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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

The purpose of this ebook is to provide community bankers with a roadmap to 
developing and implementing an effective Internet-based social network marketing 
program.  With a user base of nearly 600 million, online social networkers provide 
community bankers with a good reason to learn about what Internet-based social 
networks are and how to use them for reaching their target audience as part of their 
overall marketing program.  According to a Wall Street Journal report, social networks 
can help businesses better connect with and market themselves to consumers1.   
 
The Internet provides consumers with endless options for banking services.  From the 
local community banks to online banks to large regional banks, consumers are 
inundated with options.  As such, the financial services market has become incredibly 
competitive.  Through social networking community banks can put customers in charge, 
and give them a voice and in the process differentiate themselves from the 
competition2. 
 
Since the explosion of the Internet, more than 1 billion people worldwide have 
connected to the World Wide Web.  This user base has created and facilitated 
significant opportunities for communication and collaboration, today making social 
networking synonymous with the use of the Internet.  This social networking trend has 
created a major shift in the Internet's function and design.  While the Internet was 
previously considered an information repository, the explosion of social networks such 
as Facebook and MySpace has turned the Internet into a tool for connecting people.  
The fact that millions of users have adopted social networks for everything from 
friendships to dating to job hunting is indicative of the significant change in the manner 
in which the “connected” community interacts with each other.  As such, social 
networking has led to a digitization of the human conversation3. 
 
The front cover of the December 12, 2005, issue of BusinessWeek magazine suggests 
that the next generation of Americans could be called the MySpace generation – a 
generation of people who are literally growing up online and spending a considerable 
amount of their time socializing on the Internet4.  As the trend continues, social 
networks are becoming viable distribution channels for companies that understand how 
individuals use these networks and what they expect from them.  However, if 
companies fail to understand the nuances of marketing on social networks, marketers 
will quickly find themselves ostracized and abandoned by users.  For this reason it is 
essential that marketers understand the finer points of navigating the world of social 
networks in order to maximize the resources invested in developing a strategy that 
incorporates this attractive but finicky segment of the online world5.   
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A 2008 survey by Cymfony found that nearly 50% of senior marketing executives 
believe that social media6, of which social networks are a component, is a vital 
component of corporate communications that should be monitored at the executive level 
and allocated significant resources7.  As such, banks are increasingly realizing the need 
to implement a social media solution in order to differentiate themselves from the 
competition and to take an early stake in winning over the hearts and minds of the 
social network generation8. 
 
Social networking Web sites allow banks to accomplish one or more of the following 
objectives9: 
 

• Improve customer understanding of products and services. 
 

• Promote issues of social concern (e.g., mortgage defaults, green initiatives, etc.). 
 

• Promote products and services. 
 

• Facilitate sharing of knowledge between bank employees and consumers. 
 

• Increase brand awareness. 
 
In January 2008, Forrester Research’s Chief Executive Officer George F. Colony stated 
that corporate participation in social networking sites is “going to explode” in the year 
ahead.  Mr. Colony further stated that companies will begin to establish new positions 
such as Community Managers, which will be dedicated specifically to maintaining a 
company’s presence on the various social network sites.  As such, it is critical for 
community bankers to begin to incorporate social network marketing into their overall 
marketing plan.  Not doing so creates a competitive disadvantage that will become 
difficult to overcome and provides early adopters with a competitive advantage10. 
 



 

Community Banker’s Guide to Social Network Marketing 3 

The following three trends demonstrate the growth of the social networking 
phenomenon11: 
 

1. An increase in the number of consumers that visit social networking Web sites.  
The number of social network users grew 25% between June 2007 and June 
2008.  At June 2008, social network users represented 67% of all Internet users. 

 
2. An increase in the ad spending on social networking Web sites.  Experts predict 

that between 2007 and 2011, U.S. ad spending on social networks will grow 
180% from $900 million to $2.5 billion. 

 
3. The global reach of social networking Web sites.  According to a 2006 multi-

country survey, more than one-fifth of adults around the world visit social 
networking Web sites. 

 
The most important lesson community bankers should learn about social networks is 
how to be part of the conversation rather than to attempt to shape the conversation.  
Given that community bank success is based on understanding the needs of the local 
market better than larger regional banks, community banks are well positioned to adapt.  
And community banks that learn this lesson will find that consumers are more than 
happy to be part of a community bank’s social network and as such, part of the 
marketing campaign12.  For the last century marketing messages have been pushed out 
to consumers.  But now community banks have the ability to create and maintain 
ongoing conversations with consumers13. 
 
As this ebook will illustrate, banks need to adapt and evolve and embrace a new era of 
business-to-consumer communication in order to survive and thrive.  Banks that are 
able to evolve from the traditional “push” marketing model to the “conversational” model 
will be provided the opportunity to reach out to new customers that seek a more 
authentic and honest approach to consumer interaction14. 
 
According to Economist.com, “social networking has made explicit the connections 
between people, so that a thriving ecosystem of small programs can exploit this “social 
graph” to enable friends to interact via games, greetings, video clips, etc.15”  
 
This ebook provides community bankers with the background needed to understand the 
world of social networks and to determine how to best navigate within this online 
community.  It is intended to provide advance warning of potential pitfalls as well as 
recommended practices for the successful deployment of a social network marketing 
strategy.  It provides important details regarding the segments that comprise the social 
networking market. 
 
The ebook concludes with recommendations aimed at increasing market share through 
the implementation of a social network marketing program.  The ultimate intent is to 
assist community bankers with the development and deployment of a sound strategy, 
and in the process avoid mistakes that can create reputational harm while keeping 
community bankers on par with the efforts of larger regional and national institutions. 
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The following topics are addressed in the paper: 
 

1. Who uses social networks? 
2. Why is social network marketing important? 
3. What are the challenges associated with social network marketing? 
4. What are the solutions to the challenges? 
5. What techniques are most appropriate for reaching consumers through social 

network marketing? 
 
Sources of information for this study included numerous newspaper and magazine 
articles as well as marketing firm reports, white papers and social network marketing 
seminar information. 
 
The sources of information provided the following findings related to the topic of this 
ebook: 
 

1. Developing and implementing an effective social network marketing program 
requires significant effort and resources. 

 
2. Users of social networks are becoming increasing diverse. 

 
3. Marketing through social networks requires a softer, more human approach to 

delivering the message and requires banks to enter the target community to gain 
trust and respect before consumers will consider the product or service. 

 
4. Ongoing interaction/content is required to keep the conversation alive. 

 
Analysis led to the following conclusions: 
 

1. U.S. consumers have developed a negative perception of traditional marketing. 
As such, there is a growing demand for online services where consumers can not 
only interact with marketers but also access peer communities. 

 
2. Social networks will provide community banks with one of the most personal, 

trusted and direct points of access to consumers.  The rate at which consumers 
are adopting social networks and social media, in general, makes it critical that 
organizations begin incorporating social networks into their overall marketing 
plans now, or risk being left behind. 

 
3. A comprehensive social network marketing plan can be the foundation for all of 

an organization’s interactions with consumers.  The trust developed through an 
ongoing social network presence allows the community bank to develop genuine 
fans, and it allows those fans to get personally involved in promoting that content 
across the web, creating a “momentum effect.” 

 
4. Social networks provide consumers with options in searching for value products 

and services and finding exactly what they need and want with minimum effort, 
consistent with the consumer’s demand for personalization. 
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5. Research suggests that social media and social networks will become 

permanently woven into the consumer fabric.  Community bankers must learn to 
co-exist and communicate with a powerful customer determined to participate as 
an equal in the marketing process. 

 
This ebook was written to be of particular interest to bank presidents, marketing 
managers and others with an interest in expanding the reach of community banks 
through Internet-based marketing.  Though this ebook is targeted at community 
bankers, the concepts within this ebook are applicable to businesses of any type and 
any size.   
 
Community bankers were chosen as the target audience of this ebook due to the fact 
that bankers are generally not regarded as early adopters of technology.  Also, based 
on the fact that implementing a social network marketing program typically falls on the 
lap of the marketing manager, this ebook is written from the bank marketing manager’s 
perspective.   
 
While the ebook is intended to address social networks in general, many of the 
examples and illustrations are taken from the Facebook platform.  Facebook was 
chosen as the platform of choice due to its market dominance.  Regardless, the 
competitiveness among the large social networks requires that they all maintain 
essentially comparable functionality.  As such, techniques illustrated within Facebook 
should be easily transferable to any other major social network platform such as 
MySpace. 
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CHAPTER ONE – THE SOCIAL NETWORK 

At the core of the human being is the social being.  According to Alan Fiske, professor 
of anthropology at UCLA, “human beings’ subsistence over hundreds of thousands of 
years has been organized socially.  None of us could live very long by ourselves.”  
Shelley Taylor, a UCLA professor of psychology goes further by stating that “social 
contact with others has effects on the body that are more powerful than cigarette 
smoking and your cholesterol level.  The magnitude is very strong16.”  And University of 
Virginia computer science professor Alfred C. Weaver, states that “people have always 
been social creatures; our ability to work together in groups, creating value that is 
greater than the sum of its parts, is one of our greatest assets17.”  As such, it is no 
surprise that Internet-based social networks developed in the 1990s have not only 
survived but have flourished in a world that is short on time and long on the need to 
reach out. 
 
According to Wikipedia.org, “a social network is a social structure made of nodes (which 
are generally individuals or organizations) that are tied by one or more specific types of 
interdependency, such as values, visions, ideas, financial exchange, friendship, kinship, 
dislike, conflict or trade18.”  Internet-based social networks convert the traditional social 
network model into a virtual model consistent with the online habits of the 21st century.  
 

 
Source:  Wikipedia.org 

 
As the Internet grew in popularity during the 1990s, Internet-based social networks 
began springing up.  People began to use these virtual “hangouts” to make connections 
among like-minded people.  With the demands of everyday life such as longer work 
days, family and other commitments, Internet-based social networks became an 
appealing alternative to traditional face-to-face communication based on the user’s 
ability to check in on friends and associates at their convenience.  While interaction is 
not real-time, users feel socially satisfied by reading and responding to “posts” left 
behind.  Users become part of a conversation that they would otherwise not have 
participated in.  They are kept up to date on the events affecting friends and associates 
and remain socially satisfied.  Users that desire real-time communication are able to 
utilize the chat functionality built in to most social network platforms19. 
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The first “modern day20” Internet-based social networks were private and mainly 
corporate in nature, facilitating business connections.  One of the first U.S.-based public 
social network sites, Classmates.com, connected students, alumni, and faculty at 
educational institutions.  As users became comfortable and accepting of the communal 
format of these sites, entrepreneurs sought ways to leverage the lessons learned.  This 
gave rise to dating sites such as Match.com which connects potential mates, 
MySpace.com and Facebook.com which connect old friends, associates and individuals 
with similar interests and LinkedIn.com which connects individuals seeking professional 
networking opportunities.  Today’s most popular social networking sites serve over 100 
million users worldwide.  All in, there exist well over a hundred social networking sites – 
and the number continues to grow21. 
 
According to researchers at the University of Virginia, “a large or rapidly growing user 
population characterizes a successful social network.  The most popular social networks 
grow their membership through viral marketing—the natural human behavior that 
causes people to tell others about products or services that are particularly good or bad.  
The value proposition is that the user must see enough return on investment of some 
measure of involvement—for example, time, energy, or money—to continue using the 
service over a long time22.”  Facebook co-founder Dustin Moskovitz states that “building 
social capital” among business contacts has become Facebook’s main draw to 
professionals23.   
 
The following table illustrates the growth on certain social networking sites between 
June 2007 and June 2008.  As shown below, worldwide use of social networking sites 
grew to 581 million users in June 2008, with Facebook leading the group with 132 
million users followed by MySpace with 118 million users24.  The volume of social 
networking site users represents 67% of all Internet users. 
 

Worldwide Growth among Selected Social Networking Sites 
June 2008 vs. June 2007 

Total Worldwide Audience, Age 15+ 
Home and Work Locations 

Source: comScore World Metrix 
 Jun-2007 Jun-2008 % Change 
Total Internet : Total Audience 778,310 860,514 11% 
Social Networking 464,437 580,510 25% 
FACEBOOK.COM 52,167 132,105 153% 
MYSPACE.COM 114,147 117,582 3% 
HI5.COM 28,174 56,367 100% 
FRIENDSTER.COM 24,675 37,080 50% 
ORKUT 24,120 34,028 41% 
BEBO.COM 18,200 24,017 32% 
SKYROCK NETWORK 17   

 
Researchers predict that nearly half of all U.S. Internet users will visit at least one social 
networking site on a monthly basis by 2011.  The user base will shift towards women, 
older users and mothers – though teens and young adults will continue to represent a 
large portion of the user base25. 
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Dick Stroud, founder of Internet Strategies, a marketing consultancy, defines the five 
basic functions of a social network as26: 
 

1. Profiles (Public and Private):  Profiles are pages that enable individuals and 
companies to describe themselves.  The profile can also contain rich content 
such as photographs, sound and video.  The profiles can be private (only 
available to approved people); public (available to anybody as well as to search 
engines); or a combination of the two. 

 

 
 

2. Network of Contacts:  After joining a social network site, consumers can identify 
others (individuals, groups or businesses) who are also registered on the site, 
with whom they can and want to communicate. 

 

 



 

Community Banker’s Guide to Social Network Marketing 9 

 
3. Messaging:  Most social network sites have a mechanism for users to send 

messages and append content to their friends’ profiles.  For registered members 
of the social network, this can become a replacement for e-mail. 

 

 
 

4. Content Sharing:  This includes exchanging messages, textual content, photos, 
music and videos. 
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5. Add-Value Content:  Increasingly, social networking sites are partnering with 
providers of content and widgets (modules of computer code) to enrich users’ 
profiles. 

 

 
 
People create, share and discover new content on their own.  They create vibrant and 
rich cultures across online networks and use the social tools provided to stay 
connected27.  For the most part, users are involved in two kinds of activities: 1) they 
create new content by editing their profiles such as adding photos, uploading music, 
writing blogs and messages or providing other digital content, or 2) users browse 
through profiles consuming content created by others such as looking at pictures, 
downloading music, reading blogs and messages or accessing other digital content.  In 
summary, social networking sites are large collections of changing profiles and 
emerging connections28. 
 

 
 
Founded in February 2004, Facebook.com calls itself the “social utility” that helps 
people communicate more efficiently with their friends, family and coworkers.  Facebook 
develops technologies that facilitate the sharing of information through the “social 
graph,” the digital mapping of people's real-world social connections.  According to 
comScore, Inc., Facebook has more than 132 million active users.  Facebook’s Web 
site reports that it is the 4th most-trafficked Web site in the world and the most-trafficked 
social media site in the world.  Facebook claims to maintain over 55,000 regional, work-
related, collegiate, and high school networks with more than half of the users outside of 
college.  The company also claims that its fastest growing demographic is users 25 
years old and older.  Facebook also claims to have an 85 percent market share of 4-
year U.S. universities.  According to a report by comScore, Facebook became the top 
global social networking site due to its substantial worldwide growth.  Though its largest 
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visitor base is in North America (49 million), Facebook’s growth in the region is a 
relatively modest 38-percent.  In every other region, Facebook’s audience has more 
than quadrupled29. 
 

 
 
MySpace.com promotes itself as an online community that lets users meet their friends' 
friends.  On MySpace, users can create a community on which they can share photos, 
journals and interests with their growing network of mutual friends.  MySpace promotes 
itself as the Web community 1) for users that want to talk online, 2) where single people 
can meet other singles, 3) where users can connect their friends with other friends, 4) 
where families can keep in touch, 5) where business people and co-workers can 
network, 6) where classmates can become study partners and 7) where users can find 
long lost friends. 
 

 
 
According to the LinkedIn.com Web site, LinkedIn is an online network of more than 30 
million experienced professionals from around the world, representing 150 industries.  
Through LinkedIn, users can create online profiles that summarize their professional 
accomplishments.  LinkedIn helps users find former colleagues, clients, and partners.  
LinkedIn also allows users to add more connections (network individuals) by inviting 
trusted contacts to join their LinkedIn network.  According to LinkedIn, a user’s network 
consists of the user’s connections, the user’s connections’ connections, and the people 
they know, providing potential access to thousands of qualified professionals.   
 

 
 

 

   

   
   

  
 

 
As the popularity of social networks has continued to rise and as the potential for profit 
from these networks increases, the number of generic and niche social networks has 
also grown, creating a complex yet rich palette of online communities.  The following is 
an extensive but partial list (132) of social networking sites according to Wikipedia30. 
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Name Description/Focus Registration 

Adult FriendFinder Adults -- for finding friends or sex partners. Open 

Advogato Free and open source software developers Open 

Amie Street Music Open 

ANobii Books Open 

aSmallWorld European jet set and social elite Invite-only 

ASUIsTalking General, School, College. 
Open with Arizona State 
University email address 

Avatars United Online games. Open 

Authorstream PowerPoint Presentation Sharing - General Open 

Badoo General, Popular in Europe Open to people 18 and older 

Bahu General, Popular in France, Belgium and Europe Open to people 13 and older 

Bebo General, Popular in the US, UK, Ireland, NZ and the Pacific Islands Open to people 13 and older 

Biip Norwegian Community. 
Requires Norwegian phone 
number. 

BlackPlanet African-Americans Open 

Boomj.com Boomers and Generation Jones Open to age 30 and up 

Broadcaster.com Video sharing and webcam chat Open 

Buzznet Music and pop-culture Open 

CafeMom Mothers Open to moms and moms-to-be 

Cake Financial Investing Open 

Capazoo General (blogs, photos, music, videos) Open 

Care2 Green living and social activism Open 

Classmates.com School, college, work and the military Open 

Cloob General. Popular in Iran. Open 

College Tonight College students. 
requires an e-mail address with 
an ".edu" ending 

Cyworld South Koreans Open 

DeviantART Art community Open 

DontStayIn Clubbing (primarily UK) Open 

Elftown Community and wiki around Fantasy and sci-fi. Open, approval needed 

Eons.com For baby boomers Open to people 13 and older 

Erotas Online 
Adult site allowing for all types of members from straight to gay, and bi-sexual and transsexual 
members. 

Open to people 18 and older 

Experience Project Life experiences Open 

Facebook General. Open to people 13 and older. 

Faceparty General. Popular UK. 
Invitation only to people 18 and 
older. 

Fetlife People who are into BDSM 
Open to people "of [legal] age to 
see adult content" 

Flixster Movies Open to people 13 and older 

Flickr Photo sharing, commenting, photography related networking, worldwide Open 

Fotolog Photoblogging. Popular in South America and Spain. Open 

Friends Reunited UK based. School, college, work, sport and streets Open 

Friendster 
General. Popular in Southeast Asian countries such as Thailand, Philippines and Singapore. Not 
popular in North America and Europe. 

Open to people 16 and older. 

Frühstückstreff General Open 

Fubar dating, an "online bar" for 18 and older Open 

Gaia Online Anime and games Open to people 13 and older 
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Name Description/Focus Registration 

Gather Article, picture, and video sharing, as well as group discussions Open 

Geni.com Families, genealogy Open 

Goodreads Library cataloging, book lovers Open 

Gossipreport.com Anonymous gossip Open to people 16 and older 

Grono.net Poland Invite-only 

GuildCafe Online games Open 

Habbo General. Over 31 communities worldwide. Chat Room and user profiles. Open to people 13 and older 

hi5 General. Popular in Portugal, Cyprus, Romania, Thailand and Latin America. Open to people 13 and older 

Hospitality Club Hospitality Open 

Hyves Most popular Dutch social network, especially for students Open 

imeem Music, Video, Photos, Blogs Open 

IRC-Galleria Finland 
Open to Finnish speaking 
people 12 and older 

itsmy Mobile community worldwide, blogging, friends, personal TV-shows  

iWiW Hungary Invite-only 

Jaiku General. Owned by Google. Open to people 13 and older 

kaioo General, nonprofit  

Last.fm Music Open to people 13 and older 

LibraryThing Book lovers Open to people 13 and older 

lifeknot Shared interests, hobbies Open to people 18 and older. 

LinkedIn Business Open 

LiveJournal Blogging Open (OpenID) 

Livemocha Languages. Used to learn and help others learn languages. Open 

LunarStorm Sweden Open 

MEETin General Open 

Meetup.com General. Used to plan offline meetings for people interested in various activities. Open to people 18 and older. 

MiGente.com Latinos Open 

Mixi Japan Invite-only 

mobikade mobile community, UK only Open to people 18 and older 

MocoSpace mobile community, worldwide Open to people 14 and older 

MOG Music Open to people 14 and older 

Multiply "Real world" relationships Open to people 13 and older 

Muxlim Muslim portal site Open to people 13 and older 

MyChurch Christian Churches Open 

MyDJSpace Social networking service for DJs and club music event attendees Open 

MyHeritage family-oriented social network service Open 

MySpace General. Popular in the United States, Canada and Europe. Open to ages 14 and up. 

myYearbook General 
Open to age 13 and up & 
Grades 9 and up 

Nasza-klasa.pl School, college and friends. Popular in Poland. Open 

Nabuur Online Volunteering Open 

Netlog General. Popular in Europe. Formerly known as Facebox and Redbox. Open to people 13 and older 

Nettby Norwegian Community. Open 

Nexopia Canada Open to people 14 and older 

Ning Users create their own social websites and social networks Open 

Odnoklassniki.ru General. Popular in Russia Paid registration 

OkCupid Social networking and dating Open to people 18 and older 
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Name Description/Focus Registration 

Orkut 
Owned by Google. Popular in Brazil, Paraguay and India. Gaining some popularity in the USA and 
Canada. 

Open to people 18 and older, 
(Google login) 

OneWorldTV 
Not for Profit Video sharing and social networking aimed at people interested in social issues, 
development, environment, etc. 

Open 

OUTeverywhere Gay/LGBTQ Community Open 

Passado General Open 

Passportstamp Travel Open 

PerfSpot General w/International focus & claim to largest media collection of social networks Open 

Pingsta Collaborative platform for the world's Internetwork Experts Invite-only, only Internet Experts 

Plaxo Business Open 

Playahead Swedish, Danish,Norwegian teenagers Open 

Playboy U Online college community 
Open to college students with 
.edu e-mail address 

Plurk Micro-blogging, RSS, updates Open 

Pownce Websites, files, and short updates Open 

ProfileHeaven British teens Open to people 13 and older 

quarterlife A social network for artists, filmmakers, musicians, and creative people Open to people 14 and older 

RateItAll General (consumer ratings) Open 

Ravelry Knitting and crochet Invite-only while in beta 

Reunion.com Locating friends and family, keeping in touch Open 

Ryze Business Open 

scispace.net Collaborative network site for scientists 
By invitation, but can request an 
invitation 

Shelfari Books Open 

Skyrock Leading Social Network in French-speaking world Open 

Sonico.com General. Popular in Latin America and Spanish and Portuguese speaking regions. Open to people 13 and older. 

Soundpedia Music Open 

Stickam Live video streaming and chat. Open 

Student.com International teens and colleges Open 

StudiVZ University students, mostly in the German-speaking countries Open 

Tagged.com General Open 

Taltopia Online artistic community Open 

TravBuddy.com Travel Open 

Travellerspoint Travel Open 

tribe.net General Open 

Trombi.com French subsidiary of Classmates.com Open 

Tuenti.com General. Very Popular in Spain Invite-only 

Twitter Micro-blogging, RSS, updates Open 

V Kontakte Russian social network. Open 

Vampirefreaks Gothic and industrial subculture Open to users 13 and over 

Vox Blogging Open 

WAYN Travel and lifestyle Open to people 18 and older 

WebBiographies Genealogy and biography Open 

Windows Live 
Spaces 

Blogging (formerly MSN Spaces) Open 

Wis.dm Questions and answers about anything and everything Open 

Xanga Blogs and "metro" areas Open 

XING Business (primarily Europe (Germany) and China) Open 

Xiaonei Significant site in China Open 
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Name Description/Focus Registration 

Yelp, Inc. Local Business Review and Talk Open 

Youmeo UK Social Network (focus on data portability) Open 

 
While social networks differ from each other, the major applications maintained within 
most social networks operate similarly as the goal of social networks is largely identical 
– to create, maintain and nurture conversations. 
 
This chapter defined Internet-based social networks and their mechanics.  It also briefly 
described several of the popular social networks as well as provided a sample of the 
many publicly accessible social networks.  The chapter described the reasons for social 
network success and provided reasons for the continued growth and success of social 
networks. 
 
The next chapter addresses the social networks within the larger context of social 
media.  The chapter discusses the “birth” of social marketing and its eventual blending 
with Internet technology to create the current social media environment. 
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CHAPTER TWO – SOCIAL MEDIA 

Chapter 1 provided an introduction to the world of Internet-based social networks and 
the various types of social networks that exist within the global Internet community.  
Before going any further with social networks and their role within an enterprisewide 
marketing program it is necessary to take a step back and examine where social 
networks fit within the greater world of “social media,” also commonly referred to as 
Web 2.0.  
 
Social media was born out of the blending of the Internet with social marketing31 efforts, 
resulting in a form of social marketing that favors Internet-based tools for sharing and 
discussing information.  Social media makes use of tools such as videos, blogs, online 
reviews and other Internet-based tools, to help companies build their business32.  Social 
networking sites represent only a piece of the entire social media landscape.   
 
Researchers have observed that social media is affecting the way people communicate, 
make decisions, socialize, learn, entertain themselves, interact with each other and do 
their shopping.  Accordingly, social media has caused a significant change in the market 
power of consumers, taking it away from product and service providers and giving it to 
consumers.  The vast and growing knowledge base collected and maintained by social 
media applications has given consumers the power to make more informed decisions, 
forcing product and service providers, including banks, to deal in a more honest and 
open manner or lose the transaction to a competitor that does.  And while social media 
presents serious challenges to businesses, it also provides opportunities to those that 
embrace the change and work within the new paradigm33. 
 
Retailers have learned that customer-generated content, specifically ratings and 
reviews, help drive acquisition, help increase customer satisfaction and can be used to 
make their advertising efforts more fruitful.  Banks would benefit from adopting a similar 
marketing strategy.  According to a survey conducted by Forrester Research and 
Shop.org, 96% of top retailers ranked customer ratings and reviews as an effective or 
very effective tactic at driving conversion34. 
 
Change is not always easy.  The rise of social media as an influential marketing channel 
caught many businesses off guard.  As online advertising was increasingly criticized for 
its creative limitations, changes in the Internet landscape created new opportunities to 
engage with customers in ways not possible through offline channels35. 
 
Unfortunately, social media is a misunderstood concept.  Rather than focus on the 
“social” element, marketers often focus on the “media” aspect as being most important.  
Many do not understand that by enabling people to share and interact with each other, 
social media enables “content” to become more democratized than ever before.  The 
user, not the business, is the most important element in the world of social media as it is 
the user that provides the content.  According to Yahoo! Northern Europe’s Glen Drury, 
“whereas marketing with traditional media like newspapers, television and news 
websites was about delivering a message; marketing with social media is about building 
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a relationship and conversation with your audience.  Marketing is no longer one 
dimensional; it is now a two-way process engaging a brand and an audience.  
Marketing within social media is not just about telling and giving a message, rather it is 
about receiving and exchanging perceptions and ideas36.”   
 

 
Source: Hinchcliffe.org 

 

The graphic below illustrates the social media landscape as defined by 
FredCavazza.net.  As shown toward the lower right side of the graphic, social networks 
comprise only a small aspect of the overall social media world.  Regardless, the impact 
of social networks on the social media landscape is significant and is considered 
perhaps the most attractive from a marketing perspective due to the flexibility and 
robustness of social marketing platforms.  Their viral characteristic, a mix of other social 
media components such as blogs, video sharing, e-mail and messaging, as well as their 
ability to create and deploy applications, makes social networks the platform of choice.  

 
Source:  FredCavazza.net 
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While many see social media marketing as a tremendous opportunity, critics argue that 
marketing has no place in “social” media and that marketing efforts within social media 
destroys the intent of social media by undermining the principles upon which social 
media is based.  As will be described in more detail later, a successful social network 
marketing program requires marketers to tread carefully.  Marketers must ensure to 
creatively and “humanly” engage rather than alienate the audience, making marketing 
quite challenging but possible and ultimately quite valuable in terms of sales growth, 
increased brand identity or whatever metric has been identified as the objective of the 
marketing campaign.  As will be discussed in further detail, ultimately it will come down 
to creating a marketing campaign that is heavy on social and light on marketing37. 
 
There are five main categories of social media.  These include38. 
 

1. Social Networks:  Applications allowing users to build personal Web sites 
accessible to other users for exchange of content and communication. 

 
2. Blogs:  Online journals that are often combined with Podcasts. 

 
3. Communities:  Web sites that organize and share particular types of content. 

 
4. Forums/Bulletin Boards:  Sites for exchanging ideas and information usually 

around special interests. 
 

5. Content Aggregators:  Applications allowing users to fully customize the Web 
content they wish to access.  Those sites make use of a technique known as 
Real Simple Syndication or Rich Site Summary. 

 
Social media allows a bank to39: 
 

1. Cultivate a more significant community. 
 

2. Enhance its brand. 
 

3. Build relationships. 
 

4. Create evangelists. 
 
Social media is much more than user-generated content.  It is a mix of technologies that 
together empower consumers by providing them with a continuous and flexible flow of 
democratized information that is not tainted by commercial influences.  Rather, it is 
driven by people in the communities where they communicate and congregate40. 
 
This chapter defined social media and the role of social network marketing within the 
sphere of social media.  The next chapter addresses the demographics of social 
network users.  The chapter discusses the trends in the generic and niche social 
networks and the marketing potential these networks offer. 
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CHAPTER THREE – SOCIAL NETWORK USER DEMOGRAPHICS 

Studies suggest that young consumers have adopted online social networks as an 
integral part of their life41.  But contrary to popular belief, social networking has quickly 
matured to become relevant to all age groups and types of consumers42.  While social 
networks have proven themselves to be well visited by Generation Y, a July 2007 
comScore report noted that the 38 percent increase among Facebook’s 18-24 year olds 
for the year ending May 2007, was the lowest growth rate among the age segments 
studied43 (see table below). 
 
More surprising was comScore’s finding that showed Facebook’s most dramatic growth, 
on a percentage basis, occurred among 25-34 year olds (up 181 percent), while 12-17 
year olds grew 149 percent.  Also worth noting was the finding that showed users age 
35 and older growing 98 percent.  While the percentage growth of this older group was 
not as significant, the 35-and-up group represented the largest growth in terms of 
unique visitors at 10.4 million 44.  In June 2007 (a month later), 11.5 million of 
Facebook’s visitors were 35 or older, more than double the number a year earlier.  And 
the 35-and-up crowd accounted for more than 41% of all Facebook visitors at June 
200745. 
 

Facebook.com Demographic Profile 
Unique Visitors  (000) 

May 2007 vs. May 2006 
Total U.S. – Home/Work/University Locations 

Source: comScore Media Metrix 
 Facebook.com 

Age Segment May-06 
(000) 

May-07 
(000) 

Percent 
Change 

Total Audience 
Unique Visitors (000) 14,069 26,649 89% 
    Persons: 12-17 1,628 4,060 149% 
    Persons: 18-24 5,674 7,843 38% 
    Persons: 25-34 1,114 3,134 181% 
    Persons: 35+ 5,247 10,412 98% 

 
Consistent with the data above, during the summer of 2007, BusinessWeek reported 
that Facebook had begun to experience an influx of professionals in their 30s and 40s 
because Facebook had become the place to see and be seen46.  This finding was 
supported by additional evidence provided by a Social Network Practitioner Consensus 
Survey in May 2007 that concluded that professionals are becoming increasingly 
attracted to social networking sites.  The survey stated that more than 50 percent of 
professionals participated on at least one social network47. 
 
Based upon the demographics of early adopters it makes sense that businesses have 
increasingly turned to social networks such as Facebook and MySpace to reach the 
lucrative teen and young adult market.  According to a January 2007 Pew Internet and 
American Life Project report, more than half of American youth aged 12 to 17, use 
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online social-networking sites48.  And a survey by Alloy Media & Marketing found that 96 
percent of US teens go online to participate in a social network at least once per week49. 
 
Regardless, teens are not the only power users in the social networking sphere and as 
such, social network marketing is now ripe for reaching not only teens and young adults, 
but also the older professional. 
 
But perhaps most surprising of all is the rise of the 50-plus social network community.  
This group, not to be outdone by younger users, has not only become active in generic 
social networks such as Facebook and MySpace, but has become quite active in senior 
social networking sites.  Seeing the financial potential of capturing a Web audience of 
older users has created a surge in social networks that are aimed specifically at the 
older audience.  Eons.com, a social networking site targeting individuals 50-plus, was 
launched in July 2006.  Since then, many other “senior” social networking sites have 
launched, including U.K.-based Saga Zone and GrandParents.com50. 
 

 
Source:  www.time.com 

 
There are four reasons for the recent diversification of social networking sites51: 
 

1. With most public domain technology early adopters tend to be young. In this 
case, teens and young adults willing to invest the time to learn the new 
technology.  To the extent that the technology proves itself capable of delivering 
real benefits, older age groups begin to adopt the technology.  This was seen in 
recent years with the introduction of mobile phone texting.  Early adopters were 
young – particularly teens.  Today it is commonplace to find mobile phone users 
texting during most business meetings. 

 
2. Social networking sites are facilitating their use for both personal and 

professional reasons.  While sites such as LinkedIn are specifically focused on 
professional networking, generic sites such as Facebook and MySpace are 
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beginning to make professional networking easier through the use of group 
pages.  This has led to an influx of users in their 30s and 40s who are seeking to 
expand their professional network. 

 
3. Users beget users.  Like any social meeting place, people congregate together 

with like-minded types.  As more users join social networks, they invite their 
friends and acquaintances who invite their friends and acquaintances and so on.  
The result is the significant growth in user base that has been experienced over 
the past two years. 

 
4. Social networking functionality is being adopted by the corporate sector.  This 

means that sites are being used by businesses and corporations to bring 
employees, vendors and other insiders together for networking and sharing.  This 
becomes an excellent method of bringing employees together that may be 
geographically dispersed throughout the country or the world. 

 
Social networking sites are attractive to bank marketers not only due to their diversity 
and growing user base but also due to the time spent on these sites versus non-social 
networking sites.  A September 2006 survey found that average session times per visit 
for social networking sites are longer than the average Web site visit at 27 minutes 16 
seconds versus 10 minutes 54 seconds, respectively52.  Also, according to a 2007 
survey by Fox Interactive Media, social network users spend more than seven hours per 
week on social networks.  The survey also found that more than 40% of social network 
users use the sites to learn more about companies, products and services.  Accordingly, 
it is no surprise that Adidas and Electronic Arts attribute over 70% of their marketing 
return on investment to social media, including social networks53.  This means that 
social networking sites keep users engaged with content and provide a greater 
opportunity for bank marketers. 
 
This chapter provided a description of the users of social networking sites and the 
reasons for the explosion in the user base.  It provided statistics on the various 
segments and supported the argument that social networking Web sites are not only a 
place for the young. 
 
The next chapter addresses how banks must implement a form of conversational 
marketing in an effort to create a dialogue between the consumer and the business.  No 
longer can the communication be one-way.  In the age of social media the message 
cannot be pushed.  It must be developed and nurtured in a manner that creates trust 
and loyalty, resulting in an effective marketing outcome. 
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CHAPTER FOUR – CONSUMER ADVOCACY 

Long before the Web became a commonplace destination for consumers, social 
researchers noted a change in the consumer reaction to traditional marketing, which is 
based on “pushing” information by way of television, print and radio.  Researchers 
determined that consumer trust in the messages delivered by businesses had 
deteriorated.  Instead of relying on advertising messages, consumers began trusting the 
messages provided by other consumers as relayed through word-of-mouth and 
eventually Internet-based bulletin boards and product review sites.  As such, the 
command and control era, where big brands were built through heavyweight messaging 
to the nation every night, is coming to an end.  In its place, a radically new structure is 
emerging that will reshape marketing by demanding a new direction in customer 
communication54.  Social media and social networking is not about technology.  It is 
about the humanizing of business55. 
 
This discovery has forced marketers to consider the implications and the solutions 
relative to the delivery of marketing messages in this new consumer-critical 
environment56.  It has forced the incorporation of conversational marketing and 
customer advocacy into the overall marketing plan.  The rise of the Internet, consumers’ 
increasing technological literacy and the explosive growth of social networks has 
created consequences that have forced marketers to understand this dynamic if their 
relationship with consumers is to blossom57. 
 
The Cluetrain Manifesto: The End of Business as Usual, a book written by Christopher 
Locke, Rick Levine, Doc Searls and David Weinberger, theorized that due to 
conversations taking place on Web sites and message boards, and in e-mail and chat 
rooms, employees and customers alike have found voices that undermine the traditional 
command-and-control hierarchy that organizes most corporate marketing groups.  
Published in 2000, this book concludes that markets are conversations and that 
companies can no longer keep up and employees can no longer be controlled by 
corporate mandate and need to be empowered to keep the conversation going, by 
providing their own opinions and making their values known58. 
 

 
Source:  prkentprof.files.wordpress.com 
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Conversational marketing is a participatory type of marketing that requires observation 
and interaction at the individual level.  Through observation of the conversations taking 
place within the social network, businesses learn how to develop appropriate and 
effective engagement strategies.  Conversational marketing requires a combination of 
social and traditional tools to discover, listen, learn and engage directly with customers.  
The goal of conversational marketing is to help the consumers make decisions and do 
things that they couldn’t do or didn’t know how to do in a manner that is genuine, 
individualized and participatory.  The idea is to build relationships through conversations 
without overt objectives59. 
 
In order to continue to thrive banks must learn to “talk” to their customers on a regular 
basis and to make it possible for customers to talk back.  But more importantly, 
companies must be prepared to receive and handle responses, recognizing that 
creating this ability to respond to the customer in an individualized manner will 
significantly affect the way the company operates from an operational, regulatory and 
legal perspective60. 
 
However, before marketers can successfully utilize social networks they must 
understand the need and reasons for “humanizing” their story.  Consumers do not 
speak to their friends and family through messages – nor should marketers when 
operating within a social network environment.  Instead, marketers must engage 
customers on their turf, in their way, in order to help them solve problems, find 
information or simply engage them in valuable dialog.  Marketers must participate as a 
person, not as a marketer, sales person or message factory.  Marketers must be helpful 
and bring value to the conversation.  These conversations feed the communities and 
communities become the markets for relationships and social marketing.  The goal is to 
convert customer or “fan” relationships into a powerful competitive advantage and to 
eliminate the tendency to “market at” people and instead naturally shape a more honest, 
meaningful and informative interaction in order to create loyalty, earn customer 
business and consumer respect61. 
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Source:  www.churchofthecustomer.com 

 
A 2007 Forrester Research survey found that customer advocacy drove true customer 
loyalty.  Customer advocacy is defined as a customer’s perception that a business acts 
in a manner that is above all, beneficial for the customer and not just what is best for its 
own bottom line.  Forrester found that as customer advocacy scores rose, those with 
the largest gains generated the greatest organic sales growth62. 
 
As such, companies that advocate for the customer, receive the greatest rewards in 
terms of creating closer relationships with customers and generating greater results63.  
By listening, reading and participating, marketers create the opportunity to make their 
brands more approachable and shareable than ever before64.  However, businesses 
that are not part of the conversation become irrelevant and empower the competition by 
providing the competition with the ability to answer questions and provide information, 
thus becoming the trusted resource for the community65. 
 
As noted above, customer reviews and comments found on social networking sites and 
other social media platforms are considered more trusted than traditional advertising.  
According to a Nielsen survey of over 26 thousand Internet users, consumer 
recommendations were found to be the most credible form of advertising among 78% of 
the respondents66.  And while consumers have not stopped using advertiser-supported 
media, they have become more discriminating.  In fact, consumers have demonstrated 
that they are equally satisfied browsing content provided by consumers as by 
professional marketers67. 
 
A study of consumer reviews posted on Amazon.com and BarnesandNoble.com found 
that an improvement in a book’s reviews leads to an increase in sales at that site and 
that the impact of negative reviews is greater than the impact of positive reviews68.  As 
such, the content provided by consumers outranks the reviews of professional book 
reviewers posted with the book descriptions. 
 
Entrusting marketing messages to consumers may be an effective way to build trust 
among clients, but it may feel uncomfortable to bank management.  However, 
companies that trust the process and accept the good with the bad will find that the 
benefits outweigh the risks69.  There will be negative comments.  However, by honestly 
addressing the negative commentary, the business at the very least provides an 
opportunity to change the perception that may be held by a significant portion of the 
customer or potential customer base70.  Authenticity, credibility of content and style, and 
a straightforward approach to handling negative reactions is required to turn negativity 
into opportunity71. 
 
Through a social network marketing program banks are presented with new 
opportunities that include enhanced communication with consumers that supplement 
conventional sales channels and offer improved access to target segments72. 
 
Marketers beware: users know when their online social worlds are being invaded by 
advertisers.  In the world of social networking, any act that explicitly comes off as selling 
is considered highly unattractive.  For users, being force-fed irrelevant content or feeling 
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tricked into taking in branding is a major turn off that is met with disapproval and 
ultimately alienation.  As such, while social networks provide a potentially lucrative 
marketing channel, marketing strategy must take into consideration the fact that 
consumers expect to be part of a conversation and not simply force fed content in the 
traditional style73. 
 

 
Source:  www.naplespizzasite.com 

 
Social networks and customer feedback is changing the behavior of companies.  Two 
examples include HSBC and Cadbury.  Through the power of social networks, banking 
giant HSBC was overwhelmed with responses relative to the changing of product terms 
on student products.  The power of the social network was so strong and severe that it 
forced a major financial institution to alter its policies, providing it with an opportunity to 
respond to the significant concerns of its customers and in the process save and 
possibly enhance its reputation.  A second significant corporate correction was the re-
introduction of Cadbury’s Wispa chocolate bars.  After a significant social network 
campaign, Cadbury realized the value of the Wispa bar and how its return would 
positively affect both the company’s fortune and reputation.  These are just two 
examples of the power of the social network and how companies can use adverse 
responses to create opportunities for loyalty and future profitability74. 
 
This chapter has demonstrated that survival in this new consumer-centric world requires 
active engagement with customers.  As competition increases and switching costs 
decrease, loyalty becomes critical.  Engaging customers by providing them with an 
opportunity to a voice and enabling them to share their views creates customer loyalty 
throughout the customer lifecycle75.  As such, marketing now demands both thinking 
and acting differently76.   
 
The belief in relevancy, the ability to listen, the practice of measurement, the constant 
fine tuning and optimization: they are all skills needed to help build strong relationships 
in the digital space.  For banks that understand the new relationship rules, marketing to 
the Facebook generation will not be confined to harnessing the digital channels, it will 
change every way the bank communicates77. 
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The next chapter expands on the concept of consumer advocacy and addresses 
consumer expectations that become part of the conversation between the consumer 
and the company. 
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CHAPTER FIVE – MARKETING APPROACHES 

Jim Nichols, Partner and Strategist at Catalyst SF LLC, in his white paper, “How You 
Market on Facebook” condenses social network marketing approaches into three 
different buckets:  1) profile centric; 2) ad centric; and, 3) widget centric.   
 

 
Source:  www.facebook.com 

 
1. Profile Centric Marketing:  This marketing approach is the most basic of the 

three.  It focuses on delivering the marketing message through the bank’s profile 
page.  Marketers create a profile page for the company or for a specific 
product/service, which for all intents and purposes looks and feels like a 
traditional Web page.  Marketers then customize the profile page to include the 
graphics, colors, photos and videos appropriate for the target audience.  
Marketers then use various viral techniques (see chapter on Viral Marketing) to 
drive consumers to the site for the purpose of converting them into “fans”78 of the 
company or product/service.   

 
In order to interest consumers in joining the bank’s Facebook community, banks 
must spark conversations within the Facebook community.  For example, the 
bank may begin a discussion on operating a small business.  This ensuing 
discussion will provide the bank with the ability to gather important information 
regarding the needs of small business owners. 
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Marketers benefit from profile centric marketing in the following ways: 
 

• Consumers can choose to join a particular group by becoming a “fan.”  
Becoming a fan requires only that the consumer click the “Become a fan” 
link on the profile page.  Upon becoming a fan, the marketer can deliver 
messages to the consumer by posting new information on the profile page 
or can specifically deliver a message to all fans or a specific fan.  
Marketers must be careful when using the messaging feature.  As 
previously noted, social network users do not appreciate spamming or any 
other type of traditional marketing.  Instead, the marketer should follow the 
practices described in the Consumer Expectations chapter of this ebook. 

 

 
 

• Unless the consumer opts out, everyone in the consumer’s network is 
informed of the consumer’s action to become a fan.  This action may 
cause others to click on the company/product profile page to learn more 
and possibly become a fan as well.  In addition, the same information will 
get posted on the consumer’s profile page.  Therefore, if anyone visits the 
consumer’s profile page they will learn of the fan action and may become 
curious enough to click to learn more. 

 

 
 

• Through the use of profiles, a marketer can create “events” to publicize 
real or virtual happenings related to the company or product.  For 
example, a company can promote a local hiring event or the roll out of a 
product or any other newsworthy event that can be tied to a specific 
timeframe.  The event tool allows marketers to include all necessary 
information including event details, RSVPs, photos and consumer 



 

Community Banker’s Guide to Social Network Marketing 29 

comments.  The tool also allows consumers to invite others from within 
their social networks to attend the event (viral component). 

 

 
 

• A very effective technique used to drive traffic to a bank’s profile for the 
purpose of acquiring fans is to use a caused-based marketing approach.  
For example, the bank can agree to donate $1 to a particular cause (e.g., 
American Cancer Society, United Way, local nonprofit, etc.) for every fan 
that joins the bank’s profile page as a “fan.”  This encourages consumers 
to not only join as a fan but also to invite others in their social networks to 
join in order to maximize the contribution made to an organization the 
consumer supports.   

 
This type of effort should be coordinated with the bank’s Community 
Reinvestment Act department to ensure that the proceeds paid not only 
benefit the bank from a marketing perspective but also from a regulatory 
perspective.  In such a campaign, the bank must deliver the promotional 
message to consumers via e-mail, statement messages, statement 
stuffers and other methods to drive traffic and create fans.  Once a fan 
base has been established, the bank can reinforce the message by 
sending a message to all fans of the bank.  As noted later in this ebook, a 
successful social network marketing program is not determined by the 
number of “fans” or “friends.”  Success is determined by the quality of the 
conversations taking place.  However, for conversations to occur there 
needs to be a population within which to spark conversations. 

 
2. Ad Centric Marketing:  This marketing approach utilizes contextual, behavioral 

and demographic targeting similar to advertising provided by Google Ad Sense.  
Facebook provides two types of ads: 1) Beacon Ads; and, 2) Social Ads. 
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• Beacon is a part of Facebook's advertisement system that sends data 
from external Web sites to Facebook for the purpose of allowing targeted 
advertisements and allowing users to share their activities with their 
Facebook friends.  Beacon requires that any actions transmitted to 
Facebook have to be approved by the consumer before being published.  
The advantage of Beacon is similar to the profile centric mechanism noted 
above – that is, when a consumer’s social network sees that a consumer 
consummated a transaction at a specific online merchant, the members of 
the consumer’s social network may also visit the Web site to make a 
similar purchase. 

 
• Social ads are ads that are placed on consumer profile pages when a 

consumer performs an act related to an advertised product.  For example, 
the ad below was placed next to the announcement regarding a 
consumer’s action to become a fan of CareerBuilder.com.  Marketers can 
purchase social ads that accompany related consumer actions such as 
joining as a fan of a company or product or the consumer posting of a 
note, etc. 

 

 
 

3. Widgets and Applications:  Widgets and applications are software programs 
that are developed to run within the social network environment.  Widgets and 
applications number in the thousands and relate to virtually everything useful and 
useless that can be done on social networks.  Widgets have become incredibly 
popular and useful widgets have the good fortune of spreading wildly within 
social networks.  Unfortunately, most social network marketers have failed to 
develop and deliver widgets with strong viral appeal (see Viral Marketing chapter) 
– mostly due to the fact that the widgets are poorly constructed.  The application 
below is hosted by Sports Illustrated for the purpose of keeping Facebook users 
in touch with SI.com, Sports Illustrated’s online portal.  
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Given the technical expertise required to develop a sound widget/application, 
marketers may consider sponsoring an existing application.  For example, during 
the 2008 holiday season, OfficeMax sponsored an application from JibJab (Elf 
Yourself) that resulted in broad circulation of the OfficeMax name and marketing 
opportunities.  This application was developed by JibJab, a company 
experienced in developing viral applications for social networks. 
 

 
OfficeMax Elf Yourself Web site 
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This chapter addressed the various marketing approaches available through a social 
network platform.  While complex, depending on the approach used, the return on 
investment in both brand development and revenue generation is attractive given the 
growing base of social network users and the growing dissatisfaction that consumers 
have with traditional marketing. 
 
The next chapter builds upon the use of applications and widgets by discussing the 
“viral” aspect of a social network marketing program.  As the saying goes, if a tree falls 
in the woods, does it make noise?  In the world of social network marketing that 
question depends upon whether or not the marketer drove consumers to the woods to 
view the falling of the tree.  If so, yes, the tree will definitely make some noise.  If not, 
the tree (e.g., marketing effort) becomes a silent and expensive experiment. 
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CHAPTER SIX – VIRAL DEVELOPMENT 

Viral marketing is a marketing strategy that encourages individuals to voluntarily pass 
on a company’s message to others, creating exponential growth of the company’s 
brand, product or service79.  Traditional marketing focuses on the item being promoted 
and attempts to influence consumers (broadcasting paradigm).  Viral marketing, on the 
other hand, focuses on the viral factor and attempts to “spread the word” through word-
of-mouth (peer-to-peer paradigm)80.  A dated yet appropriate example of a viral 
marketing campaign is the chain letter that continues to circulate to e-mail inboxes 
throughout the world.  At one point a single email message is sent that results in 
worldwide distribution of the e-mail, creating a snowball effect in terms of exposure.  In 
a period of time as short as several hours, thousands to millions of consumers are sent 
the e-mail.  The reasons that explain this peer-to-peer phenomenon are described later 
in this chapter. 
 
Knowing the targeted market is usually good enough in traditional marketing, while 
discovering what moves the market is critical in viral marketing.  Viral marketing is 
strategic and organic at the grassroots level.  It attempts to let customers do the talking 
by turning them into not just sales representatives but an army of enthusiastic 
evangelists81. 
 
With viral marketing there is no fee for the “distribution” of the message.  The message 
is delivered by consumers to consumers within and among various social networks and 
other social media platforms.  Consumers that participate in a viral marketing campaign 
distribute the information to others in their social networks in a manner similar to the 
chain letter noted above.  However, while the peer-to-peer distribution of viral marketing 
content is free, any well developed and successful viral strategy will require expense in 
developing and maintaining the strategy82. 
 
Viral marketing can increase the visibility of a bank’s products and services83.  However, 
while there have been some successful viral campaigns, critics of viral marketing state 
that this particular strategy is notoriously hit-or-miss84.  Proponents of viral marketing 
state that there is a science to achieving perfect viral alchemy.  But unfortunately for 
marketers, viral marketing is becoming more and more sophisticated by the day85.  
Therefore, a viral marketing campaign must be well-structured and well-adopted in 
order to experience significant efficiencies in a viral community.  Anything less than a 
well thought out viral marketing strategy will not only experience poor results, it may 
also become the target of negative opinion if it is seen as too promotional and 
traditional86.. 
 
The recent success of several viral campaigns demonstrates the advantage of online 
branding in terms of audience engagement.  Consumers are willing to spend more time 
with a brand online than they are offline.  Dove soap’s Evolution viral video, for 
example, spends one minute taking consumers through a digital transformation from 
ordinary to perfect.  Love it or hate it, it got people talking — online and offline.   
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“Advergames’ are interactive viral programs that provide subtle branding.  These 
programs have recently seen a spike in popularity.  More than a third of all adults online 
have played an advergame, which is branded by an advertiser but free to play, and 31 
per cent of them have been directly influenced to either register with the brand or make 
an actual purchase87.  As part of its holiday campaign, OfficeMax offered consumers the 
ability to paste faces of friends and family onto the bodies of elves contained in funny 
holiday videos88.  These videos could then be posted on social network profiles or 
delivered via e-mail.  Once posted on a social network profile, the user’s network is able 
to view the funny videos featuring the faces of friends and family.  Those that view the 
videos can create their own free videos and subsequently post them or e-mail them.  
Throughout the process, OfficeMax is displayed as the sponsor in a subtle manner, at 
the beginning and end of the videos. 
 

 
OfficeMax Elf Yourself Web site 

 

 
Facebook post of OfficeMax Elf Yourself video 
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OfficeMax Elf Yourself Web site – Sales Pitch (post video) 

 
As seen with advergames and other viral initiatives, there are two aspects to viral 
marketing – the message and the method89.  The message is the information that the 
marketer is attempting to convey without appearing to overtly sell anything.  The method 
is the manner in which the message is delivered.  For example, with advergames the 
method is that game that the consumer plays.  Another common method is videos, such 
as the OfficeMax example above, that encapsulates the message.  These videos are 
then posted onto the social networking sites or other social media platforms such as 
YouTube90.  The method is critical, particularly for companies such as banks, whose 
products lack viral appeal.  These companies must find more elaborate ways to get 
people to join their groups and pass on their messages91.  The key to unlocking viral 
success is to find the “hook” that makes the message resonate with the target 
audience92. 
 
Viral success is difficult to achieve and predict.  While there are some general rules of 
thumb, it is impossible to guarantee that a particular viral campaign will be successful.  
Viral campaigns must not only be well formed, they should also be integrated into an 
organization’s overall marketing plan in order for the campaign to reach its maximum 
potential as a brand communications tool93.  Further, due to its complexity, there are no 
generally accepted best practices to follow and no standardized measurements to apply 
to manage the process.  As a result, marketers have been forced into an experimental 
“hit or miss” approach94.  Despite the lack of generally accepted set of best practices, 
this chapter includes 10 viral marketing practices that provide a baseline for the 
establishment of an effective viral marketing program.  
 
Detractors of viral marketing claim that its unpredictable nature and its uneven return on 
investment makes it an inadequate long-term marketing strategy95.  This is in part due 
to consumers, who are savvy to corporate marketing and would rather be part of the 
campaign than feel marketed to96.  As previously mentioned, these social media 
audiences are notoriously hostile to traditional advertising efforts on community-centric 
sites such as Facebook97. 
 
Proponents of viral marketing, however, demonstrate through example that the 
interactive and collaborative nature of viral marketing makes it a discipline that can 
produce predictable and measurable results with positive returns on investment98.   
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Clupedia, a social media company, founded by Dr. David Saad, proposes in “Viral 
Marketing Best Practices,” the following 10 viral marketing practices99. 
 

1. Positioning the Item Being Promoted:  Though some items are not viral at all 
and give consumers no reason to spread their message to the members of 
their social networks (e.g., savings accounts, checking accounts, etc.), others 
are quite contagious by their very nature (e.g., videos, photos, etc.).  Items 
that are talked about the most are those that are used by the great majority of 
people, are novel, are innovative, generate emotions in the consumer, ignite 
the consumer’s curiosity and tease the consumer with mystery. 
 
A product or service that is not viral by nature must rely on a story to create 
the need to have the consumer pass on the message among members of the 
social network.  Consumers relate to stories that are snappy, sharp, hip, cool, 
hot, popular, trendy, sexy, funny, etc.  It gives people something to talk about 
other than the product.  Anheuser-Busch and its Wassup! Super Bowl 
commercial100 is a classic example of a company with a highly successful 
viral marketing campaign for a non-viral product.  Beer by nature is not a viral 
product.  But the story behind the Wassup! commercial created sufficient 
buzz to have everyone repeating “Wassup!” for months following the debut of 
the commercial. 

 
2. Crafting the Compelling Message:  A product that is very viral by nature has 

no need for a message to tag along.  The product speaks for itself and will 
consumers will naturally pass on the message to others in their social 
networks.  Unfortunately most products are not very viral.  In such cases, the 
message about the product becomes more important than the product itself.  
The message need not be about the product.  For example, in the Anheuser 
Busch commercials noted above, the message was about friends talking on 
the phone – not beer.  Yet it was the beer that benefitted from the message.  
The OfficeMax message is about elves dancing – not about office supplies. 

 
The challenge to marketers is to create a message that will make people talk 
about and pass on the message.  People often buy not because a sales 
representative convinced them but because they were lured to a product by 
the recommendation of a trusted source (“Proximal Cause” of purchase).  
Traditional marketing attempts to persuade consumers.  Unfortunately, due to 
the misinformation or outright lies provided to consumers, consumers don’t 
believe marketers and resist traditional marketing messages. 
 
The viral messages should attempt to include all of the following factors: 

 
• Viral factor (fidelity, fecundity, longevity described below). 

 
• Simple, punchy, and in a story form. 
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• Trusted source. 

• Resonate with the recipient by being sincere, useful, and palpable with 
instant gratification and compelling interest. 

 
• Ignite the greater good within the recipient to make him/her pass the 

message along to others (e.g., benefit the consumer’s social network). 

• Call for action on behalf of the recipient to send the message to others 
and/or to consummate the referral. 

 
• Have a shelf-life at least as long as the viral marketing campaign lasts 

and preferably substantially longer to leverage the benefits of the 
campaign.  

 
Regardless of the effectiveness of the viral campaign, the product or service 
must meet customer’s expectations no matter how good the message.  A 
product or service that lacks will result in damage to the organization’s 
reputation which can have devastating results. 

 
3. Creating Proper Incentives:  Depending on the item being promoted, an 

incentive may or may not be necessary to fuel the viral engine of the 
message.  Regardless, an incentive should always be a secondary reason for 
referring or seeding an item with the primary reason being the item itself or its 
message since incentives can have an adverse effect.  For example, no one 
likes to be sold out by a friend for a referral fee.  Further, products and 
marketers can experience a loss of credibility when consumers discover that 
the campaign was performed by hired guns rather than by genuine 
promoters. 

 
Intangible Incentives are the most powerful, driving, and lasting rewards 
because they play on the consumers emotions.  There are two kinds of 
intangible incentives:  
 

• Altruistic Incentives are those that tap the consumer’s desire to help 
others. 

 
• Self-Gratification Incentives are those that are related to self-

esteem.  The message is passed along due to the consumer’s 
selfishness.  The message makes others think of the consumer as 
funny, intelligent, knowledgeable, experienced, reliable, loving, helpful, 
resourceful, professional, etc. 

 
Tangible Incentives are effective when referrals occur among weak ties for 
certain types of items and for certain types of leads.  With tangible incentives 
marketers must consider the following:  

 



 

Community Banker’s Guide to Social Network Marketing 38 

• Format – Points, money, free samples, discounts, coupons, prizes, 
awards, etc.  

 
• Cause –Incentivizing a referral versus incentivizing consummation of 

the product/service (i.e., opening an account, subscribing to bill pay, 
etc.). 

 
• Constituents - Types of referrers.  

 
• Value - Value of the incentive must be commensurate with the value of 

the item being promoted.  
 

• Distribution – Incentive could be distributed equally or proportionately 
depending on how close the referrer is in the referral tree to the lead 
who consummated the referral.  

 
• Disclosure – Honesty is the best policy.  

 
4. Establishing Communications:  Once the item is positioned and the message 

is crafted, the lines of communication must be established in order for the 
message to travel in a social network.  Communication methods include e-
mail, instant messages, chat room conversations or a posting on a social 
network, forum, user group, listserv or blog.  The communication method 
must be easy to use, friction-free, pervasive, fast, large and scalable.  One of 
the fastest and most effective lines of communication that meet all those 
criteria is e-mail.  The advantage of relying on social networks such as 
Facebook and MySpace is that information posted can be delivered to the 
entire social network via an e-mail from within the social network.  An added 
advantage of the social network approach is that each recipient of the 
message is able to visit the posted message on the sender’s social network 
page and comment on the message for all to view and benefit from.  This is a 
feature that is absent in a pure e-mail communication method.   As such, the 
message places the product/service amid the conversation that takes place 
within the community. 

 

 
Example of community discussion of Facebook regarding Pandora.com 
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5. Defining the Rules of Engagement:  It is wise for a bank marketer to establish 
the rules under which the viral marketing program will operate.  The more 
restrictive marketers are, the higher the integrity, but the lesser the exposure.  
The rules should incorporate any applicable regulatory requirements and as 
such, the marketing team should consult with the legal and/or compliance 
units when developing the program rules. 

 
Here are some of the hazards that marketers need to control: 

 
Spam  

 
• Controlling the volume defined as number of leads, number of 

referrers, number of referrals, number of messages, and the like that a 
marketer would allow overall, per item, per person, per period, etc.  

 
• Opting In/Out:  For example, leads could request to not be referred 

unless authorized, and referrers could request from sponsors to have 
their names taken off of the campaign lists, etc. 

 
Pollution  
 

• By properly qualifying leads and referrers. 
 

Conflict  
 

• By properly tracking the submission date and time of referrals in order 
to avoid disputes among referrers as to who has referred what to 
whom and when, and who ought to be entitled to the posted incentive.  

 
Conspiracy  
 

• Discouraging conspiracy between leads and marketers by monitoring, 
penalties, and encouraging transparency and disclosure through 
additional incentives.  For example, a marketer could offer a discount 
to a lead in exchange for not telling the referrer that the lead bought 
the product in order for the sponsor not to pay the referral fee to the 
referrer. Another type of conspiracy is when a competitor conspires by 
engaging in negative word of mouth to sabotage the referral system 
and ruin the marketer’s reputation.  

 
Marketers should consider the following categories of rules:  
 

i. General rules that apply to the overall referral program; 
 

ii. Common rules that apply to certain type of referrals, for certain 
items, and for certain types of users; and, 
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iii. Specific rules that apply to only a specific item.  
 

6. Seeding and Encouraging Referrals:  A viral marketing campaign requires 
both referring and seeding.  Referring is the process of recommending a 
product or service to another.  Seeding is the process of “buzzing” about an 
item on a social network or other social media platform. 
 

 
Example of seeding Core Performance 

 
When asked for help, people usually respond positively.  As such, marketers 
should ask their constituents for referrals which are likely to lead to sales.  
While seeding does not necessarily lead to a purchase, it creates awareness 
at a grassroots level.  Typically, the buying process starts with the buyer 
being exposed to whatever buzz is going on about a particular product or 
service.  The actual buying occurs only after a referral takes place.  
Therefore, a buyer is first influenced by some buzzing activity and the 
decision to buy is solidified only after receiving a referral or a 
recommendation from a trusted source.  Such sequence of events re-
enforces the need for viral marketing to focus on delivering the message 
more than influencing the consumer. 
 
Seeding has a definite life span, and it can be over quickly.  Very few 
products are so viral that they spread by themselves like brushfire.  Most 
products are boring and require a lot of seeding at the grassroots level among 
different clusters of a social network, in order to achieve any noticeable 
diffusion. Knowing how, when, and where the brand might come down is 
every bit as important as knowing how to build it up.  
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Example of seeding Core Performance by a different cluster 

 
Word of mouth happens when information is distributed unevenly, which 
means that when certain people possess information that others do not.  The 
moment that the information becomes common knowledge, there is less of a 
reason to pass it on. 

 
7. Focusing on Infecting More Than on Influencing:   

 
Viral marketing is about creating a message that compels people to pass on 
the message.  The quality of a viral message depends on three factors: 

 
• Fidelity - a viral message must be able to be copied accurately. 

 
• Fecundity – a viral message must be able to replicate itself in large 

quantities. 
 

• Longevity – a viral message must last long which gives it more time to 
replicate. 

 
One of the main objectives of a viral message is survival.  Not all viral 
messages are created equal.  Some messages are more viral than others 
and all messages are competing against each other.  Examples of messages 
that are highly viral are the ones that affect the consumer’s emotions and 
feelings.  Consumers are also affected by the extremes - anything that is 
wonderful, remarkable, fascinating, amazing, extraordinary, unusual, 
incredible, unbelievable, outrageous, surprising, shocking, revolting, and 
disgusting makes consumers talk.  Consumers like to be entertained.  
Anything that deals with music, movies and theatres has viral potential.   

 
The goal of viral marketing is to convince the consumer to “infect” (e.g., pass 
on the message) members of the consumer’s social network – not to 
influence them.  As noted above, traditional marketing seeks to influence the 
consumer.  Viral marketing on the other hand is focused on delivering the 
message and letting the consumer develop an affinity for the product 
organically through exposure to the messages related to the viral campaign.  
For example, after viewing the OfficeMax videos repeatedly and viewing the 
soft sell of the office supplies, a consumer will likely visit the OfficeMax Web 
site. 
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8. Analyzing Social Networks to Identify the Mavens, Influencers, Connectors, 

and Spreaders (MICS):  A social network is a group of people that are 
connected with each other in some fashion based on certain criteria, property, 
or activity.  Word of mouth occurs in social networks in a free, non-
hierarchical, uneven, multidirectional and random flow. 

 
The objective of social network analysis (SNA) is to: 
 
a) Identify the right clusters and the right individuals referred to as MICS 
(Mavens, Influencers, Connectors, and Spreaders).  Some of the critical 
questions that need to be answered are the following: 

 
• How often does a person talk about the item being promoted? (level of 

activity)  
 

• How many people does the person talk to about the item? (level of 
dispersion)  

 
• How much does the person know or have to say about the item? (level 

of knowledge)  
 

• How likely is the person capable of convincing others? (level of 
influence)  

 
b) Figure out how the propagation might occur. 
 
c) Analyze the spread and the density of the propagation. 
 
d) Complement traditional business analytics (e.g., data mining, etc.) to up-
sell or cross-sell.  

 
Understanding social networks, their behavior and analyzing their properties 
is critical to developing and implementing an effective viral marketing plan.  
Social networks have the following general properties:  

 
• Clusters - Social networks are comprised of individuals with similar 

characteristics.  People may know who they know because of what 
they know, what they do, or what they are affiliated with. 

 
• Market Transparency - Social networks cross over markets.  

Consumers belong to different clusters because they have multiple 
interests.  People that fall within a particular cluster category are often 
linked to people in other clusters.  Those links are critical from a social 
network point of view.  For example, a person may belong to a cluster 
of individuals comprised of college friends and a second cluster 
comprised of professional contacts.  While it is possible to have 
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overlap between the groups, generally members in each cluster are 
unique. 

 
• Small World Networks – Consumers can manage to reach nearly 

anyone within a surprisingly limited number of connections (six 
degrees of separation).  The primary reason is that no two individuals 
know exactly the same people. 

 
• Holes - Structure Hole Analysis (SHA) can help figure out where word 

of mouth might get stuck and avoid the obvious holes. 
 

• Short Paths – To accelerate adoption of the viral messages by 
consumers it is necessary to discover some of the inherit shortcuts that 
typically exist between individuals and between clusters. 

 
• Gravity – Consumers have to be within certain cyber-proximity to 

catch the buzz. 
 

• Weak Ties – There are a lot more weak ties in a social network than 
there are strong ties.  Though it sounds counter-intuitive, for any word 
of mouth to spread around, it must go through weak ties otherwise it 
would tend to die within a small cluster of strong ties101.   

 
• Large and Complex - Social networks tend to consist of a very large 

number of clusters organized in a very complex topology.  The size 
and complexity of a social network results in inherent security and a 
competitive advantage since marketers can gain market share without 
being noticed by competitors until it is too late. 

 
• Dynamic – New relationships among consumers are constantly 

forming as old relationships are abandoned or die out.   
 

Social Network Analysis helps identify four types of people in a Social 
Network for a viral marketing campaign.  
 

• Mavens are individuals who are “in the know”. Information is their 
currency.  They are knowledgeable, experienced and experts in certain 
fields.  They are the Alphas, the trendsetters, the pundits, the 
innovators, early adopters and the opinion leaders.  They are 
authentic, opinionated, and cannot be easily fooled.  They are typically 
very eager to try new things and they love exclusivity.  They are 
obsessed in staying one step ahead of their peers.  They might be the 
first to start trends, but they're not especially good at sharing 
information - they're often introspective and socially alienated.  They 
are skeptical of marketing and demanding of business, but they hold a 
high opinion and are loyal to brands that they like. 
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• Influencers are individuals who have the capability of influencing 
others within their community due to their position, their knowledge, 
their experience, their wealth, their celebrity, their wisdom, their look, 
etc.  Influencers are typically good marketers or sales people with 
excellent communication and presentation skills.  They are very good 
at taking ideas from Mavens and translating them into usable and 
digestible information for the mainstream. 

 
• Connectors are individuals who are well connected within their social 

network. They are typically extroverts who like to socialize.  They 
belong to clubs, groups, and associations.  They are constantly 
networking in one form or another.  They typically have a large 
Rolodex.  Their most common phrases are: 

 
“You should talk to…” 

 
“I know someone who…” 

 
“Let me call my friend…” 

 
• Spreaders are individuals who can’t wait to tell their friends about one 

thing or another.  They are the bees.  They are constantly talking on 
the phone, chatting in chat rooms, sending messages, posting notes 
on bulletin boards, etc.  It gives them great pleasure, for one reason or 
another, to share their ideas, knowledge, experience, and expertise 
with others.  They are the conduits through which information reaches 
the masses.  The young, who love to buzz, are the greatest spreaders. 

 
The messenger is often more important than the message or the item. When 
launching a viral marketing campaign, marketers should focus on establishing 
evangelists - not to be confused with celebrity endorsers.  Evangelists are 
opinionated individuals who: 

 
• Believe in the brand; 

 
• Loyal to the brand; 

 
• Passionate about the brand; 

 
• Promote the brand for free (they can’t be bought); 

 
• Purchase the brand for themselves; 

 
• Purchase the product as gifts to others; 

 
• Preach (not just recommend) the brand to others; and, 
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• Have a sense of purpose. 
 

Evangelism exists beyond demographic and ethnographic groups, product 
categories, or types of services.  Evangelism can be attained by:  

 
• Constantly gathering feedback from customers; 

 
• Educating customers by sharing knowledge, experience, and 

expertise; 
 

• Seeding word of mouth about the brand within a marketplace; 
 

• Creating a community loyal to the brand; 
 

• Establishing a sense of purpose or a cause that is bigger than the 
brand or the company; and, 

 
• Making it easy for customers to talk about the product and to buy it. 

 
Part of the value of viral marketing is that the message propagates in a 
democratic manner in which messengers and recipients pick themselves. 
Once word of mouth gets going, it reaches those who are receptive and 
bypasses those who are not, which is contrary to the belief that viral 
marketing is nothing more than glorified spamming. 

 
9. Simulating, Launching, Managing, and Measuring Viral Marketing 

Campaigns:   
 

LAUNCHING:  It is as important to be aware of the factors that make viral 
marketing campaigns work as much as those who make them fail, such as 
incompatibility with the brand, irrelevance to target audience, no marketing 
objective, lack of sustainability or measurability and unrealistic expectations.  
Building a successful viral marketing campaign hinges on identifying the right 
carriers for the message.  

 
With conventional marketing, marketers take control of what, how, why, and 
when a message is gets transmitted to the market.  It is a one-to-many 
broadcasting paradigm.  Consumers hear and learn only what, when, and 
how marketers want them to hear and learn.  With the advent of the Web, and 
in particular the high popularity and the high adoption rate of peer-to-peer 
communication, consumers are turning their back on marketers and opening 
their ears to peers.  

 
Marketers must learn how to influence the influencers that will be doing the 
talking on their behalf.  The most successful products become leaders in their 
marketplace because of relationships established among consumers and not 
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between consumers and marketers.  In other words, consumers – not 
marketers - should be the center of marketing.   
 
On the other hand, there is nothing more disastrous in a viral marketing 
campaign than to discover that the influencers are “hired guns”.  Marketers 
must learn how to walk the fine line between being clever and being 
deceptive.  They must provide the foundation for customers to build 
relationships with other customers, facilitate conversations among existing 
and potential customers, and get out of the way. 

 
MEASURING:  What cannot be measured cannot be managed.  Jupiter 
Media reported that 45% of online shoppers choose online shopping sites 
based on word of mouth recommendations, yet only 7% percent of 
companies take the time to identify and measure its effects.   
 
There are number of parameters in the viral marketing process that can and 
should be measured:  
 

• Number of referrals made, consummated, ignored, and rejected 
along with the corresponding ratios. 

 
• Number of referrers and leads involved versus the number of 

referrals made versus the number of referrals consummated. 
 

• Dimension of referral trees in breadth and depth. 
 

• Number of incentives given and their total value. 
 

• Lifetime Customer Value which is equal to potential new revenue a 
customer represents by bringing in new business through the 
recruitment of others.  If 10% of existing customers bring in new 
customers through referrals, it can have a dramatic impact not just on 
sales, but on long-term profitability, as well as on the loyalty of the 
customers’ base to the company and the brand.  With such 
measurement, a company can intelligently decide to spend less on 
traditional marketing and more on cultivating existing customers as a 
source of new customers through referrals.  A company might even 
learn that contribution margins are higher from customers derived 
through referrals than through traditional means such as advertising. 

 
• Amount of positive and negative word of mouth generated about 

an item.  Studies have shown that both positive and negative word of 
mouth influence buying decisions with negative word of mouth being 
more influential on buyers’ decisions than positive word of mouth.  On 
the web there are now tools available that allow marketers to keep 
track of the amount of word of mouth generated about their company, 
products, services, activities, jobs, and even competitors in many 
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different channels including e-mail messages, instant messengers, 
chat rooms, bulletin boards, forums, communities, users group, 
listservs, and blogs. 

 
• Dispersion of an item is determined by figuring who is actively 

discussing the product/service and how successful that “buzzing” is 
doing within the social network environment. 

 
• Web metrics and web analytics that could help identify web surfing 

behavior which could lead to more or less referrals. 
 

• Return on investment (ROI) from the viral marketing campaign 
calculated by subtracting the total cost of the campaign from the total 
revenues generated from the campaign. 

 
10. Collecting Feedback to Further Refine the Viral Marketing Campaigns: 

 
Feedback is important for three reasons:  
 

• Seeding and Referring:  if the feedback is positive, then an 
organization would want to expose it and display it for the world to see.  
In essence, feedback should act as a genuine testimonial which can be 
effective in seeding which results in generating word of mouth, and 
referring which results in generating sales. 

 
• Mitigating Negative Buzz:  negative feedback gives an organization 

the opportunity to fix complaints and earn a higher lever of satisfaction 
from its customers which contributes to word of mouth.  The worst 
scenario for an organization is to have complaints passed around 
without the opportunity to fix them or at least address them to counter 
the negative buzz.  Influencers who have a problem tend to act by 
expressing their views. 

 
• Facilitating Peer-to-Peer Communication: enhances word of mouth.  

Marketers should encourage peer-to-peer conversations by providing 
the tools to encourage visitors to talk to each other in any and all 
channels.  An ideal forum for such communication is a social network 
page where visitors can not only obtain information about the bank’s 
products or services but can also leave their feedback for others, 
including the organization. 

 
While this ebook focuses on social networks, companies should consider all 
types of feedback tools including customer review sites, blogs, etc. The 
feedback system should have the following properties: 

 
 

• Offering incentives for giving feedback.  
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• Self-monitoring by allowing users to critique the feedback of others, 

and hence gain more credibility and reliability. 
 

• Alerting users so that they would be automatically informed of certain 
feedback being posted by certain reviewers about certain items of 
interest. 

 
• Analyzing feedback and acting on it. 

 
• Integrating the feedback system with Customer Relationship 

Management (CRM) applications. 
 

 
Example of Customer Review Site 

 
This chapter addressed the importance of a viral marketing program within the overall 
social network marketing program as a mechanism to drive interest and eventually 
revenues.  As noted in this chapter, viral marketing is not a haphazard activity that 
should be regarding as hit-or-miss.  It is a discipline that contains all of the elements of 
any other type of marketing campaign, including metrics.  Organizations with little or no 
viral marketing experience can take the information here and develop their own viral 
marketing program.  However, due to the technical complexity of viral marketing 
campaigns companies would be well served to seek out specialists to assist in 
developing and encapsulating (e.g., video, etc.) viral messages that can execute in a 
seamless manner. 
 
The next chapter addresses the manner in which metrics can be developed for 
measuring the success of a social network marketing program.  There are no 
standardized metrics that can be applied to all efforts.  As such, marketers will be 
required to carefully consider the metrics that will best fit the marketing campaign. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN – MEASURING SUCCESS 

It is essential for the bank marketer to determine specific desired goals and outcomes 
prior to the initiation of a social network marketing program.  Without such goals and 
outcomes it is not possible to adequately measure the success of a marketing program.  
A solid set of objectives will help define the marketing strategy102.  The metrics to be 
used as part of a social network marketing program can be determined only after the 
required business outcomes are determined.  Once these are set, the marketer can 
create the measurement framework.  Metrics aside, a successful social network 
marketing program can be summed up as a campaign that is highly viral with extensive 
discussion occurring within and outside the social network103. 
 
Metrics are just as important as the tactics used to carryout the campaign and must be 
aligned with overall campaign goals.  Since social network marketing is to a large 
degree a brand awareness activity, metrics will include a considerable amount of 
qualitative factors. For example, rather than strictly measuring success by the number 
of page views, as would be done on a traditional Web site, a social network metric may 
measure the number or percentage of positive audience reactions and feedback.  In 
addition to determining “how many people saw the content”, a metric include be “how 
many people loved this content enough to pass it on.”104 
 
Specific metrics will vary from case to case depending on the desired outcomes.  
Examples of some metrics include105: 
 

• Site Traffic 
• Visitors 
• Audience Participation 
• Blog comments 
• Content sharing (i.e. email forwards) 
• Content Consumption 
• Feed subscribers 
• Profile Stats 
• Follows, Friends, and Fans 
• Profile views 
• Wall posts 

 
Not all of the metrics shown above are appropriate for all marketing campaigns nor is 
the list above an exhaustive set of all potential metrics.  It will take careful consideration 
to determine which of these or any other metrics would be appropriate for a particular 
marketing program.  Unfortunately, without a working knowledge of what social 
networking sites enable a marketer to do, it becomes difficult to create a complete set of 
metrics.  As such, it is critical to experiment with the particular social networking 
platform chosen as well as consult with an experienced social media marketing expert 
to determine how to establish a sound set of metrics.  While this ebook provides much 
of the information needed to establish an effective social network marketing program, 
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changes in technology and the various social network platforms require some additional 
diligence to ensure that the metrics are well developed106. 
 
According to TopRankBlog.com, the following guidelines should be considered when 
developing metrics107: 
 

• Measuring and Reporting 
 

1. Measurement is critical. 
2. Standard return on investment (ROI) measures do not work in social media 

campaigns, including social network marketing. 
 

• Monitoring Metrics 
 

1. Evaluate the tonality of user postings. 
2. Classify the discussion topics by product. 

 
• Engagement Metrics 

 
1. Direct impact metrics 
2. Number of company postings (e.g., number of times the marketer interacted 

through posting on the social network). 
3. Number of conversations engaged (e.g., number of times a company 

employee participated in an ongoing discussion). 
4. Number of consumers (e.g., fans, etc.) directly conversed with. 

 
• Indirect Impact Metrics 

 
1. Page views of postings. 
2. Number of links posted to marketer’s website. 
3. Amount of traffic resulting from these links. 

 
• Analyze Page Views Over Time 

 
1. Since many social networks are optimized for search, engagement is highly 

visible. 
2. Search engine optimization continues to drive new page views for older 

postings 
 

• Key Takeaways 
 

1. There is no single metric for social network marketing. 
2. Track anything possible to glean insight. 
3. Social media is not just about numbers. 
4. It’s all relative - focus on benchmarking and trends. 
5. Measuring social media does not = ROI for social media 
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6. View monitoring of social networks as a social intelligence program, involving 
the world’s biggest focus group. 

 
This chapter addressed the need for metrics.  However, it described that the metrics 
used for social network marketing campaigns must differ from traditional online 
marketing campaigns based upon the consumer expectations for marketing messages 
delivered via social networks.  Regardless, metrics are critical for the success of any 
program and must be implemented based upon the objectives of the specific campaign. 
 
This ebook has described the advantages to implementing an effective social network 
marketing program - from the increase in brand awareness to the increase in consumer 
loyalty to revenue generation.  However, before any social network marketing campaign 
is undertaken it is critical to understand the potential pitfalls that lay ahead of a poorly 
executed program.  The next chapter describes these potential pitfalls and provides 
solutions for avoiding them altogether. 
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CHAPTER EIGHT – THE DOWNSIDE 

Many have incorrectly viewed the process of social network marketing as “build it and 
they will come.”  Technology is only one component of a successful social network 
marketing project.  How the technology is positioned and how appropriate it is for the 
target market is often more important108.  Many marketers believe that simply creating 
profiles on Facebook and MySpace will bring a massive wave of consumers and 
interaction.  Unfortunately, this view is a fallacy that can bring with it not only a failed 
attempt but also damage to a company’s reputation109.  An additional fallacy is the 
image of social network users as being predominantly Generation Y users.  As noted in 
Chapter Three, social networking users are a heterogeneous group that is becoming 
increasingly more diverse110.  As such, marketers should develop their social network 
marketing messages consistent with the segment they are trying to reach.  This may 
result in the creation of multiple “product” pages within the social network, each with a 
message appropriate for each target group. 
 
The challenge with social network marketing is the same challenge affecting all forms of 
media – people’s attention spans are short and they are easily and quickly distracted.  
Therefore, just like any other effort, a single strike may not be enough.  When utilizing 
social networks it is critical to deliver content on an ongoing basis111.  With social 
networks in particular, it is crucial that marketers ensure that advertising and branding is 
provided as relevant content, rather than brash product placement112.  The clarity and 
uniqueness of the marketing proposition and the quality of the execution is what 
determines success or failure113.  Further, the “social graph” notoriously deteriorates 
after the initial thrill of finding old friends from school wears off and a lack of fresh 
content gives consumers no reason to return114.  Therefore, any social network project 
must ensure that content is consistently provided in a manner that meets consumer 
expectations (e.g., no hard sales, etc.). 
 
Once a social network marketing project has launched, marketers will find that they 
cannot control the message conveyed by consumers - they can only help steer it115.  
Regardless, businesses should not fear or remove negative comments, as they help 
create a well-rounded discussion and help the business address customer gripes head 
on116.  Consumers respect organizations that accept criticism and address the concerns 
in an honest and upfront manner.  To the extent that a company begins to “delete” 
negative comments, consumers will label the company and its products as fake and 
uninterested in meeting the needs of the customer.  As such, marketers must ensure 
that employees are well trained to promptly and publicly address deficiencies cited. 
 
The downside is that outspoken customers are not always the most qualified.  The 
recommendations and views given by consumers can be arbitrary, biased or plain 
wrong.  Opinions can be scathing and cause substantial damage to reputations.  
Nevertheless, customers trust word-of-mouth.  Many rely on first-hand experiences of 
acquaintances rather than on professional advice117.  Therefore, it becomes crucial to 
promptly address any misinformed comments with a balanced, fair and honest 
response.  A common result is that supporters of the company or product will speak up 
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in support of the organization, minimizing the adverse effect of such negative 
comments.  This only happens, however, if the company has developed trust and 
honesty with consumers. 
 
As previously noted, measuring the impact of a social network campaign is not easy118.  
Marketers must determine their goals and objectives in advance of rolling out a social 
network marketing campaign in order to create the appropriate metrics to measure the 
campaign’s success. 
 
While brand marketers increasingly understand the need for ongoing participation, the 
lack of dedicated time, resources and expertise in the medium prevents many 
companies from developing a social network marketing program that is part of the 
overall marketing program119.  As stated in the Executive Summary, companies that 
wish to seriously enter the space of social network marketing must incorporate the 
social network marketing program into the company’s overall marketing plan.  Further, 
due to the need for constant feedback to the user community, companies should 
consider the appointment of a Community Manager that will be responsible for the day-
to-day interaction with consumers. 
 
Marketers must ensure that they do not utilize traditional marketing techniques within a 
social network.  Consumers maintain specific expectations of vendors within the social 
network space.  Marketers that violate the rules are typically treated in a hostile manner 
by consumers120.  As such, marketers must ensure that their social network marketing 
plan meets the expectations of the user community.  This means social marketing – not 
traditional marketing.  Those firms that refuse to yield to the expectations will likely 
suffer the wrath of the unforgiving user base, potentially extending the damage beyond 
the virtual walls of the social network. 
 
An explicit Web 2.0 policy for employees is necessary.  Employees will inevitably start 
to contribute to different Web 2.0 applications as private individuals.  Employee 
comments, whether contributed as employees or private citizens, harbor the risk that 
the views expressed there either do not reflect the firm’s own opinions or are even 
opposed to them .  The content of a Web 2.0 policy as well as any social network 
marketing program has to comply with legal and regulatory standards.  Besides setting 
guidelines for employees contributing privately, the Web 2.0 policy should also set out 
rules regarding the content and format of articles written on behalf of the bank121. 
 
If an item is not viral, then the marketer must create a contagion factor other than the 
product for the word to spread around.  In such event, the focus must switch from 
promoting the product to promoting the message.  That is what many marketers that 
attempt viral marketing fail to understand or fail to properly execute.  That does not 
mean that the item being promoted is not important – quite the contrary: inherit quality 
and good initial customer service are crucial to generating word of mouth.  When word 
of mouth is stimulated, expectations are raised which must be met otherwise word of 
mouth will either die or generate negative buzz122.  Also, once a viral marketing 
campaign is launched and is successful, it is very hard to stop it. Therefore, if there are 
problems such as poor quality, low inventory, or bad performance of the corporate web 
site, there will certainly be a backlash.  Marketers must take special care in creating the 
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message and the method.  Care taken in developing a well thought out viral marketing 
plan is a key differentiator in determining the success of a social network marketing 
program. 
 
According to a Wall Street Journal report, some of the most common social network 
mistakes include123: 
 

1. Bare Profile:  Social network marketers must invest the time and money to 
develop a thoughtful and engaging profile.  A common error is the “if you build it 
they will come fallacy.”  Marketing profiles must engage the visitor to not only 
befriend the site but also to return frequently to learn of the company’s latest and 
greatest efforts. 

 
2. Too Little Personality:  Social network marketing works best by engaging 

customers on a personal level.  The bank’s representatives must find ways to 
show a human side.   

 
3. Too Much Hype:  Successful social marketers know that users are turned off at 

the sight of a blatant sales job.  Social network marketing is about making 
connections and building credibility in order to “befriend” users that will eventually 
want to use the marketer’s product or service.   

 
4. Not Enough Fresh Content:  Social network marketing requires ongoing attention 

and interaction.  It is not enough to create the social network destination.  A 
successful plan requires the constant attention.  As previously noted, it is a 
fallacy to believe that “if you build it, they will come.” 

 
This chapter addressed common pitfalls associated with the development of a social 
network marketing program.  The chapter also provided some mitigating measures to 
ensure success.  The next chapter provides practical measures to assist in the 
development of the social network marketing program.   
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CHAPTER NINE – TIPS FOR SETTING UP 

1. Taking into considerations the organization’s overall marketing plan, select target 
market and develop consistent relevant messaging and content.  Incorporate all 
the information provided in this ebook relative to consumer expectations, 
developing viral programs, using different marketing approaches and 
development of metrics124. 

 
2. Utilize the social networks search function and through the use of key words, 

determine where the relevant conversations are taking place, who’s participating, 
what they’re saying and the tone of the discussions, the specific information 
they’re looking for and patterns of behavior within specific communities.  Use this 
information to develop company and brand specific-content and to spark 
conversations125. 

 
3. Ensure that the social network marketing program is a component of the 

organization’s overall marketing plan and not a separate unrelated “experiment.”  
Social network marketing does not replace other media – it must be part of the 
organization’s overall marketing efforts126. 

 
4. Every organization has within it presentations, demonstrations, images, audio 

and video content of all kinds.  What most don’t have is a content strategy to 
organize this material and to orchestrate its re-use and distribution.  
Organizations should determine what information it has that would be beneficial 
to consumers and place this information within its social network space.  While 
some people may consider this type of material boring or outdated, true fans of 
the organization may find it nostalgic and the basis for conversation127. 

 
5. Use syndicated news feeds to provide relevant content to the organization’s 

profile page using tools such as Really Simple Syndication (RSS).  RSS feeds 
allow an organization to populate the firm’s profile page with information related 
to topics of interest 128:  RSS tools are applications that are available on the 
social networks. 

 
6. Invite customers to visit the company’s social network site through an e-mail 

invitation.  Do not treat the social network marketing plan and the company’s 
internal marketing efforts as separate.  These should be integrated to reach 
audiences that are difficult to engage129: 

 
7. Experiment with Social Ads130: 

 
8. The Community Manager should join related groups on the social network sites 

to become familiar with how relationships are managed and communication is 
digested from a user’s point of view, which will help the company leverage its 
marketing messages.  It also provides the opportunity to monitor activity and 
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content within these groups and gather additional information about the target 
audience131: 

 
9. Leverage multiple social networks.  Don’t ignore other social networks.  

Organizations can apply the same marketing tactics across a range of social 
networks132: 

 
10. Encourage “friending” and “fanning”.  The bank’s profile page should be a place 

where friends develop a close relationship with the brand.  This means that the 
logo appears on user profiles, further encouraging users’ friends to click on it and 
visit the profile page. 133 
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CHAPTER TEN – CONCLUSIONS 

According to the 2004 Yankelovich Monitor, 60 percent of U.S. consumers have a much 
more negative picture about marketing and 70 percent of consumers tune out 
advertising much more often than just a few years ago.  Consumers do not trust 
traditional marketers as they had in the past.  A recent study by Deloitte Touche USA 
found that 62 percent of U.S. consumers read consumer-generated online reviews and 
98 percent of them found these reviews reliable enough while 80 percent of consumers 
said that reading these reviews affected their buying intentions.  As such, there is a 
growing demand for online services where consumers can not only interact with 
marketers but also access peer communities134. 
 
Social networks provide companies and their brands with one of the most personal, 
trusted and direct points of access to consumers.  These opportunities will only improve 
as a greater number of consumers move away from accepting traditional marketing and 
move towards the more democratic form of receiving information on goods and 
services.  Further, the rate at which consumers are adopting social networks and social 
media, in general, makes it critical that organizations begin incorporating social 
networks into their overall marketing plans now, or risk being left behind135. 
 
A comprehensive social network marketing plan can be foundation for all of an 
organization’s interactions with consumers.  When marketers shift to a long-term social 
network strategy, they can begin to develop an online brand community that allows their 
organization to achieve consistent and reliable ROI from the brand’s social network 
audience.  The trust developed through an ongoing social network presence allows the 
marketer to develop genuine fans, and it allows those fans to get personally involved in 
promoting that content across the web, creating a “momentum effect”136. 
 
The Web 2.0 movement emphasizes the trend towards openness and technology 
democratization and introduces new forms of participation based on decentralization 
and user-generated content.  Web 2.0 presents consumers with options in searching for 
value products and services and finding exactly what they need and want with minimum 
effort, consistent with the consumer’s demand for personalization137. 
 
Research suggests that social media and social networks will become permanently 
woven into the consumer fabric.  Whether in its current state or some evolved form 
(Web 3.0?), the old-fashioned push marketing regime will not withstand the test of time.  
As such, marketers must learn to co-exist and communicate with a powerful customer 
determined to participate as an equal in the marketing process138. 
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