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Mike Shields (2s): 

Hey guys, this is Mike Shields. In this week on Next in Marketing, I got to talk to Aaron Braxton, 
who is VP of Business Intelligence and SEO at Complex Networks, as well as GM of Complex 
Collective. He talks about the advantages he founded having almost no media or advertising 
background when he joined the company a few years ago. And how kindergarten pickup actually 
played a crucial role in his recruiting process. Let's get started. 

 

Narrator (26s): 

Everything we know about the media, marketing and advertising business is being completely 
upended. Thanks to technology and data. We're talking with some of the top industry leaders as 
they steer their companies through constant change. Welcome to Next in Marketing, presented 
by AppsFlyer. 

 

Mike Shields (43s): 

Hi, everybody. Welcome to Next in Marketing. My guest today is Aaron Braxton from Complex 
Networks. Hey, Aaron. Thanks for being here. 

 

Aaron Braxton (51s): 

Hey, Mike, how are you? Good to talk to you. 

 



            
 
Mike Shields (54s): 

I'm good. I'm good. Give everybody your title. You're Head of Business Intelligence, right? 

 

Aaron Braxton (58s): 

Yeah. So I've got two titles. I don't know if that's common or not in media practice, but certainly 
common, you know, a bit. 

 

Mike Shields (1m 4s): 

I think it's quite common. 

 

Aaron Braxton (1m 5s): 

Common enough it, yeah. So we covered enough for Complex. So I am a VP, Head of Business 
Intelligence and SEO. I'm also second title, GM for Complex Collective, which is our research arm 
of Complex Networks. 

 

Mike Shields (1m 20s): 

Your LinkedIn is pretty different. You do not have a classic media background. Maybe, can you 
please talk about like what you're doing before Complex and how you got here? 

 

Aaron Braxton (1m 30s): 

Sure, yeah. And that's right, I come from a very non-traditional background for data practitioner 
for media professional marketer, researcher. Really, however, you might want to frame it. You 
know, I cut my teeth early in finance in prime brokerage, which is like a service function for hedge 
and private equity fund clients within institutional banking. And then I went on to run trading and 
partner operations within alternative asset management. Same general space, but you know, 
that's sort of where the analytics starts to focus in. And then eventually, I went on to management 



            
 
consulting. Focused on those same clients, but just in a widening sort of functional areas. First, 
you know, it was Ops, and then it was analytics and Ops. 

 

Aaron Braxton (2m 11s): 

And so when you think about like, that landscape, it's AI banks, it's hedge funds, it's private equity. 
And then sort of quickly applying that skill set to a widening client focus. You know, I've worked 
with manufacturers, media companies, tech infrastructure, cards, as well. I probably work with 
every top five Global Bank, Amex, Google. I'm thinking of Barnes & Noble. We did some really 
interesting things with. And then a ton of companies you probably don't know and never heard 
of. And so along that path, I taught myself how to code and because I needed the skill set. And 
starting with the SQL and then moving on to Python and R. You know, when you're starting until 
sort of layer on the data engineering, it's the parts of the analytics sort of skill set as well. 

 

Aaron Braxton (2m 54s): 

And then when you mix that up all with statistical analysis and the operational finance, then some 
of the innovation work I've been doing over the years. You've got an admittedly weird, but 
probably strong set of skills that I like to apply across a number of areas at Complex. We talk a 
little bit about that. Those are, again, Business Intelligence, SEO, audience research, and then sort 
of assorted special projects. skunkworks, if you will. 

 

Mike Shields (3m 16s): 

Right. So when you're working for companies like Bank of America, are you helping them 
essentially trying to digitize their business and apply more analytics broadly and build that more 
efficiency? You're trying to help them come become more operationally efficient? Like, was there 
a common thread to what you were doing before you got here? 

 

Aaron Braxton (3m 33s): 

Yeah. You see, those are the cool projects at a BFA, right? That means, there are admittedly some 
less exciting work there. You don't deal dealing with capital constraints, SICAR, dealing with 
back-end operations, sort of like trading functions, blackbox systems, algorithmic trading 



            
 
systems, actually, that's sort of cool. And so that it really ran the gamut, when you're talking about 
working with banks. It can be like just lightly operational, and more process oriented tasks versus 
some of the more interesting stuff when you get into like trading systems, and derivative 
tracking, and that kind of thing. 

 

Mike Shields (4m 4s): 

It's funny, when you were describing your background, I could almost see you ended up working 
for like a big programmatic Adtech company. Was there any ever consideration you go into that 
world when you start talking about applying trading, algorithmic analysis? 

 

Aaron Braxton (4m 19s): 

Honestly, no. Programmatic was probably the <inaudible>. While I had come and going, working 
with media companies, some understanding of what programmatic exchanges were, and how 
programmatic ad layers sort of deliver, and what that sort of structure and architecture looks like? 
Something, I know that much better now. Really had sort of a good entry point. I mean, it was a 
bit of a crash course for me to go deep on the way that Complex viewed, sort of revenue diversity 
and add layer, to the point where I could go and start to innovate within that framework, you 
know. I had some pretty good guidance though. Scott Cherkin, who's now at Warner. Dan 
Ghosh-Roy, who's at Professional Fighters League. Now, Jonathan Hunt, who's Head of Audience 
at Complex, and of course, Christian Baesler, who's brilliant. 

 

Aaron Braxton (4m 58s): 

And maybe most of all, Rich Antoniello, who's an icon in this world. 

 

Mike Shields (5m 6s): 

Okay, so how did you end up here though? We're like, where they talk with it? Because, you know, 
lots of publishers and the last, let's say five years more. We've got to get better Business 
Intelligence. We've got to like apply our moneyball formula. But I think, I don't know, they always 



            
 
know how to -- where to get that talent from? Like, how did they find you? How did you end up 
here? 

 

Aaron Braxton (5m 24s): 

They didn't find me, I found them. I was looking to make a shift. You know, I'd identified amongst 
my sort of favorite projects and clients that media companies were way more fun. And I was at 
that point in a career where I could have gone sort of partner track, and but at within 
management consulting, but really wanted to like keep it, keep it fun and interesting on a day 
over day basis. And maybe not end up in like Tulsa, Oklahoma on random Sunday nights. So that 
led me to something like, thinking back to some of the client work I've done with your the Amex 
of the world, some of the Googles of the world, and thinking about. You know, it'd be really 
interesting to try to lean into the analytic space, leaded analytics practice and stuff. 

 

Aaron Braxton (6m 6s): 

So I started combing job sites and doing research deep into, who was doing what within 
analytics? Who may be needed some help from an uplift standpoint, with regard to like, BI, which 
identified as, like, sort of a -- that's a nice through line for most publishers. Most publishers had 
that point, had a business intelligence function. But there was a lot of variants into how well it 
looked like they were executing. And so I started looking around, as it happens, and I'll tell the 
story, if you don't mind it. 

 

Mike Shields (6m 32s): Please. 

 

Aaron Braxton (6m 33s): 

My daughter, when she started kindergarten here in Brooklyn, one of her classmates in that year, 
her dad happened to work at Complex. So I offered to take him for a beer. And we hit it off. And I 
started talking about, why we were having this conversation. And we ended up being really good 
friends to this day. And he was nice enough to introduce me to Complex and the the fit was right. 
The need was right. There BI team at the time, was a little bit back office, and pretty isolated. But 
they had a desire to make sort of data analysis and data decisioning much wider and better 
practice throughout the company, and so that was my task. So we've done a good job of that so 



            
 
far. I think we've got to sort of move beyond that the idea that Business Intelligence specifically 
it's back off. 

 

Aaron Braxton (7m 20s): 

It's certainly much more front office, and it's certainly much more embedded in the culture of 
what we do. 

 

Mike Shields (7m 24s): 

This is the ultimate like networking industry. And it's usually the deals happen over cocktails in 
the cab and not a kindergarten line, but that's cool story. 

 

Aaron Braxton (7m 32s): Yeah. Yeah. 

 

Mike Shields (7m 33s): 

Okay, so you hinted on this, most publishers were realizing, "Okay, we've got a Business 
Intelligence." You've mentioned, not everybody was doing that great with that or getting the 
most out of that practices they could. Have you seen that across the board in the industry? And 
where where are the gaps, that they're not being filled right now? 

 

Aaron Braxton (7m 53s): 

Yeah, I think you asked a really interesting question. Because, you know, BI means a lot of 
different things to different folks. And a lot of what gets implemented at companies from a 
Business Intelligence standpoint can really be shifted towards maybe one or two different 
operational areas within a company. You know, it can be both focused on content. You can have 
BI application, it's really just about sales and optimizing CRM, more or like optimizing against paid 
media. And, you know, it can be fairly isolated. And so a full BI augmentation, there's like a 
maturity cycle that you look at, from a data analytic standpoint on an enterprise level. You're 
either coming up front and stuff, and just helping to inform, right? 



            
 

 

Aaron Braxton (8m 34s): 

Not necessarily making the decisions for folks or really even necessarily, like really even driving a 
decision, but making sure that there's a piece of data applied to most of the decisioning that's 
happening, that's pretty early on and maturity. Later on, you move into doing projection, right? 
You talk a lot about your podcast, as I dug into some of your archive about deterministic versus 
probabilistic. And deterministic comes in a Business Intelligence standpoint as well. You can do 
projection algorithmically. You can do projection based on just like flat projection from 
correlation, and apply some of those things to both business processes, as well as content 
generation. What we've done at Complex, I think, is a really good way of injecting data layer and 
decisioning all the way across most parts of the company, right? 

 

Aaron Braxton (9m 22s): 

So that's everything from strategy to content production. We're really really closely with sales, and 
sales strategy, finance paid media, e-comm events. What we try to do is create a data and insight 
interface, as well as be a business operations guider. As additionally to that were a sort of an 
audience interface for behavioral and that extends out to building like insight narratives, right? So 
it's a pretty wide map, but it allows me and my team to sort of contribute to most everything we 
create in some way, whether that's from ideation to all the way out to like realization. 

 

Mike Shields (9m 52s): 

You hinted at my next question, I was gonna ask you. Are you strictly, the kind of work that you 
do, we might think you're on the business side, that's it. But you're able to apply this across 
editorial and business. Can you talk about how that works especially because I think the editorial 
side, every editor will say they want to have lots of data, they want to know where their audience 
is coming from audience development. But they get a little nervous when somebody from 
anywhere from biz that dev gets in their space and makes them feel they're gonna dictate what 
they do. How do you work across both sides? 

 

Aaron Braxton (10m 23s): 



            
 
Interestingly enough, I feel like we're a bit of a buffer between the biz dev folks and the editorial 
folks. I meet with in and work with our editorial teams on a daily basis. We build out the modeling 
for them from a traffic expectation standpoint. So like, you know, projecting both the volume of 
content as well as what the revenue of the RPMs are going to be from that specific content, even 
down to advising on staffing. And you know, and how many people would be required in order to 
build out some of that. Now, this is not necessarily directed, right? It's about helping them to do 
their best and set them up for success. You know, on the layer on top of that comes from the SEO 
side, where we're looking at content type and affinities, and what channels these things should be 
deployed on from the editorial standpoint, to most effect on audience and to see the most benefit 
from. 

 

Aaron Braxton (11m 16s): 

And so it's a really bi-directional relationship. We always try to make sure that we leave room for 
creativity, right? I'm not a writer. And I would never tell anybody what to write. But I can tell you, 
where what you write is going to do the best, and what social platforms that should be, like 
deployed on as support. And so we weave all those things together in support of our editorial 
practices. And we do that as well for our other content types. 

 

Mike Shields (11m 38s): 

So is it, you're not sitting there saying, "Okay, don't write that article, because the ROI is gonna 
stink. It's not worth doing." But this beat might be worth doing moreover. This things are really 
popping on Facebook and the subject matter versus Tumblr or something. 

 

Aaron Braxton (11m 52s): 

Absolutely. Yeah. I mean, you know, again, we're sort of trying to bridge the idea that there are 
audiences are diverse, and there's a multitude of them. But they're all very different and on their 
various distribution channels, right? So our Facebook audience is super different from our Twitter 
audience, versus our TikTok audience, versus our general direct on site audience. And so the 
orientation of what we build needs to make sure that it's aligned to where it shows up to like 
where the audience is going to find it. So there's a difference between the content, even 
editorially, that we're going to push in a link posts from Twitter versus what we put on Facebook. 



            
 
And it's my team's job to let the editorial teams and the social teams as a support engine as well, 
know what like, what the best course of action is there. 

 

Mike Shields (12m 34s): 

That's interesting. I may not have expected that. I understand the differences between the 
viewership patterns or consumption patterns on the platforms. But I would always think your 
audience is the same. I should start off by saying like, how do you describe or define who the 
Complex Networks fan is, and then maybe we can get into how it's different on TikTok versus 
Facebook, versus your site? 

 

Aaron Braxton (12m 56s): 

It's actually a really difficult question to answer. One, because there are so many different versions 
of that fan, right? The Complex Networks consist of complex which is streetwear, and music, and 
fashion, and pop culture rolled up into one and spoken about at this almost at the same time, 
right? So it's convergence, that goes deep. Now, the first we feast audience is food first, but it talks 
about food within a pop culture lens. And then we have soul collector, which is, and I'm talking 
about the three sort of tentpole arms, there are a multitude of others, that sneaker focus first, 
right? And so it talks about sneakers, it's about sneaker heads. There's pop culture influence 
within that, but it's a much more sort of like niche topically, but also goes very deep. 

 

Aaron Braxton (13m 39s): 

And so all of those audiences are very different. So when we think about the question of, who is 
the Complex Network fan? It fragments really quickly. Now we've scale it all those two, because 
we managed to do that over the last 18, 20 years of existence. But the idea for us, and it is to make 
sure that we understand which targets were supposed to address and which ones were hitting. 
So the Complex Network fan if in short, I know there's a long answer there for a quick question, is 
a core 18 to 34 male-female US-based that lives in metropolitan area, or desires to live in a 
metropolitan area, and wants to find the thing that's next and coolest in the world. 

 

Mike Shields (14m 19s): 



            
 
They want to know about cool stuff, they want about style, and music. 

 

Aaron Braxton (14m 21s): That the comment early, yeah. 

 

Mike Shields (14m 22s): 

Right. Interesting. What are you working on lately at Complex? What are you building products? 
Are you mostly trying to unearth more insights on sales, become more efficient on revenue? 
What's going on lately? 

 

Aaron Braxton (14m 36s): 

Everything all at once, but like the most recent project that we just completed was ComplexLand. 
And so, you know, we've done something called ComplexCon over the last three years out in Long 
Beach, and then also Chicago, which is like 60,000 people attending centrally like the Super Bowl 
of streetwear, and fashion, and pop culture, all rolled up into one. And so that's like 60,000 people 
over a week. And it's kind of incredible. I can't wait to the world goes back to normal. So we can go 
to a Complex kind of 

 

Mike Shields (15m 5s): Yeah. 

 

Aaron Braxton (15m 5s): 

But in a world that's quarantined, we wanted to bring an offering, that's more of a digital space. 
We've seen a lot of that out in market. But I think that our approach to it. It was actually a sort of 
redefining for digital 

events and of in itself. What we built was a WebGL interactive site, that a user could go to an 
experience this world interactively, right? And so you can actually explore the world, and almost a 
video game style, but have interactive content, have purchase opportunities, have a chat with its 
interactive, a theater, an art 



            
 
experience. And I mean, I'll be honest with you, I built a flagship of monitoring metrics to look at 
this thing over the course of the week that it was live. 

 

Aaron Braxton (15m 48s): 

And we crushed it. And, you know, we had a deluge of traffic over the course of that week. A lot of 
content opportunities, a lot of brand integration. It was pretty amazing actually. I think it was a bit 
of like sort of a career-defining, company defining moment. And you know, we're already looking 
forward to 2.0. So that's the most recent thing I think we've done that's like super impactful, at 
least outwardly facing. We got to remember -- 

 

Mike Shields (16m 9s): 

Right, with that though, sorry to interrupt you. Like you kind of described it, you can't just throw 
together -- Oh, let's just throw a Zoom together and get some people on there, and we'll recreate 
the convention, or the panels that we were going to do. Like you had to imagine, you had to 
investigate all kinds of new different cutting edge technologies for virtual events. And how did 
you figure out how to do that? 

 

Aaron Braxton (16m 29s): 

Well, yes, it's a good question. I mean, I can't pretend to be the one who came up with this or, you 
know, between our CTO, Aleksey Baksheyev, and our Head of Events, and our Head of Sales, Edgar 
Hernandez. They came up with what they thought would be an impactful pivot against the desire 
to have a ComplexCon. So and looked at all the technologies that one might be able to 
accommodate that and decided that this is the one that would resonate the most with our 
audiences, and then even beyond our audiences. Because, you know, the big difference to 
between a ComplexCon and a digital event is that digital event is more easily global. Right? You 
don't have to travel obviously. You can roll out of bed and do that. And you know -- 

 

Mike Shields (17m 6s): 

Yeah, and it actually opens more, opens it up to a wider group theoretically. 



            
 

 

Aaron Braxton (17m 10s): 

Yeah, exactly. I mean, we had visits from 198 countries. 

 

Mike Shields (17m 14s): Wow. 

 

Aaron Braxton (17m 15s): 

Yeah, we had people in Japan rolling out of bed at 8 am and logging in. You can see that traffic 
blip day over day, over day. It's kind of amazing. 

 

Mike Shields (17m 21s): 

With your title, you're the Business Intelligence person. You've also got a secondary title. You're 
the GM of Complex Collective. What is Complex Collective? Why did you launch it? When did you 
decided to do with that? 

 

Aaron Braxton (17m 34s): 

You know, we talked a little bit about that sort of roadmap of how I came to understand what 
Complex did and get deeper insight into like, you know, some of our business practices, and also 
like our revenue diversity. And one of the early things I identified at Complex was that we needed 
a closer look at behavioral and qualitative insight against our audience. And we didn't have an 
engine to do that. And so Complex Collective was launched about a year ago, were a year and 
change in now. And it's become our, and it is. It's our primary audience insight research engine. 
So what we do is we offer a direct line of insight to 30,000 qualified sort of high intent diverse 
young people from all over the world. 

 

Aaron Braxton (18m 16s): 



            
 
And so it was a research platform that allows for us to dig into that both qualitative and then 
match that with the quantitative behavior that we're seeing from all the other sort of metrics that 
I also get pulled together from the BI side. We offer this internally to our business units. And we 
also offer it as a product to our business partners, both to enhance sort of their positioning and 
market to get a better understanding of, you know, how either their brand is perceived, or how 
they want to sort of take their roadmap. And we've been working with like a number of clients 
over the last year and doing just that. 

 

Mike Shields (18m 47s): 

So is that more it came to like having your own little mini Comscore? Like we know what these 
people are doing online? Or is it really like a giant focus group where you can ask them questions 
and get sense of what they how they view brands and things like that? 

 

Aaron Braxton (18m 59s): 

More it came to a giant focus group than it is a panel for Comscore. You know, we, obviously we 
keep demographic tracking for all the folks who have opted in, and we maintain that over time. 
And so we have a really good understanding of who both who they are and what their interests 
are. And so we looked at some of the things that you can pull down from a Comscore from an 
affinity standpoint, when we want to understand, you know, what we wanted to be able to track 
and speak about, from the insights that we were generating. But we use surveys and panels, 
where right now we're isolated. So, from a quarantine standpoint. 

 

Mike Shields (19m 32s): Sure. 

 

Aaron Braxton (19m 32s): 

So, you know, we can't pull people into the office but we would certainly be doing that. But you 
know, we do insight exercises on various research topics over the course of the year both for our 
own usage, as well as, you know, directed and or sponsored by clients. 

 



            
 
Mike Shields (19m 46s): 

What do you make of -- because that sounds like I'm sure it's not every publisher would love to 
recruit 30,000 people and have them on speed dial. But it's not easy to even... it's not easy to have 
a direct relationship with any of your readers. Like what do you make of, I guess how challenging 
was it to build that? And what do you make of the market right now where everybody's trying to 
become a direct to consumer brand? It's not there, either you're through subscriptions or 
memberships. It's not easy. And it's not easy to do across the industry, and across categories. 

 

Aaron Braxton (20m 14s): 

Yeah, it's very difficult. Amongst my challenges, you know, I spent a lot of time worrying about 
maintaining that 30,000 and trying to expand on it. The attrition audit is really high, right? So 
you've got to keep people interested. 


