







“Would you rather take battlefield advice from a television analyst or a field general in the trenches getting dirty? Me too. Buy this book. Read it. Learn it. You’ll be a better social media strategist for it.”

—Jason Falls, CEO of Social Media Explorer and author of No Bullshit Social Media: The All-Business, No-Hype Guide to Social Media Marketing

“Over the last several years there have been hundreds of books written on how businesses can tap into the power of social media. Some of these books are useful but many miss the mark because the authors have never worked for or with these same businesses they presume to understand. Finally, a business book on social media by someone that understands business and social media!”

—Aaron Strout, head of marketing, WCG, and coauthor of Location-Based Marketing for Dummies

“This book is a MUST READ for anyone implementing social media for a large organization—you’ll learn the true, valuable lessons from someone who’s been there and learned the craft the hard way.”

—Maddie Grant, coauthor of Humanize: How People-Centric Organizations Succeed in a Social World and chief social media strategist, SocialFish

“Finally, a book on social media geared for the corporate communications side. Christopher Barger is a pioneer in corporate social media, and in this book he shares insights that you can’t get from an outsider. A must-read for everyone in corporate communications, whether you’re launching a new social media presence or if you’re an established player in the space.”

—Dan Bedore, director of product communications for Nissan North America, formerly senior group manager of public relations and creative director of social media at Hyundai Motor America

“There is no better person than Christopher Barger to teach you how to build a successful social media program from the inside out. Not only was he one of the early adopters; he did exactly what The Social Media Strategist recommends for one of the largest companies in the world. He provides theory and philosophy and real-world experience—a combination that is rate in today’s digital world.”

—Gini Dietrich, chief executive officer, Arment Dietrich and author of Spin Sucks
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FOREWORD

“I served with Jack Kennedy, I knew Jack Kennedy, Jack Kennedy was a friend of mine. Senator, you’re no Jack Kennedy.”

—SENATOR LLOYD BENTSEN,
VICE PRESIDENTIAL DEBATE, OCTOBER 5, 1988

That stinging retort may be lost on recent generations, but for those of us who watched it live, it will forever remain as part of our collective memory. Essentially it has come to mean you’re a pretender to the throne.

When I was approached with the opportunity to lead Ford Motor Company’s social media efforts in late 2007, I was struck with the incredible opportunity and responsibility that holding such a position would entail. Having worked with large brands as a consultant and agency representative, I had a good sense of some of the challenges that were in store for me. But fundamentally, I knew that that there would be situations that could only be understood by someone on the other side of the client-agency relationship.

So I called Christopher Barger.

I had known Christopher for a few short years, having been part of an agency that supported IBM and witnessed IBM’s early foray into what has come to be known as “social media.” My most recent interaction with him was at an annual conference for the Society for New Communications Research, which he was visiting in his capacity as the director of social media for General Motors. My respect for him was (and still is) profound—a colleague who was tackling new forms of communications at two of the largest corporations in the world—and so I asked for his advice as I considered a role at an equally storied institution.

(This is an ongoing theme in social media—even though many of us may be trailblazers, we realize that the lone wolves don’t really fare that well. We absolutely rely on each other for coaching, encouragement, and guidance, even in competitive environments.)

I remember waiting for the reply to that e-mail in which I asked Christopher about the environment on the inside of a large company, what it was like to work within a matrixed team, what it took to convince him to move from New York to Michigan, etc. When the reply came, it was a long and thorough one that delved into many details, weighing the pros against the cons. That he responded at the height of the North American International Auto Show made it even more significant.

I still have that e-mail, and the main points are just as relevant and correct as ever:

1. Make sure senior communications leadership supports the direction you’re going to go—not just with lip service but with a true commitment to social media.

2. Make sure you’re reporting in to communications, not marketing.

3. Make sure that your management will understand that measurement is different in social media.

All very sensible points, but those that could only truly come from someone who had experience within a company rather than consulting for it.

Based on this very solid advice, I moved my family and my career to join the communications team at Ford to improve the company’s reputation and build purchase consideration via the ever-growing segment of social media. Some would say it’s been a success story.

Having a friend and colleague at a crosstown rival company has made the ride all the more interesting. Christopher and I managed to have fun with it, publicly play-fighting as “frenemies” but always sharing and reassuring each other behind the scenes. When he left General Motors, I was disappointed, relieved, and optimistic. Disappointed in that I didn’t have an equivalent there with whom I could have that back-channel relationship, relieved that a major talent was no longer with a competitor, and optimistic for Christopher and Voce Communications.

For you see, Voce now has a strategic asset—much like the one you’re holding in your hand. It has the benefit of the knowledge, passion, and leadership of someone who has actually done what it is it’s coaching its clients on. We are very fortunate that Christopher has turned his considerable talent to the written page and supplied us some strong elements to make social media work within a large organization.

And to those who would try to tell you they know how to help you do it despite a lack of experience themselves, I say:

 

I served with Christopher Barger, I knew Christopher Barger, Christopher Barger was a friend of mine. Senator, you’re no Christopher Barger.

SCOTT MONTY
GLOBAL DIGITAL COMMUNICATIONS
FORD MOTOR COMPANY
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INTRODUCTION

If there’s one thing you can count on in life, it’s the bandwagon. You can see it everywhere, in almost every aspect of culture. On television, whenever one network finds a hit series, you can count the weeks until the other networks come out with something similar. (Witness the explosion of reality TV, for example.) In football, when a team wins the Super Bowl with a particular style of play, you can be assured that next season another team or two will be running similar offenses. Have you ever noticed how a team suddenly gets more fans when it starts to win? We all know people who discovered their “lifelong love” of the Boston Red Sox in 2004 or bought Miami Heat jerseys as soon as LeBron James, Dwyane Wade, and Chris Bosh signed their contracts there.

When the bandwagon phenomenon extends into the business world, it usually results in a rush of companies trying to either (a) duplicate another’s success with a particular concept or process or (b) show themselves to be “innovative” by their use of the latest tools, technologies, or concepts. From Six Sigma to Total Quality Management to Knowledge Management, business history is full of concepts that spurred cottage industries, with squadrons of consultants lining up to help willing businesses adopt the latest concept, model, or practice.

Social media is no different. In the past five years, new communications platforms and networks have emerged whose adoption numbers dwarf those of the media that came before them—and the speed at which these platforms and networks emerge can scare the hell out of most marketing and communications departments. As Facebook, YouTube, Twitter, and Foursquare have attracted millions of users and boatloads of media attention, companies still struggling to adjust or react to the emergence of blogs now feel even more overwhelmed by the speed, size, and magnitude of the changes wrought by social media. It’s downright scary to many of us—especially when we realize that customers now expect us to be not only present within the social Web but also aware, responsive, and engaged.

The sense of imminent change, the reality of consumers taking control of branding and reputation, and the fear of being seen as behind the times have made “social media strategy” one of the hottest specialties in marketing and communications. And predictably, social media “experts” have popped up like mushrooms on a forest floor. Hundreds of agencies and consultants knock at the doors of companies and organizations around the world, proposing programs and emphasizing the urgency of developing a solid social media strategy.

Now, it should be said that there are a lot of very smart social media consultants out there. I’m a fan of Geoff Livingston, Valeria Maltoni, Jeremiah Owyang, David Meerman Scott, Mitch Joel, Olivier Blanchard, Shel Holtz, Jason Falls, Amber Naslund, and Chris Brogan, among others, and consider many of them friends. I read their blogs often, and I’ve learned from them.

But telling a company from the outside what it should do is one thing; actually making it happen from the inside is quite another.

Over the past seven years, I’ve had the good fortune to lead social media efforts at General Motors and IBM. At IBM, we built a company-wide blogging and podcasting effort that came to include more than 3,000 employees by the time I left—at a time when Facebook was only for college students, when Twitter didn’t exist, and when most of the media and big businesses stereotyped the average blogger as “a guy sitting in his living room in his pajamas writing.”1 At General Motors, I not only had the chance to build the company’s social media program from the ground up but also led GM’s presence in social networks through its tumultuous decline into, and eventually its successful emergence from, Chapter 11 bankruptcy. At both companies, the programs I led won industry awards and earned positive recognition from the PR, marketing, and business media as being among the best in business use of social media.

I know from that experience and from talking to friends and social media counterparts at other big companies that there can be a lot of frustration when social media “experts” talk about transparency and engagement without realizing some of the barriers a corporate client might face. There’s some exasperation out there about how frequently we’re pitched with social media strategies by people who don’t recognize the real costs of executing them or what a client may face when trying to win support for them within the company. If you’re in a position of trying to manage or build a social program at a big organization, this may sound familiar.

Unfortunately, the broad changes in both tactics and mindset necessary for social Web success are often crippled by institutional and cultural resistance. Legal compliance, policy changes, HR buy-in, and the traditionally contentious relationship between marketing and PR are all obstacles that must be overcome. And if you haven’t been inside a company or organization—if you don’t know corporate culture and bureaucracy, or have no experience navigating internal minefields—then you don’t know how to make social media work inside a company. It doesn’t matter how many Twitter followers you have, how many people read your blog, or how sound your ideas are.

Why This Book

There are two things I want to say to you if you have this book in your hands right now. The first is a simple “Thank you.” I’m a big believer in expressing gratitude, and I don’t think people hear it enough.

The second thing I want you to know is that I’m assuming that I know something about you, about why this book interested you among all the others that are out there regarding social media. (Or the “social Web.” Or the “real-time Web.” Or, God forbid, “Web 2.0.” There are as many names for this stuff as there are for carbonated sugar beverages.)

• You work in communications or marketing leadership for a large organization—maybe even a Fortune 500 company—and want to ramp up your organization’s social media presence and programs.

• You work in communications or marketing at one of these large organizations but in the rank and file; you’re one of the doers as well as one of the thinkers, and your leadership has started putting some pressure on you to develop a social media strategy for your company.

• You’re considering a job offer from a big organization to lead the development of its social media program or are about to be given that responsibility. You might know social media very well or be only vaguely familiar with anything beyond Facebook—but either way, you’re trying to figure out how you’re going to build this ark for your organization.

• You’re with a PR or marketing agency with big corporate or organizational clients. Maybe your agency has proposed social media campaigns for your client, only to have them rejected or resisted. Maybe your client is asking for big social media ideas. Or maybe you’re just reading the tea leaves and realizing that you’re going to need to start including social media ideas in your pitches. Whatever the case, you’re wondering what pitches your client may like or accept, why ideas that you think are surefire winners don’t seem to go anywhere with the client or die somewhere inside the client’s walls, and what you need to build into your pitches that will get you closer to winning client buy-in.

If you’re one of the people I just mentioned, the realities of your social media existence are different from the realities faced by an individual practitioner or consultant. For you, winning at social media isn’t just about being first to adopt the next big thing, or coming up with a killer idea, or even being transparent and human. Doing your job well means playing the Game of Internal Politics well enough to enable you to take advantage of those great lightbulb-over-your-head moments or the really creative ideas that some expert, consultant, or agency brings to you. For you, winning means playing the corporate game, gaining the right internal converts at the right time, and building the right infrastructure inside the organization. Your job requires that you recognize that demands and expectations of big companies—and even laws governing their behavior—are different from those for individuals or small shops.

My hope for this book is to help you navigate those demands and expectations—to help you understand the mechanics of corporate social media and help you develop a strategy that works for all the stakeholders present in a bigger organization. The experience I’ve had at two Fortune 20 companies can work for you and help you put the pieces in place for success before you start building. I’ve learned quite a bit in the past seven years, much of it through trial and error, about how to personally represent a big brand in the social Web; those lessons are here, too. What you’ll find in these pages isn’t theory or outside analysis or utopian proclamations of what should be; it’s the counsel of someone who’s been there—more than once—and who’s succeeded in the job you’re probably faced with if you’re reading this book.

I’m not going to spell out some magical genius foolproof formula for how to build a legendary social media campaign. Every campaign and every company is different. You could no more copy a social media strategy template from the automotive industry and apply it verbatim to your industry than you could take the formula for successfully launching a new car model and apply it to launching a new flavor of potato chips. There is no exact recipe for social media success any more than there is a one-size-fits-all formula for success with traditional marketing programs. In the immortal words of Westley from The Princess Bride, “Anyone who says differently is selling something.”

In this new media environment, a new social network, platform, or technology seems to emerge pretty much every month. What seems like the most innovative strategy one day quickly becomes standard practice. Having a brand presence on Twitter in 2008 made you a leader; by 2009 if you didn’t have one, you were behind the curve. Using QR codes in 2010 was innovative; in 2011 everyone’s done them, and proudly boasting of your cutting-edge new campaign with QR codes will get you yawned at, laughed at, or both for the claim. If you want to lead in social media, you’ve got to get comfortable with constantly evolving your tactics and never having an “in stone” strategy or playbook.

But there are some general principles and steps you can take to increase your odds of success. I’ve been fortunate to get to know many of the people who’ve built leading social media programs at other companies—Richard Binhammer and Manish Mehta at Dell, Zena Weist at H&R Block, Ekaterina Walter at Intel, Scott Monty at Ford, Paula Berg (who built Southwest Airlines’ program), Michael Donnelly at Coca-Cola, and many others. Many of us talk to each other at conferences, via e-mail, or on Face-book, sharing the experiences, challenges, and rewards of leading a brand’s social presence—and a pattern has emerged from these collective experiences.

Lucky Seven: The Seven Elements to a Winning Social Media Program

A few years ago, when the first companies began to experiment in social media, there wasn’t a template or blueprint for putting together a winning presence in the social Web. People like Frank Eliason, then at Comcast, were able by virtue of their mere participation in conversations and networks to establish their company’s reputation as a social media leader—and their stories gave rise to the legend of the lone visionary, pounding away at his keyboard, posting comments on blogs, engaging with people on Twitter, joining discussion threads on Facebook, and single-handedly pushing his company into the twenty-first century of communications and marketing.

I’m not sure that the mythology of the lone visionary was ever entirely accurate, but if it was, that time has most certainly passed. The social Web has matured too far and grown too big—and companies’ presence alone is no longer enough of a surprise to win favor.

Organizational social media programs are no longer an experiment; they are a facet of every company’s go-to-market strategy. And for something that’s now as basic as media buys or a PR strategy, you can’t make it up on the fly. You’ve got to cover all the bases, get organized, and be strategic about how you build the capability inside your organization.

It’s been my experience that there are seven elements to a winning corporate or organizational social media program—elements vital to the development of a long-term, strategic initiative capable of not just a winning campaign but also sustained success over time:

• An executive champion inside the organization who, while perhaps not directly involved in executing social media programs, fully endorses the organization’s involvement in it and provides internal support for the program and its leader

• Understanding and consensus within the company as to which part of the organization (i.e., communications, marketing, Web development, etc.) will “own” social media and set the strategic direction for the company’s social media program

• A strong social media evangelist who leads the strategic and day-to-day execution of a company’s social media initiatives and who not only is a social media expert but also has the power and resources to develop and execute programs as well as build the overall strategy

• A well-articulated set of metrics that define a company’s expectations and objectives for its social media program and what success looks like as well as tangible measurements to track its progress and effectiveness

• A smooth partnership between the organization’s social media team and its legal department, a working relationship in which neither side sees the other as “the enemy” but rather one in which both work together on social media programs and meeting their objectives

• A well-articulated social media policy that is widely communicated to the organization’s employees and may even be made available to consumers and observers

• A comprehensive education program that trains the organization’s employees not just on the social media policy but also on the technologies and platforms of the social Web, on how to handle specific kinds of situations in social networks, and on the expectations that both audiences and the company have of them within those networks

In the next few chapters, I’m going to explore each of these in detail.

Every program is different, and much of your success depends on factors unique to your organization: the product you’re trying to sell, the brand you’re building awareness for, and the personalities of the people you have executing your program. But while there are many variables to social media success, these seven elements are the constants, the ones that underpin the most successful programs I’ve observed. Incorporate all of them, and you’ve got all the right ingredients in place for a successful social media program. Miss or underperform on any of them, and your program is flawed and wounded from the outset, either preventing it from living up to its fullest potential in a best-case scenario or setting you up for significant failure in a worst-case scenario.

In Chapters 10 through 13, I’ll identify some things you need to know—guidelines that should underlie every campaign or effort you undertake: how to work effectively with bloggers, how to drive social media success even if you don’t have a huge budget, and what to do when things go wrong. These are just as important to success as building the right infrastructure inside your organization.

Take the process of cooking a gourmet meal. You can be really gifted in the kitchen, but if you don’t have the right ingredients, you’re not going to be able to make beef Wellington. Likewise, if you don’t know sugar from salt, then having all the right ingredients won’t help you. You also have to understand the basic principles of cooking—which seasonings and spices work well together, which flavors amuse the palate and which will clash, and what to cook in which order to get the meal just right.

Your social media initiative is very much the same. In order to succeed, you’ll need both the right elements and enough gut sense to make a lot of things up on the fly. What we’re doing in this book is preparing you for your social media gourmet meal. The seven elements are your basic ingredients; without them, you won’t be cooking the dish you want. The guidelines are your principles; understanding them will help you improvise, create signature flavors for your program, and cope with disaster should it arise.

To keep with the cooking analogy, you need to be able to experiment confidently—but more important, you also need to be OK with having some of those experiments ending up tasting awful. It’s the only way you learn. It’s the only way I’ve learned. When I was leading social initiatives at IBM and General Motors, I didn’t have that confidence or knowledge going in to building the programs I’ve worked on. In fact, more than a few of the recommendations I’m including in this book are things we didn’t do at GM when I had the chance to build a program from the ground up. That’s how I learned that they’re things you should do!

Social media is not even a decade old. We’re all still learning and adding to the canon. No one, not even those of us who’ve been doing this for a few years, can claim to have it “nailed” so well that we can’t still learn to be even more effective.

But for now, every journey of a thousand miles begins with just a few steps. So it’s into the conference room we go—because your bosses are waiting, your customers are waiting, and you have miles to go before you sleep.


CHAPTER 1
THE LAY OF THE LAND

The world of social media and Internet communities has been called “the Wild West” so often by so many observers (usually those who aren’t directly involved in social media, by the way) that it’s become an accepted truth. While I don’t think the analogy is 100 percent on target, it’s used widely enough that I’ll stick with it, drawing a few parallels to make a point.

The most important asset for survival in an Old West town was knowing the lay of the land. A sheriff in the Wild West—at least the one of popular imagination—had to know every foot of his county, know the country like the back of his hand, and understand the unwritten rules of a society that allegedly had no rules. If he did, he was able to keep some order. Maybe he didn’t control everything, but at least there was a sense that the law was upheld and that the good people of the town didn’t have to live in fear of outlaw gangs.

The analogy pretty much holds true in the modern “Wild West” of social media: if you have a lay of the land and understand its nooks, crannies, and unwritten rules, you can master some elements of this “Wild West” and maintain some semblance of order.

So before we do anything else, let’s go through the lay of the social media land, as it were. In this chapter, we’ll get an understanding of this new environment and the basic rules of survival within it. Once you’ve got that down, we’ll move on to what you need to build a successful social media program.

Social Media Is About People, Not Technology

It can often seem as if the world of social media exists because of the development of inexpensive (or free) and simple publishing tools, like WordPress, or the emergence of Facebook or Twitter. The social media “gurusphere” and big businesses and brands often develop a fascination with the latest bright and shiny object—be it location-based services like Foursquare or Gowalla, influence measurement tools like Klout, or emerging community networks like Quora or Google+—and rush to identify their “strategy” for utilizing each tool. The problem with over-focusing on the technologies and platforms is that it misses the point. The phenomenon most people think of as “social media” is merely enabled by technology, not created by it.

“Social media” is an environment in which the barriers to publication have crumbled, making anyone with an Internet connection a potential publisher and trusted source of information. Whether about events or products, it’s an environment where traditional sources of information, such as the “traditional media,” the government, or a company or organization, are less trusted or viewed with skepticism or cynicism. It sometimes baffles some of my longtime PR colleagues that anyone in an audience might consider “Joe Blogger” to be as credible a source of news as a major publication or as credible a source of company information as the company itself. But in many cases, that’s where we are. Decrying it or arguing that it shouldn’t be does not make the environment any less open.

In the social media environment, real connections with real people are not only possible but also in many cases more greatly valued than the official voice of a company. Organizational voices (e.g., “Acme Company announced today that …”) are less trusted and less important, and the voices of real people—even those representing a brand—carry much more weight. In this environment, audiences are looking to connect with a person, not a logo. What you say is still important, but who says it is at least equally important, that is, a brand’s message is only as credible in these environments as the people from the brand who communicate it. The “social” is always more important than the “media” and always will be. Facebook and Twitter and blogs and podcasts and YouTube may empower these dynamics, but they don’t cause them. If you build a social media program thinking that you simply need to shift your attention to these new media without shifting your tactics or approaches, you’re going to fail. Few people want to be marketed to in these channels, at least in the traditional sense. They’re looking to interact—with real people who just happen to work for that brand—and they want to be listened to. When someone goes onto Twitter or a brand’s Facebook page or blog, she doesn’t just want whatever information the brand wants to push today; she can get that from traditional sources. She wants her questions answered, she wants her complaints or comments addressed, and she wants to know that her voice has been heard by the brand. That two-way dynamic is the most important aspect of social media, and if you’ve not grasped that, then it won’t matter which platforms you’re on or how quickly you got there. Audiences reward brands and organizations that join social networks or platforms to talk with people and increasingly ignore those that are there only to talk at them.

For Businesses Using Social Media, Social Media Is Still a Business Tool

Businesses and organizations can’t use the tools in the same way that individual users do—and the social media community must understand this. Organizational social media is done with purpose, for a purpose.

The individual connections and relationships made within social networks on behalf of organizations and brands don’t happen because the brands want to appear more approachable or more human. Those are nice side effects. But make no mistake: as unromantic as it sounds, businesses and organizations get into social media because they want customers (or potential customers) to eventually buy their products, feel better about having purchased their products, and have problems with their products resolved more efficiently, and they want to get insight on what might make a customer more likely to buy those products in the future. “The conversation” and “engagement” are just means to that end. Nonprofits should have similar goals: involvement in social media is a means to spread information and raise awareness about their cause, increase membership, drive a certain action from members, or raise money.

Before you start your social media program, you must know what your organization is looking to achieve or accomplish. Like any other business initiative, your social media program should have identifiable goals and objectives. Build those goals and objectives rather than just engaging in undirected “social media activity.”

It’s easy to get caught up in the “Kumbaya” talk about “the conversation” and the idea of relationships. But in a business context, those conversations and relationships are meant to lead somewhere. Richard Binhammer, who’s one of the main architects of Dell’s success in social media, puts it this way: “No company can afford not to be very close to its customers; social media is a viable, valuable tool within your arsenal for this whether you’re talking B2B or B2C.”1

While the conversational and sometimes uncontrolled nature of these media may seem unfamiliar or even frivolous, there is often real business value to even the most casual of interactions. Even a seemingly trivial conversation on Twitter or an occasional blog post that seems to have nothing to do with brand positioning or messaging can be a step in the direction that eventually yields the bottom-line results that the organization is looking for.

Social Media Does Not Change Your Business, Nor Is It a Panacea for All That Ails You

Social media is a fantastic tool for building relationships with audiences and customers, improving customer service, raising awareness of a product or service, and sometimes even helping to sell that product or service. But it is not a set of magic beans that turn chicken poop into chicken salad. If your product is not satisfactory to customers, the best social media program in the world is not going to disguise that reality.

In fact, social media can serve to amplify flaws in your product. If your customer service processes limit what your agents are able to do for customers, then putting a handful or even all of your customer service team on Facebook and Twitter isn’t going to improve your customer service ratings. In fact, it will just give your customers one more access point to lousy customer service that frustrates them and makes them feel uncared for.

Social media also is not an elixir that magically changes your company’s culture overnight. The existence of hammers and nails doesn’t mean that the non-mechanically inclined (like me!) go out and start building things; if it’s not something that’s in you, the existence of a tool doesn’t suddenly infuse you with it. If your culture isn’t disposed toward open conversation and genuinely hearing your customers or the audiences you’re targeting, Facebook and Twitter don’t suddenly turn you into Zappos; social media tools are as useless to you as a hammer is to a horse. As Richard Binhammer from Dell puts it, “If you don’t have a culture that wants to listen with big ears, social media won’t change that.”2

My first experience with social media in a big organization was at IBM in the mid-2000s. We got a lot of credit—I think deservedly so—for the enthusiasm with which IBM embraced the emergence of blogs and empowered its employees to get involved in blogging. But it didn’t happen in a vacuum. Mike Wing, IBM’s vice president of strategic and executive communications, is quick to point out that IBM’s enthusiasm for the openness of blogging was consistent with a longer-term evolution of its culture. From the emergence of an employee-driven and employee-written intranet to the “jams” (targeted, focused brainstorming sessions that welcomed all ideas and criticism) IBM conducted in the years before blogging took off, Mike recalls, IBM was on a gradual progression toward a culture of open dialogue and employee empowerment. “The extent to which social media is embraced depends on what the organization is ready for,” he says.3 It wasn’t that social media changed IBM’s culture and was a revolutionary step; IBM’s culture made the adoption of social media—and the initiatives that resulted that won us so much acclaim—that much easier and likely to succeed.

Mike also points out that technologies and platforms are rarely so complicated that they can’t be adopted by a big organization. Instead, it is not complexity but management’s attitude that is the key, he says; according to Mike, the most important social media platform is the level of management’s comfort with and trust in its employees.4 In other words, if your organization’s leadership is uncomfortable with the idea of giving up some control to audiences external and internal, social media is going to have a rough time gaining traction there. If, on the other hand, your management and culture are open to change and the input of employees and customers, social media is merely an extension of that approach and won’t be entirely disruptive.

Because of some of the hype that surrounds social media, a set of perhaps unrealistic expectations for what it can do for an organization has developed. It can amplify your marketing and communications programs and deepen customer relationships. But it cannot make you something you’re not, and it won’t make you what your culture doesn’t allow it to be. A great social media program should—and will—feel like a natural extension of a great company. If your company’s culture is stiff and controlled and your products aren’t all that great, then your social media program will likely feel stiff, controlling, and false, and your program just won’t be all that successful. You’re best advised to go about fixing your culture before worrying about launching a social media program.

You Don’t Have Control Anymore—Get Used to It

The idea of letting an audience dictate the direction or topic of a conversation is scary enough to make some companies wonder whether they really want to get fully involved in social media. Twitter, with its rapid-fire, real-time pace, open nature, and seeming randomness of trending topics, can seem like an uncontrolled free-for-all to a nervous executive unused to public criticism. The idea of allowing user-generated content on a company’s Facebook page or website often draws warnings from multiple corners in an organization. As a PR rep for a major national brand has told me, “Our execs know that the critics are out there on the Web; they just don’t think we should provide them a platform to bash us.” My friend’s company is not alone. From legal concerns about an organization’s liability for what a customer might leave on the company website to concerns about impact on the brand if disparaging comments appear on a page designed to get customers to want to buy, this desire to assert control over conversations about the brand is pervasive enough to be familiar to most social media evangelists within corporate settings.

In social media, the audience directs the conversation, and everyday customers are often thought of as equally reliable as or even more reliable than a brand when it comes to information about that brand. When a company tries to reassert control over a conversation happening online, its efforts are often met with scorn, anger, or charges that it “just doesn’t get it.”

So why would any executive in her right mind want her brand to engage in social media? Why get involved if you can’t control the content or conversations that are taking place about your product? Because you already lost control a long time ago—of conversations about your brand, the way your messages are received, and the way your brand is perceived. The ability of anyone and everyone to air an opinion—not to mention the larger breakdown of authority and trust in Western society, especially in America—means that audiences long ago stopped taking your word for how good your product is, what your brand stands for, or whether your news is truly relevant.

They also stopped putting as much stock as you do in what the traditional media has to say about you or your products. Have you checked a trust survey recently? About the only entities that finish below “corporate America” are politicians and the media. We in marketing and communications invest so much effort into influencing traditional media that we sometimes forget that the audience doesn’t put as much stock in these media as we do.

The fact of the matter is, people have been talking about us like this and mistrusting us and counteracting our messaging for a long time now; the social Web just amplified this and made it easier for them to share their perceptions. But marketers are kidding themselves if they think they can go back to the days when they were the most trusted source of information about their own brands or organizations or the days when having relationships with a few reporters at a handful of key outlets meant that they could control how a brand was represented and perceived by the public. Those days are long gone; get over it.

The good news is that while you can’t control online conversations, you can influence them. The more you’re involved, the more relationships you build, the more questions you’ve answered candidly, and the more times you’ve stood there and taken criticism, the more audiences are going to see you as an equal and valued partner in their community, and the more they’ll give you the benefit of the doubt or be willing to hear your position or side on things. Plus, your responses end up showing up in searches on the topic; if you’re not out there to counter unfair or inaccurate statements about your brand, the only thing Google or Bing will turn up is your critics. There’s a saying that you shouldn’t let perfect be the enemy of good; in social media, you shouldn’t let control be the enemy of influence. Avoiding a social media presence unless or until you can control it is self-delusional and also misses a tremendous opportunity to actually influence people in the directions you want them to go.

Your Organization Is Now a Media Outlet

With all the fuss and fascination about the emergence of bloggers as influencers or the launch of some new tool, channel, or platform that’s attracting lots of users, it’s sometimes easy to focus so much on who’s influential in which platform or whose blog we want to be mentioned in that we can overlook one of the most fundamental benefits of the social Web to big business: the ability to develop and publish content just like everyone else.

The fact is that these tools really do provide big brands the same opportunities as individuals to publish content and opinion inexpensively. It used to be that in order to get a big publicity hit, an organization’s media relations team would have to pitch the idea to big publications and hope something would click. After the Net emerged, media relations started aiming to land placements on popular websites for their content. But whether the clip appeared in print, on television, or on the Web, an organization had to rely on the outlet’s or reporter’s interpretation of its news, announcement, or messages.

Today, a company no longer has to rely on anyone else’s interpretation; if you develop creative and interesting content that draws an audience, you’re communicating directly to that audience—no reporter’s biases or time and space limitations involved. Instead of trying to get clicks on someone else’s website, a company is competing with those sites for clicks. You want audiences to click on your content rather than content generated by “the media,” a blogger, or anyone else. Instead of clicking on a video developed by USA Today and placed on its site, audiences can watch videos produced by you. Instead of reading the Wall Street Journal’s take on your latest announcement, your audience can read your blog posts. The trick here, of course, is creating content that is compelling enough to steal clicks from traditional media. Far too often, brands forget that their “messages” in and of themselves aren’t always compelling to someone who doesn’t work there.

Think of a company that’s not in your industry and doesn’t compete with you—one in which you have no professional interest, that you only relate to as a consumer. Would you watch a three-minute video about its new environmentally friendly packaging or its “version 3.1.1” slight upgrade of its flagship product? Would you care if you got an e-mail asking you to like its Facebook page so you could get “exclusive” access to its newest commercial? Would you forward it to your friends or post it on your Facebook page? Now think about the kind of content you do share. Which videos do you post on friends’ Facebook pages? What makes a story, post, or podcast worthy enough for you to send the link to your friends? When you’re developing content you hope will spread through social networks and across the Web, put yourself in the audience’s shoes. Give them reasons to choose your content over other sources—whether by entertaining them or giving them access to information they really can’t get anywhere else—and don’t assume that the audience will be interested just because you want them to be.

Even though you’re trying to win clicks to your content, these clicks don’t always have to happen on your site. When an organization invests significant resources in creating “microsites,” “online content hubs,” or something along those lines, it’s overlooking one of the most powerful aspects of social media: if you create great content, the social Web will do the work for you. Rather than spend a lot of money trying to draw people to your site, why not focus those resources on building content others will want to share and building up a network to syndicate that content to? It’s incredibly easy to make your video content shareable—often, with a simple click of a button or by copying a single line of code, other bloggers and online media can copy or share your content and post it on their sites or pages.

But whether audiences are visiting your website, blog, You-Tube channel, or Facebook page or seeing your content for the first time on a site unrelated to you, the point is that the tools of the social Web make your organization a content publisher—a media outlet—as much as anyone else. That’s an opportunity you cannot afford to miss out on.

Social Media Are Two-Way Tools

It’s easy to start thinking about competing with the media for how your story gets told and to start salivating while thinking of those 800 million consumers on Facebook or the nearly 200 million on Twitter just waiting to hear your messages and forget a very important point: all those people aren’t just there to have your message thrust at them. They’re there to interact with each other—and they expect that you know the etiquette, too. If you expect them to pay attention to you, they expect you to interact with them as well. This is a point frequently missed by people new to social media or who see social networks as mass collections of “eyeballs” to be marketed at. But if you only use the promotion/production side of social media, you’ve not fully grasped the point of its appeal. When you were a little kid, did you ever have walkie-talkies? How much fun was it if you were the only one playing? Sure, you could press the button, and in theory, someone might be able to hear what you had to say, but the game only got fun when someone else talked back to you.

Whether on Facebook, Twitter, YouTube, blog communities, or some other aspect of the social Web, people are there for the interactive nature of what they find. They want to converse back and forth on Twitter, make comments on Facebook pages and blogs, be acknowledged and responded to, get into healthy (or pointless) debates with one another, and create video responses to one another on YouTube. Audience interaction and response is at the core of the social Web. If your organization is going to be involved, your audience expects that you won’t just be pushing messages—you’ll be listening, too.

I’m not the only one to offer you this counsel; many of the successful corporate social media leaders interviewed for this book mention “listening” as the most important element in their success. Richard Binhammer, offering counsel to anyone starting from scratch in building a social media program, says, “Start by listening first; figure out what your audience is doing and what they want. You have to understand your opportunity first.”5 David Puner, who built the Dunkin’ Donuts social presence, adds that “social media isn’t about having Facebook; it’s about knowing your audience, your brand, and what fits. Listening is paramount to everything.”6 Zena Weist at H&R Block says that the most important element to a social media program is “to make sure as you build your program the customer/prospect knows you listened, are listening, and are incorporating their input.”7 Richard also points out that “fundamentally, marketers are about understanding the customer—so it’s up to us to understand, not fight, customer expectations and needs within social networks. It’s not just about messaging!”8 I’m quite sure that if I had talked to another dozen prominent or recognized corporate social media practitioners, at least 11 of them would have mentioned the importance of listening to success.

Listening takes many forms. Sometimes it’s responding to customer complaints about your product online; sometimes it’s answering questions someone poses about your brand—or even just general questions about products that your brand happens to make. (While I was at GM, for example, if a blogger happened to ask about buying a new car, I might try to respond not by pushing Chevrolet but by asking what he was looking for most, how much he wanted to spend, etc.) Sometimes, it’s simply letting a blogger know that you read and liked her post, even if it had nothing to do with your product or brand. Whatever form listening takes, it’s the most critical aspect of your social activity—because listening and interacting earn you credibility. We just talked about the importance of building up a network of people who are willing to share or spread your content. People are much more willing to do so once they’ve engaged in a few conversations with your brand representatives online and gotten to know you and feel a greater affinity for your brand. That doesn’t happen because of your “message”; rather, it happens because you interact and listen. Just like in real life, listening to someone else makes him far more willing to listen to you; failing to do so makes him far more likely to tune you out.

Listening to and interacting with social media audiences is not a waste of time, a “necessary evil,” or a distraction from your true message; it’s a vital and indispensable part of your strategy. And that’s something that, culturally, your organization must accept and embrace before embarking on a social media program—not just in letter but also in spirit. If the organization is simply going through the motions or pretending to be open to feedback when in reality it is not, the audience is going to sniff that out pretty quickly. You can’t hide your true nature for very long online.

If your social media program or the people behind it focus too much on your message and emphasize content development or “editorial calendars” for social networks at the expense of genuine, honest, and unstructured interaction and listening, you’re still looking at social channels as one-way tools instead of taking advantage of the inherent and unique characteristics of the medium. There’s a difference between digital and social: digital is only one way—and if you’re not interacting with and actually listening to your audience, then you’re not doing social media, only digital.

It’s About Transparency, Not “Authenticity”

Some “social media rock stars” will tell you that success in social media requires authenticity and transparency. I’d argue no one can prescribe “authenticity”—what might be authentically within my personality might seem forced from you, or vice versa. But transparency isn’t nearly as subjective. You can’t start a fake blog pretending to be a customer who just loves your product, and your employees can’t participate in conversations on others’ blogs to talk about your brand or your products without disclosing their connection to the company. “Nondisclosure is slimy,” says H&R Block’s Zena Weist. “It still is happening a lot. I call it out whenever I can. All brands need to call out nondisclosure when they see it.”9

Transparency is not only a smart strategy. It’s mandatory. If you’re not 100 percent committed to transparency in your social media efforts, you’ll experience consequences not only with your online audience but also with the FTC. In October 2009, the Federal Trade Commission issued its first guidelines around how brands interact with social media influencers and bloggers—or more accurately, the kinds of disclosures that must take place whenever a blogger writes an endorsement or voices support for your product or brand.10

While these guidelines continue to evolve and there are still questions as to how they’ll be enforced, the bottom line is clear: the FTC is watching. Brands and bloggers alike need to be aware not only of the guidelines but also of the sentiment supporting them. The appetite is there to ensure full disclosure of relationships between bloggers and brands, as well as of any exchange of perceived value (free product, access to an event, etc.), and to enforce transparency by brands in the social Web.

It’s a simple thing, really: be who you say you are, make sure that anyone who’s received anything from you discloses the relationship, and don’t try to “pull one over” on anyone in the social Web.

Big Brands Can Innovate and Be Creative in Social Media

There’s a stereotype of big companies or organizations as colossi, stodgy in nature and too weighted by their bureaucracies and procedures to move quickly or innovate. This stereotype isn’t unique to social media—it’s generally shared across multiple industries and is embraced and even promoted by some entrepreneurs who argue that “start-up culture” is superior to that of big organizations and more conducive to innovation—but it certainly has adherents in the social media world. I’ve heard some social media consultants claim that they would never want to work with a big client, suggesting that organizational hubris and inertia would prevent the client from adopting anything truly groundbreaking or game-changing. Any example of a big organization’s failure or struggles in social media is often treated as emblematic.

It’s a silly argument. For starters, it ignores the fact that many of the most notable success stories in social media—Dell, Southwest Airlines, ComcastCares, Dunkin’ Donuts, H&R Block, IBM, Graco, Best Buy, Disney, Coca-Cola, Pepsi, Starbucks, Chevrolet’s SXSW program, and the Ford Fiesta Movement, among others—were generated by large organizations. But it’s also neglectful of the fact that big organizations carry a lot of inherent advantages—name recognition, usually some financial resources, a marketing and PR team to help raise awareness, and larger groups of advocates or fans within an online community—that contribute to social media success.

Yes, bigger organizations have bigger bureaucracies. Yes, there can be organizational inertia or fear of risk. But entrepreneurs, start-ups, and small organizations have their own sets of challenges to overcome, from finding the money to carry off a good social media campaign to making sure enough people are paying attention. The truth is, when it comes to social media savvy or success, size doesn’t matter. Big brands come up with great campaigns; small brands and individuals come up with great uses for social tools. Success comes from creativity, and creativity isn’t inherently present in small organizations and missing from big ones. So don’t worry about whether “the audience” thinks you should be out there as a bigger brand or organization. If you develop great content, invest time interacting in the communities you hope to influence, indulge your more creative instincts, and remain transparent (there’s that word again!), your audience will come to respect and appreciate what you’re doing. They might even forgive you an occasional misstep.

Now that we’ve established some of the basic ground rules and gotten the lay of the social media landscape, here’s hoping that you not only are still convinced that you should be getting involved in social media but also feel that you have a little better sense of the environment you’re about to experience. We’ll move on now to the elements you’ll need in place internally before you actually launch your public program.


CHAPTER 2
THE EXECUTIVE CHAMPION

Success in social media requires the collective effort of lots of people within an organization. Marketing, communications and PR, customer service, product-line managers, product development people, and business leadership all have roles to play in making a corporation’s program take shape and execute smoothly and successfully. But of all the players and roles, two are most critical to an organization’s success.

The first is the social media evangelist—the person actually tasked with building the strategy and program and representing the brand in social networks. Most of the public focus and attention falls to this person, the social media expert who is the online public face of the company. We’ll discuss that person more in Chapter 4.

To demonstrate the nature and importance of the second person, let’s use an example from one of the most beloved films of the past quarter century. Bull Durham is considered by many baseball fans (including me) to be the best baseball movie ever made. Viewers are treated to a bus ride through the peculiarities and culture of minor-league baseball while following the developing relationship between worldly-wise, grizzled veteran catcher Crash Davis and his high-potential pitcher, Ebby Calvin “Nuke” LaLoosh, who, despite his golden arm, is arrogant, eccentric, and naive. Over the course of the minor-league season, the Davis-LaLoosh relationship becomes one of sports movies’ most recognized and beloved mentor-mentee stories.

But if you know the movie, you know that none of it would have happened without manager Joe Riggins—who brings Davis to the team in the first place to make sure the young pitcher succeeds. While Davis focuses on making the kid as good as he can be, Riggins keeps his attention on the eventual success of the whole team on the field, at the same time being there for Davis when his support is needed. He knows enough to let Davis alone and to do the job he is there to do: make the team successful while empowering Davis to succeed in his role.

When it comes to implementing social media within a large organization, every Crash Davis needs a Joe Riggins—someone in leadership who makes the whole team successful while empowering the social media evangelist to do her specific job of bringing the organization along and maturing its social initiatives. Call this leadership role the executive champion of social media. This can be a different person in different organizations. Frequently the head of communications or PR plays this role, sometimes it’s one of the senior people in marketing, and sometimes it’s even someone forward thinking in business leadership. The executive champion isn’t directly involved in developing strategy or executing social media initiatives or campaigns—but he is just as important as the evangelist in building a winning social program. The executive champion clears the path inside the organization to give social media a chance and a foothold in the first place.

This is the most critical element for social media success at any company. A strong executive champion can help make even a lesser evangelist successful. Absent such leadership (or if the executive champion is weak or only halfheartedly supports social media), even the best social media evangelist will find it difficult to truly drive adoption across the company and get full buy-in for the company’s social media efforts.

David Puner, who, as the architect of Dunkin’ Donuts’ social presence, rose to online prominence as “Dunkin’ Dave,” puts it this way: “Unless you’ve got somebody way up there supporting social—somebody senior taking the leap of faith and saying ‘let’s go for it, let’s do it’—it’s hard to have a program backed with enough resources or support.”1 Zena Weist, who has led H&R Block’s social media program since January 2010, is equally blunt. “You need a leader to make social media a priority within the organization,” she says. “If it’s not a priority, it will not get resources, and without resources, you will not have cachet to get your social media foundation built.”2

Characteristics of the Executive Champion

First and foremost, it’s not necessary to fully understand or “get” social media or be immersed in social networks for an executive champion to be effective in his role. I’ve been fortunate enough to work with two great ones during my corporate career, Jon Iwata at IBM and Steve Harris at General Motors. Neither man is extensively active in social networks, and unless you work in the communications field or at IBM or GM, you may not even know who they are. But neither IBM nor GM would have as extensive or well reputed a social media program without them.

The executive champion isn’t the person at the organization who handles the Twitter conversations, updates the Facebook page, appears at tweetups, or decides which social media events to sponsor or attend. But he does have at least a grasp of the importance of social media and a commitment to it. When Jon asked me to be IBM’s blogger-in-chief in early 2005, he was forthright about what he expected. “There will be a business application for blogs,” he told me, “and we want you to help us find out what that is and make IBM a leader in blogging for business.” (This was well before Twitter, before Facebook opened to noncollegiate audiences, before even MySpace exploded; at that time, “social media” largely consisted of blogs and podcasts.) When I was considering going to GM, Steve Harris won me over during our interview by telling me that what he wanted more than anything else from me was for me to “scare the hell” out of him on a regular basis—to push the company out of its comfort zones and do the innovative, “we’ve never done this before” kinds of things that would announce GM to be a serious player in social media. Neither Iwata nor Harris was a social media expert—that’s what they were hiring someone for—but both instinctively understood the communications and media landscape well enough to know the importance of building a solid social media presence and program, and both were committed to the premise that their brand would be a leader in the space. They didn’t just want their company to be active in the online social realm; they wanted to be out in front.

Your organization may not have the size or breadth of an IBM or a GM, but you’re going to need someone in leadership who shares Iwata’s or Harris’s vision and commitment to social media. An effective executive champion has to be senior enough in the organization to:

• Hire someone into the position of social media lead (even possibly building a team if the organization is big enough). Both Iwata and Harris were senior vice presidents of communications at their respective companies. Depending on the organization, it might be someone in marketing, communications, or customer service, and it may not be an SVP—but wherever he comes from, the organization needs someone with the authority to make this kind of hire or create this kind of position.

• Establish ownership and authority over the social space. If an executive champion claims that his department will staff up for social media or lead in executing social programs but is not high enough or credible enough within the organization to be granted that leadership, the stage is set for internal clashes later. If multiple departments or leaders claim that social belongs to them, disaster will soon follow. The executive champion has to have the gravitas and clout such that when he says, “My department will lead here,” the rest of the organization recognizes that leadership.

• Mediate disputes with authority. With social media having become as big as it has, large organizations often have multiple departments, sub-brands, or teams wanting to execute a social media program or initiative. Ideally these groups are working together and agree on the right course of action. But when differences of opinion or direction cannot be worked out or when disputes aren’t getting solved at the working level, the executive champion needs both the wisdom to mediate and make a decision and the seniority to have his word stand. If the executive champion hears two possible courses of action or is asked to choose between direction A or direction B and says “we’re going to do A,” all parties in the organization need to recognize that executive’s authority and not go off saying, “Well, Smith said go with A, but we don’t have to listen to that.”

Achieving that kind of authority doesn’t just come with a title or position, however. An executive champion who claims leadership in social media without any demonstrated knowledge or reason for that leadership is not going to be credible. The executive champion also will need to be organizationally adept and agile enough to support his claim to social media leadership and responsibility. The executive champion will need to do the following:

• Sell the social media vision to the highest levels of business leadership. At some point, the C level of the organization will need to at the very least be made aware of the team’s social media plans. After all, if an organization is spending money on something and even making a hire or promotion for someone to lead the organization’s efforts in a space, support from those highest levels is going to be critical. The executive champion needs to sell the C-suite on the importance of the social space in general and why resources allocated to it are being wisely spent.

• Credibly take this vision to the rest of the organization. Social media is at this point big enough and is talked about frequently enough that lots of people in the organization are going to see it as important—and if they think that it’s being done poorly or that it doesn’t fit with the rest of the organization’s communications, marketing, or customer service strategy, they’ll revolt. The executive champion needs to not only have credibly established leadership but also routinely convince his peers of the validity and strength of the program’s direction. A strong executive champion will also listen to ideas and concerns from those peers in order to keep them included in the process and discourage parallel programs.

At Dell, Manish Mehta has played the role of executive champion of social media for four years. While Manish is not the face of Dell online to most people (that role falls most prominently to Richard Binhammer or Lionel Menchaca), he’s been in the middle of the program behind the scenes. “Lionel does so much of the blogging, and he’s one of the ones people know,” says Richard, “but he’s not fighting all the internal battles. That’s Manish.”3 While Mehta was the first person ever to write a post for Direct2Dell (Dell’s blog), he’s not the most public member of Dell’s social team. He just keeps things running smoothly behind the scenes. That’s exactly what Richard, Lionel, and the rest of the Dell team need him to do.

Leadership Style and Needs from the Executive Champion

Once ownership of social media has been established and a budget obtained, what kind of leadership should the executive champion display? While it’s true that the executive champion does not have to be directly involved in social networks, it is important that he not be wholly disinterested either. In order to be effective, the executive champion should at least occasionally be included in or briefed on strategic discussions. He should be updated regularly on how the budget is being spent and how much is left. Measurement and metrics should be shared with the executive champion regularly. After all, how can he champion the cause inside the organization if he’s not being given information that solidifies his position or proves that what’s being done is working?

It’s also important for the executive champion to enforce consistency among social media, marketing, and communications strategies. Imagine that a brand’s social media lead directs his team to execute an online-centered campaign around one of the brand’s products. The event seems like a big success from a social media perspective: participation from the targeted bloggers is high, the event goes smoothly, and there are lots of positive posts about the brand. Perhaps the brand or the event being carried out even becomes a trending topic on Twitter, and the brand’s Facebook page and Twitter account pick up several hundred new followers. Sounds like a win, right? But what if the campaign centers around a specific product and targets “tech-savvy twenty-something young professionals,” while the target market for the product is actually “suburban mothers from upscale families”—and there’s about to be a high-visibility advertising and marketing campaign aimed at reaching that audience? While it wouldn’t invalidate the success the social media campaign achieves, that campaign would certainly have been “off message,” wouldn’t have reached the product’s target audience, and wouldn’t have taken any advantage of the advertising to reinforce the message. Wouldn’t that feel like something of a missed opportunity or an incomplete effort? With that in mind, another very important role for an executive champion is ensuring that social efforts sync with larger communications and marketing strategies for the organization. A social media initiative that isn’t in line with larger branding efforts is not just a missed opportunity. At worst, it can be counterproductive, cause inconsistency, and confuse an audience as to a brand’s message or positioning.

No matter how well informed the social media lead is about an organization’s overall communications and marketing strategy, the executive champion is inevitably going to be privy to more information by virtue of his access to senior leadership. It’s the responsibility of both the evangelist and the executive champion to ensure that what’s happening in social media reflects these larger strategies—and it’s the additional responsibility of the executive champion to ensure that social media tactics are part of greater strategic planning from the outset. In the earlier example (the ad campaign targeted at twentysomething professionals), the role of the executive champion would be twofold. First, as the new ad campaign focused on those upscale moms was being developed, the executive champion should have been reminding everyone in marketing and advertising leadership to keep social media in mind as the program took shape and asking them to work with the social media evangelist in building social media into the program rather than adding it as an afterthought. Second, the executive champion should have been briefing the social media evangelist on the upcoming strategy and campaign and telling the evangelist whom to work with in marketing, advertising, or PR to learn more. At that point, it becomes the evangelist’s job to actually build the social program, but the executive champion has to have made the connections and primed the pump for social media to be part of the larger program.

The Most Important Relationship in Brand Social Media

It’s said so often that it’s become cliché: social media is about relationships. I’d argue that within a big organization, the most important social media relationship of them all is the one between the evangelist and the champion. If these two people aren’t working in sync, the social program will inevitably suffer.

Trust is key. Since the executive champion is most often going to be a communications or marketing leader rather than a social media specialist, he’s unlikely to be familiar enough with the social space to know whether an initiative makes sense. The executive champion will have to trust the social media leader and her team. This is not always a natural trust—smart social tactics often make traditionalists uncomfortable—so it must be worked on as a priority. There should be frequent and two-way conversations between them—with the evangelist taking the time to share activities and to explain why each activity or program makes sense socially and the executive champion making sure that broader company strategy is clearly communicated. This would help ensure that the social media evangelist is aware of upcoming marketing or communications efforts that could be relevant to the work the social team is doing or that the social team should be working to take advantage of. Ideally, the two should have regularly scheduled conversations—informally over coffee, formally in the office, whatever works best for them. Not only will doing this keep information flowing freely and build the necessary trust between the two, but it can also guard against overreaching by either party.

Micromanagement by the champion can result in social initiatives that feel too “corporate” or “marketing-y.” On the other hand, a rogue evangelist not fully integrated with the rest of the organization can be disconnected, inconsistent with the brand’s larger strategy, and blind to opportunities to reinforce the brand’s message or take advantage of traditional marketing efforts already in place.

It’s not fair to expect an executive to champion social efforts across the organization that he has not at least been briefed on; it’s also not fair to expect a social media leader to work in line with the organization’s larger efforts if she’s treated as little more than a community manager and is never made aware of other strategic efforts. The champion and evangelist should communicate regularly, and their relationship has to be a priority for both.

Managing Risks and Insulating Against Failures

All the hype about and emphasis on social networks in the past few years might lead people to believe that there’s a definitive right way and wrong way to do it. In reality, the social media space is still emerging, and the playbook for social media is being written and rewritten as the space evolves.

In this environment, an executive champion will have to be comfortable with ambiguity and taking risks. There are going to be times when “I think so” is the best answer the evangelist will have for the question “Will this program work?” There will be times where something the evangelist thought would work instead fell flat or met resistance. There will be efforts made that will in hindsight have been mistakes and monies spent that everybody involved will wish after the fact to have back. As long as lessons are learned each time, and the same mistakes are not made repeatedly, this is part of the social media marketing process.

The executive champion must also be comfortable taking these risky programs to leadership and perhaps even be willing to report back to leadership occasionally on the lessons learned from failed initiatives. Without that kind of managerial courage from the executive champion, the social leader or team can be isolated, left out on a limb to twist when something doesn’t go as planned. Future initiatives might not get the support necessary to empower the social team to take chances and innovate.

Managing Agency-Company Relationships

As social media continues to generate attention and draw the spotlight, most organizations will experience a barrage of marketing, PR, and social media consultants and agencies approaching various parts of the company and offering to run the organization’s social media initiatives. Many of these are going to be good, solid agencies or consultants with lots of good ideas and experience helping clients achieve both business and social media results. In fact, I’m not aware of a single big brand that’s achieved success in social media that hasn’t worked with at least one agency or consultant—outside thinking and perspective is often a critical element to your effectiveness. The executive champion should work with the evangelist to identify strong potential agency or consultant partners and then help make sure necessary funding and resources are available to bring them aboard.

Unfortunately, some agencies will talk fast and drop a lot of jargon into their presentation hoping to fluster, confuse, frighten, or dazzle brands into thinking that they know the online social world better than the brand does. The social media evangelist should know the difference but will occasionally need support from the executive champion to help hold off a particularly enthusiastic marketing or communications manager who’s been on the receiving end of such a presentation and is pushing to sign on with them. (The champion’s moderation may be needed because the evangelist might be seen simply as “protecting her turf” when arguing against such a proposal. Having a leader back the evangelist at times like these can help avoid contracts with agencies that prove to be costly mistakes.)

Money Talks

Finally, the executive champion is going to be in the best position to provide budget for the social media program or be able to credibly and effectively go “tin-cupping” through the rest of the organization to acquire that budget—and the odds are, at least at first, the executive champion will need to do this. Perhaps the biggest myth around social media, at least from an organizational standpoint, is that social media is free. Let’s disabuse everyone of that notion right away: success in social media is not free. Compared with other forms of marketing, it can be incredibly cost-efficient and give you a bigger bang for your buck, but if all you’re ever able to put into social media (as a big organization, anyway) is time and conversation, you’ll find limited return. Social media marketing is still marketing and, as such, requires an investment at least at some level in order to be successful. An executive champion must control a significant-enough budget to allocate resources to social media (this can include product for use in promotion)—or needs to be high enough up in the organization that he can impose upon his peers for contributions to the effort. Without at least some sort of product or financial resources available to a social media program, that program faces a much more uphill climb to social media success.

Ultimately, your executive champion is vital to ensuring open-mindedness to social media within the organization, establishing where authority rests within the organization, enforcing that authority when disputes or challenges arise, ensuring that social leaders have the opportunity to integrate with broader communications and marketing initiatives, securing or providing resources to support social efforts, and maintaining consistency and control across agency efforts. Most executive champions will not be directly involved in the development of social strategy—but they don’t need to be. The right social media evangelist will play that role when the organization brings her on. But absent a champion playing this critical role behind the scenes, no evangelist can be fully successful. The job of an executive champion of social media is not to be externally visible or to be your social media visionary—it’s to be the manager behind the scenes clearing the path for social media inside the organization.
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