scan, you know?  At the end of the day it's 
like “You’re dealing with human beings who are sitting on the other side and actually 
caring about something”.  We did a really interesting study with Facebook and Adaple 
because we really try to convert people to subscribers and to members of Refinery29.  So 
instead of just serving people ads with Refinery29 to link back getting them to convert to 
come sign up as subscribers, we actually walked them through a series of iterative steps 
starting with just great content that we targeted based on their demographic and 
previously expressed interest areas.  And the conversion, we were able to raise the 
conversion by 30%.  It was an amazing test because it was just hit you over the head with 
“Here’s something you’ve never heard of, become a member” It just shows that there is a 
human touch and the ability to impact something more meaningfully. 
 
ODUYE:  Basically, you have to make it a bit more organic so it doesn’t seem forced. 
 
KILLEBREW:  Yeah, share value with your prospects and think about micro decisions. 
Because they are coming from all of these different points and time, how can you help 
them make that one decision that moves them down to that piece of content or or a little 
bit closer to a funnel in the realm of the “hot mess”?  
 
CHU:  And that’s the cool part about the technology, right?  I don’t mean to hate on the 
technology at all because now we can talk about 1 to 1 on mass for the first time without 
me and a harem of people staying up all night trying to make decisions and click things 
very quickly.  P.S. That content thing worked for me.  I am a subscriber actually. 

 



 
 

Q&A  
 
QUESTION:  I’m curious about the types of properties that differentiate the IT personas. 
 
KILLEBREW:  IT runs the gamut and we’re doing a lot more detailed persona work, but 
you’ve got Developers, you’ve got CIOs, you’ve got Network Engineers.  It really runs the 
gamut.  As then as far as properties go...unbranded, branded, libraries.  When you get 
into real technical stuff you’ve got really long form content.  
 
ODUYE:  Any other questions?  
 
QUESTION:  You mentioned in the very beginning, AMEX as a publisher and how you’ve 
been doing it for 20-30 years now.  And how when you first did it, it was like a “Oh my 
god, what are you doing?” kind of thing.  More and more given the kind of 1:1 
relationship brands are trying to have given social media and the way that they are 
interacting with people, “What is first of all, the biggest challenge that you have as a 
brand with trying to be a publisher and what is the biggest advantage that you get out of 
that?” 
 
CHU:  My comment about us as a publisher, I don’t know if people know that we started 
Food & WIne magazine and Travel Major magazine.  We don’t own them anymore.  Let’s 
not talk about that.  No new shocking news here, we are a matrix organization.  We have 
many many silos.  There are people that are negotiating partnerships with the Jay Zs and 
Four Seasons of the world.  And we launched a huge International restaurant program 
and I was making social content and I’m like, “Oh it’s Spring, let’s talk about Fitness.”  And 
someone said, “Jeannie, we are launching this program called Taste.  Why are you not 
making food content?”  And I was like, “Because I didn’t know.”  We are in the midst of 
changing all that.  Making sure all the senior stakeholders are aligning.  That we are 
unlocking benefits.  We’re talking about, to your point about value exchange, there’s the 
content producers of loveliness and then there are the value creators of my Merchant 

 



Services team that has to go out to talk to Bob and Bob can give us some discounts on 
socks.  And how does that work?  Oh, fitness, socks...it can come together.  So I would say 
that is the biggest challenge we have of wrangling and unlocking and uncovering all the 
things that we have at our disposal. 
 
ODUYE:  If you guys also want to answer, feel free to jump in! 
 
KILLEBREW:  Yeah, same.  Matrix organization trying to figure out how you then….you 
know we’ve gone on this content journey.  We know that social is engaging our audience 
in ways like never before really.  And we have all our IBMers across the globe engaging, 
but then how do you transition those conversations into solution discussions and bring 
them into the business. 
 
VON BORRIES:  And the final point.  Of course we have large business built around 
working with brands and Integrated Marketing solutions.  Speed.  Being fast.  Things 
happen like that and you need to be able to respond like somebody who creates content 
and run it through 20 channels of approval.  
 
[End] 
 
 
 
 

 


