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Introduction

The social media revolution has undoubtedly brought limitless guides on how to maxi-
mize the new technology towards a desired outcome. The inherit definition of social media
is grounded in its ability to support interactive dialogue across various media platforms
(Baruah, 2012). However, the majority of social media references measure success by its
ability to maximize profit or become a viral sensation. As social media scholars we wonder, if
the entire premise of social media is the ability to hold a conversation online, wouldn’t a suc-
cessful social media endeavor be to successfully engage the intended audience through inter-
active dialogue rather than top-down diffusion? Thus, the idea for Strategic Social Media:
From Marketing to Social Change was born.

Inspiration was further ignited by a futile search for a textbook to use for a college-level
social media course. While numerous social media texts intend to offer a step-by-step “how
to” manual in social media marketing practices, few provide theoretical explanations for the
role social media play in facilitating behavior change in audiences. It was important to create
a reference that covers the many opportunities that social media affords users in breaking
down barriers with institutions of power, achieving greater transparency, and encourag-
ing dialogue to mobilize users. Our hope is that this book provides a balance between best
social media marketing practices and the application of traditional communication, behav-
ior change, and marketing theories.

Social media are able to inspire human behavior change, whether that behavior change
is intended to inspire marketing decisions or social change. We believe it is important
to provide social media strategies that readers can apply to any past, present or future
social media platform. The intersection of theory, practice, and mindfulness will help
practitioners make better decisions regarding brand objectives and the world they impact,
and make them more valuable than a professional who is only familiar with social media
tools and marketing business models.

Strategic Social Media: From Marketing to Social Change, First Edition. L. Meghan Mahoney and Tang Tang.
© 2017 John Wiley & Sons, Inc. Published 2017 by John Wiley & Sons, Inc.



2 Introduction

This book is divided into five distinct sections: 1. Social media landscape; 2. Social media
users and messages; 3. Social media business models and marketing strategies; 4. Social
responsibility and cause marketing; and 5. The future of social media technologies.

We begin by exploring the role of social media in today’s convergence culture by asking
questions such as: What is the current social media landscape? How are individuals and
organizations utilizing new media tools? The section introduces three primary functions of
social media – diffusing information, providing a sense of community for audiences, and
mobilizing users into action. These functions will build the foundation for all social media
strategies outlined in later sections of the book.

The second section of the book focuses on constructing social media messages that reach
intended audiences and ignite dialogue and behavior change. It examines how social media
alter the way we view the audience. Rather than viewing users as a passive entity who only
consume online messages, we favor theoretical assumptions about how users participate
and negotiate in the information-exchange process. By transforming social media messages
from modes of information diffusion towards more interactive sites for mobilization, we are
able to establish a sense of community among users.

Third, the book examines various social media business models and marketing strategies.
Classic marketing literature has focused on how to best compete with similar products. This
section explains the importance of collaborating and communicating with your competitors
to promote mutual gain. It also offers insights on how to best evaluate and monitor social
media marketing efforts.

Next, this book explains why marketing for social good is more important than ever. By
examining case studies in public health, civic engagement, and cause marketing, we identify
the potential of social media to make a positive difference on the world. Social media users
demand increased transparency with how products are manufactured, sold, and reviewed
by other consumers. By taking control over social media narratives, practitioners are able
to increase their return on investment, while also promoting social good.

Finally, this book explores the future of social media landscape. The section explains
how to integrate traditional media with new, incorporates a more sustainable mindset, and
argues for a general framework for social media scholarship. The book concludes by offering
insights on Web 3.0 and the future social media technologies.

In writing this book, we were fortunate to receive enormous help and support from fam-
ily, friends and colleagues. We are particularly grateful to Roger Cooper, Ryan Mahoney,
Rafael Obregon, Pat Peirce, Patti Peirce, Paul Peirce, Jie Tang, Mingtang Wang, Xu Wang, and
Sichun Yang, who have been a tremendous support since the first day of this project. The fac-
ulty members at the West Chester University and the University of Akron who have helped
us along the way, including Timothy Brown, Elizabeth Graham, Chih-Hui Lai, Edward
Lordan, Andrew Rancer, Julia Spiker, Philip Thompsen, and Heather Walter. Our grate-
fulness is extended to the anonymous reviewers who read the manuscript in various stages
of development. There is no doubt that the book becomes a stronger effort as a result of
implementing their comments. We would especially like to thank Wiley-Blackwell and its
editors for their constant support and guidance. Finally, to our kids – Beatrice Mahoney and
Maxx Tang Yang – who were born in the middle of this project, thanks for motivating and
enriching us every day.
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Ultimately, the goal of this book is to share with our readers – students, social media
practitioners, and current/future generation of social media users – the power and positive
possibilities that social media hold in influencing personal relationships and social change.
While it would prove impossible to predict all of the new media changes that we will see in
our lifetime, we hope this book can shed light on the future of social media landscape – a
world where marketing and social change will no longer exist in mutually exclusive entities.
We hope that Strategic Social Media: From Marketing to Social Change is a valuable resource
for anyone interested in successfully persuading audiences through social media messages.

Reference

Baruah, T.D. (2012). Effectiveness of social media as a
tool of communication and its potential for technology
enabled connections: A micro-level study. International
Journal of Scientific and Research Publications, 2(5),
1–10.





Part I

Social Media in Convergence





1
Understanding Social Media and Social
Behavior Change

Learning Objectives

After reading this chapter, you should be able to:
1 Explain how social media has been able to transform audiences into more partici-

patory, globalized and civically engaged users by changing the ways in which they
gather, interact with, and disseminate information.

2 Distinguish between audience assumptions in historic linear mass communica-
tion models and social media transactional processes.

3 Understand the role of behavior change theory in the marketing process.

Introduction

Digital natives, or individuals who have been born and raised in a digital world, are often
referred to as alien outliers to society (Bauerlein, 2009; Palfrey & Gasser, 2010). In 2009,
Professor Mark Bauerlein released the book The Dumbest Generation: How the Digital
Age Stupefies Young Americans and Jeopardizes Our Future (Or, Don’t Trust Anyone Under
30), and posits the millennial generation (i.e., individuals born between 1982 and 2002) as
less informed and knowledgeable than previous generations due to their constant use and
interaction with digital technologies. The book condemns millennials for their disinterest
in reading print books, erosion of basic grammar skills, lack of memory recall ability,

Strategic Social Media: From Marketing to Social Change, First Edition. L. Meghan Mahoney and Tang Tang.
© 2017 John Wiley & Sons, Inc. Published 2017 by John Wiley & Sons, Inc.



8 Strategic Social Media

and a fascination with distributing mundane status updates through social networking
sites.

While Bauerlein’s criticisms suggest that technology is detrimental to the future of society,
the purpose of this book, Strategic Social Media: From Marketing to Social Change, is to offer
a different position. Undoubtedly millennials, just like previous generations, are different
from their predecessors. They think and process information differently and prefer multiple
streams of information with frequent interaction with content (Oblinger & Oblinger, 2005;
Prensky, 2001). Perhaps one reason why we speak about digital natives as alien and unlike
previous generations is due to the unmatched potential that they hold in shaping the world
for the better (Palfrey & Gasser, 2010).

The authors of this book believe that technology creates better-informed and more
knowledgeable citizens of society, leading towards greater opportunity for positive social
change than ever before. Specifically, this book hopes to outline the underlying communi-
cation strategies that inspire behavior change in social media audiences, whether that behav-
ior change is intended to inspire business decisions or positive social changes. Additionally,
under the guidance of related communication theories, this book aims to show readers how
to develop social media marketing messages.

Individuals today have more frequent interaction with information about a wider range
of issues, making them more engaged with events happening around the world. Many are
concerned about the negative influence social media has on our youngest generations. How-
ever, each era of new media comes with a strong and vocal wave of fear and resistance. While
it is possible to inspire behavior change through media, new technologies are not inherently
good or evil. Take a look at the following items. Which are examples of new media?

(a) The Internet during the late twentieth century
(b) Magazines during the colonial era
(c) Paperback books during World War II
(d) All of the above.

The answer is (d) All of the above.
The definition of what new media includes is perpetually changing. To say that one gen-

eration’s media use is better than another is ill-informed. Most often, individuals fear the
unfamiliar and unknown when it comes to technology. With adults spending more than
8.5 hours per day in front of screens (Zackon, 2009), it is only natural to question what
type of influence media has on everyday lives. However, this reflection must consider the
complicated process of igniting behavior change through media content.

Years of communication research have taught us that the cause-and-effect process is not as
simple as previously thought. The media is often identified as the cause for negative behav-
ior, whether it is making us more violent, obese, or over-sexualized members of society.
However, the process of audience behavior change is far more complicated than a direct
media effects model suggests. It is easier to blankly assume that because person A con-
sumed media B that they were led towards behavior C. These types of causal relationships
seem justified, especially when the media message in question is something unfamiliar or
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scary. However, this type of assumption is sometimes referred to as “hypodermic-needle
theory” (Scheufele & Tewksbury, 2007), and is an outdated notion of how media directly
influences behavior through a linear cause-and-effect process. A strong understanding of
behavior change research outlined in this chapter will help illustrate this process.

Social media is defined as a group of Internet-based applications built on the ideological
and technological foundations of Web 2.0 that allow the creation and exchange of user-
generated content (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010). It is right to turn to social media when
attempting to inspire behavior change in audiences through media messages. The user-
generated profile feature of social media is the closest connection many media producers
will ever have to the individual personality of an audience member. Social media does not
fundamentally change the ways in which audiences make decisions about their everyday
actions, but simply maximizes the opportunity for marketers to reach and interact with con-
sumers. This book therefore investigates how individuals turn to social media as a space to
create and recreate personal and perceived identities, thus helping social media marketers
understand how social media tools are used by their audiences and how to inspire behavior
change through social media content.

Many alternative social media references teach users the specifics about how to use var-
ious platforms. They share information about how Facebook status updates are different
than Twitter posts. However, the authors of this book believe that it is more useful for mar-
keters to have a strong understanding of how social media is able to inspire human behav-
ior change than it is to know about platform-specific tools. Rather than constantly look-
ing ahead at what is new or trendy in social media, it is more practical to learn about how
humans make decisions based on their own life experiences, including media content con-
sumption. Marketers can then use this knowledge to develop social media strategies through
whatever social media platform they choose or emerge as the next trendy platform in the
future.

Through an understanding of foundational communication theories, one will be able
to apply the tools of behavior change to any past, present or future social media plat-
form. It is better to understand the link between media and behavior change than it is to
know the differences between platform interfaces. By the end of this book, it should be
clear that regardless of your goal as a social media strategist, whether it is for social media
marketing, personal social media use, or creating large-scale social change campaigns,
the process through which audiences are inspired towards permanent behavior change is
the same.

Thus, the authors believe that rather than viewing digital natives as The Dumbest Gener-
ation, a bridge must be built between traditional communication theories and social media
practitioners. This will help individuals utilize technologies to meet their goals. This chapter
aims to discuss how social media has been able to push individuals towards more partici-
patory, globalized, and civically engaged spaces by changing the ways in which users gather
and disseminate information (Castells, 2001; Scheufele, 2002; Jenkins, 2006; Levine, 2007).
While this chapter provides a substantial overview of communication theories, future chap-
ters will help guide readers towards developing specific social media strategies, and thus
illustrating the promising opportunities brought by social media.
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Bridging Communication Theories and Social Media Practitioners

This chapter provides a basic communication theoretical framework for individuals look-
ing to advance their career through the effective creation and dissemination of social media
messages. One basic definition states that communication is “who says what to whom
and with what effect” (Lasswell, 1948; Griffin, 2011). This definition of communication
intrinsically links the construct to persuasion. Whether it be the source of the mes-
sage (who), the content of the message (what) or audience characteristics (whom), the
process of communication is all about behavior change (Griffin, 2011). Understand-
ing human behavior is one of the most crucial things that social media communi-
cation specialists need to learn before developing successful social media marketing
campaigns.

Because this book is interested in constructing social media messages, it will mostly
examine the communication process through the mass communication paradigm. Tradi-
tional models of mass communication were long thought of as a “one-to-many” model, where
one message was crafted to appeal to as many people as possible, and broadcast through a
mass medium to reach a large audience. Here, mass communication is able to disseminate
a single message multiple times in a much more efficient manner than any other type of
communication (Dominick, 2008). Mass media audiences were seen as homogeneous,
individually anonymous and geographically dispersed. With a simple click of a button, an
advertisement could be broadcast to the masses in print, over the radio or on television.
However, just like the other types of communication, scholars and communication special-
ists quickly learned that this top-down linear model that posits one individual as a sender of
a communication message and another as a receiver was not the most effective at persuading
audiences.

A more nuanced outlook of the role that audiences play in the mass communication
reception process proved necessary. Persuasive communication models began to integrate
the interaction between senders and receivers of messages. These range from linear mod-
els of communication, where information is transferred from the sender to the receiver in
a step-by-step process, to a more transactional process where the information exchange is
fluid and takes participation from both sides. It is important to understand the differences
between these models in order to best persuade audiences towards desired behavior change
outcomes via social media messages.

Linear Communication Models to Modern Transactional Processes

Theoretically, our understanding of communication models has gone through great trans-
formations over the past 100 years. This chapter suggests that these transformations and
trends are a guide for emerging communication contexts, specifically those in the digital
and social age. The 1947 Shannon–Weaver model of communication (Figure 1.1) is used as
the foundation for much of our knowledge of communication today. It highlights many
important takeaways for effective communication. The model identifies eight concepts as
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INFORMATION
SOURCE TRANSMITTER RECEIVER DESTINATION

MESSAGE MESSAGE

SIGNAL RECEIVED
SIGNAL

NOISE
SOURCE

Figure 1.1 Shannon–Weaver model of communication. Source: Shannon, 1948. Reproduced with
permission of The Bell System Technical Journal.

key elements for information transfer: source, encoder, message, channel, decoder, receiver,
noise, and feedback.

In this model, shared meaning is imperative for effective communication. Most impor-
tantly, it provides an explanation for miscommunication. The receiver of a message
could walk away without the intended message not only due to external noise, but also
due to the encoding and decoding process. This applies to social media conversations
as well.

For example, a friend may write a message on your Facebook wall. Your friend knows
that the wall is a public space where others are likely to see the message. She wishes to be
discreet about the meaning of her message, so she uses personal jokes and acronyms in
her message, rather than being forthcoming. The message is so secretive that even you, the
intended receiver, don’t understand the meaning of the message. In this example, there was
no external noise to cause the miscommunication; the technology worked appropriately
and there was no language barrier between sender and receiver. However, the encoding and
decoding process did not align, thus resulting in miscommunication. This is one of the first
models of communication that included an explanation for why miscommunication occurs
even without external noise.

Regardless of the foundational importance of the Shannon–Weaver model of commu-
nication, researchers came to realize that the process of communication is much more
transactional in nature than the Shannon–Weaver model illustrates. Rather than com-
municating through a linear process, which posits one individual as a sender of a com-
munication message and another as a receiver, a transactional model of communication
(Figure 1.2) accounts for all participants as senders/receivers in a simultaneous and fluid
exchange.

The quality of this exchange depends on the ability and willingness of communicators to
gather necessary information and disseminate in an appropriate manner for the target audi-
ence. While one individual is speaking, the other communicator is providing simultaneous



12 Strategic Social Media

Figure 1.2 Transactional model of communication. Source: Reproduced with permission of the
National Communication Association.

feedback through nonverbal cues, relational history, and the setting of the communication
exchange. People constantly shape their communication patterns based on real-time events
in the communication environment.

While the linear model of communication gives limited power to the receiver of the
message, the transactional model equalizes their role, as communication can only take
place when the two meet on an agreed-upon meaning. In the example above, the subtle
Facebook message causes miscommunication between the sender and the receiver of the
message. However, you don’t just examine Facebook wall posts as a singular communi-
cation process. You consider the relational history with the person who constructs them,
the time of day that the message was posted, and the technology through which the mes-
sage was constructed. Maybe you see that the message was posted through your friend’s
new iPhone and assume that the autocorrect spelling function of the new technology made
the message unreadable. Each of these pieces of information influence how you interpret
the message and are just as vital to the communication process as your friend’s intended
meaning.

Regardless of the communication process, whether it be communication between two
friends, a public address in front of hundreds, or a 140-character tweet, the better mes-
sage is able to account for this gathering and dissemination process, the more effective the
message becomes. Through this transactional lens, a more inclusive view of communica-
tion studies emerges. This leads us to our first action plan for social media communication
strategists. Each chapter will include a similar action plan to help you apply concepts to
real-life marketing strategies.
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Transactional Communication Action Plan

There are three steps towards maximizing communication between the sender and
receiver of social media messages.
1 Be certain that you are not just creating social media messages based on your own

goals and objectives.
2 Determine who the members of the target are, the technologies that they utilize,

and their own needs and gratifications.
3 Identify any barriers to an effective communication process, such as competence,

access or complicated relational history.

Your friend’s decision to write a subtle message on your Facebook wall was based on her
or his own predetermined objectives. The message contained private content, and despite
Facebook being a more public forum, it was chosen as the medium for dissemination. Rather
than considering the message target, technology options and the audience decoding process,
your friend only considered ways in which the message could be altered for his or her own
purposes. Instead, she should have chosen a more appropriate medium where the message
could have been more forthcoming and easier to interpret, such as a private mobile messag-
ing application, like Snapchat.

Now that you understand the differences between linear and transactional models of
communication, it is important to take a deeper look at the ways in which the human
decision-making processes influence marketing. Social media technologies have made it
more important than ever to understand how audiences make sense of media messages.
This information exchange navigates the items we purchase, the groups we join, and the
recommendations we share with friends. Human behavior change is an essential area of
study for anyone who is interested in marketing.

Marketing and Behavior Change Theory

The American Marketing Association defines marketing as the activity, set of institutions,
and processes for creating, communicating, delivering, and exchanging offerings that have
value for customers, clients, partners, and society at large (American Marketing Association,
2013). The definition is intrinsically linked with marketing research, which helps connect
customers to the market through monitoring and evaluation efforts. Ultimately, market-
ing practitioners are responsible for designing and implementing a strategic plan in order
to reach specific objectives. Marketing, advertising, public relations, and branding all fall
under the broader umbrella of strategic communication. In today’s ever-changing digital
landscape, a strategic communication vision is more vital than ever to a company’s brand
(Howard, 2012).

Behavior change communication is an evidence- and research-based process of using com-
munication to promote certain predetermined behaviors through an appropriate mix of
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interpersonal, group and mass media channels (Manoff Group, 2012). Traditionally, behav-
ior change theories have been utilized to develop public health interventions. The hope is
that through strategic mass media dissemination, pro-social messages are able to prompt
human behavior change so that individuals may engage in more positive and healthier
lifestyles. These messages are important to the safety and well-being of mass audiences.
Mass media provides the most efficient and cost-effective means for dissemination. How-
ever, the messages do not always prove the most persuasive. Often, these messages are up
against hundreds of years of cultural rituals and practices that prove antagonistic to their
health goals. While inciting this type of permanent behavior change in lifestyle can prove
very difficult to achieve, this area of research has made great strides in our understanding
of how to best persuade human behavior through mass media messages.

It wasn’t until the early 1970s that marketers began using human behavior change theo-
ries to explore how to influence consumer behavior through mass media messages. Before
this time, the focus was on the product and brand itself. Very little research went into the
preference and lifestyle of target audiences. Social marketing emerged as a systematic way
to design, implement, and control programs that are calculated to influence the acceptabil-
ity of social ideas, including product planning, pricing, communication, distribution and
marketing (Kotler & Zaltman, 1971). Here, marketers began to see that it was much more
effective to sell an idea and lifestyle, rather than a product.

Since the inception of social marketing, several alternative frameworks have been offered.
Researchers have explored the possibilities for persuasion through target audiences, a
change in mind-set process, and a more planning-centered approach (Thackeray & Neiger,
2000). Each of these approaches offers unique challenges and benefits for using mass media
to influence human purchasing behavior. However, they all take into account the transac-
tional role that audiences play in the communication process. Rather than focusing solely
on the product or the media message, marketers have begun to realize the potential of con-
sidering audience lifestyle and preferences as a central ingredient to behavior change.

Social marketing and behavior change theory are complementary methods for under-
standing how consumers make purchasing decisions (Thackeray & Neiger, 2000). The best
approach to marketing is a hybrid process. Strong media messages are able to influence
human behavior, but only if they speak to the goals and experiences of their audiences.
Consumers have their own preferences and life experience, and the more that they are able
to identify with media messages, the stronger that the message will speak to them. Though
the media is able to reach a mass audience, audiences don’t like being seen as a member of
a larger homogeneous crowd. The efficient and cost-effective nature of disseminating mes-
sages through mass media was making the content less individualized, thus proving less
persuasive. Social media has made it easier than ever for marketers to integrate these two
approaches.

It is the role of marketers to ensure that consumer behavior is positively reinforced at
every point of engagement. As the marketplace grows with new products, brands and ser-
vices, it is essential to the survival of businesses to have a steady core of loyal customers. In
fact, the industry named this cognitive procedure shaping, where the product is seen as a
positive or negative reinforcer to the consumer purchasing behavior (Rothschild & Gaidis,
1981). It is the goal of marketing to ensure that purchasing is positively reinforced at every
stage, including in retail stores, as well as its consumption at home.
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Shaping procedures are used so that consumer purchasing trials become more than a
random process. Rather than ensuring that customers choose your product or service when
faced with the endless options available in a global marketplace, marketers hope to shape
consumers so that there is no question as to which product they purchase in the future.
This helps marketers rely on a sale before consumers ever walk into a store. Consumption is
much more than a one-time transaction. Shaping leads to long-term patterns of consumer
behavior.

For a long time, it has been difficult to track longitudinal patterns of consumer behav-
iors and consumption. Traditional market research, such as surveys and focus groups, were
unable to capture audience data over time. However, advances in technologies, such as cus-
tomer loyalty reward cards, credit history and scanner data, have made long-term tracking
easier. While these are effective ways to understand the history of products customers buy,
this book argues that social media technology is the most important tool for marketers to
use when interested in shaping consumer behavior.

The use of social media for transactional communication with audiences is criti-
cal to any marketing practitioner. Today, 46% of online users turn to social media
when making purchasing decisions (Karr, 2014). Research has found that social media
increases brand recognition and customer loyalty, generates greater exposure for busi-
ness, increases audience traffic, improves search ratings, results in new business part-
nerships, reduces marketing expenses, and yields a higher conversation rate (Stelzner,
2011; DeMers, 2014). Rather than secretly tracking purchasing behavior with technology,
social media allows marketers to engage directly with audiences through an open transac-
tional process. This is especially useful as customer concerns for privacy and data security
increase.

Companies are now able to utilize numerous platforms to engage customers, including
company websites, blogs, discussion forums, email, Facebook, Twitter and Pinterest. While
it is important for marketers to reach out to their customers, it is equally important for sales
and customers to be able to communicate with one another via social media (Mangold &
Faulds, 2009). This develops a strong community among members, a concept discussed in
detail in Chapter 3. Social media provides an ideal way to communicate with customers
without disrupting their everyday rituals.

Once transactional communication is in progress, and consumers are shaped by positive
social media reinforcement, they are more likely to return for repeat business. The positive
reinforcement no longer just comes in the form of purchasing or product experience. Social
media allows marketers the ability to check-in, monitor, and listen to audiences at every step
of the consumption process, including the period of time before they ever make a purchase
and long after they bring it home. Social media can prompt consumers to think about a
product or brand when they otherwise would not.

For example, as a consumer, you may put great thought into a purchase of a new pair
of athletic shoes. There are a lot of competing brands to choose from. You may exam-
ine consumer blogs or reviews to determine which pair best suits your particular lifestyle.
Maybe you will use it primarily for walking, and it is something that you may use fairly
regularly in your daily life. Social media helps guide your decision based on your partic-
ular lifestyle and price point, helping to personalize the consumption process to suit your
individual needs.
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Once the purchase is made and you wear the shoes a few times, you are likely not to think
about them very often. This is what consumers want in a product. If the shoe is meeting the
purchase goals, it becomes a part of your daily routine and habit. The only time you are
likely to consider the shoe purchase again is if something goes wrong and the experience is
negatively reinforced, such as the sole wearing thin and the shoe hurting your foot.

This is an unfortunate challenge faced by marketers in the consumption process. How
can repeat brand loyalty be encouraged when customers only buy new products because
their previous purchase no longer meets their needs? Social media allows the opportunity
for marketers to build a relationship with consumers during that critical time period when
the product is working well for consumers. Marketing practitioners can ask customers to
share pictures of the purchase, provide information about local hiking trails, or offer exclu-
sive promotions for being such a good customer. All of these help to positively reinforce,
or shape the way consumers feel about their purchase. In fact, it makes it easier for trans-
actional dialogue at every point along the consumption process: before, during and after
the sale. That way, consumers are thinking about your brand when their experiences are
positive.

Humans have always exhibited markedly habitual behavior with regard to their marketing
decisions. We tend to buy the same brand of products, eat similar types of food, and go to
the same stores when shopping. We even tend to spend the same amount of time and money
in stores each visit. Knowledge of these patterns of human behavior can prove very lucrative
for marketers. This information is missed when marketers only focus on media messages
and products. Social media provides new opportunities for getting to know your consumers
on a much more intimate level.

Generally, consumer habits are a form of automaticity that is guided by past experiences
(Wood & Neal, 2009). This is why shaping is so essential to repeat business. Repetition is
central to all facets of human life, including our daily media consumption. Humans tend
to have a limited media repertoire, or the entirety of media channels that a person regularly
uses (Hasebrink & Domeyer, 2012). Though a larger supply of media content from multiple
media sources exists, your consumers tend to only use a very limited number of media
sources in their everyday lives. The notion that millennials have all of the information in
the world at their fingertips is true. However, they tend to only visit their favorite websites
on a routine basis. This helps to organize all this information, but also drastically decreases
the amount and type of content received.

Repetition is also an important facet of consumer purchasing. It helps ease the uncer-
tainty of such a saturated marketplace. In fact, the more bogged down individuals feel by
time pressures, distraction and self-control depletion, the more heavily they rely on rou-
tines (Hasebrink & Domeyer, 2012). This proves true of our consumption rituals and mass
media routines. Often, these are the very same negative moods and attitudes that guide
media-seeking behavior. If you are feeling stressed out or bogged down at work, you may
be more likely to come home and watch hours of television to relax. Repetition helps ease
stress in our everyday lives.

In order to break consumer habits, mindful decisions must be made by audiences that
interfere with their current routines. Communication theory tells us that it can be very
difficult to change the daily routines of individuals. The theory of cognitive dissonance helps
to explain the discomfort that individuals experience when they are confronted by new
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information that is contradictory to their current beliefs, attitudes and ideas (Festinger,
1962). Humans do not like their daily repertoires disrupted.

When met with media messages that are not consistent with current practices, audiences
use communication to make things more consistent and reduce dissonance. Humans strive
for internal consistency. Dissonance reduction is achieved in one of four ways: (i) to change
the behavior or cognition; (ii) justify the behavior by changing the conflicting cognition;
(iii) justify the behavior or cognition by adding new cognitions; or (iv) deny any information
that conflicts with existing beliefs.

Let’s assume that you read a media message that states a new brand of athletic shoes
recently introduced to the market is better than the one that you just purchased. You have
already invested substantial time researching social media prior to your purchase to deter-
mine which brand would be best for your lifestyle. However, this new information is not
consistent with your purchasing decision.

There are many ways that you may try to reduce the dissonance that this new media
message brings. You may decide that you will no longer purchase the brand of shoes that
you just bought, justify all of the money that you saved by buying a pair of lesser quality
shoes, or decide that the new shoes are probably not better at all and are just a new fad that
will go away. All these are ways that you communicate to make things more consistent with
your previous behavior.

The cognitive dissonance process often leads individuals avoiding or ignoring situations
and information that are likely to increase dissonance. This helps to explain why consumers
ignore so much of traditional media marketing. Because of a limited media repertoire, it is
unlikely that consumers actually receive these media messages unless they are being broad-
cast on media platforms that audiences are already visiting as part of their daily routine.
This is especially true now that media users are able to fast-forward or skip commercials/
advertisements all together.

Social media provides a space where marketers and consumers coexist. It allows mar-
keters to focus their attention on customers who are already interested in their behavior
and would be more impacted by media messages that are consistent with their current
cognitions.

Based on this understanding of human behavior, it is clear that marketers need to
consider behavior change theory when developing a social media marketing strategy. This
book will help practitioners understand how to best research audiences to craft social
media messages, choose an appropriate social media platform, and monitor the resulting
information exchange. Moreover, it encourages the social media strategy to fit within a
larger marketing campaign to reach product goals. This will help transform customers into
lifelong brand advocates.

While the majority of the book focuses on crafting social media messages for marketing
purposes, Part IV explains why it is a smart idea to use social media to market for social
good. This is consistent with the roots of behavior change theories. A more socially
conscious brand strategy can prove mutually beneficial for businesses, audiences, and the
globalized world alike. Now that we understand the benefits of using behavior change
theory in marketing strategies, let’s examine a case study of a start-up company that
provides audiences with an alternative marketing narrative to fight dissonance with a
habitual consumer behavior.
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Case Study: Warby Parker

In 2010, classmates at the Wharton School of the University of Pennsylvania, Neil
Blumenthal, Andrew Hunt, David Gilboa, and Jeffrey Raider, were dissatisfied with
the options available for individuals in need of prescription eyeglasses. Costs of
lenses and frames were high; eye doctors require advance appointments; and travel to
showrooms to try on frames can be far, especially for rural consumers. The tradi-
tional way of doing business was not working for everyone in the marketplace. While
it can be difficult to change the behavior of customers who are used to purchasing a
certain way, the classmates decided to try to disrupt the market with an innovative
strategy. Through a small $2500 program seed investment, the classmates launched
Warby Parker, a new brand and way of selling prescription eyeglasses and sunglasses
(Warby Parker, 2015).

Warby Parker is not like other eyeglass retailers. Their business model focuses on
online distribution, rather than showrooms that sell outside manufacturer merchan-
dise. By designing glasses in-house, and selling only directly to consumers, the com-
pany is able to drastically lower the purchasing cost of glasses. This alternative way of
buying and selling eyeglasses was new to the marketplace, and initially audiences may
have felt great dissonance. They may have believed that eyeglasses were too important
a purchase to make online, or that the cost of frames was so low because the quality
wasn’t great. The company was able to effectively utilize social media to communi-
cate with customers, change these narratives, reduce the dissonance, and eventually
capture their loyalty. Today, Warby Parker has shipped more than 500,000 pairs of
glasses in and employs over 100 people.

Individuals may have been concerned with purchasing eyeglasses through an
online distribution because they would not be able to walk into a showroom and try
on frames as at a traditional retailer. To mitigate these concerns, Warby Parker devel-
oped a “Home Try-On Campaign” where consumers are able to order five pairs of
glasses online, which are shipped to the customer’s home to try on at no charge. Con-
sumers are then able to pick the pair that best suits them and return the remaining
pairs at no charge. Beyond this remote business transaction, Warby Parker uses tech-
nology to engage the customers to make this exchange feel like a more personalized
experience.

Warby Parker encourages transactional communication by consistently communi-
cating with, and responding to, customer comments on their social media platforms.
They regularly prompt customers to participate with user-generated content by ask-
ing them to post pictures of themselves wearing the glasses on Facebook, Twitter and
Instagram. The Home Try-On Campaign encourages customers to share the purchase
with their personal social networks. This communication with individuals that con-
sumers already know and trust likely helps to reduce customer dissonance with the
new product. In fact, customers who post photos of themselves in frames are buying
at twice the rate of those who don’t (Shandrow, 2013).
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The company also uses social media to provide information that consumers are
searching. In addition to the Home Try-On Campaign, social media is used to offer
expert advice on eyeglasses. The company creates informative YouTube videos and
asks fans to do the same (Tobin, 2013). Rather than just creating media messages
based on the goals and objectives of selling eyeglasses, the company has directed
attention towards the challenges consumers have with the traditional eyeglass mar-
ket. This direct communication creates meaningful and personalized transactional
communication that leads to brand loyalty (Shandrow, 2013).

Furthermore, Warby Parker has included marketing for social good in their busi-
ness strategy. By teaming up with the company VisionSpring, the company is able
to provide a pair of eyeglasses for a person in need for every pair of Warby Parker
glasses that a consumer purchases. To date, Warby Parker has given away 500,000
pairs of glasses. This socially conscious business strategy makes people feel good
about changing their purchasing habits. It has proven a mutually beneficial strategy
for the Warby Parker business, its audiences in need of eyeglasses, and the globalized
world alike.

Here you see how social media provides an opportunity for businesses to reach out
to potential customers and provide an alternative narrative for reducing dissonance.
Even if a new customer is skeptical about the business model, the free shipping and
Home Try-On Campaign limits the risk. Social media is also used to prompt users to
share their positive experiences with friends. Not only does this become a part of their
new schemata of interpretation, it allows new customers to hear about the product
through an already trusted source, rather than through a business’s self-promotion.
This is just one example of how social media helped a new business to disrupt a tra-
ditional marketplace. Each chapter of this book will explore additional case studies
where social media helped in reaching business goals.

Discussion questions

1 How does social media technology aid Warby Parker’s alternative business model
for selling prescription eyeglasses? What challenges would the company have
faced in a traditional media environment?

2 How is Warby Parker using social media to promote transactional communica-
tion with customers, rather than more linear advertising? What role does user-
generated content play in this process?

3 What elements of Warby Parker’s social media marketing strategy help reduce
dissonance for consumers that are considering switching eyeglass brands? How
does the socially conscious business strategy help provide an alternative narrative
that they can share with their social network?
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Summary

There is much to learn about how we utilize new media to make decisions in our daily
lives. It also remains unclear exactly how we interact with and are affected by media texts.
Throughout this chapter, we have discussed the complexities of this process and identified
the role that audiences play. Most importantly, we have learned how mass communication
is no longer viewed as a vehicle for “one-to-many” messages. Selective targeted messages
are most effective in establishing behavior change no matter which type of communication
specialty you are interested in engaging. This shift from viewing a mass audience to targeting
individuals is essential to successful social media marketing.

Because of social media, audiences are now seeing themselves as generators of content,
rather than passive receivers of media texts. Businesses need to personalize content and
allow room for participation. People are no longer shocked when a website addresses
them by their first name, and it will not be long, if we have not reached the point already,
where this level of individuality and customization is expected. Social media makes it
easier than ever to encourage this type of transactional communication. It is an efficient
and cost-effective way to reach your business objectives, as well as the goals of your
audiences.

Social media has brought forth new opportunities for information gathering, dissemi-
nation and socialization. However, these new technologies have not completely altered our
purposes for doing so. The tools for behavior change are the same, and once you understand
the theoretical underpinnings, you will be better equipped to create and disseminate effi-
cient and effective messages for your social media campaigns. This chapter has presented
the first rule of an effective social media marketing strategy: stop thinking about communi-
cation in a linear fashion. Ask questions about the interests of your target audience, rather
than wondering how to get media messages to reach the largest number of people possible.

This book is interested in guiding strategy for producers of social media messages that
inspire behavior change in audiences. This chapter has laid the foundation for how commu-
nication theories approached audience behavior change in the past. Hopefully, a stronger
understanding of the complexities of the relationship between media content and subse-
quent behavior change has been gained.

Through the use of behavior change theory, marketers are able to create media messages
that meet the goals and experiences of their audiences. Through a mindful strategy, con-
sumer behavior can be positively reinforced at every point of engagement. This will reduce
dissonance in the behavior change and result in more loyal and long-term brand advocates.
These customers will then influence their own social network to continue increasing your
return on investment.

Today, an entire generation has grown up utilizing new media technologies, but has never
taken the time to examine their influence critically in order to maximize its potential. A
strong practitioner is the one who is able to apply technological competence and critical
thinking skills to a long-term strategic plan. The following chapters will examine historical
shifts in behavior change literature and the opportunities and challenges of information
diffusion, community and mobilization. These three constructs will become the core of your
social media strategy, and will set you apart from other social media experts in the field.
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Key Takeaways

1 Communication theories help teach social media communication specialists how
to gather necessary information, package it towards a specific target audience, and
disseminate it through an appropriate medium.

2 Our understanding of the communication process has shifted from a linear
model towards a more transactional process that accounts for all participants as
senders/receivers in a simultaneous and fluid exchange. Determine who the target
of the message is, the technology that they utilize, and their needs and gratifica-
tions.

3 Marketers are turning towards behavior change theory to better understand the
lifestyle and experiences of consumers. This focus on consumer behavior helps
transform customers into lifetime brand advocates.

4 Social media should be used to engage in dialogue to help build relationships with
customers. This positive reinforcement will keep them coming back.

5 Humans exhibit markedly habitual behaviors. A strong understanding of these
routines will help practitioners better construct social media marketing messages
that appeal to consumer lifestyle.
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2
Information Diffusion

Learning Objectives

After reading this chapter, you should be able to:
1 Explain Rogers’ diffusion of innovations theory and be able to determine the

opportunities and challenges of social media message diffusion.
2 Distinguish the differences between Web 1.0 and Web 2.0 technology structure.
3 Analyze the construct of transparency and understand how to utilize it to main-

tain control of your social media messages.

Introduction

Chapter 1 explored how our conceptualization of the communication process has shifted
from a linear model towards a more transactional process, and examined basic assump-
tions regarding the role audiences play in the sense-making process. This chapter intro-
duces the basic structures and content of social media technologies. These structures have
gone through a similar trend, where audiences have been transformed from passive entities
that simply consume online messages (Web 1.0) into active users (Web 2.0) that participate,
negotiate and generate content in the information-exchange process.

As a marketer, there is little you can do to account for how your consumers will negoti-
ate and make sense of media texts. You have very little control over personal preferences,
life experience, personalities, and internal or external audience noise. However, what you
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24 Strategic Social Media

can do is to gain a better sense of how to maximize messages for persuasion. The next three
chapters will focus on three historical shifts in behavior change literature: diffusion (Chapter
2), community (Chapter 3), and mobilization (Chapter 4). Each chapter will discuss the sig-
nificance and takeaways of utilizing social media to prompt behavior change in consumers.

There are many opportunities and challenges for using diffusion, community or mobiliza-
tion strategies in social media messages. In general, an inverse relationship exists between
user participation and message control. Therefore, it is important to make informed deci-
sions about when to use more top-down media approaches for tight control over media
messages, and when more participatory approaches are necessary for audience mobiliza-
tion. To begin, let’s focus on Rogers’ diffusion of innovation, a foundational linear theory
for utilizing mass media for behavior change.

Diffusing Your Message

Marketers and communication specialists have long been interested in how and why new
ideas spread through cultures. Have you ever wondered why some trends become popular,
while other ideas never take off? It is challenging to predict just how your consumers will
respond to a message, in particular when messages are distributed through a mediated chan-
nel, rather than through face-to-face communication. When creating a social media mes-
sage, whether it be promoting a new product or inviting friends to a party, you are hoping
that they receive the message and follow through with a desired behavior change. While the
process seems simple enough, there are many things that could go wrong along the way. How
do you ensure that the message actually reaches the target audience? How do you make the
content of the information appropriate and understandable for all members of the audience?
What can you do to ensure that the content is enticing enough to prompt behavior change?

Everett Rogers (1962) explored this process in his book, Diffusion of Innovations. Dif-
fusion of innovations (also referred to as diffusion of innovations theory and/or diffusion)
explains how new ideas spread through media outlets over time among members of a tar-
geted community (Haider & Kreps, 2004). Researchers identified five stages of diffusion
of innovations to explain the process: (i) awareness, (ii) interest, (iii) evaluation, (iv) trial,
and (v) adoption. This process highlights how important the basic assumptions, preferences
and life experience of audiences are to the effectiveness of media messages prove effective. If
adoption is successful, individuals will follow through with the new desired behavior change
(Rogers, 1976; Haider & Kreps, 2004). A strong understanding of this theory will help mar-
keters, media organizations, political candidates, or even just everyday citizens better under-
stand the diffusion, adoption or rejection of new ideas.

Let’s use Apple’s launch of the tablet computer, iPad, in 2010 as an example. How does a
brand’s new innovative technology, unlike any other tablet computer, become a universally
known and trusted product? Through Rogers’ diffusion of innovations process:

Step 1 Users need to become aware of the iPad’s existence. Generally, this is achieved
through traditional means of advertising, ‘show and tell’ displays, or word-of-
mouth techniques.
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Step 2 Users would have to believe that the message was something that was both targeted
to them, targeted to them, and a benefit their everyday life. Prior to Apple’s iPad,
most tablet computers proved bulky and had limited storage capacity. In order for
the iPad to transcend this step, it must offer something unique from alternative
products.

Step 3 Users would complete an evaluation of the product. Evaluation can come in many
forms, such as buying the product and evaluating whether or not they are satisfied
with the results. However, with a high-ticket technology item like an iPad, this is
unlikely. More realistically, users would want to do some research on their own.
They may search customer reviews online, visit their local Apple store to play with
the interface, or ask a friend if they could borrow theirs to see if the technology
meets expectations.

Step 4 The trial stage of the diffusion process is the most critical and time-consuming.
During this period, users may consider themselves as current satisfied customers of
the iPad, but may still be open to alternative products, or disengage if there is social
backlash. No one wants to use a previously popular technology that has become
unpopular and their friends are going to tease them for it (think of outdated social
networking sites here, such as Friendster or Myspace).

Step 5 Finally, a point of saturation is reached where users adopt the technology, in this
case the Apple brand. Users may switch their personal computer to an Apple, or
invest in a new secondary device, such as the iPhone. Through the diffusion behav-
ior change process, users have transformed into loyal brand advocates. In this final
stage, it is the user (consumer) that becomes the disseminator of the brand message
to their personal social network.

While this theory does a nice job of explaining the diffusion process, criticisms of this dom-
inant media-centric approach exist (Melkote & Steeves, 2001). Many believe that the diffu-
sion structure allows little room for audience feedback and participation. However, we know
from Chapter 1 that audiences are participatory in the information-exchange process. Dif-
fusion of innovations theory demonstrates how unlikely it is for individuals to complete all
five stages of the adoption process. They could fall off of the process at any point. Only a
small percentage of your audiences will actually reach the adoption phase. Therefore, social
media practitioners must learn as much as they can about their audiences to ensure whether
audiences actually desire the information that they are hoping to disseminate.

Despite the low likelihood that audiences will reach all five stages of the diffusion pro-
cess, most advertisers and corporations continue to use linear top-down techniques to reach
consumers, such as tweeting messages like “We’re having a sale. Buy now!” This could be
because these types of messages often prove the most efficient and cost-effective method
to reach large audiences, especially through traditional mass communication channels like
radio or television commercials. They can reach a large number of individuals with a single
message, often referred to as “push and pray” marketing (Stratten, 2012).

“Push and pray” marketing indicates that traditional media campaigns distribute their
message to as many people as possible to create awareness-only campaigns. Message pro-
ducers can only hope that message receivers follow the remainder of the behavior change
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process. Most often, these producers never receive any feedback from their audiences and
are unaware whether consumers follow through with the desired behavior change (i.e., pur-
chasing behavior).

While the “push and pray” strategy helps to increase awareness, the importance of inter-
personal communication in the decision-making process cannot be overemphasized. A
friend’s recommendation earns much more than an expert’s endorsement. This has always
been a struggle that mass media campaigns have dealt with: how can they compete with
an interpersonal network of community and friends? Not only do satisfied customers have
strong brand loyalty, but they also bring in their own personal network of friends. This is
why a community-centric technique is so critical to a successful behavior change campaign
(the community-centric technique is discussed in Chapter 3). Nonetheless, today, the inter-
active nature of social media allows new opportunities for diffusion-centric campaigns. It
is easier than ever before for friends to share recommendations through mediated chan-
nels. Therefore, let’s take a more detailed look at the structural shift in technology use from
Web 1.0 to Web 2.0.

Web 1.0 to 2.0 Technology Structure

Technology structure plays a critical role in how we respond, interact with and create media
content. Once you understand opportunities and challenges between various media struc-
tures, more can be done to manipulate social media messages for behavior change. How
does social media differ from traditional mass communication, or even alternative new
media platforms? You often hear the term “social media” interwoven between buzzwords
such as “user-generated content,” “online interactivity” and “Web 2.0.” All of these point to
the structures and opportunities of social media, but none explicitly explain its definition.

Social media

Chapter 1 explained how social media includes any Internet-based applications that build
on the ideological and technological foundations of Web 2.0 and allow the creation and
exchange of user-generated content (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010). User-generated content
includes everything from blogs, collaborative projects such as Wikipedia, social networking
sites such as Facebook, content communities such as YouTube, and virtual game worlds
such as World of Warcraft. While social media is an umbrella term that includes all forms
of online audience exchange, participation and dialogue, user-generated content is a more
specific type of social media that allows audiences to work together to create online content.

Some main characteristics of social media include an online space where users are able
to create, share and evaluate content for the purpose of social interaction through social
software (Lietsala & Sirkkunen, 2008). These spaces are personalized and hold individual
URLs that link to external networks. Often these spaces serve as ever-changing commu-
nities, where members post messages free of charge through a tagging system. In addition,
there are many functions of social media, including improving identity, conversations, shar-
ing, presence, relationships, reputations and groups (Kietzmann et al., 2011). Marketers who
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are interested in developing a social media strategy must first understand these various
functions and structures and seek for the appropriate balance between each in achieving
their marketing goals.

Mass media

Mass media is defined as a group of technologies that allows one-to-many communication
through mediated channels (Pearce, 2009). In the context of mass media communication,
the audience is seen as large, anonymous and homogeneous, making it an ideal form for
information diffusion. If you are interested in broadcasting a message to thousands of users,
why not turn to a mass medium such as radio or television? Even as the Internet became
a commercial service in the 1990s, most content only addressed audiences in a top-down
manner with little interactive features for feedback. If you wished to seek out additional
information about a company, you could go to the company’s index page and read whatever
content they had created. As a user, your role was primarily a passive receiver of information,
where you could access information, but not change or respond. However, you were still
able to negotiate and make sense of the message according to your own life experiences,
preferences and personality, even within the traditional mass media environments, which
is why the concept of a “passive audience” was never really true.

The World Wide Web was initially created as a platform to facilitate information exchange
between users (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010). Mangold and Faulds (2009) explain how the first
purpose of Internet communication is consistent with traditional mass media tools – to
communicate to a large audience. In the early 1990s, most online content resembled tradi-
tional published mass media material, where users accessed content created by a relatively
small number of publishers who had control over the content. A decade later, in the early
2000s, as participatory technology became more readily available, users began interacting
with the content, rather than just consuming the content. Today, we are well into an era of
content creation among users. The role of social media (i.e., users communicating with one
another) brings about the most opportunities for information distribution (Agichtein et al.,
2008). This timeline of interactivity progression from the 1990s to the present is the shift
from Web 1.0 content to Web 2.0 distribution (Figure 2.1).

Early 1990s
Use the Internet to 
Communicate with 
large audience

Early 2000s
Use the Internet to 
interact with the 
content

Today
Audiences use the 
Internet to create 
content

Figure 2.1 Timeline interactive progression.
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Shift to Web 2.0

Web 1.0 is identified as the era where the Internet was used as a one-to-many model (Cor-
mode & Krishnaumurthy, 2008). Though the Internet was always designed for users to par-
ticipate with messages, the tools to do so were not always available to audiences. In its ini-
tial inception, Internet content tended to mirror traditional mass media structures, where
audiences used websites to gain information, not interact with the content. It was not until
advancements in interactivity and participation that social media emerged. Web 2.0 allows
any participant to be a content creator, and is exemplified by a large number of niche groups
who exchange, tag, comment and link content. These advancements in technology allowed
users to share stories, recommendations and communicate directly with a product source.

Indeed, Web 2.0 extends beyond just providing users with the ability for feedback. Wirtz
et al. (2010) proposed four fundamental constructs to the Web 2.0 phenomenon. Each of
these constructs allow for increased participation among users:

� social networking;
� interaction orientation;
� personalization/customization;
� user-added possibilities.

Social networking is the ability for users to find and keep in contact with a personal com-
munity, including interpersonal contacts or interest-based networks. Users are able to share
thoughts, pictures and events. Interaction orientation identifies the interactivity nature of
Web 2.0. Users are able to provide feedback and engage with content according to the struc-
ture that producers allow. This is one step beyond the individual negotiation and sense-
making process, as users can physically alter the media content. Don’t like what you read on
Wikipedia? Web 2.0 allows you to change it.

Personalization/customization is the ability for users to pick and choose the content that
is of most interest to them. Users can block information, set up personal toolbars and book-
marks, and deny Facebook friends they do not wish to communicate with. All these are
ways in which users are taking control of their own Web 2.0 experience. Users demand this
feature in almost everything that they access online now, including customized content on
CNN.com, Amazon, and ESPN.com (Krishnamurthy et al., 2001). Finally, user-added pos-
sibilities transform users into producers of Internet content. Audiences are no longer just
seeking information/content, but are creating it through Wikis, blogs, video and photo-
sharing sites. All these features were not possible in a Web 1.0 environment and maximize
behavior change potential in audiences.

This shift from Web 1.0 to Web 2.0 not only allows users more control over their web
experience, but it also influences the type of content available. O’Reilly (2007) explains how
this user-controlled space allows for collective intelligence, where the blogosphere repre-
sents the voice Internet users used to only hear in their heads. For the first time in history,
the audience is able to decide what is important, thus turning the concept of a traditional
mass media gatekeeper upside down. Web 2.0 allows users the ability to change the media
landscape within their society (O’Reilly, 2007). Today’s social media users have unlimited
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opportunities to receive, create or ignore online content, and are proving more empowered
and motivated than ever before (Buenting, 2006; Boulos & Wheeler, 2007; Dijck, 2009). This
undoubtedly changes historical notions of who and what deserves media and marketers’
attention and which groups are left muted.

There are certainly many opportunities for today’s Internet users to participate. In fact, it
would seem unusual, and perhaps even frustrating, for new media content not to have a par-
ticipatory feature for feedback, comment or interactivity. Marketers who create mass media
campaigns used to struggle between reaching large numbers of individuals and allowing the
option for audience participation and dialogue. However, social media resolves this conflict
between user participation and message control. There are many times when limiting the
amount of participation users have over content may actually be appropriate in order to
retain control over the message. In this case, it becomes a choice from marketers to utilize
a diffusion approach to behavior change.

For example, the President of the United States of America may choose to limit the
amount of participation users have on the White House’s official Facebook page. This is an
elected office that represents the voice of a country and message control is very important.
Moreover, it would prove impossible to create messages that all members of the audience
agreed upon. The audience is much larger than the average niche social media site. Although
audience participation and engagement are great in terms of behavior change, if the content
of your message is critical, it may be wiser to go the route of message diffusion.

Web 2.0 allows the opportunity for increased participation. It is up to the producer of
the message to understand when it is best to increase participatory options and when it
is best to keep strong control over content. Additionally, every organization should have a
space online that diffuses information about the product. Generally, this is the home index
page of your organization’s website, a place for users to go if they would like to gain more
knowledge about your product. Without this “home base,” users may begin to distrust your
brand. It is critical for every online agency to have a clear transparency strategy and control
plan for their brand.

Transparency, Control and Public Relations

In 2010, the household cleaning product company SC Johnson announced its new media
campaign, “Family standard of transparency.” The first advertisement in the series, “Hon-
esty,” emphasizes the company’s commitment to disclosing the ingredients in all of its prod-
ucts. CEO Fisk Johnson explains,

The truth is, companies often don’t have to tell you everything that’s in their products. But we’re
a family company that believes in working hard to do what’s right for the families who buy our
products – and one of the things that means is being transparent with what’s in our products.

In a bold move, SC Johnson decided to be more forthcoming about the ingredients in its
products, beyond what was regulated and required by government. The hope of this type of
marketing move is to bolster ethos with consumers.
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The company launched the website www.WhatsInsideSCJohnson.com (SC Johnson,
2010) that diffuses all of the ingredients in the company’s products, including fragrances,
dyes and preservatives. Why might a cleaning company, in a time when consumers are more
critical and conscious of chemicals than ever before, choose to provide a public space to dis-
play the ingredients of the products when no one is forcing them to do so? Jensen (2001)
explains how there is no better time for marketers to promote their organizations through
greater social accountability and transparency.

Amidst an information environment where individuals hold the expectation of accessing
anything in just a few keystrokes, it is a strong decision for SC Johnson to be in control of
how this disclosure reaches its consumers.

Create additional transparency

One of the foundational communication theories, the theory of social penetration, explains
the relationship between self-disclosure and trust. Researchers demonstrate how the devel-
opment of relational closeness ranges from individuals with whom we feel a superficial bond
to those with whom we feel a more intimate connection. One of the most significant indica-
tors of relational closeness is self-disclosure. The more willing one party is to open up and
disclose personal and private information, the closer the receiving party feels towards their
relationship. In order for people to trust and connect, both parties must be willing to engage
in a level of transparent disclosure (Altman & Taylor, 1973; West, 2009).

Not only is self-disclosure beneficial for interpersonal relationships, but this increased
transparency is the expected norm for today’s social media marketers. With so many con-
versations happening online, if a consumer seeks information that a marketer is not willing
to disclose, he or she most likely will be able to find it from someplace else. You must take
control and not let others write your own brand narrative.

Wright and Hinson (2008) point out how social media creates alternative information
channels, making it difficult for organizations to manage and control information diffusion.
The more marketers are able to control the transparency, authenticity and accountability of
their product, the more opportunities there will be for listening and true dialogue. Trans-
parency implies openness, communication and accountability (Phillips & Young, 2009),
and the more you are willing to do this, the more your consumers will begin to trust your
products.

This idea of transparency is important for all aspects of a company, not just ingredients
within a product. In 2008, Apple came under fire for the working conditions of their man-
ufacturing plant, Foxconn, in China. The online public sphere erupted, linking the produc-
tion of the iPhone with underpaid workers, unpaid overtime hours, extreme working hours,
violent supervision, and worker suicides (Warren, 2012). Many Apple users were sharing
petitions urging other consumers to boycott Apple within their online social networking
circles. This outrage went viral in just a few days.

However, many of the claims presented in the investigative reporting of Foxconn proved
exaggerated and false (Smith, 2012). Apple communication specialists found themselves in
the middle of a public relations crisis, with little to do but push out traditional press releases
stating that claims were untrue. However, users curious in learning more information were

http://www.WhatsInsideSCJohnson.com
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not satisfied with the official press releases and found little to no information on Apple’s
website regarding the company’s product production. Therefore, they were relying on alter-
native media outlets to construct Apple’s production narrative. The new CEO of Apple, Tim
Cook, seemed unable to answer many of the questions consumers were asking about the
scandal.

Having little transparency into the production of Apple products was a mistake by the
company. Consumers expect to be able to find out unlimited information regarding mer-
chandise, and if Apple was not going to provide it, others could effectively push forth this
narrative, no matter how exaggerated. Fortunately, Apple was able to turn this public rela-
tions crisis into a key case study of image rebranding through transparency.

Cook eventually called for a voluntary inspection of Foxconn factories by the Fair Labor
Association. This vow to ensure safe business practices was crucial, even though the initial
story of wrongdoing was admittedly proven exaggerated. Moreover, Cook personally visited
production factories and posted many of his thoughts, findings and pictures from the trip
on the Apple website (Apple Press Info, 2012). Now if you were to search the production of
Apple products on the Internet, you would encounter a very different narrative. You would
see pictures and reports detailing how Apple products are made in a safe and responsible
environment. Increased transparency grants corporations the chance to tell their own story.

Apple is not the only company to face a public relations crisis regarding the production
of their goods. For nearly four decades Nike was under fire for outsourcing manufacturing
plants to lessen costs (Rothenberg-Aalami, 2004). Human rights activists criticized Nike for
taking advantage of child workers and for having destructive and unsafe working environ-
ments, while making billions of dollars in profit (Hill, 2009). The Nike brand was tarnished
by this reputation of being associated with sweatshops.

In 2013, Nike became one of the most transparent companies in the industry. Simply by
visiting their webpage, you can find information on annual reports, supply chains, supplier
certifications, standards for compliance, and employee training (Figure 2.2). This increase
in transparency is just one step in the rebranding efforts of Nike, and part of the reason why
it continues as the world’s largest athletic shoe and apparel company. It is important that
your company also provides this level of ethical consideration and transparency to prevent
a public relations crisis.

Though it’s easy to assume that these narratives of child workers, sweatshops and unsafe
factory working conditions are those from previous generations, it is certainly a human
rights issue that garners more and more attention as we continue to grow as a globalized
and connected marketplace. While it was once possible to remain ignorant on how con-
sumption decisions impact the world we live in, social media magnifies the lives around us.
Unfortunately, oftentimes this attention usually comes as the result of a horrible tragedy.

In April 2013, over 1000 garment workers died and over 2500 were injured when the
eight-story Rana Plaza factory building near Dhaka collapsed (BBC, 2013). This tragedy has
been referred to “deaths by negligence” as the building had failed a number of safety reg-
ulations in prior inspections. Many social media boycotts emerged as news of the tragedy
spread (O’Donnell, 2013). This boycott targeted companies such as The Gap, Wal-Mart and
other American retail stores that had not yet signed a labor-backed plan to improve fac-
tory safety, but instead work on their own alternative plans. In fact, The Gap was one of the
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Figure 2.2 Nike transparency website. Source: Screen Capture from Nike’s Website.

leading entrepreneurs seeking global corporate social responsibility programs, where compa-
nies voluntarily incorporate a social good campaign into their business strategy. European
companies such as Abercrombie & Fitch that had agreed to the labor-backed plan were not
subject to the same public scrutiny after the tragedy, possibly due to the transparency of
their production plan over others.

This case demonstrates how social media has become the leading platform for consumers
to voice their frustrations and solutions to the products that they buy. Nine out of ten con-
sumers report that they are willing to boycott socially irresponsible companies (O’Donnell,
2013), and many experts believe such tragedies could be avoided if the cost of garments
increased by just 10 cents (Covert, 2013). The National Consumers League took this con-
cept and created a Facebook campaign where users were able to pledge to companies that
they would be willing to pay 10 cents more for socially responsible garments. Hopefully, as
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more individuals become aware of such irresponsible business practices, more policies and
regulations will be put in place that force companies to make more ethical and transparent
decisions regarding the production of their products. It is important to consider a trans-
parency action plan to maintain control over your brand narrative and prevent a public
relations crisis.

Transparency Action Plan

There are three steps to create greater social accountability and transparency for your
company.
1 Create additional transparency regarding the production, consumption and profit

of your product. Ensure that it is visible on the index page of your website.
2 Be transparent about the planned and perceived obsolescence (explained below)

of your product.
3 Decide other elements of brand transparency, which will lead to a stronger emo-

tional connection with consumers.

Transparency of your product

Transparency extends beyond just the production of goods, but this is the crucial first step
when developing a diffusion plan. It is easy to be transparent about the everyday tasks within
an organization such as the employees and wages, but is more challenging when it comes to
out-of-house stages, such as manufacturing, shipping and environmental impact. Nonethe-
less, transparency should also include the mission statement, the consumption and the profit
of your products, and long-term satisfaction and customer service.

Organizational mission statements come in many formats with various purposes. Swales
and Rogers (1995, p. 228) define mission statements as “a management tool for projecting
corporate integrity and instilling loyalty and normed behavior in the corporate workforce”
but noted the complexities between genres. When crafting a mission statement, it is impor-
tant to be succinct and consider your organizational goals and objectives. Mission state-
ments should be between one and three sentences in length. Here you should be clear to
the audience why you are in your line of business, who your customers are and what you
can do for them, and how you differ from your competitors. It is critical to differentiate the
mission statement from a company’s branding efforts (discussed further in Chapter 3). Mis-
sion statements need to focus on ultimate transparency instead of getting too creative with
messaging.

It is also important that your organization is forthcoming with the price of your product.
Nothing is more frustrating than making your consumers take the time to visit your orga-
nization’s website and not finding any information regarding how much a good or service
costs. Consumers will assume that the price is too expensive to list or that it is negotiable.
Even if these assumptions are true of your product, be forthright with consumers on why.
Be transparent. Tell your consumers directly that even though your product may cost more
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than competitors, it is worth the extra money, or why you encourage them to negotiate the
price based on their personal needs. Don’t leave your customers guessing.

The price of your product goes beyond just a monetary price tag. Whatever it is that
you are selling to consumers (yourself to a potential employer, an invitation to a party, or
a Facebook status to “like”), you need to be forthcoming about what the cost and benefits
are if they follow through with your prompt. How much time are you asking for? Will you
be willing to share any information provided? What future obligations are involved? This is
the golden rule of communicating: Do unto others as you would have others do unto you.
Not doing so will catch up with you eventually, and will leave a lingering impression on how
your audience views you.

It is also important to consider the “price” of your product with regard to the global envi-
ronment. This is a great chance to showcase some of the socially responsible decisions that
you made during the production stage of your goods to differentiate yourself from other
competitors. Is the packaging of your product recyclable? Be sure to take extra steps to
prompt users to do so. Does your organization sponsor local charities or causes in the com-
munity? Provide that information too. Tell consumers what social issues are important to
you. Disclosing these individual preferences is meaningful to consumers and helps build
rapport and trust. Customers prefer to see their hard-earned money go to responsible indi-
viduals, not a salesperson who is only interested in selling a product. Finally, in terms of
creating transparency of your product, you want to provide information regarding the long-
term satisfaction of your product. What lasting impact does your product have on the world?

Planned and perceived obsolescence

When creating a transparency action plan, you also want to consider the planned obsoles-
cence and perceived obsolescence of your product. Planned obsolescence is the production
of goods with uneconomically short useful lives that force customers to make repeat pur-
chases (Bulow, 1986; Fitzpatrick, 2011). Selling a product that breaks too quickly will turn
consumers away and prompt them to buy from someone else. Selling a product that never
breaks means that the consumer will never have the need to return for business because
their original product is still working. If your product obeys the concept of planned obso-
lescence, your customers will trust the product after it breaks and will pay additional money
to fund a replacement.

The premise behind planned obsolescence is that most rational consumers are short-term
oriented when it comes to purchases, meaning they pay for the present value of a service
or product. Therefore, in order to maximize profit, some companies construct products to
actually break after a period of use. The ethics of this type of business practice has been
debated for years. This is another opportunity for complete transparency, especially if you
have risen above some of your competitors. Also, encourage your customers to share their
experiences with your product or service through social media.

Even though the desirability for a product is a little more difficult to measure and con-
trol, it is still an important factor to consider. Kaspar (2004) describes how perceived obso-
lescence is the limitations of products based on social appeal, rather than function. Even
though a product may still function correctly as your customers intended with purchase, it
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is no longer fashionable or appropriate for modern society. This explains why some people
upgrade to the newest model of phone or computer even though their previous model still
works and serves its intended purpose. If customers are willing to invest in your product,
especially if the investment proves substantial, the social desirability of your product may
be something worth addressing. How invested is your company in customer loyalty and
keeping up with modern updates?

Additional elements of brand transparency

In addition to fostering the transparency of your products and their planned and per-
ceived obsolescence, it is important to consider the profit transparency of your brand. You
may want to share information with your customers about the wages and benefits for your
employees. This is the most overlooked stage of transparency, as many do not believe it is
the business of everyday consumers to know how much employees and CEOs make. How-
ever, one of the biggest fuels of the Nike scandal was how huge the margin was between the
lowest-level employees and the employees at the top. Companies should strive to empower
all members of their organization to feel as though they are a meaningful part of the success.
When the organization benefits, all employees should feel as though they benefit as well.

Consumers want to know where their money goes, even once it is out of their hands.
Let’s refer back to The Gap social media boycott as an example. Say that you work for The
Gap. Your consumers received a social media message that asked them to boycott The Gap
because the company did not sign a labor-backed plan to improve factory safety for produc-
tion employees. They then went online to The Gap’s website to learn more about the pro-
duction of your goods. On the website, your consumers learned more about your efforts to
seek global corporate social responsibility programs on an individual level. Moreover, they
also learned that the company that owns The Gap also owns the garment stores they trust
such as Old Navy, Banana Republic, PiperLime and Athleta. Transparency regarding the
production of goods and ownership of businesses makes them trust the brand even more.
Instead of boycotting The Gap, your consumers may decide to share this information with
their social network and support you.

It is important to be transparent about the identity of the head of your organization and
what his or her affiliations include. During the summer of 2012, Chick-fil-A’s owner Dan
Cathy stated in a publicized interview that he opposed same-sex marriage. This prompted
many to look into the company’s charitable endeavor, the WinShape Foundation (Cline,
2012). Social media erupted when information emerged that millions of dollars from the
WinShape Foundation have been made to political organizations that oppose lesbian, gay,
bisexual, and transgender (LGBT) rights. Because of this, Jim Henson Co. pulled its Muppets
toys from Chick-fil-A’s kid meals, and the Mayors of Boston and Chicago publicly expressed
opposition to new Chick-fil-A’s opening in their cities. Many were outraged to learn about
these donations. Others supported the owner’s right to free speech and organized a “Chick-
fil-A Appreciation Day.” While it is not illegal for a CEO to have political or religious views,
many loyal customers did not want to contribute their money to such campaigns. It would
have been less of a public relations crisis public relations crisis if information was more
accessible by the company for audiences.
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Perhaps a more surprising political comment made by a CEO was John Mackey of Whole
Foods. The mission statement of Whole Foods demonstrates concern for the community,
environment and the whole planet, but has come under public scrutiny for high prices
and low wages for employees (Mukherjee, 2013). In an interview, Mackey linked Obama’s
mandatory healthcare program to fascism. He later retracted this statement, saying it was a
“bad choice of language.” However, the statement proved a costly mistake, as 89% of Whole
Foods stores in the United States are in counties that support Barack Obama and likely
support the mandatory healthcare program (Stolbert, 2011). It is important to again note
that there is nothing illegal or even unethical about the head of a company having political
affiliations or religious beliefs. However, it was the lack of transparency that consumers felt
slighted by in both of these examples.

There are many companies that have utilized social media to provide transparency
regarding their employees’ wages and working conditions. Some simply disclose in job post-
ings under the “human resource” tab on their home page. Others allow employees to blog
about their experiences on the company’s website. These extra efforts allow consumers to
feel good about putting their money towards these organizations and the individual lives
that they are helping by doing so.

Zappos.com has taken this transparency strategy one step further and allows consumers
to take a 60-minute tour through their Zappos headquarters in Las Vegas, Nevada to
learn about the Zappos Family culture. During the tour, consumers experience “how a
values-based organization uses strong culture to live out every day.” They can also take
a free (and funny) virtual tour through the Zappos website at http://www.zapposinsights
.com/tours/virtual. When consumers order a pair of shoes from Zappos, they are intro-
duced to an actual employee from Zappos, making it a more personal experience.

Finally, and perhaps most importantly, companies should be transparent about the soci-
etal benefits of their organization. This is, if nothing else, a smart branding and marketing
strategy. While we will explore the marketing benefits and how to link these societal bene-
fits to socially responsible business models in later chapters, it is important to note here that
societal benefits should be as specific and tangible as possible. Use social media to provide
pictures of the actual people, places or initiatives that your customers are benefiting from
your service. Don’t just say that your product is “green”; demonstrate visually and specif-
ically state what that means for your organization. If your product is linked to a cause or
charity, be specific about the percentage of profits that are donated. This will increase sales,
while keeping your organization out of trouble.

You should also consider including a blog in addition to a home index page for increased
transparency. This blog should not necessarily be centered around the promotion and sell-
ing of your products, but instead be a place that consumers want to visit, even if they have no
interest in purchasing your products. It is important to remember the value of forming rela-
tionships with individuals outside your niche audience. Whole Foods, an American food
supermarket specializing in natural and organic food, has a blog that shares healthy eat-
ing recipes; PetSmart, a retail of pet supplies, has a blog for pet safety; and Lowe’s, a home
improvement and appliance store, has a blog for “Do It Yourself ” ideas. Each of these offers
something for people who are not just looking to buy products.

It is also important to implement this strategy even, and perhaps especially, when the
product you are promoting is yourself. For example, when Philippe Dubost, a web product

http://www.zapposinsights.com/tours/virtual


Information Diffusion 37

Figure 2.3 Amazon résumé. Source: http://phildub.com. Reproduced with permission of Philipee
Dubost.

manager from Paris, was looking for a job, he decided to develop a social online résumé that
resembled the infrastructure of an Amazon product page (Phil Dub, 2014) (Figure 2.3). The
résumé was traditional in many senses; it provided the usual professional content, includ-
ing experience in the field, education and recommendations (found under the “Product
reviews” section of an Amazon page). However, Dubost was able to give employers a better
sense of his own skills and characteristics by increasing the amount of transparency regard-
ing many professional and personal elements in his life. Rather than simply stating that he is
open to traveling for work, Dubost included a link to his personal travel blog, where employ-
ers were able to see pictures, read about travel experiences and see a proficiency in multiple
languages. He also provided snippets of private sphere information regarding personal hob-
bies, by pairing his product with a favorite pair of running shoes and a link to his personal
Tumblr blog. Interested companies can even add his résumé to their cart to see his price
of hire.

Of course, these additional links all showcased Dubost in a positive manner – who
wouldn’t want to be associated with marathon running? Technology allows an opportu-
nity for job seekers to increase the amount of positive information employers are able to
receive in an easy-to-navigate and interesting way. Be forthcoming with this information so
that employers do not feel that they have to search alternative platforms to find out more.
By taking control of your own online content and being transparent with private informa-
tion, you are providing your own narrative with the public information that you want to be
included. The online Amazon-style résumé received over 1.3 million unique visitors from
219 countries and landed Dubost a job working with BirchBox in New York City.

In sum, increasing transparency is a necessary step in today’s digital landscape. Your con-
sumers have unlimited access to information at their fingertips, and if you don’t provide
information regarding your product, someone else will. Moreover, increased transparency
leads to a stronger connection with consumers. Transparency should be considered at every
level, including production, consumption and profit.

http://phildub.com
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Case Study: Shell Arctic Ready

This chapter has discussed the importance of transparency, and how an increase in
openness, communication and accountability leads to an increase of trust and con-
nection. Diffusing social media messages can be the best strategy for marketing prac-
titioners who primarily wish to stay in control over their brand narrative. Though
message diffusion does not have the greatest likelihood for behavior change, it is
the safest option for preventing a public relations crisis. Greenpeace and the Yes Lab
understood this control continuum, and really wanted to ignite behavior change in
their audience. Therefore, they purposefully offered a limited amount of transparency
to users in their campaign Arctic Ready. While a strong diffusion strategy is usually a
good thing for organizations, this case study demonstrates how a lack of communi-
cation and transparency, and an increase in user control with social media messages,
led to a public relations disaster for Royal Dutch Shell’s drilling venture.

In 2012, Greenpeace, the self-proclaimed “largest independent direct-action
environmental organization in the world” (Greenpeace, 2013), and the Yes Lab, an
organization devoted to “helping progressive organizations and individuals carry out
media-getting creative actions around well-considered goals” (Yes Lab, 2013), teamed
up in protest to create a social media campaign Arctic Ready (http://arcticready.
com/). The campaign was designed as a protest against Royal Dutch Shell for their
$4 billion investment in Arctic drilling after Royal Dutch Shell had announced plans
to begin exploratory drilling efforts in the Beaufort and Chukchi seas (Zeller, 2012).

Greenpeace and Yes Lab were looking for ways to inspire behavior change in audi-
ences to protest the venture. They knew that an informative website that simply dif-
fused information about the dangers of drilling in a top-down fashion was a strong
way to control the flow of information, but it would likely bore audiences and would
not prove very viral in nature. Instead, they decided to create a Web 2.0 Arctic Ready
social media campaign. The Arctic Ready website had the appearance of being pro-
duced and managed by Royal Dutch Shell, including the logo, colors, format and lan-
guage of the oil corporation’s website. However, it wasn’t run by Royal Dutch at all. It
purposefully diffused very little transparency about who was in charge of the website
and instead gave users control of content features that appeared to be advertisements
for Royal Dutch Shell. This lack of control undoubtedly created a public relations
disaster for Royal Dutch Shell.

Users of the site believed that the website was designed by the Royal Dutch Shell
Corporation, and could not believe that a company with such a controversial prod-
uct would allow interactivity and participation from consumers. They happily par-
ticipated with the campaign, writing disparaging comments about Royal Dutch Shell
Corporation over the photos of cute animals, such as polar bears and other wild ani-
mals (Figure 2.4). Audiences also played “Angry Bergs,” a game designed to melt ice-
bergs before they got too close to oil rigs, and take an online pledge to sponsor a
failed drilling platform. This unconventional hoax campaign prompted user interac-
tion over diffusion on almost every page.

http://arcticready.com/
http://arcticready.com/
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Figure 2.4 Arctic Ready campaign. Source: http://articready.com/artic. Reproduced with
permission of Mike Bonanno.

By giving up control of their message, Arctic Ready was met with the snark of every-
day Internet users. Users shared their messages with their social network, believing it
to be a public relations disaster for the company. The Arctic Ready campaign garnered
1.8 million page views in just two days (Stenovec, 2012). Though this campaign pur-
posefully neglected the amount of transparency in their social media messages with
the purpose of creating public relations backlash in order to hurt Royal Dutch Shell
Corporation, you do not want to do the same for your company.

One big takeaway from this online campaign hoax (and public relations disaster
for Royal Dutch Shell) is that if you give users just enough space to participate with
your message, you’re going to hear what they think of your product. If you utilize a
strong diffusion strategy with a strong amount of transparency, you will regain more
control over your brand narrative. Greenpeace and Yes Lab knew this, and rather
than just diffusing information in a top-down manner about Royal Dutch Shell, they
decided it would be much more effective if users were able to create the messages
themselves. While you may get many messages that you’re not looking for when you
open up the channels for communication, it is an opportunity to gain a sense of how
the public feels towards a brand or initiative. This type of participatory feedback can
be invaluable for marketers.

Discussion questions

1 One of the greatest advantages of utilizing a diffusion approach in your communi-
cation strategy is that you are able to maintain tight control over message content.
How was the Arctic Ready campaign able to utilize Web 2.0 components to shift
the Royal Dutch Shell website from a diffusion-centered space to a place where
audiences had more control of the message?

http://articready.com/artic
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2 Consider the amount of diffusion-centric messages that you receive in a day,
including billboard, radio, television, and online advertisements. Why were users
more likely to share a participatory campaign such as Arctic Ready than they
would be to share a diffusion-centric message, causing it to go viral?

3 When designing the Arctic Ready campaign, Greenpeace and Yes Lab decided
that it would be more effective to have users create satirical messages poking fun
at Royal Dutch Shell, rather than just transforming the website to reflect their
position on environmental issues. Based on what you know about the behavior
change process, why are Web 2.0 structures so much more powerful in enticing
long-term behavior change?

Summary

This chapter focuses on the structure and content of social media. Specifically, it has
explored how audiences have transformed from passive entities that consume online mes-
sages (Web 1.0) into active users (Web 2.0) that participate, negotiate and generate content
in an information-exchange process. Diffusion of innovations explains how a new idea is
able to spread through media outlets over time among members of a targeted community
via a process of awareness, interest, evaluation, trial, and adoption.

There are many challenges with a diffusion-centric approach to a successful social media
marketing campaign and behavior change. We learned in this chapter that if just one of
the steps is not met, adoption becomes less likely. In general, an inverse relationship exists
between user participation and message control. However, message diffusion does allow
for tight control over media messages. If you are unsure of the public dialogue surrounding
your product, or you are in a position where message dissemination is crucial (i.e., the White
House), strict message diffusion may be the most appropriate option (Table 2.1).

Regardless of your product, you should always allow an online space where users can go
to find out more information that is controlled by the message source. This “home base” is
generally the index page on your company’s website. In addition, alternative social media
platforms need to be included to provide additional participatory features, and to answer any
transparency questions your consumers may have. Companies with limited transparency

Table 2.1 Diffusion: a single media message designed for homogeneous mass audience
dissemination.

Pros Cons

Efficient way to reach a mass audience Not a personalized method of distribution
Cost-effective Limited audience participation
Disseminates large amount of product

information in one place
Top-down content is less interesting to audiences

Allows tight control over media message Low likelihood of audience adoption
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begin to lose control over their own narratives, and as more users participate, the message
becomes more and more diluted. Transparency is necessary in today’s social media land-
scape, and should be considered at every level of your product process. If you choose not to
make this transparent move, you are allowing others to control your brand narrative.

If you are willing to give up some of the control that strict message diffusion allows and
encourage more participation from your audience, you will begin to increase the chances
for behavior change. However, this is a much riskier marketing strategy that requires a solid
understanding of community building and identification development. Let’s explore these
participatory approaches more in Chapter 3.

Key Takeaways

1 Diffusion of innovations is a foundational model for behavior change, which
allows tight control over media messages, providing consumers with increased
information and disclosure about your product.

2 A diffusion strategy is ideal for practitioners who are introducing a new prod-
uct, managing a public relations crisis, or disseminating a message with high
importance.

3 Diffusion strategies should disclose information about all three stages of a product
life cycle: production, consumption, and the profit.

4 Your company’s website should include a mission statement, the cost of the prod-
uct, long-term satisfaction, customer service, the message source, wages and ben-
efits for employees, planned and perceived obsolescence, and societal benefits.

5 Message transparency is important. Today’s consumers are expecting more disclo-
sure about the products and organizations than ever before. There is a strong cor-
relation between self-disclosure and feelings of trust in a relationship. This trust
will keep consumers coming back to a message source.
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3
Establishing Community

Learning Objectives

After reading this chapter, you should be able to:
1 Explain the importance of community and user dialogue exchange.
2 Understand the power of social networks in the behavior change process.
3 Define authenticity and message branding in order to incorporate them into a

strategic marketing proposal.

Introduction

Chapter 2 focused on the structure and content of social media technologies. We learned
how audiences have transformed online content from Web 1.0 messages into more inter-
active Web 2.0 messages. Despite the increased options for interactivity and participation,
most behavior change strategies still utilize diffusion approaches, where a single message
is disseminated to a mass audience with limited opportunity for active participation. This
method proves best if your primary objective is maintaining tight control over your media
message. However, a more effective and empowering approach to incite behavior change in
audiences is to build interest and dialogue through communities.

This chapter explores the power of community persuasion and why individuals are so
influenced by their own-networked community. Imagine a world where all mass media were
social in nature. What if you turned on your television set, and your best friend was on the
screen encouraging you to buy the same brand of yogurt that she eats every day. For the first
time in history, social media makes this type of personal network promotion possible.

Strategic Social Media: From Marketing to Social Change, First Edition. L. Meghan Mahoney and Tang Tang.
© 2017 John Wiley & Sons, Inc. Published 2017 by John Wiley & Sons, Inc.
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Remember that social media is built around principles of interactivity, participation, cre-
ation, and exchange (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010). These structural features are the reason that
67% of online adults utilize social networking sites (Pew Internet Research, 2013). It is more
exciting to receive media messages from those you know interpersonally and have already
built a relationship with, than strangers who are trying to sell you products for profit. We
tend to call the second types of messages spam.

Humans naturally seek community. Hopefully, you cherish those in your own social net-
work and have filled it with individuals that you identify with, admire, and model, as these
are the people through which you are socially constructing your own world. This chapter
explores how these same people are fueling your own consumption habits and behavioral
decisions. More importantly, it explains how a marketing practitioner is able to utilize these
social media communities to fulfill the needs and expectations of consumers.

Community Development Theory

Individuals are unable to escape the culture in which they live. You may be able to resist cer-
tain cultural rituals or expectations, but you are still very much influenced by the world and
people around you. These cultural norms shape who we are and how we behave. Therefore, it
is important for social media marketing practitioners to take great efforts in getting to know
as much as possible about how their audience lives through a thorough audience analysis. An
audience analysis helps practitioners identify pertinent elements regarding audience demo-
graphics and psychographics. Generally, this research helps practitioners construct media
messages that are appropriate and appealing to their target audience. These culturally spe-
cific messages are an important part of the behavior change process.

Cultural theorists have long examined cultural insights in order to best identify how indi-
viduals make meaning out of situations, events and relationships (Thompson et al., 1990).
This body of research demonstrates how individuals socially construct themselves through
the world around them. Media is a large institution of power within this social system.
Therefore, it is a powerful vehicle for behavior change, provided producers understand the
role of media audiences.

Bandura’s social learning theory helps explain the power media has in influencing
our everyday behaviors. This theory views audiences as self-developing, proactive, self-
regulating, and self-reflecting. Though media does influence the way we behave, it is just
one small piece of a much larger equation. Humans are not just reactive in nature (Bandura,
2004). People are producers of social systems, rather than merely products. We are able
to comprehend and regulate our environment and make meanings regarding what we see
(Bryant & Oliver, 2009). Through these experiences, we process symbols into cognitive
models that serve as guides for judgment and action. How influential these experiences
can be depends on personal determinants, behavioral determinants, and environmental
determinants.

Social learning theory also suggests that humans learn through modeling the behaviors
of others. We are very much influenced by the people in our daily lives. While media can
present images and behaviors of characters to model, the real-life interpersonal relationships
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and cultural norms around us provide much stronger models for how we act. It is much more
persuasive to hear a recommendation from a friend than from a character on a television
commercial. This is why the power of community is of such great importance to social media
marketing practitioners.

Often, society loses sight of the complex sense-making process and credits media effects
for poor decision-making by others. Playing one violent video game will not prompt some-
one to act violently in real life, even if cable newscasters continually make this connection
in their broadcasting coverage. A person’s social network and life experience play a stronger
role in how they subsequently behave. However, this does not mean that as a practitioner
you should not be concerned with audience behavior change. It is just important to realize
how difficult it is to influence behavior change through a single mass media message. This
is why diffusion techniques so often fail to prompt change.

Organizations have always been concerned with ways to create the strongest media mes-
sages to spark behavior change. Social learning theory highlights the importance of identi-
fication in this decision-making process. People are more likely to model behavior if they
identify with the person they are viewing, and if it results in valued outcomes (Bryant &
Oliver, 2009). Audiences may not necessarily need to experience those same behaviors in
order to make a change (Bandura, 2004). Instead, they see that someone with whom they
identify enjoy success when behaving in a certain manner, and that experience becomes a
part of their own cognitive process. Identification with media messages is a crucial step in
the modeling process. This is why it is essential for social media marketing practitioners to
develop messages that are consistent with their target consumers’ life experience.

The greatest advantage to social media marketing is that the characters portrayed on
social networks are actually those within our interpersonal network. We already identify
and relate with them. Social media allows you to see the behaviors of your social network
in a new way. You can see your friends conduct product reviews on YouTube, brag about
the large discount they received at a department store, or rave about a new restaurant that
opened in town. You identify with these individuals and are prompted to engage in the same
behaviors. This community dialogue is able to promote collective action that produces a
change in behavior (Figueroa et al., 2002).

Word-of-mouth marketing, where current satisfied customers recommend a service to
other potential customers, has always proved a strong vehicle for sales/promotion. However,
previous generations were bound by proximity to target audiences through this strategy.
Marketing practitioners could only rely on current satisfied customers to promote prod-
ucts to those who live a reasonable distance from the marketplace. Today’s social media
landscape allows for a global marketplace where people are able to seek the products and
merchandise that best suit their needs, without the constraints of proxemics.

Community is a natural necessity for humans. It guides how we perceive our daily
decision-making processes and ourselves. We grow looking to others as a model for our own
behavior, and this continues as we grow. Your audience is going to talk to each other about
their experiences with your product no matter what. By only promoting messages through
a diffusion strategy, you allow these conversations to happen behind a closed door. By pro-
moting dialogue through social media, you allow for increased word-of-mouth market-
ing and are able to rectify any unpleasant experiences your customers may have. Diffusion
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Figure 3.1 Community dimensions.

strategies allow marketers to talk with a mass audience with a single media message. Com-
munity strategies allow audiences to talk with each other through mediated channels.

There are many structural elements of social media that make community dialogue pos-
sible. A discussion forum is a great place for users to communicate with one another about
shared goals. Other social media platforms also have their own dialogue features. One of
the best places to encourage conversation is on your product’s Facebook wall. Here you can
ask your audience questions about their lifestyles and interests. Try not to use this space as
a place to sell your product. Keep the focus as much on your audience as possible so that
they feel as though it is their place to achieve community.

There are four dimensions to establishing this sense of community: membership, shared
emotional connection, influence, and needs fulfillment (McMillan & Chavis, 1986) (Fig-
ure 3.1). As a social media marketing/communication practitioner, it is imperative that you
meet each of these dimensions for your audiences when trying to promote a space for com-
munity, as they allow individuals to share in an identity, the conditions and constraints
of power, and a set of social representation, as well as allow participation from members
(Campbell & Jovchelovitch, 2000).

Individuals must feel as though they have done something to become a member of an
organization before they can feel they are a part of the community. Many organizations
establish a sense of membership through frequent-buyer clubs or by sending people exclu-
sive benefits. Traditional public relations professionals conduct audience analyses to deter-
mine which demographic, or niche, is most likely to buy their product, and then explore
like-minded characteristics (age, gender, education level, ethnicity) among these audiences
to help make target decisions. While this is an effective way to target a group of individuals,
with the new technologies social media professionals today can take the audience analysis
one step further and actually target individuals.

As a marketer, you should try not to get too caught up in targeting individuals who are
already likely to purchase your product or follow through with an intended behavior change.
Instead, you should focus your energy on a secondary audience, which does not yet know
that they would benefit from your service. It is very likely that the individuals most inclined
to seek out and buy your product will continue to do so. You want to capture the latent niche,
or potential audience. We will discuss this process further in Chapter 9.

The second critical step to establishing membership is building emotional connectedness
between members. Think about the many groups and organizations that you belong to on
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your own social media. Chances are you have joined a community where you do not know
anyone else in the group. Perhaps you only joined because a friend sent a request and the
cause was important to him or her. While there is no harm in joining, you may not feel
emotionally vested in the purpose of the group or the people inside. Even though you are a
member of the community, you do not identify yourself within it. Simply being a member
of an organization does not make it a community.

As you begin to target consumers online, be sure that you’re not getting too obsessed
with having high numbers of fans or followers. The goal of social media marketing is not
to become the most popular kid on the social media playground. It is better to have fewer
emotionally vested members than to have thousands of people who do not identify with
your product. It is easy to gain members online. There are numerous sites you can go to,
pay a sum of money, and they will increase your numbers depending on the amount of
money paid. However, what does this really do for business or your organizational goals?

We learned in Chapter 2 about social penetration theory. One of the most significant
indicators of relational closeness among humans is self-disclosure. The more willing one
party is to open up and disclose personal private-sphere information, the closer the receiving
party feels towards their relationship. Therefore, you must provide a space for dialogue that
seems safe enough that community members feel emotionally safe to disclose.

Often media is seen as a public sphere, a place people gather to discuss “water cooler”
issues of civic activity, such as news, politics, weather, and sports (Habermas, 1991). How-
ever, social media allows a chance for media content to center around private sphere issues,
such as family, relationships, goals, values, and health. If a community member feels com-
fortable disclosing at this intimate level of disclosure, members will be more likely to feel
emotionally connected to the organization. There certainly is a complicated balance with the
quantity of ideal social media disclosure. We all know someone in our social network who
we feel discloses too much information. It can be unsafe to ask people to disclose personal
information on a public forum. Thus, social media marketers need to find a balance between
public and private sphere to create this emotional connectedness for their consumers.

A great way to establish this balance is to promote member influence within your orga-
nization. Make members feel as though their participation and contribution within your
community matter. Ask them to share recipes, experiences and pictures. Feature a fan of the
week. Let them know that you value their opinion and input. Ask for critical criticism and
then embrace it.

One example of a company that rebranded itself through community influence is Domi-
nos Pizza. In 2010, Dominos launched a marketing campaign that depicted video clips of
customers criticizing how their pizza tasted. This footage took clips from their focus groups
and illustrated disheartened reactions about the taste and quality of their product. CEO J.
Patrick Doyle admitted in these advertisements that changes needed to be made to their
pizza recipe. This risky approach to marketing certainly cut through the noise of other
advertisements, as it was able to reinvent a brand and show authenticity in customer care
(Oches, 2010). Over a series of stages throughout the year of Dominos Recipe Reinvention,
sales rose by 14.3%, a jump almost unheard of in an established food industry. This case
demonstrates an important lesson for marketers: Show customers that you’re really listen-
ing to what they have to say, and you will be rewarded.
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The final stage in establishing community is needs fulfillment. Hopefully you are con-
fident that your product serves a purpose. This stage of community building should draw
from your mission statement (see Chapter 2). Ask your audience questions often so that
you are able to hear how being a member of your community benefits them. Be sure to keep
attention on your audiences, not your product, when communicating.

As discussed in Chapter 1, people prefer routine in their lives. It is incredibly difficult
to prompt individuals to change their status quo, especially if the benefits of doing so are
not presented clearly. Remember how the theory of cognitive dissonance demonstrates how
humans seek consonance between their expectations and reality (Festinger, 1962). This
means that we become uncomfortable when our ideas, beliefs, values, or emotional reaction
expectations are not met. If your loyal customers receive information that is not consistent
with that brand loyalty, they will have a motivational drive to reduce dissonance by adding
new cognitions or reducing importance of the dissonance element.

One of the founding goals of communication is to spark interpersonal dialogue that pro-
motes cultural identity, trust and commitment (Waisbord, 2001). Imagine how difficult
these constructs are for an organization that audiences know is just trying to sell them a
product. By relying instead on an individual’s social network, you allow a sense of owner-
ship to community members through the sharing and reconstructing of experiences. Rather
than disseminating information from the top to the bottom, communication becomes a pro-
cess where everyone discusses possibilities together. This more human-centered approach
believes that the role of media and technologies should be used to supplement rather than
dominate interpersonal methods (Gray-Felder & Deane, 1999; Waisbord, 2001). Based on
this understanding, an action plan for establishing community through social media is out-
lined below.

Sense of Community Action Plan

There are five steps towards maximizing a sense of community.
1 Establish criteria that individuals must meet in order to join your social network.

Though you may lose some audience members, those that do commit will feel
that it holds exclusivity.

2 Focus audience research on a slightly less obvious secondary niche audience.
These users are likely not targeted by any of your competitors and could increase
your return on investment.

3 Prompt dialogue between users as much as possible by asking questions. Try cen-
tering conversation on private-sphere issues, rather than public, when appropri-
ate.

4 Identify key members of your community and promote them often through give-
aways or feature stories.

5 Continuously monitor and evaluate how satisfied customers are with your
service.
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Community participation is empowering and allows individuals to reclaim their interests
in the public sphere, reaffirms their identity in relation to other social groups, and allows for
better decision- making (Campbell & Jovchelovitch, 2000). As you can imagine, individuals
hate being told what to do, particularly if they feel as though they are being talked down
to. Remember this when creating your social media messages. Value your audiences and
promote community rather than top-down advertising. Perhaps most importantly, social
capital values human diversity and uses participation and empowerment as formative goals
of communication (Kretzmann & McKnight, 1993). Thus, once you reach a place where
communication is exchanged naturally within a community, members begin to trust in one
another (Perkins & Long, 2002).

Behavior Change and the Power of Social Networks

Millennials are often criticized for having too many social networks with too many acquain-
tances. For example, Facebook users who are 18–34 years old had an average of over 300
friends (Pew Internet, 2012); the Russian young adult social networking sensation LiveJour-
nal, or Zhivoy Zhurnal (ZheZhe), has a monthly audience of 8.7 million users (Greenall,
2012); and 70% of the users of China’s popular microblogging site, Weibo (Sina Weibo), are
those aged 19–35 years old (Nakao, 2012).

Putnam’s (2001) book Bowling Alone criticizes young generations for having the lowest
trends of civic engagement and social capital, citing new technologies as an eroder of social
capital. It is filled with statistics showing decreased numbers of individuals marching on
Washington, enrolling in the army, and volunteering at local charity organizations. However,
millennials should take issue with this claim. It’s not as though younger audiences care less
about the world they live in. Instead, their sense of community has simply shifted with the
opportunities of new technology.

Today’s social media users have access to more information, more people and more cul-
tures than any previous generation. Though they may not be volunteering at the local com-
munity Red Cross, this does not mean that they are not engaged in the world. Consider your
own passions and philanthropies. Maybe you are concerned with bringing clean water to
developing countries (charitywater.org) or invested in the end of human trafficking (PEHT)
around the world. Your sense of the world in which you live is much larger than your parents’
and grandparents’. It is easy for you to find socially positive organizations that fit within your
own schemata of experience today. These online causes may be far removed from your per-
sonal proxemic community, but it is still possible to feel strongly attached to the community
goals and mission.

Community is no less important to the millennial generation than it was to any previous
generation. Bandura (2002) explains how personal agency operates within a broad network
of sociostructural influences. We see and construct ourselves in relation to others. More
importantly, our sense of mattering and importance also hinge on those we surround our-
selves with. This has not changed. We need the community of others in order to have an
understanding of our own selves. The ideals of our own culture help us see who we are and
how we fit within it.
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Figure 3.2 Hierarchy of buying. Source: Reproduced with permission of Scott Stratten.

As consumers, we rely on others’ opinions to make purchasing decisions for the majority
of our transactions (Trusov et al., 2009). Word-of-mouth marketing is 30 times stronger
than media marketing. There is no other marketing technique that provides returns this
high. In particular, word-of-mouth marketing proves influential when it comes to obtaining
new customers. Regardless of what you are trying to promote online, you must be concerned
with network endorsements.

In 2012, search ads brought in $8.1 billion and represented 48% of the overall interactive
advertising market (Parker, 2012). Companies are competing to land the number one spot
in search engines. However, Stratten (2012) explains, through his hierarchy of buying, why
this may not be the best business strategy. In order of importance, marketing strategies that
bring the highest return on investment (ROI), or the benefit of an investment divided by the
cost of the investment, include (Figure 3.2):

1 current satisfied customers;
2 referral from a trusted source;
3 current relationship but have yet to purchase;
4 recognized expert in the field;
5 search through ads;
6 cold calls.
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Individuals make purchasing decisions based on their trusted personal network over
experts in the field. Marketers spend millions of dollars on search engine optimization
(SEO), celebrity endorsements, and traditional mass media advertising. However, market-
ing and communication theories demonstrate how few times these methods actually lead to
human behavior change. We are much more influenced by our friends, family and trusted
social network. Diffusion techniques are not the strongest strategy for prompting perma-
nent behavior change in audiences. Let’s use one of the standard lessons that a parent must
teach their child as an example to illustrate how much more influential community messages
are than diffusion.

Consider how you learned not to touch a hot stove when younger. Chances are it was
done through a top-down diffusion fashion. Your guardian saw you approaching the hot
stove, knew that it would hurt you, and relayed that information to you: “Don’t touch that
hot stove. It will hurt you.” You did not need to experience this lesson on your own. Instead,
it was diffused through a person you strongly identify and trust, and who holds great power
over you. For many, this would be a persuasive enough message to follow through with the
desired behavior change of not touching the hot stove. For others, their personality is such
that it would just make them want to touch it more.

As a child, your social network is quite small. You identify and know a very small number
of individuals. What they say and how they behave play a huge role in how you will model
your own behaviors. If your mom speaks with an accent that differs from your immediate
proxemics community, it is likely that you will acquire it at a young age too, even if the accent
is not from your place of residence. As you begin going to school and meeting new people,
some of whom you identify even more strongly with, her linguistic power over your own
behavior begins to lessen.

This is why even if a trusted source of information diffuses a message in an authoritative
top-down fashion, it may not be persuasive enough to promote behavior change in a com-
munity setting. If all of your new friends that you strongly identify with, feel connected to,
and are invested in emotionally, take turns touching a hot stove, you may be likely to touch
it yourself, despite your guardian’s previous warnings. We enjoy feeling as though we are
part of a community and do not want to do anything to jeopardize this. Even though a very
strong diffusion message from a trusted source was effective, a social community provides
a stronger call to action.

The potential of community messages is great news for social media practitioners. Social
media is cost-effective, efficient and easy. Regardless of your industry, it is not only impor-
tant that users feel as though they play an important role in your community, but that you
also play an important role in theirs. One way you can do this is by increasing your authen-
ticity and message branding.

Brand Authenticity

Chapter 2 discussed the importance of transparency when it comes to media messages.
Transparency helps build trust and connection between the source and receiver of messages.
However, while constructing these messages, it is important to consider your authenticity
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and brand. Brand authenticity will help your consumers better understand who you are and
what you are trying to market.

Authenticity is about being yourself and harnessing what you uniquely bring to the table.
As Stratten (2012) says, “If you’re your authentic self, you have no competition.” There are
unlimited companies and products being sold online. Chances are, whatever it is you are
trying to sell (your employment, a service, merchandise) someone else is already selling it.
However, there is something unique and special about your contribution to the field. Thus,
focus on your uniqueness.

Authenticity deals with a company’s object, ownership, consumer experiences, identity
construction and confirmation (Leigh et al., 2006). It has many definitions in psychology,
communication and marketing literature. Every organization has a story to tell. Consider
how your story reflects the values and personality that you are trying to relay to your audi-
ence. You want your customers to feel a certain way about you whenever they read or see
your media messages. These decisions should engineer how people think and feel about
your brand whatever product you are selling (Holt, 2002). Once you have a sense of your
organizational authenticity, you can begin your message branding strategy.

The American Marketing Association (AMA) defines branding as the name, term, design,
symbol, or any other feature that identifies one seller’s goods or service as distinct from
those of other sellers. Think of authenticity as what makes your organization unique from
other competitors and your brand as how you are going to demonstrate your uniqueness to
consumers.

Consumers should be able to distinguish your products and services from other compa-
nies through six variables: physique, personality, culture, relationship, reflection, and self-
image (Kapferer, 1997). If they are not able to do this, there is more work to be done on your
branding strategy. Be sure to monitor and evaluate your brand often (Figure 3.3).

It is important that there is integrity behind your brand. Most often, if you are not hon-
est with yourself, there will be a disconnection between your authenticity and the brand
you are putting forward. One great way to ensure the authenticity of your brand is through
storytelling.

Capabilities: What do
we do?

Internal values & Culture:
Who are we?

Noble Purpose: Why
do we exist?

Aspirational Self-Image: What do
customers want their use of the
brand to say about them?

Shared Values & Community: 
What do we have in common
with customers?

Personality: How do we deliver?

Rallying Cry:
What does all this add up to?

Figure 3.3 Brand identity framework. Copyright © 2015 Brand Amplitude, LLC. All rights
reserved. Adapted from the ‘Brand Identity Prism’ by J.-N. Kapferer, The New Strategic Brand
Management, 2012, p. 156. Source: Reproduced with permission of Carol Phillips.
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Storytelling has evolved as one of our most primary, powerful and persuasive forms of
communication (Ohler, 2008). Individuals have always told narratives based on the culture
of folklore passed from generation to generation. Stories are a reflection of the values and
ideologies within society, and therefore become incredibly valuable to how we make every-
day life decisions. Through the deepest roots of humanity, stories were told orally and passed
down through generations of families. Today, media has allowed us to record these retelling
of stories, and there are huge numbers of them. Just because these stories are being told
through a different medium, their value is not at all diminished; in fact, many would claim
social media amplifies our desire to narrate our own stories.

Folklore is the art of storytelling within a culture. Through folklore, a similar lesson,
theme or structure pattern is resembled, recycled and retaught, providing cultural continu-
ity (Patterson, 2006). Folklore consolidates the interaction of literary and oral, professional
and nonprofessional, formal and informal, constructed and improvised creativity (Degh,
1994). These media messages represent similar structure and content that provides guides
for the way a culture behaves. The more you are able to understand your target audiences’
culture, the more you are able to tap into these patterns of behavior.

People learn through stories, so it only makes sense that you provide one for your
company. Discuss who you are, what goals you have, and why they are important to you
and your audiences. Many successful organizations have started with a story. For exam-
ple, TOMS Shoes began when the owner traveled to Argentina in 2006 and witnessed the
hardships of children without shoes. Ikea owner, Ingvar Kamprad, began selling matches
from bulk to neighbors in Småland, Sweden. These stories stay with people and create
a much longer-lasting and emotional connection than would a bullet point list. Deter-
mine your authenticity and then build a brand that helps tell your story. Finally, and most
importantly, allow your audience to share their experiences and narratives through social
media.

Move beyond the constant top-down diffusion of your message. Remember that your
social media sites really shouldn’t focus on you or your product. Your diffusion site (likely
your home website) is the space for these types of messages. Social media should be about
community dialogue and participation. People do not want to be sold to all of the time.
Having a designated place where individuals can go to learn as much information about
your product as possible allows you to use social media as a place to build relationships
and have dialogue with customers. Social media sites should be filled with questions for
audiences to answer. Most of these questions should have nothing to do with your product,
but instead should build your authenticity.

For example, if you work for a restaurant that only sells organic food, ask customers ques-
tions such as “Why is eating organic food important to you?” or “Share your favorite all-
natural food recipe.” Your role is not to be an expert, but to facilitate authentic dialogue and
help create a space for community. By allowing your audiences to talk to each other, you are
allowing the possibility for these cultural dialogue patterns to emerge naturally.

It should be noted that increasing participation and dialogue by audience members
on your social media sites does require you to give up some control over your message.
Your audience will likely not say the exact things that you would like them to say. In fact,



Establishing Community 55

sometimes they will say things that you really wish they wouldn’t. Use these moments as a
time to reflect on the services that you are providing. If it is a strong service, users will relay
that information in this dialogue. Try your best not to edit or censor user dialogue, unless
of course it is obscene and/or disrespectful to other community members. The more you
are able to facilitate the direction of conversation through prompts the better. Of course, the
more natural the conversations that take place, the bigger insight you have into how your
target audience thinks, acts and values. When used correctly, social media is inexpensive
market research into the cultural norms and expectations of your audience (we will discuss
more about social media monitor and research in Chapter 12).

Case Study: Grey Poupon

As discussed, community is established through four dimensions: membership,
shared emotional connection, influence, and needs fulfillment (McMillan & Chavis,
1986). Most marketers fall into the trap of using social media to increase the mem-
bership of their community. However, this is not a very effective strategy if the other
three dimensions of community are absent.

The mustard company Grey Poupon took a different approach to establishing com-
munity through social media. Understanding the influence of exclusivity to mem-
bership, the company launched a new online marketing campaign on Facebook that
pre-screens fans that attempt to “like the page.” This screening measures whether
the individuals have good enough taste to become one of the company’s Facebook
fans (Fiegerman, 2012). While most other businesses beg audiences to become fans
of their social media pages, Grey Poupon audiences only become fans if they pass a
series of steps.

In order to become a member of the Grey Poupon Facebook page, individuals must
apply through an application called “The Society of Good Taste.” Through an anal-
ysis of your interests, friends and writing style, the application determines whether
your tastes are refined enough to be a Grey Poupon fan. Your membership with the
Facebook group is then either accepted or denied.

This exclusivity screening works for Grey Poupon because the elite qualities that
they are portraying are positive associations that individuals want to be identified
with on their own social networks. Who wouldn’t want to be associated with refined
tastes and interests? If your organization is associated with something less culturally
appealing, this may not be the best marketing strategy.

There are hundreds if not thousands of mustard brands across the world. It is
important for Grey Poupon to find its authenticity in order to reach the niche
of individuals who may become brand advocates for their product. Heinz yellow
mustard authenticity centers on being the most global and convenient mustard
available (Heinz, 2013); Plochman’s identifies as being a family-owned organization
(Plochman, 2013); and French’s mustard is made with only all natural ingredients
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(Frenchs, 2013). Grey Poupon found its niche within this market by branding its
award-winning flavor with exclusivity and sophistication. Their audience is willing
to pay a little higher price for these qualities.

Their website reads, “Grey Poupon quickly turns any dish into a gourmet offer-
ing – even a simple sandwich. So much so, that patrons are willing to pay a premium
price for sandwiches that feature this sought-after mustard” (Kraft, 2013). This is a
very different brand narrative from the other lower-priced mustards. It also helps the
company remain transparent about why customers may be paying more, which may
help explain why it has been around since 1777 (Figure 3.4).

ACQUIRE
A TASTE

FOR GOOD
TASTE

Figure 3.4 Grey Poupon Facebook page. Source: facebook.com/greypoupon.

Discussion questions

1 How is Grey Poupon able to meet the four criteria of community (dimensions of
membership) through their Facebook page? Which dimension is “The Society of
Good Taste” application best able to fulfill?

2 What is the authenticity of Grey Poupon and how does it differ from other mus-
tard brands? How is Grey Poupon able to capitalize on this niche through social
media in ways not possible through traditional mass media?

3 How might Grey Poupon lose fans who are willing to pay a premium for their
product if they marketed towards a more general mass audience?
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Summary

It has always been difficult for marketers to promote community among audiences because
there was no efficient or cost-effective manner for dialogue to take place. Marketing practi-
tioners were only able to measure the success of their messages by sales or direct audience
feedback. Social media has changed the exclusivity of mass media, and now individuals are
able to communicate on an intimate level with organizations online.

Social learning theory shows us how individuals make decisions through modeling the
behaviors of others. Mass media messages have always been a part of this process, but those
messages included characters that were not a part of our own real-life social network. Social
media has allowed this distinction to merge as well, as users are able to receive messages
from individuals that they are already networked with on a personal level. These messages
become a part of the cognitive process and help to construct reality.

Our sense of membership, shared emotional connection, influence and needs fulfillment
are all crucial factors to how influenced we are within a community. One of the most sig-
nificant indicators of relational closeness within a community is self-disclosure. The more
willing individuals are to opening up and discussing private-sphere issues, the more emo-
tionally vested they, and the other members of the group, will feel.

The value of member participation and contribution cannot be understated. One must
constantly seek feedback and critiques from community members so that they feel as though
they are a critical part of its success. However, this requires organizations to give up some
level of control that strict diffusion allows. Social media marketing practitioners must be
confident in the authenticity and brand of their message in order to engage on this level of
participation.

One way to ensure success is to share your personal narrative. This narrative will help
audiences to identify with your story, and provide the chance for you to explain your authen-
ticity, or niche within the market. This more human-centered approach supplements, rather
than dominates, interpersonal networks. Be sure to consider how this story reflects the indi-
viduals and personality, or brand, of your product.

Research demonstrates the power of word-of-mouth advertising through current satis-
fied customers. Social networks are creating personal agency through sociostructural influ-
ences. Your consumers are more likely to make purchasing decisions based on their trusted
personal network than they are through experts in the field or information that they seek
through search engines.

The power of social network in our everyday decision-making is huge. Social media
allows marketers a space to harness this networked power and allows consumers the chance
to talk to each other about their experiences. Don’t waste your chance by only diffusing
information in a top-down fashion. Be confident enough in your product to lose a little
control so that your community is able to become empowered and participatory (Table 3.1).

Social learning theory taught us how individuals make meanings and decisions regarding
their lives based on what they see. These cognitive models serve as guides for judgment and
action. Yes, media do present images, messages and behaviors, but these experiences tend
not to be as powerful vehicles for behavior change as actual real-life lived realities.
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Table 3.1 Community: an online space where users engage in transactional dialogue about a
shared topic or interest. Source: Author.

Pros Cons

Out-of-the-box feedback More niche audience
Strong audience identification with brand Requires careful monitoring and frequent feedback
Higher behavior change yield Loses some control over message

Consider the example above of the parent teaching a child not to touch a hot stove. While
a person’s individual community is a stronger form of persuasion than a top-down diffu-
sion message, social learning theory taught us that the biggest driver of decision-making is
personal experience. That is why most people don’t touch a hot stove more than once. Once
you’ve experienced the painful feeling of getting burnt, it does not matter what information
a person in power diffuses, or what your individual social network says. You make the deci-
sion based on your own schema of events. You touched the hot stove. You know what it felt
like. You know that there is little, if any, reward in doing so. You’re not going to do it again.

These types of experienced decisions are much more likely to be permanent models for
behavior change and are one of the most difficult constructs to establish through social
media. How do you get someone to have a real-life experience through a computer screen?
This construct is also the furthest to the right on our social media continuum, meaning
that it lends very little control of the media message to the producer. However, if you are
successfully able to mobilize your audience, there is nothing more powerful for permanent
behavior change. Let’s now turn our attention to social media mobilization in Chapter 4.

Key Takeaways

1 When prompting behavior change through media, it is important that individuals
identify with your message. A comprehensive audience analysis can help ensure
this.

2 Social media allows a unique opportunity for an individual’s social network to
share their product experiences with the general public and with each other.

3 Community is a more participatory approach to marketing, and thus it is a
more powerful tool than diffusion-centric techniques in behavior change. It
includes four dimensions: membership, shared emotional connection, influence,
and needs fulfillment.

4 Be confident in your product to lose a little control and encourage more partici-
patory and community-oriented social media marketing efforts.

5 Your social media sites should not focus on you or your product. Tell your brand
story and invite your consumers to share their stories/experiences with your
product.
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4
Mobilizing Your Audience

Learning Objectives

After reading this chapter, you should be able to:
1 Mobilize your audiences into action through social media messages.
2 Understand how user-generated content empowers audiences into action.
3 Create a strategy that encourages audiences to interact with your social media site

and engage in offline advocacy.

Introduction

Social media is designed for users to engage in dialogue and participate with each other.
However, the goal of most mass media campaigns is to get audiences offline and mobi-
lize them towards real-life behavior change. Most notably, companies are hoping to prompt
audiences to purchase their product. Previous chapters have demonstrated the potential of
social media in equalizing relationships between previous institutions of power and every-
day citizens (Raftery, 1991; Weisbrod, 1991; Neuhauser & Kreps, 2003). Though the rela-
tionship between consumers and marketers may never be equalized, social media is cer-
tainly changing expectations.

Top-down diffusion messages are able to reach a large mass audience. Though the poten-
tial for behavior change is not great, it is the most secure way to control your message.
However, by always playing it safe, you may be missing the real potential of social media

Strategic Social Media: From Marketing to Social Change, First Edition. L. Meghan Mahoney and Tang Tang.
© 2017 John Wiley & Sons, Inc. Published 2017 by John Wiley & Sons, Inc.
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marketing. Community strategies allow audiences the ability to provide feedback and
communicate directly with each other about issues they are vested in. This increases the
amount of trust that they have in a product, and allows recommendations to come from a
personal network, rather than a top-down source.

Participatory social media has transformed audiences into more educated, empowered
and motivated Internet users (Boulos & Wheeler, 2006). This change in social media users
provide social media marketers an opportunity to make a huge difference in their consumers
and the world around them through mobilization techniques.

This chapter explores various methods for social participation. How can marketers get
consumers offline and use social media to prompt real-life interaction and promote prod-
ucts? Chapters 2 and 3 explained how most behavior change interventions fail because of
the oversaturation of media, with very little options for user feedback and interaction. While
traditional media are limited in their ability to encourage interpersonal dialogue and reach
a mass audience at the same time, social media is able to bridge this gap. By allowing audi-
ences to take control over social media messages, everyday consumers could be transformed
into lifetime brand advocates.

Social Media Mobilization

One of the greatest advancements of social media is the ability for collective action. Often,
social movements fueled through new communication technologies are called cyberac-
tivism, which changes the landscape of collective action (Eltantawy & Wiest, 2011). Howard
(2011) defines cyberactivism as the act of using the Internet to advance a political cause that
is difficult to advance offline. This concept of collective action has been studied for half a
century, guided by the resource mobilization theory. Though often criticized, the premise of
resource mobilization theory is that desire, dissent and attitude change are not enough to
spark social change, but resources such as time, money and organizational skills are critical
for a successful social movement (McCarthy & Zald, 1977; Jenkins, 1983).

Mobilization is defined as the process by which candidates, parties, activists, and groups
induce other people to participate (Rosenstone & Hansen, 2003). Mobilization research gen-
erally examines large social movements and activism, and deals with the planning, exe-
cution, and facilitation of these actions. Mobilization is an important concept to turn to
if you are interested in inciting behavior change through social media messages, because
the premise for any successful behavior change through media messages requires both the
advancing of media messages and an execution/facilitation strategy.

It is not enough to simply pique someone’s interest in your product. While in isolation
your message may be interesting enough to prompt behavior change, unfortunately con-
sumers are bombarded with media messages all day. They will read your social media mes-
sage while waiting at the bus stop, on their way to work, while simultaneously answering
emails and looking at a friend’s pictures. By the time they have any free time, they have
heard hundreds of additional requests and have forgotten all about the message. Thus, mar-
keting practitioners must provide enough resources to make mobilization as easy as possible
right there and then, when consumers first come into contact with your message.
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While social media has undoubtedly reinvented activism, it has also made it easier for
audiences to hide behind a screen. Malcolm Gladwell (2010) argues that the weak ties of
social connections seldom leads to high-risk activism. This is partly due to the comfort that
users feel when sticking to their technology, and the discomfort when leaving it to experi-
ence new and uncertain behaviors. Social media makes it easy for users to diffuse messages,
but harder for these messages to have a lasting impact on human behavior change.

Universities struggle with this premise in their recruitment. In order to experience uni-
versity life, students must complete a long, arduous and sometimes expensive application
process. For years, university recruiters have attempted to bridge this gap through media
messages that promote community. They disseminate brochures showing current students
“just like you” have a great time in their facilities. However, rather than diffusing informa-
tion about a student “just like you,” why not use social media to actually encourage “you” to
have those experiences. Admission departments are now seeing the power of using social
media to prompt individuals to put down the brochure, come to campus, and attend free
open houses, sit in on classes, and try out feature facilities like state-of-the-art rock climbing
walls. These experiences do so much more for individual decision-making processes than a
single brochure would. It’s clear that media messages cannot compete with a great real-life
experience.

For decades, mass media was primarily used as a vehicle to get the message out to hun-
dreds of thousands of audiences with just a single message (Stone, 1993). This process has
been dubbed “push and pray” in the marketing realm (Stratten, 2012). As we learned in
Chapter 2, push-and-pray marketing (Figure 4.1) is when practitioners try to reach as many
users as possible (cold calling, radio broadcast, television commercials, email spam) in the
hope that a small portion of that audience will follow through with the requested message.

Nonetheless, social media allows us the chance to use media for critiquing, disrupting
and organizing. Why not provide audiences the chance to use the media in a way that they
choose? Pull-and-stay marketing (Figure 4.2) allows practitioners to use media to listen
and engage conversation. This facilitation will bring the right audience to you with a strong
sense of trust and connection. Handing control over to users will empower them towards
much larger and more impactful behavior change tactics. Let’s take one of the most popular

Figure 4.1 Push-and-pray marketing. Source: Author.
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Figure 4.2 Pull-and-stay marketing. Source: Author.

Internet revolutions as an example for how social media proved a mobilizer to permanent
behavior change.

For 30 years Egyptian President Hosni Mubarack served under a one-party authoritarian
state of emergency. Beginning January 25, 2011, demonstrations, marches and nonviolent
civil resistance demanded the overthrow of the regime of the President. The Egyptian revo-
lution has been characterized by the instrumental use of social media, especially Facebook,
Twitter, YouTube, and text messaging by protesters, to bring social change. It was led by
a loose network of young individuals that demonstrated a capacity for organization, dis-
cipline, restraint, and integrity (Khamis & Vaughn, 2011). However, individual Egyptians,
for the first time in history, were able to find, communicate with, and organize like-minded
individuals through social media and mobile devices. After just 18 days of demonstrations,
Mubarak resigned on February 11, 2011. All of this happened because users were able to
connect and facilitate action through social media.

Social media provides the tools for mobilization, by connecting individuals with a larger
social network that feels the same way and is ready to take action. It has distinct inherent
properties for facilitating real-life participation. One of the oldest social media platforms,
Meetup.com, is built on the premise of interest-based networking. Individuals with the same
interests are able to find each other, locate based on proximity, and facilitate real-life gath-
erings that would have otherwise been very difficult to organize. The website’s tagline
describes Meetup as “neighbors getting together to learn something, do something, share
something,” which clearly demonstrates the power of social media to get people offline and
create interpersonal experiences.

Boyd (2011) explains how social media technology enables user action through its design
of three types of integrated affordances: profiles, friends list, and tools of communication.
Profiles constitute the space where conversations, both synchronous and asynchronous, take
place. These profiles allow individuals the opportunity to create their own identity, whether
real or idealized. Here, users can provide as much information as they choose, and tell others
what they feel is most important about themselves and their interests.

Friends’ lists are the audience and public of the social media user. This is the most critical
part of social networks, as simply creating a Twitter profile does not constitute social media.
Often, users who create profiles but do not follow or participate with others’ posts are called
media lurkers (Crawford, 2009). They do not contribute or take anything from the social
media, and have little value to marketers.
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You may remember the hype and excitement surrounding the release of the social net-
working sites Google+ and Ello. However, regardless of the innovative features for network
and connection of the social media platforms, many users found little use and value in the
sites because of their limited friends’ lists. A social media site is only as good as the people
we are able to connect with. That is why it is so difficult to launch a new successful social net-
working platform that is able to compete with the more established ones, such as Facebook
or Twitter.

In addition to user profile and friends list, the tools of communication are really what
allow users to communicate and organize themselves in a public or semi-public forum.
These functions allow networks to connect local and the global, and lead to collective out-
comes (Enjolras et al., 2013). In the meantime, these communication tools provide some
regulation to the spaces of communication. Without regulation, communities are likely to
succumb to spam and “trolls,” persistent posters of malicious or purposefully distracting
comments (Gowers & Nielsen, 2009).

Once these structures are put into place (profiles, friends list, and tools of communi-
cation) the possibilities for mobilization are endless. The result of these features creates a
more empowered and motivated action, as users do not feel as though they are being forced
or prompted to do something. The action is the result of users’ own ideas, collaboration
and efforts. These collective outcomes are the most powerful kinds of behavior change and
should be the goal of every social media marketer.

The Power of User-Generated Content

We have discussed in great length the inverse relationship between control and participatory
messages. The more control you have over the message, the less participatory it proves in
nature. However, it is important to note that these are not mutually exclusive entities. A
social media message should be good at message diffusion, community and mobilization.

We have also discussed how participatory means promoting the greatest likelihood for
behavior change in audiences. Participatory communication includes any process through
which people define themselves, what they need and how to get there, through dialogue
(Byrne et al., 2005). It utilizes dialogue that leads to the collective problem identification of
solutions to development issues. Social media provides a great resource for this initial step.

It is very easy to go into a community and tell individuals what they should do. How-
ever, if you are searching for a lasting and even permanent behavior change, this is not the
best persuasion tactic. In a study by Husain and Shaikh (2005), a village was given condoms
free of cost. While many users took advantage of this opportunity, researchers found that
the likelihood of using the condom actually increased if the individual had to pay for it,
rather than receiving it for free. This is consistent with the premise of participatory com-
munication, because by purchasing the condom an individual is actually taking part and
becoming an advocate for the cause. Individuals want an egalitarian solution, and to be
a part of the change (Dutta, 2006). Active participation is critical to the readjustment of
structural forces that exist as the core of the problem. Social participation, a combination of
mass dissemination and media engagement, has proven the most efficient and effective way
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to spark behavior change in communication and development literature (Waisbord, 2001).
Here, audiences are addressed in a bottom-up manner, rather than talked down to by media
messages (Gray-Felder & Deane, 1999; Morris, 2003).

Sterne (2010) describes social media participation in marketing as providing audiences
the opportunity to visit, click, retweet, post, comment, rate, and bookmark products.
While this type of transactional feedback interaction is important, it also mirrors the same
traditional top-down communication process (Bandura, 2004). Users have much more to
offer than simply interacting with predetermined text. Allowing users to engage in trans-
actional feedback is not enough to ignite permanent behavior change, especially in a media
context where this type of engagement is expected and the norm for today’s audiences.
Social media marketing must mirror the same trends and involve participant dialogue and
audience engagement in every step of the process, including product and message design,
transforming consumers into message advocates (Waisbord, 2001). We must encourage
consumers to move beyond content participation and move towards content creation.

In previous chapters, we have learned that individuals learn best through modeling the
behaviors of their own culture and environment. While some of these behaviors are learned
through media messages, the majority of our behaviors are learned from direct observation
of those in our interpersonal lives and our own lived experiences. We used the example of
learning not to touch a hot stove to demonstrate how once you live out the experience of
getting burnt, there is little message diffusion or community persuasion that will convince
you to touch the hot stove again. The goal of social media marketing should thus be to pro-
vide users with a real-life lived experience that will prove stronger than other more diffusion
and community-centric messages.

Marketers have used this “real-life experience” strategy to market products for years. This
is why infomercials urge you to try their product out for free with no commitment. This
strategy is built on the premise that your real-life experience during the trial period will
provide you with positive schemata of reference, and to return the product would create
great dissonance. Once users have a pleasant experience with a product, it is difficult to turn
away. Research shows how simply allowing consumers to experience touching a product
significantly increases their likelihood to purchase (Citrin et al., 2003).

Of course, this creates challenges for social media marketers. It is impossible to allow
Internet users to have a real-life lived experience online. Therefore, marketers should stop
using the medium to tell users how wonderful their product is, and should instead make it
as easy as possible to promote users to sign offline and try the product out for themselves.

Heilman et al. (2011) investigated the power of in-store free samples on food products and
their influence on subsequent purchasing behavior. Results of this study demonstrate how
providing free real-life samples of food significantly increases the likelihood of shoppers
buying a product that they otherwise would not have purchased. There was an even greater
likelihood of a customer purchasing the food if a person was interacting with consumers
in addition to the free sample. This finding is consistent with the idea of an interpersonal
network influencing behavior change. Marketers must use social media as a space for con-
sumers to share their real-life experiences with their personal network through community
techniques.

Consumers like to be in control of their own media consumption habits. Uses and grat-
ifications research shows how audience characteristics and personal motivations influence
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exposure and consequent attitudes (Haridakis & Rubin, 2005). Users select media that grat-
ify their needs, and the more motivated they are by that gratification, the stronger the expe-
rience. (We will discuss more about uses and gratifications research and active audience
behavior in Chapter 5.) This includes a user’s locus of control (Potter, 1988).

Locus of control is a trait personality that reflects one’s conceptualization of who controls
the events in one’s own life (Haridakis & Hanson, 2009). Those who believe that they hold
power over external circumstances are more internally controlled. Those who believe that
things such as fate, luck, and other people act as controllers of their lives prove more exter-
nally controlled (Levenson, 1974). Locus of control has also been positively associated with
the amount of media consumption and involvement in social activities (Levenson, 1974). It
is an incredible tool for mobilization. Therefore, it makes sense to turn to locus of control
when interested in a predictive variable for behavior change through media messages.

The goal of social media messages should be to make your community feel as though
they have a strong locus of control. Singhal and Rogers (2003) explain how most commu-
nication interventions fail because technocrats design them based on their own personal
view of reality. This is why audience analyses are such a critical part of marketing and pub-
lic relations. Instead, we should allow for true participation, where users, individually and
collectively, are able to reflect on their social situation and articulate their own discontent
and action. One way to achieve this is through user-generated content (UGC).

Today, hundreds of millions of Internet users are self-publishing consumers (Cha et al.,
2007). As discussed in Chapter 2, UGC fulfills three requirements: (i) is published on a
publicly accessible website or on a social networking site accessible to a selected group of
people; (ii) shows a certain amount of creative effort; and (iii) needs to have been created
outside of professional routines and practices (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010). One of the largest
and oldest UGC social media sites, YouTube, promotes users to “Remember that this is your
community! Each and every user of YouTube makes the site what it is, so don’t be afraid to
dig in and get involved” (Van Dijck, 2009). It is no wonder that the site, built on the premise
of user creation, has become the most successful Internet short video sharing service (Cheng
et al., 2008). Based on this information, the following mobilization action plan can be put
into place.

Mobilization Action Plan

There are four steps towards maximizing an action in audiences through social media.
1 Ensure that your social media allows users to create their own user profiles, con-

nect with friends, and provides tools of communication where users can com-
municate and organize themselves. This can either be done on an existing social
media site (Twitter, Facebook) or a new application designed specifically for your
organization and audiences.

2 Encourage participatory communication that allows users to define themselves,
their needs, and the resources needed to get there. Communicate with them often,
but don’t control conversation. Really listen to what your audience is saying. Allow
conversations to emerge naturally from your audience.



68 Strategic Social Media

3 Treat your audience like an informed public, not a passive audience that is in need
of information. Provide enough resources so that if they invest enough time or
resources, they are able to make decisions on their own. This will create a stronger
locus of control and will transform them into a stronger brand advocate. Ask their
opinions often and treat them like the experts of your organization.

4 Prompt social participation, where you are combining social media content with
interpersonal behaviors. This can be done through the use of user-generated tech-
nologies. Allow your audience to participate in “real-life” offline behaviors, such
as creating a video, sharing pictures, or voting in a poll or product development.

Clearly, creating social media content becomes a much more powerful part of our
schemata for interpretation. Once your audience invests their own time, energy, and some-
times even money, the stakes are higher. These efforts become a part of their life experience
and personal identity, and play a critical role in brand advocacy.

Offline Advocacy

The purpose of any social media campaign should be to encourage message creation by
audiences. As a social media marketing practitioner, you should constantly encourage users
to comment, respond and interact with your content. In addition to this online participation,
your audience may become so vested in this community that they become brand advocates
offline as well.

One company that has been able to integrate their online and offline marketing is TOMS.
TOMS is built on a contributory consumption business model, where if a consumer purchases
a product, the organization donates something to a cause. TOMS calls this a “One for One”
model, where a user purchases a pair of shoes and the company gives a pair of shoes to a
person in need.

Beyond a great brand narrative (CEO Blake Mycoskie traveled to Argentina, where he
saw children living without shoes and decided to do something about it), TOMS has been
able to integrate the mission of philanthropy and strong audience locus of control in every
piece of their marketing strategy. TOMS sends customers a flag of their logo with every
shoe purchase and asks consumers to take a picture and share their personal story of giving,
whether it has to do with TOMS shoes or not. Rather than focusing their marketing on the
purchase of shoes, TOMS has centered their brand on a lifestyle and social movement. Their
website states:

TOM is not a single person, it is the idea that the decisions we make today can echo into the
future. If you believe in finding adventure while building a better tomorrow, you’re TOM. If you
shop consciously, volunteer with an organization that is changing lives, take part in creating a
sustainable future or help raise awareness of issues affecting lives across the globe – you are
TOM (http://www.toms.com/i-am-tom).

http://www.toms.com/i-am-tom
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This brand strategy encourages consumers to do good things in real life, capture it on photo
or video, and then share it on TOMS social media accounts with the hashtag #iamtom.
Though this campaign is not directly selling shoes, it is making their consumers feel emo-
tionally attached to the brand and creating a strong community among audiences that are
taking control over the brand narrative.

The importance of community cannot be understated in the mobilization process. TOMS
consumers purchase shoes because they represent the way they construct their own identity
and the role that they play in the world around them. They don’t feel as though TOMS is
just another shoe company that is trying to sell them an item for profit. They feel a strong
locus of control about their purchase because TOMS is allowing them to control the product
narrative. Wearing TOMS identifies a person as a philanthropist. The website is filled with
strangers high-fiving each other because they are also wearing TOMS shoes. TOMS is not
selling to consumers; consumers are TOMS because TOMS has given them the freedom and
tools to share personal stories of how they have interpreted the mission into their own lives.

In terms of mobilization, TOMS shoes has certainly implemented an effective social
media strategy. They have an annual “One Day Without Shoes” event where audiences are
asked to go without shoes for one day and share their experiences online (Figure 4.3). Their
website also asks users to take pictures and share where they have been wearing their TOMS.
They take TOMS fans on international shoe drops with them and blog about their experi-
ences. Their website is filled with images of the people whom they help, and prompts for
customers to share! share! share! (TOMS, 2013). Each of these real-life experiences makes
consumers feel more emotionally invested with the brand.

These real-life efforts all become a part of their consumers’ life experiences. Rather than
just thinking about a pair of shoes when consumers think about TOMS, they remember
the emotional connection that they felt when they did something good for the world, or
the sacrifice of going an entire day without shoes. This transforms the consumer process

Figure 4.3 TOMS campaign. Source: http://www.toms.com/one-day-without-shoes.

http://www.toms.com/one-day-without-shoes
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Figure 4.4 Frito Lay’s campaign. Source: www.dousaflavor.com.

into a much more emotional experience. Moreover, consumers can share their experience
online through social media so that their personal network can witness the community
movement. Undoubtedly, these images and videos hold great pathos and the community
would want to join in.

Every social media campaign, regardless of the purpose, should urge users to do the same.
You want your product to be a part of their everyday experiences. Mobilization extends
beyond just clicking and interacting. It is about asking users to generate new content and to
share it as part of their own message.

Another company that has been successful in integrating the power of participation in a
social media marketing campaign is Frito Lay’s “Do Us A FlavorTM” campaign. Each year,
Lay’s potato chips company creates and distributes a new flavor to add to their lineup. In
2012, the company decided to allow consumers to participate in the process through online
and mobile submissions.

Rather than just creating various flavors and allowing users to vote on their favorite, Frito
Lay actually allowed users to take part in the creation process. Users were urged to submit
any idea that they felt would make a tasty potato chip. By giving up control of the process,
undoubtedly the company received many ideas that could never reach market. This is one
disadvantage of a participatory marketing campaign. However, by giving up control of the
message, they were able to find three possible flavors out of the 3.8 million fan submissions.
These included Cheesey Garlic Bread, Sriracha, and Chicken and Waffles.

The social media campaign (Figure 4.4) took participation another level by creating each
of the flavors and featured a biography for each of the submissions. This helped personalize
the flavors and made it easier for users to identify with the contestants.

� Christina Abu-Judom, creator of Lay’s Chicken & Waffles, is a volunteer coordinator at
a nonprofit in Phoenix, Arizona. Her nephew encouraged her to enter the contest and
his favorite dish has always been chicken and waffles.

http://www.dousaflavor.com
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� Karen Weber-Mendham submitted Lay’s Cheesy Garlic Bread, and is a part-time chil-
dren’s librarian and mom of three in Land O’Lakes, Wisconsin. She loves going out for
pizza with her family, and while waiting for the pizza to come to the table, she always
orders a bowl of cheesy garlic bread for the family to enjoy.

� Tyler Raineri created Lay’s Sriracha and is a student at Illinois State University. Tyler
prefers to coat his chips, and pretty much everything else, in sriracha. It was a taste he
inherited from his grandmother whose homemade chips were always seasoned with a
dab of this red-hot sauce. And it’s a tradition he now shares with his housemates at school
(FritoLays, 2013).

Even if users did not have a strong preference for one flavor over another, they were able
to see and read about each of the contestants and then vote on their favorite flavor through
the Lay’s Facebook page, text message or Twitter using the hashtag #SaveChickenWaffles,
#SaveGarlicBread or #SaveSriracha.

This is a multi-layer participatory campaign. Audiences were involved in every stage of
the campaign: inception, creation, and feedback. It is easier than ever to get users to share
their experiences with your product in their “real” lives. Mobile media technologies are
both wireless and portable, allowing individuals to share pictures, videos, and check-in
“on the go” where they are (Wei, 2013). This campaign was able to transcend from just
being about a potato chip, to an emotional story about how three lives were changed by
Frito Lay.

The opportunity for mobilization is only possible if companies are willing to give up con-
trol of their brand narrative and allow users to not only participate but also design, create
and produce media content. This requires a strong and trusted mission statement. For mobi-
lization to be successful, users must understand the authenticity of your brand, identify with
the lifestyle, and want to share it with their own network. With this type of strategy, a shoe
becomes a social change movement, a potato chip becomes a vote to change someone’s life,
and an audience becomes a marketing executive who is able to control a brand narrative.
This of course comes with great risk, as you are leaving your social media account open for
audiences to say whatever they want. If they are unhappy with your product, this will come
through in their messages. Social media shifts power to the consumers, which can be very
powerful, or detrimental, to your brand.

Case Study: Breast Cancer Meme

One of the most powerful forms of social media mobilization is cyberactivism. Here,
individuals utilize the Internet to promote a particular cause or charity. Every person
has their own cause that is close to their heart, and we often feel these things speak
closely to our life experience and identity. Therefore, we are eager to share cyberac-
tivism efforts with our own-networked community and ask them to join. These calls
for awareness filled with empathetic emotional appeals spread quickly. One of the
reasons these calls hold so much virality is because individuals like the idea of others
associating them with charity or a good cause. Humans want to do the right thing,
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and if the call is to simply ask you to push a button to “like” a status, we don’t mind
obliging. Your own Facebook page may be filled with charities and organizations that
your friends have sent to you, yet you have never actually participated with. Calls for
cyberactivism can spread quickly, but make little difference in the world because they
are not linked to any real-life mobilization. Social media practitioners want to be sure
that their media messages encourage behavior change.

Each October, various individuals, businesses and organizations celebrate National
Breast Cancer Awareness Month. Generally, this is a cause that most individuals don’t
mind participating in and sharing with their social network. Various forms of Internet
memes circulate on Facebook to help spread awareness.

One of the most popular breast cancer Facebook memes was a private message
request where females were asked to put a single color as their status update. The
message asked females to choose a color that was the same as the bra that they were
wearing. The status simply read: NAME, COLOR (i.e., “Melissa, black”, “Rebecca,
red”). The idea of the meme was that men would log onto Facebook, see that their
female friends had these bizarre single-color statuses and become confused. This fun
activity was designed to raise awareness for breast cancer (Albanesius, 2010).

Other forms of this viral meme have spread each year during Breast Cancer Aware-
ness Month. One private message asked females to change their Facebook status to
the location where they like to put their purse. These status updates would read “I like
it on the floor” or “I like it behind the couch.” This undoubtedly sexualized the meme
further, and more and more women began to share. The meme’s Facebook fanpage
even read “Whether you are a full-fledged Breast Cancer supporter or a shameless,
sexually-charged horndog, this page is for you” (Albanesius, 2010).

An additional call prompted females to:

Put the number, followed by the word “inches,” and how long it takes to do your hair…
Remember last year so many people took part it made national news and, the constant
updating of status reminded everyone why we’re doing this and helped raise awareness!!
Do NOT tell any males what the status’ mean, keep them guessing!! And please copy and
paste (in a message) this to all your female friends to see if we can make a bigger fuss
this year than last year!!! I did my part…now YOUR turn! Go on ladies…and let’s have
all the men guessing!! (Trussell, 2012).

These memes are very successful at diffusing a message and getting individuals
to participate. They are filled with fun personalization. Individuals who share the
message feel good about doing their part to spread breast cancer awareness. However,
they raise the question of whether cyberactivism is actually activism at all. Is a secret
message really going to mobilize real-life action to help cure breast cancer?

The Susan G. Komen Foundation reported an increase in interest and contribu-
tions following the popular viral memes (Stein, 2010). However, it should be noted
that these memes circulated during the opening days of Breast Cancer Awareness
Month, and it is difficult to link the cause of donations. Many individuals found sexu-
alizing of breast cancer problematic (Stein, 2010), others wished that they were linked
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to additional breast cancer prevention material or donation options, instead of a pri-
vate message.

The problem with these types of diffusion-centric campaigns is that they are not
linked to real-life action. These types of memes allow individuals who want to help
spread breast cancer awareness to put their efforts into a vague Facebook status
instead of something more useful to the cause. Additionally, lack of awareness is not
always the biggest challenge of a cause or charity. The Centers for Disease Control
states that one of the biggest misunderstandings about breast cancer is that women
are the only ones who are susceptible. However, over 2000 men were diagnosed
and over 400 men died from the disease in the United States in 2012 (Komen,
2012). It seems counterintuitive to brand awareness campaigns with the color pink
or even to go as far as to purposefully keep awareness messages out of the hands
of males.

Before creating a social media mobilization campaign, it is important to ask
whether lack of awareness is the biggest challenge to the cause. Is your biggest chal-
lenge that individuals don’t know that you exist, or are they just not interested in your
services? In some cases, lack of awareness is a huge issue. Nonetheless, breast cancer
campaigns do little to actually spread tangible information regarding the initiative’s
goals, even though these viral campaigns put great efforts into disseminating preven-
tion and self-check information to the general public.

Most every organization would benefit more from messages that were tied to prac-
tical real-life mobilization efforts. These could include volunteering, donating money,
signing a petition, or writing a letter. Often, these can be accomplished with just a
simple click of a button as awareness-only techniques. Imagine spending an entire
afternoon volunteering at a chemotherapy treatment center. How much more pow-
erful would that experience shape your audience’s behavior than stating the color of
their bra on a Facebook status? This is especially true in causes that already have a
strong, tightly knit community such as breast cancer survivors. Through more action-
oriented mobilization approaches, your message will transform audiences into more
interested, knowledgeable and vested advocates for your cause.

Discussion questions

1 What qualities of the Facebook breast cancer awareness meme make it so viral in
nature? Why would thousands of social media users want to participate and share
with their friends?

2 How did the social media meme fall short of user mobilization? What changes
could be made to make more of a difference to breast cancer causes?

3 Creating emotional real-life experiences for users is one of the biggest indicators
of mobilization success. How do cyberactivism and other prosocial movements
have a natural advantage to social media mobilization strategies? How can this be
incorporated into a brand authenticity and mission statement?
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Summary

Think of the most influential moments in your life – the experiences that shaped you as a
person, and the stories that you tell over and over. Chances are these are not scenes that
you’ve watched play out on a television screen or a website that you visited online. We are
not most influenced by the technologies in our lives, but by our experiences and the people
closest to us.

If your goal as a social media marketing/communication practitioner is to have your
product or message become an intricate part of others’ lives, you must provide opportuni-
ties for them to experience it for themselves. Social media has many affordances that make
this type of real-life mobilization easier than ever. The technologies aid better planning and
easier execution and facilitation of action.

In addition to utilizing social media to prompt users to gain experience with your product,
you must also use it as a space to create and share. UGC is critical to the transformation
of users into message advocates. Message diffusion allows users to comply with a request.
Community gives users a space to ask questions or post feedback. Mobilization is the only
way for users to willingly and permanently have a voice in your campaign.

As discussed in previous chapters, using media to ignite behavior change exists on a tricky
continuum. Strictly diffusing messages allows you to have tight control over what is being
said about your product. However, it has a lousy return on investment in terms of sparking
behavior change. Allowing others to experience your product and speak on your behalf
through strict participation means a much stronger vehicle for behavior change. However,
this provides you with little control over what is being said. It is important to find a balance.

Have you ever had a terrible experience with a product? Perhaps you went to a restaurant
where the staff was rude, you had to wait forever for a table, and the food did not taste good. It
does not matter what future reviews you read, or recommendations the restaurant receives,
you will not go back. Before moving to a participatory strategy, you must be confident that
the customer experience with your product will be positive.

This does not mean that your goal as a marketing practitioner is to please everyone. In
fact, this is impossible in today’s digital landscape. Consumers are going to give negative
reviews. However, if you are finding that this negativity accounts for the majority of the
feedback you are receiving, it is time to reign in the participatory features and start from
the beginning. Reevaluate your brand’s mission statement, authenticity and transparency.
Companies should constantly be monitoring and evaluating their community and feedback
(more on this evaluation process can be found in Chapter 12).

There are very few products where consumers will become brand advocates. These con-
sumers already want to wear tee-shirts with the company’s logo, and talk about the new
products with their personal network. This small group of individuals strongly identify with
these products and the lifestyle that they stand for (Table 4.1).

The best social media strategies are not those that only use participation and
mobilization-centric techniques; there should be a three-pronged social media strategy in
combination with diffusion, community, and mobilization approaches. There are millions of
social media sites in existence today. While it is important and useful to learn how the most
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Table 4.1 Mobilization: inducing individuals to participate with your social media campaign
through real-life action. Source: Author.

Pros Cons

Users highly identify with media message Targets individuals, not mass audience
Transforms audience into brand advocates Requires established brand recognition and trust
Strongest behavior change yield Loses control over message

popular work, all of them offer options for these three functions: diffusion, community, and
mobilization. It is up to you to determine which tools you are going to use to accomplish
your goal.

Now that we understand the most important functions of social media (diffusion, com-
munity and mobilization), it is time to turn our attention to the users and messages involved.
How has social media transformed audiences into active users for behavior change? How
do social media structures influence user behavior? How does social media encourage more
active engagement than traditional media? What tools help generate user participation? We
will explore these questions and more in the next four chapters as we look at social media
users and messages.

Key Takeaways

1 Social participation, a combination of mass dissemination and media engage-
ment, provides users with real-life lived experiences and has proven the most effi-
cient and effective way to spark behavior change.

2 Mobilization requires more than just interest. Marketers must use social media to
make planning, execution and facilitation of action as easy as possible for users.

3 Give consumers a strong locus of control by allowing them to create and gener-
ate content and discussions in every step of the process, including product and
message design. This will pull consumers in, not push messages out, and trans-
form consumers into brand advocates.

4 Cyberactivism should go beyond awareness only. Be sure a tangible action is tied
to your messages that correspond with your initiative’s goals.
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Part II

Social Media Users and Messages





5
Transforming Audiences into Users

Learning Objectives

After reading this chapter, you should be able to:
1 Explain active audience theories, such as uses and gratifications, social cognitive

theory and selective exposure, and be able to identify opportunities and challenges
when marketing to social media users.

2 Identify individual and cognitive factors that influence social media use.
3 Analyze social media user profiles and understand how to utilize them for effective

social media marketing.

Introduction

Part I of this book introduced social media functions and three strategies for creating mes-
sages: diffusion, community, and mobilization. Regardless of which approach you are using
in your social media strategy, all marketing should begin with a thorough audience analysis.
This chapter will help in that process by explaining why audiences use social media, identify
individual and cognitive factors that influence social media use, and pinpoint opportu-
nities and challenges you may face when using social media to reach and influence an
audience.

We have learned how social media transforms passive audiences into empowered users.
Users are able to simultaneously receive a sales message from their Facebook page, share
thoughts (positive or negative) about your company on Twitter, and provide suggestions for
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your next product line via your official website. They may also accidently encounter a pin
board on Pinterest, make their purchase directly through the link, and re-pin it to make
more people aware of their “likes.” Social media has aided more user-centered communi-
cation, brought increased sense of community, and prompted more positive participatory
behavior change. It has transformed passive audiences into active participants that endorse
products directly in the marketplace.

Social media audiences today actively seek media content to gratify their needs, and have
greater control over their media choices than ever before (Sundet & Ytreberg, 2009). As a
social media marketer, you should encourage more direct communication with your con-
sumers and build customized user content (Chan-Olmsted & Ha, 2003; Lin & Cho, 2010).
Since many factors can impact people’s social media use, you first must identify a range of
factors that explain how marketing content is consumed on social media, as well as what
motivates consumers to make a purchasing decision.

Transforming Passive Audiences to Empowered Users

In today’s digital marketplace, social media audiences act as prosumers, or individuals who
consume and produce content at the same time (Toffler, 1980; Ritzer & Jurgenson, 2010).
The dynamic nature of social media makes audiences interact with the medium in a much
more direct and personalized manner than traditional media. Thus, social media marketers
should aim to provide consumers with a personalized experience, and seek to achieve a
thorough understanding of why and how people use social media and how such a use would
influence their purchasing decision. What works well to persuade one individual may not be
successful on another. Each individual user consumes social media messages for reasons that
are unique, yet specific to the context and life situation. It is important for you to consider
your unique social media audience as an individual, rather than a macro unit of aggregated
mass (Potter, 2009). What to disseminate to the audiences is just as crucial as how to get the
information to them when designing a social media strategy.

Active audience theories provide an explanation of why people choose and use media.
Scholars within this theoretical school believe that audiences are active and goal-directed,
and they make a rational choice to use media content to satisfy their personal needs and
desires. Essentially, these theories seek to answer the question what people do with media,
not what media do to people (Katz et al., 1974). This dramatically changes the traditional
conceptualization that audiences are passive laid-back message receivers.

Active audience theories suggest that audience activity is prevalent in a new media envi-
ronment as the experience lends itself to a convergence culture wherein individuals have
more choices and control on what, when, where, and how they want to consume media
content (Ruggiero, 2000; Sundet & Ytreberg, 2009). These theories adopt a psychological
viewpoint and focus on how individual motivations, moods, personality, attitude, prefer-
ences, and demographics influence social media use (Akar & Topcu, 2011; Sweitzer, 2014).
A few illustrations of active audience theories include uses and gratifications theory, social
cognitive theory, mood management, and selective exposure theory.
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Uses and gratifications theory

Uses and gratifications theory explains how audiences use media to satisfy their needs. The
theory is based on five fundamental characteristics proposed by McLeod and Becker (1981),
including:

First, audiences are active. Second, media use is goal directed. Third, media use fulfills a wide
variety of needs. Fourth, people can articulate their reasons for using the media. And fifth, the
gratifications have their origins in media content, exposure, and the social context in which
exposure takes place (Potter, 2009, p. 142).

Researchers suggest that the social and psychological origins of needs lead to different pat-
terns of media exposure (Katz et al., 1974).

Specifically, the uses and gratifications theory identifies two orientations that explain
why audiences use media: instrumental media use and ritualistic use. According to Rubin
(1984, p. 67), “instrumental media use reflects more active patterns of using media content
to select information from realistically perceived messages. Ritualized media use reflects less
active patterns of using the media to fill time and relieve boredom [emphasis added].” While
academia has debated the active/passive role of audiences, it seems trivial for marketers to
participate in this conversation. A more important question for social media marketers to
answer is what motivates audiences to use what types of social media content. How can they
develop effective social media messages to serve audiences who have different motivations
and goals?

There are many examples of marketers achieving this in your own life. Let’s imagine that
you were watching the Oscars award show on television. During this activity, you were also
actively tweeting your thoughts and predictions of who will take home an award. During
the commercial break, you decided to fill the time by skimming through tweets. You see a
post talking about Lady Gaga’s elegant Versace gown. The dress captures your attention, and
you immediately retweet the post, pin it on Pinterest, and begin to actively search for more
information about Versace. This scenario indicates how both instrumental and ritualistic
motivations influence our media use. People do use a medium both purposefully and out of
habit (Cooper & Tang, 2009). We will talk more about the relationship between motivations
and social media use in the section “Predicting social media use and audience behavior.”

Social cognitive theory

Social cognitive theory has been widely applied to explain many stages of media choices,
including the initial adoption, content selection, and habitual behavior. It suggests that out-
come expectations, self-efficacy, and self-regulation are the conscious factors that determine
audience behavior (LaRose & Eastin, 2004; LaRose, 2009). Outcome expectations refer to
both positive outcomes and negative consequences that enact the behavior (LaRose, 2009),
including novel, social, activity, monetary, self-reactive, and status outcomes (LaRose &
Eastin, 2004). Novel outcomes refer to using media to find new information or features.
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Social outcomes suggest that audiences use a medium for social support, sense of belong-
ing, and relationship development. Activity outcomes are similar to entertainment motiva-
tions, while monetary outcomes indicate that using a medium can help people save time and
money. Self-reactive outcomes refer to using media to pass the time, and status outcomes
suggest that people use media to get respect and values (LaRose & Eastin, 2004).

Self-efficacy indicates the belief in one’s capability to perform a task (LaRose & Eastin,
2004). Self-efficacy is different from actual skill level or previous experience, but simply indi-
cates people’s confidence level in their ability to use a media product/service. Self-regulation
is a process that incorporates three stages: self-observation, judgmental process, and self-
reaction (Bandura, 1991). Research suggests that audiences observe their behavior, compare
the behavior with social norms, and then decide whether to repeat the behavior or change
it (LaRose & Eastin, 2004).

Social media use is based on the mutual influence of outcome expectations, self-efficacy,
and self-regulation. Let’s imagine that your client is planning a wedding. You introduce her
to Pinterest because you believe that Pinterest is able to meet her unique social and status
expected outcomes. She can use Pinterest to follow your newest products, trending must-
haves for a spring wedding, communicating with other brides-to-be, sharing with friends
and family, and retelling her experience with thousands of people via the virtual community.
These are all the possible benefits of following your Pinterest page.

Next, you aim to build your customer’s self-efficacy, in particular those who have never
used Pinterest before. Here, you help your customers connect with their friends and social
networks, link them to the boards they would like, encourage them to join social groups with
which share the same interests and passion, and reinforce the positive values they would get
via your continuous conversations with them. As suggested by social cognitive theory, your
clients’ initial exposure to a new social media endeavor may be led by your recommendation
or their previous experience with a similar site. However, it is the perception of their future
use of the endeavor, rather than any objective technological features, that determine their
adoption and continuous use.

Mood management theory

Mood management theory suggests that individual’s media choices vary with their moods
(Zillmann, 1988). There are many reasons why individuals turn to media during emotional
situations. When people are excited, they are likely to select a more relaxing media outlet.
Bored people, on the other hand, seek to find stimulating content. People who are stressed
prefer to consume calming programs. Men tend to use media for distraction when they are
in a bad mood, while women tend to watch sad movies to mediate their moods (Nolen-
Hoeksema, 1987). In general, people like to consume media content with a positive tone,
and tend to avoid any message that generates disagreeable feelings (Knobloch-Westerwick,
2007). Therefore, you should set up a positive and pleasant tone in your social media mes-
sages. Most of your audience simply wishes to use social media for fun.

It is also important for social media marketers to match their messages with a context and
audiences’ mood. This requires practitioners to stay up to date on important public sphere
issues. For example, maybe your audience was very excited about the Netherlands–Spain
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game in the 2014 World Cup. If your audience is mostly from the Netherlands, they probably
looked for a way to express their national pride. This provided a great opportunity to connect
with your Netherlands consumers via social media. Before and during the game, you could
have created engaging visualizations about the World Cup on Facebook and Twitter, kept
up with the game in real time to show your support, and celebrated when the Netherlands
scored a goal. These actions allow you to take part in the conversation that is already taking
place, and will make you seem more like a human and less like a brand. Remember that
identification is crucial to behavior change. It is important that your social media messages
adapt to the real-life experiences and moods of your audiences. Social media should be a
place to have fun with your audiences.

An example of a company that was able to have fun and match their audience personality
is Just Eat, a leading takeaway ordering service. Just Eat connects more than 36,000 local
restaurants and 5 million consumers in 13 countries (Carver, 2013). In fall 2012, the
company launched a multimedia campaign titled “Don’t Cook, JUST EAT” in the United
Kingdom. The campaign began with a 90-second TV commercial that positioned Just Eat
as an “anti-cooking rebel” who was out to get rid of home cooking. In the commercial,
a group of takeaway chefs attempted to prevent amateur chefs from cooking at home,
and kidnapped Antony Worrall Thompson, a well-known TV celebrity chef. The TV ad
aimed to stimulate audiences’ interests and the anti-cooking mood. To further engage the
audiences, Just Eat used the hashtag #JUSTEATkidnap and encouraged audiences to share
anti-cooking texts and images on social media. They also developed an online game that
allowed audiences to “slap” Antony Worrall Thompson across the face with a catch-of-the-
day fish. The campaign encouraged audiences to share the game on Facebook and Twitter
with friends during the campaign period (Carver, 2013). As a result, in just one week audi-
ences used #JUSTEATkidnap hashtag more than 1000 times, and “slapped” Antony Worrall
Thompson 850,000 times (online). The campaign was successfully able to increase Just Eat’s
brand awareness through a diffusion message about their product, brought an increased
sense of community through dialogue with participants, and demonstrated the importance
of incorporating the mood and personality of your audience into your social media
strategy.

Selective exposure theory

Selective exposure theory offers a similar approach to explain media use by suggesting that
audiences tend to hold certain attitudes, values or opinions and that these predispositions
make people choose media content that matches their beliefs, but avoid media that chal-
lenges them (Webster & Phalen, 1997; Prior, 2005). For example, if your company’s “smiling
face” logo appears on social media in the middle of sad disaster news, your audiences may
feel very offended. As a social media marketer, you need to take your audiences’ likes, beliefs
and attitudes into consideration when developing the messages. Only after you reach con-
sumers emotionally, can you impact their purchasing decisions (Sweeney et al., 2014). Now
that we understand the relationship between social media marketing and audience mood
and emotions, let’s turn our attention towards using this information to predict audience
behavior.
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Predicting Social Media Use and Audience Behavior

In November 2014, Sephora, a company that sells beauty products, launched a rare full-shop
discount to loyal customers. However, the promotion quickly turned into a social media cri-
sis when Sephora began blocking selected user accounts during the sale. Some customers
with a registered Chinese email address (for example qq.com; 163.com) were having trouble
purchasing products. Other users with an East Asian last name also had trouble (Northrup,
2014). Without an official online customer service department to vent to, Sephora’s angry
customers gathered on the company’s Facebook page, shared their stories, supported each
other, and sought further social and legal help via social media. Within a day, Sephora’s Face-
book was filled with hostile comments, racial discrimination accusation, as well as uncer-
tainty and confusion from those whose account was not impacted. Customers demanded
that Sephora speak up and fix the situation. Forty hours after the chaos, Sephora made an
official statement on Facebook as quoted below (Sephora, 2014):

A Message To Our Clients: Sephora is dedicated to providing an exciting and reliable shopping
experience and we sincerely apologize to our loyal clients who were impacted by the website
outage that occurred yesterday.

Our website is incredibly robust and designed to withstand a tremendous amount of volume.
What caused the disruption yesterday was a high level of bulk buys and automated accounts for
reselling purposes from North America and multiple countries outside the US. The technical
difficulties that impacted the site are actively being addressed and our desktop US website is
now functioning normally. We are actively working to restore our Canadian, mobile website,
and international shipping where applicable. There has been no impact on the security and
privacy of our clients’ data.

The reality is that in taking steps to restore website functionality, some of our loyal North
American and international clients got temporarily blocked. We understand how frustrating it
is and are deeply sorry for the disruption to your shopping experience.

However, in some instances we have, indeed, deactivated accounts due to reselling – a per-
vasive issue throughout the industry and the world. As part of our ongoing commitment to
protecting our clients and our brands, we have identified certain entities who take advantage
of promotional opportunities to purchase products in large volume on our website and re-sell
them through other channels. After careful consideration, we have deactivated these accounts
in order to optimize product availability for the majority of our clients, as well as ensure that
consumers are not subject to increased prices or products that are not being handled or stored
properly.

We have established a VIB hotline to ensure that if we are able to verify that your
account was erroneously deactivated, it is reactivated immediately. Please call 877-VIB-ONLY
(1-877-842-6659).

This statement did not satisfy customers. Many of the social media users stated that
if Sephora were able to release this announcement in a timelier manner, they would
be more willing to accept this explanation and apology. However, a delay of 40 hours
seems too long to address customers’ concerns in today’s digital landscape. This example
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illustrates how expectations of customer service and immediacy have changed because of
social media.

Today’s social media users have more power than ever before. Here, social media was
utilized as a place for individual customers to vent about their problems, communicate with
each other, and request an apology. As such, social media marketers and communication
specialists must understand people’s social media use patterns and factors that influence
social media use before they develop a social media campaign, or respond to their social
media crisis.

Individual factors influence social media use. Research has shown that genes influence
human behavior (Bouchard, 2004; Freese & Shostak, 2009; Kirzinger et al., 2012). Gender,
age, income, ethnicity, and/or sexual preference make audiences use different media, and
hence make various purchasing decisions (Sewell, 1992). Who we are directly influences
what media we choose to use and which communication we seek to pursue. For exam-
ple, Pinterest is considered a more female-oriented social media. Facebook is a universal
social media that attracts audiences of different sex, age, and social economic status. For
this reason, marketers and communication specialists have long conducted demographic
analysis of their target audiences. Age, gender, education, social economic status, ethnicity,
and occupation are all important data any marketer should obtain about their consumers
before developing their marketing strategies. It is important for you to select an appropriate
social media platform to best reach your target consumers.

Personality is also a predictor of media consumption (Zillmann, 1988). Researchers
suggest that there are five personality traits: neuroticism (sensitive/nervous vs. secure/
confident), extroversion (outgoing/energetic vs. solitary/reserved), openness (inventive/
curious vs. consistent/cautious), agreeableness (friendly/compassionate vs. cold/unkind),
and conscientiousness (efficient/organized vs. easy-going/careless). This is often abbrevi-
ated to OCEAN (openness, conscientiousness, extroversion, agreeableness, neuroticism).
Media use can be explained by the personality continuum OCEAN (Rammstedt & John,
2007; Jenkins-Guarnieri et al., 2012).

For example, extroverted people tend to choose activities that provide direct social con-
tact (Argyle & Lu, 1990). Introverts like to use print media because print media can provide
them a sense of control. People who are anxious and moody are likely to use media as a
way to escape. Those who are curious and willing to try new ideas tend to spend more
time doing pleasure reading, but less time watching TV. Audiences who are more neurotic
choose news and information programs and prefer objective messages (Finn, 1997; Krc-
mar & Strizhakova, 2009). In terms of social media use, outgoing people and those who are
open to new ideas tend to use social media frequently, while those with emotional stabil-
ity rarely use social media (Krcmar & Strizhakova, 2009; Correa, Hinsley & Gil de Zuniga,
2010). Extroverted people like to tweet. Those who are less open and disclosing tend to use
LinkedIn (Sweitzer, 2014).

As you can see, personality influences what media your audiences choose to use. When
developing a social media campaign, you need to understand your audience’s personality.
In addition, give your brand campaign a personality, find the social media platforms that
can best carry the personality, and reach audiences who share or appreciate the personality.
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We are going to discuss how to give your campaign a personality in Chapter 11 when we
talk more about social media marketing strategies.

In addition to demographics and personality traits, cognitive factors predict which media
we choose to use (or not use). These cognitive factors include, for example, motivations, atti-
tudes, self-efficacy, and preferences. Compared to individual factors (demographics, per-
sonality), cognitive factors are less fixed and can change from time to time. They set up
internal boundaries for our media use and other social behavior. For example, your con-
sumer may have a desire to visit your company’s Vine account because they are outgoing
and extroverted, but their attitude towards your Vine account will ultimately decide whether
they will use it. If they do not like the constant pushy videos about your product on Vine, or
if they hold a negative attitude towards the increasing amount of social media advertising
in general, they will not visit your Vine account no matter how outgoing they are.

As mentioned earlier, attitude is a cognitive factor that predicts social media use. When
consumers hold a negative attitude towards your page, they stop visiting it (Akar & Topcu,
2011; Sweitzer, 2014). Researchers suggest that attitudes towards online media are based on
attitudes towards elements other than the media itself (Wang et al., 2002). An advertise-
ment, a picture, or a message on your social media page can affect your consumer’s opinion
about the entire page. Audiences have personal preferences and primarily consume media
materials that fit their tastes. Therefore, it is important to carry out solid audience research
to know your consumers’ likes and dislikes. Many social media monitoring tools now allow
you to assess your audiences’ attitudes towards your company. We will talk more about these
tools in Chapter 12.

Four motivations – intrinsic motivation, identified regulation, external regulation, and
automotivation – can influence social media use (Ryan & Deci, 2000). Intrinsic motivation
refers to the reason that simply comes from the satisfaction and pleasure of using the media
itself. For example, your audiences may watch a YouTube video just for fun. Identified regula-
tion indicates that people use media because they believe that the media can be beneficial to
them in the long run (Ryan & Deci, 2000). They choose to use the media for the reward. For
example, you may use Coursera to take an online social media marketing course, because
you believe the course can put you ahead in the social media marketing field. Identified
regulation thus explains why you use the media.

External regulation suggests that people use media to avoid a negative outcome or to seek
external rewards (Ryan & Deci, 2000). The difference between identified regulation and
external regulation is that when people use media for external regulation, they feel that
they have no choice but use the media. Nonetheless, when people use media for identified
regulation, they feel that they have free choices and they use the media because they want
to. For example, you may participate in an online discussion board because your professor
requires you to do so. People can also use a medium without a clear motive. They may use the
medium simply because it is available. We call this type of behavior automotivation (Ryan
& Deci, 2000).

Your social media messages must fit your audiences’ motivations and be able to sat-
isfy their wants. Motivations are not necessarily equal to the gratifications people obtained
from using the media. The uses and gratifications theory defines gratifications sought and
gratifications obtained. Gratifications sought are the reasons for using the media, whereas
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gratifications obtained are the results after using the media (Krcmar & Strizhakova, 2009).
For example, your audience may seek out social media for social uses, but end up being
lonelier after spending hours on Facebook. Thus, social is the “gratification sought” while
passing time may become the “gratification obtained.”

Mismatched campaigns can lead to negative outcomes that offer disincentives for social
media use, and hurt product sales in the long run. Let’s say you are now in charge of the
Facebook page of Urban Fitness, a popular gym in the United States. Your audiences wanted
to learn about weight loss tips and how to maintain a healthy lifestyle (i.e., basically to seek
identified regulation) from Urban Fitness’s Facebook page. If they successfully obtained this
information after the initial exposure, they would be satisfied and would go back to your
page. However, if they found that the Facebook page were full of funny videos, their iden-
tified regulation motivation would not be satisfied, which would discourage them to revisit
the page, and ultimately influence their purchasing decision of gym membership. As a social
media marketer, you want to use identified and/or external regulation as your communica-
tion strategy, or simply make using your social media site an automatic behavior of your
audiences.

KIXEYE is an online gaming company with popular titles like War Commander, VEGA
Conflict, and Battle Pirates. One unique feature of the company is that all of its games are
made by gamers for gamers. One challenge that KIXEYE faces, however, is to attract high-
quality gamers and keep them engaged at a low cost. In 2012, KIXEYE created a social media
engagement campaign. The marketing team of KIXEYE used social media monitoring tools
(which we are going to discuss in great detail in Chapter 12) to understand the audiences’
motivations, likes and dislikes (Nucleus Research, 2013), and then recommended audiences
to play a new game or try new features based on the games that they have already played and
liked. As a result, the social media engagement campaign extended the life cycle of each KIX-
EYE game by 6 months, and increased user engagement by 7.5% (Nucleus Research, 2013).

Self-efficacy is another cognitive factor that influences social media use. As mentioned
earlier in this chapter, self-efficacy is not equal to the actual technology skill, but rather
about your audiences’ personal belief of their ability to use the media. People with high
self-efficacy generally are more willing to adopt and use new media, while those with low
self-efficacy tend not to do the same. Positive previous experience generally enhances one’s
confidence in ability to repeat the behavior. However, it is the self-reflection, rather than
the objective skill, that guides or constrains people’s social media use (LaRose, 2009). Social
media marketers thus need to positively affect their consumers’ self-efficacy mechanism.

HubSpot is a leading company in the United States that provides marketing tools for busi-
nesses. The company has used a content creation plan that reflects what their clients want.
When HubSpot writes articles on social media, they tag their articles based on their clients’
experience level, and develop different materials to match their clients’ interests and skill
levels. HubSpot’s interface is very easy to use. They make sure that the site prominently dis-
plays like, share, email, print, and comment widgets next to each article/message. These all
help enhance HubSpot users’ self-efficacy and make them continuously use the site.

In addition to creating user-friendly content display, making your content part of your
audience’s daily routine will lead to a successful social media marketing endeavor. Habit has
a big impact on human behavior. Researchers suggest that over half of all media behaviors
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are habitual (LaRose, 2009; Wood et al., 2002). Over time, morning browsing Twitter may
become a habit, independent of the particular content posted on Twitter. Morning, being
an environmental cue, leads audiences to Twitter. Twitter use is then no longer a conscious
decision but an automatic behavior.

Understanding your audiences is the first step towards a successful social media cam-
paign. Below is a step-by-step action plan to help you get to know your audience.

Know Your Audience Action Plan

1 Be certain to gather basic demographics information (e.g., age, gender, education,
income, geographic location) about your audiences, and choose the social media
platforms that can reach these people.

2 Conduct a more in-depth audience analysis to understand your audiences’ inter-
ests, passions, personality and, more importantly, why they would use your social
media messages. Then, develop your social media messages to match your audi-
ences’ interests and personality, and satisfy their desires.

3 Enhance your audiences’ self-efficacy by guiding them to materials at their skill/
knowledge level and making your campaign/messages easy to navigate.

4 Use social media monitoring tools to track audience attitudes towards your
campaign.

Social Media User Profile

Before you start a social media campaign, you may want to answer the following question:
Who are the social media users that I am likely to attract? According to Pew Research Center,
more than 70% of online adults have used social media and 40% of them use multiple social
media sites multiple times on any given day (Duggan et al., 2013). Slightly more females
than males use social media. About 90% of young adults, 78% of 30–49 year olds, 65% of
50–64 year olds, and half of 65 year olds or older are social media users. Simply put, social
media is used by people with various occupations, education, and income today (Duggan
et al., 2015).

Different social media sites, though, attract different audiences. Facebook is the most pop-
ular social media platform, with more than 1 billion users worldwide (Facebook, 2014). It
reaches more than 70% of online adults, and is thus a great mass (social) medium for you
to send marketing messages with a general appeal. Facebook is also one of few social media
sites that can reach older demographics, as more than half of the Internet users aged 65
years old or older use Facebook (Duggan et al., 2015). In addition, Facebook users generally
have more social support and are more politically engaged than nonusers (Pew Research
Center, 2011). Overall, Facebook is a great platform for reaching the mass, developing trust,
and building a community. Nonetheless, Facebook users create more than 2 billion pieces
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of content on any given day (Constine, 2012). Because of the large amount of information
available on Facebook, your audiences could easily ignore your messages.

Twitter, a micro-blogging site, is another popular social media site. About 23% of Inter-
net users have currently adopted Twitter (Duggan et al., 2015). In particular, Twitter adop-
tion is high among younger people. More than 30% of 18–29 year olds are Twitter users
while only 5% of older people (i.e., 65 years old or older) have used Twitter (Duggan et al.,
2013). Overall, there are 560 million active Twitter users, and 5700 tweets are sent every
second (Bennett, 2013). Therefore, social media marketers can use Twitter to provide quick
updates and feedback. One of the biggest challenges of using Twitter to disseminate social
media messages is the short shelf-life of tweets. Twitter is a great place to provide up-to-date
information, but may not be the best place for permanent message diffusion.

Instagram is also a social media site used mainly by young adults. About 53% of those
aged 18–29 years old currently use Instagram. And half of Instagram users visited the site
on a daily basis (Duggan et al., 2015). Instagram is a photo-heavy social media. Its photos
are searchable through hashtags. Feeds are displayed in chronological order, so users tend
to share photos that are happening now. Instagram has been believed to be an effective tool
for carrying photo ads for marketers (Smith, 2014). The Wall Street Journal has identified
Instagram expertise as one of the skills most desired by employers who look for social media
marketers or social media communication specialists (Stone, 2013). While Instagram is a
great tool for disseminating visual products, it does not allow you to organically connect
with consumers. It is up to audiences who they follow in their feed.

LinkedIn is a social networking site that aims to help users build professional networks.
Currently, 28% of all Internet users are LinkedIn users (Duggan et al., 2015). It is one
of the few social media sites used more by men than women. The platform also tends
to attract people with a college degree or higher, and those with a household income of
more than $US75,000. More interestingly, LinkedIn is the only major social media used
more by older adults compared to young adults. While only 15% of 18–29 year olds use
LinkedIn, 24% of 50–64 year olds are LinkedIn users (Duggan et al., 2013). The platform
also reaches people currently employed and those unemployed (27% vs. 12%). It is clear
that LinkedIn is a unique social media platform, with users quite different from other social
media sites, and thus could be an effective tool for marketers/organizations interested in
B2B communication and/or targeting of professionals or people with relatively higher
levels of education and income. LinkedIn also allows users to be in charge of their social
media content. The content people post on LinkedIn tends to be more polished (and
consequently less interesting). Users do not visit LinkedIn as often as the other social media
platforms.

Pinterest is a social media platform designed for users to organize bookmarks on the
interest. It tends to be a more female-oriented site. Among Pinterest users, 68% are female
and 32% male (SEO, 2015). Pinterest users also skew towards people with relatively higher
levels of education and social economic status. Most of the Pinterest users are loyal and
active to the media. Pinterest is an effective social media platform that targets audiences
based on “who they are” (e.g., their interests, passions). One of the biggest challenges of
Pinterest is that it is difficult to track pins and users. It is not the best social media site for
local small businesses to market their products.
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In no way is this an exhaustive list of social media platforms. As a practitioner, it is impor-
tant that you stay up to date on the greatest trends in technology. The most popular social
media platforms are those with user-friendly interfaces. Therefore, it should not be too dif-
ficult to learn how to create and maintain any emerging social media platform. That is why
this book focuses on social media function rather than platform-specific recommendations.

Additionally, the best social media practitioners use a cross-platform approach. Accord-
ing to Pew Research Center, more than half of Internet users use multiple social media today.
Only 28% of people use just one social media site (Duggan et al., 2015). Here, 93% of Insta-
gram users also use Facebook; 53% of them are Twitter users. Twitter users tend to use
LindedIn, while Instagram users are likely to use Pinterest (Duggan et al., 2013). When
audiences use social media today, they rarely choose just one space to share and receive
content. It is important that you are not creating one message to share identically across all
platforms. Instead, social media marketers need to be aware of the reciprocity relationships
between different social media sites; think of all the social media tools available and develop
an integrated social media campaign to deliver messages effectively and efficiently.

Case Study: Weixin

This chapter has discussed how different individual and cognitive factors influence
your audience’s social media use and how knowing your audiences will lead to a suc-
cessful social media campaign/product. One such example is Weixin (pronounced
“way-shin”), a popular Chinese social networking app. Weixin is a social media prod-
uct, similar to WhatsApp in the United States or Line in Japan, which allows users to
send messages, share news, and pictures via their mobile phone. It was first intro-
duced to Chinese users in 2011. Three years later, in 2014, Weixin has already had
more than 300 million active users in China, Southeast Asia, Europe, and America.
Tencent, the Chinese social media company that owns Weixin, is now worth $100
billion on the Hong Kong exchange (Barboza, 2014).

Weixin’s success is the result of the thorough approach that it takes to understand
its audience. The platform targets on young, urban smartphone owners and aims to
provide these audiences an “all-in-one-platform” app. It offers a wide range of func-
tions from sending a baby photo to friends, getting news, text messaging, to finding a
cab on the street. Weixin is more than a combination of Facebook, Instagram, Twit-
ter, Snapchat, and eBay. Audiences can do almost anything via Weixin, which makes
the platform particularly appealing. With unlimited media choices available to users
today, audiences are doing whatever they can to reduce “search costs.” If audiences
can get all they want from one platform, why bother to find other options. This helps
to explain the success of Weixin.

Weixin is also easy to use. Its interface (Figure 5.1) and all the functions are
designed to be straightforward and convenient to users. For example, Weixin allows
its users to record messages by simply holding on one button and talking, which
saves the trouble of typing Chinese characters on the phone. When people read news
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items on Weixin, instead of sending them to the news organization’s official website,
Weixin links them to the news source’s URL within its own in-app browser, which is
more viewable and visually pleasing. Audiences rarely need to leave Weixin to open
a mobile browser no matter if they want to read news or make a purchase, which is
not only convenient to audiences but also helps Weixin keep the audience flow. Even
when audiences want to open an online store on Weixin, it only takes a few clicks, as
Weixin claims in its Beijing subway ad: “one minute is all you need to open a Weixin
shop” (Li, 2014, p. 2). It seems that because Weixin makes everything so easy to do
and significantly enhance its users’ self-efficacy, it has gradually become the norm for
Chinese people’s media use.

Figure 5.1 Weixin interface.

Moreover, Weixin keeps introducing new functions/campaigns that attempt to sat-
isfy audiences’ new needs or to fit audiences’ mood at a certain time or in a certain
context. In January 2014, just before the Chinese New Year, Weixin introduced a
“Qiang Hongbao” campaign (i.e., Red Envelope campaign), which allowed its users
to link their bank account to Weixin account, send or receive red envelopes virtu-
ally. Red Envelope is a traditional Chinese culture that includes a monetary gift that
Chinese people give to family and friends during holidays. To evoke an exciting and
suspenseful mood, Weixin further allowed users to put a sum of cash in the Red Enve-
lope and then distribute the money randomly among a group of recipients the user
set up (Horwitz, 2014). For example, if you want to give a total of $50 to Sarah, Maxx,
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Fiona, and Tracy, Weixin will assign this money randomly to these four people. Maxx
may be the lucky one who will get $30, Fiona will have $10, Sarah $8, and Tracy will
just get $2. The campaign definitely made audiences excited, and ultimately encour-
aged them to spend more time and money using the social networking tool. As a
result, nearly 5 million people participated in the Red Envelope campaign, and sent
out 20 million cash-filled red envelopes virtually (Horwitz, 2014).

Also in 2014, Weixin introduced a cab reservation function called “Didi Taxi.”
Working with 350,000 taxi drivers in more than 30 cities in China, Weixin allows its
users to book a taxi via Weixin payment. More than 22 million users have used this
service thus far, and half a million bookings are made via Weixin every day (Chen,
2014; Millward, 2014). This new feature not only satisfies a niche need of Weixin
users, but also trains them to pay via Weixin, which will bring a financial benefit to
Tencent in the long run.

One big takeaway from the success of Weixin is that you should make your social
media product a part of your audiences’ everyday routine and habit. Since Weixin
targets mobile users, it is always with people no matter they are at work, waiting for
their food in a restaurant, or taking the subway. When your social media product
becomes a part of people’s daily life, it will be easier for you to make a behavior change,
whether this behavior is a purchasing decision or a positive social change, starting
with an audience analysis.

Discussion questions

1 In this chapter, we have discussed how knowing your audience is the first step
towards a successful social media campaign. What can you do as a practitioner to
ensure that you know as much as you can about your audiences? How did Weixin
achieve this goal?

2 How do Weixin’s features fit into their audience’s needs, tastes, and interests? Is
it possible for audiences with different backgrounds to individualize the social
media for their individual lives?

3 What elements of Weixin make it a part of Chinese people’s daily life? How were
they able to integrate the technology to accommodate every characteristic of their
audiences? Do you think Weixin will be successful in other countries?

Summary

This chapter focuses on the active audiences of social media. Specifically, it explores fac-
tors that influence social media use and identifies marketing opportunities and strategies to
reach your social media audiences. Active audience theories (uses and gratifications, social
cognitive theory, mood management, and selective exposure) suggest that audiences are
active and goal-directed and make a rational choice to use media content to satisfy their
needs and wants. Facing an abundance of media options, your audiences have a greater
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control over their media choices than ever before. They can decide when, where, how, and
what to consume. It is important for you to consider your audience as an individual, rather
than an aggregated mass. You must provide your audience a personalized experience.

Both individual characteristics and cognitive factors influence social media use. Different
types of audiences use different social media sites. Your audiences make their media choices
based on “who they are.” As a social media marketer, you want to use the social media plat-
forms that your target audiences use, and give your social media campaigns a personality.

There are four motivations – intrinsic motivation, identified regulation, external regula-
tion, and automotivation – that explain people’s social media use. Audiences today do use
various social media for various purposes. It is important for your social media messages
to fit your audiences’ motivations and be able to satisfy their wants. Please remember that
motivations are not equal to gratifications obtained. Mismatched campaigns can lead to
negative outcomes that offer disincentives for social media use.

Social media marketers also need to present audiences with materials based on their
knowledge and experience levels, since self-efficacy can both guide and constrain audience
behavior. In addition, this chapter has suggested that social media use can be a habitual
behavior. Making your brand and/or social media product a part of people’s daily life should
be your terminal goal. Develop environmental cues, and encourage automatic use of your
social media messages.

Knowing your audiences’ tastes, interests, and motivations is the first step towards a suc-
cessful social media endeavor. Nonetheless, social media use is not free of constraints. Many
structural factors, such as availability, access to media technologies, and the infrastructures
provided by the industry and society, can influence audience behavior. Now let’s turn our
attention to the role of structure in social media use in Chapter 6.

Key Takeaways

1 Audiences gain increasing power over their media use. Tailoring your social
media marketing campaign to your audience’s needs, mood, and interests is a
must.

2 Conduct a thorough and accurate audience analysis before any social media
endeavor. Both individual characteristics (i.e., demographics, personality) and
cognitive factors (i.e., attitude, motivations, self-efficacy, habit) influence social
media use.

3 Keep your social media messages/product simple and easy to use. Often,
audiences choose to use a media simply because it is convenient. Guide your
audiences to materials at their skill/knowledge levels. Training your audiences’
self-efficacy mechanism is important for them to adopt and continuously use your
product/service.

4 Use a special occasion/context to develop a social media campaign. Make your
audiences excited about your campaign, and put them into a social mood. Most
often, your audiences are using social media for fun. Only the marketers who
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successfully engage audiences emotionally are able to influence their purchasing
behavior.

5 In today’s multimedia environment, marketers need to notice the reciprocity rela-
tionships between different social media platforms. Use all the social media tools
available to you, and develop an integrated social media marketing campaign.

6 Ultimately, your goal is to make your social media product/your brand a part of
your consumer’s daily life. When it becomes a part of their everyday life rituals,
you do not need to sell your product/service any more.
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6
Active Within Structures

Learning Objectives

After reading this chapter, you should be able to:
1 Explain active within structures theory and determine constrained active use.
2 Define social media structures and explain the role of structure in social media

use.
3 Understand how to utilize social media structures to create messages that influ-

ence social media users.

Introduction

Chapter 5 explored how social media has transformed audiences into more active media
users and discussed how individual psychographic factors such as motivations, mood, pref-
erences, and demographics influence your consumers’ social media use. We learned that as
a social media practitioner, you should design campaigns based on an audience analysis,
create social media messages to feature interests, cultural values and life experiences of your
target audience, and stimulate an appropriate emotional mood. However, we also learned
that there is little you can do as a marketer to control consumers’ personal preferences, life
experience, mood, and other individual psychological factors. This chapter focuses on the
structures of social media technology and discusses how you can use social media structures
to guide audience behavior to better meet campaign objectives.
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As social media users gain increasingly greater control over their media choices, they
continue to function within structures of time, cost, and resources. With only 24 hours in a
day, audiences simply cannot consume all the media content available to them. They must
use infrastructures provided by the technology and by society to find the messages that
satisfy their needs and desires. Structures now, more than ever, influence the amount and
type of media use. Or, as Nobel laureate Herbert Simon (1971, p. 40) observed, “A wealth
of information creates a poverty of attention, and a need to allocate the attention efficiently
among the overabundance of information sources that might consume it.”

As a social media practitioner, it is important for you to know how the interactions
between individual psychological factors, structures and habits influence social media use.
There are many opportunities for you to use structural strategies to guide audiences’ nav-
igation of social media messages. To begin, let’s focus on Cooper and Tang’s active within
structures theory, one of the newest and most innovative approaches to systematically exam-
ining media audiences in today’s dynamic environment.

Theory of Active Within Structures

Understanding how and why audiences use social media is crucial information for anyone
interested in creating social media messages to influence behavior change. Researchers sug-
gest that there are two primary though conflicting theoretical perspectives that can help
explain audience media use: active audience and structural theories. As discussed in Chap-
ter 5, active audience theories believe that your social media users are active and make media
choices according to their preferences and needs (Reiss & Wiltz, 2004; Sherry, 2004). On the
other hand, structural theories see audiences as passive in consuming media, and suggest
that media use, including social media use, is influenced by structural features such as time
availability, access to media technologies, and infrastructures provided by the technology
and by society (Webster et al., 2006; Webster, 2011).

Consider the various kinds of media users with differing levels of participation along this
active–passive dichotomy. Let’s assume for a moment that you are a heavy Internet user.
You probably check your email every five minutes. From the active audience perspective,
you are actively seeking communication with others in your life. You may like to reply to
your customers’ emails as soon as possible, worry that something may go wrong with family,
or simply want to know when your recent Amazon.com purchase will be shipped to your
office. However, the reality is that no one is actually emailing you every five minutes. Most
of the time, you would check your email account and end up disappointed that there is no
incoming email. So why do you still check so often? The answer is simple: structure and
habit. Personal computers now have software that allows users to check email with just one
click of a button. If it were more difficult to check email, and required answers to five security
questions before access to email, you would probably change your behavior.

This example demonstrates how our media use is guided by both active and structural
constraints. We purposefully select media, but our selection is constrained by awareness,
time, cost, and resources. Today, your consumers seek to actively structure their preferences,
and if the structure of your social media site/campaign makes it too difficult to participate,
they will go elsewhere.
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The active within structures theory integrates the active-audience approach with the struc-
tural approach, positing that individuals actively seek media content within internal and
external structures. Internal structures refer to cognitive structures that guide or constrain
media use, such as motivations, attitude, and habit strength, while external structures refer
to the relatively hard constraints of environmental/contextual factors that influence media
use, such as time availability, access to technologies, and infrastructures provided by the
technology, industry and society. This perspective highlights the role of active choice in
convergent media environments, while acknowledging the continuing influences of habit
and structure. As Cooper and Tang (2009, p. 416) suggest:

With hundreds of television channels and millions of websites currently available to many
media users, individuals may even seek structure as a way to deal with the vast multitude of
content and media options available. This may be manifest in decisions to pay for one type of
content or delivery system over another, or to self-impose limits on media use. Thus, structure
should not be viewed as a “passive” characteristic of media use, but rather as one of several valid
influences on media use.

The active within structures approach suggests that individual characteristics (e.g., person-
ality, demographics), internal structures (e.g., motivations, preferences, repertoire, habit),
and external structures (e.g., availability, access, social media structures) interact with each
other and influence media use. For example, your boss is in charge of many individuals
and must be very organized so may prefer a technological device with easily synchronized
calendar applications, while a social teenager down the street may be more interested in a
technological device that has camera features that makes it easy to edit and send images to
friends.

We have learned in Chapter 5 how individual factors and internal structures influence
social media use. Now, let’s focus on the external structures. Audience availability is one
of the most powerful structural determinants of media use. Years of industry practice tell
us that Thursday night generally has the highest rating because most people stay at home
watching TV on Thursdays. More audiences watch TV in January and February than in the
summer. The total television audience size varies predictably by hour of the day, day of the
week, and week of the year because of audience availability (Cooper, 1996). TV program-
mers have applied this understanding to their scheduling practices by putting different types
of programs into different parts of the day.

While social media is available to users on a 24/7 basis, Beyers (2004) suggests that day-
parting still exists in the online world. For example, in the morning (6 a.m. to 8 a.m.), your
audiences tend to check emails and have a quick read of news. From 8 a.m. to 5 p.m., they are
likely to go online for fun. In the evening, your audiences may have more interests in look-
ing for product information and doing online shopping. Thus, you should place different
content at different times of the day. Creating a social media content calendar will be useful
to guide what type of content you should display at a particular time of day, on a particular
day of the week, and on a particular social media site. We will discuss a social media content
calendar in detail in Chapter 11 when we discuss various social media marketing strategies.

In addition to audience time availability, the kinds of technologies and services owned by
your audiences also impact their media use (Webster, 2006). For example, during the 2012
London Olympics, only subscribers to a cable, satellite or telco service could access the live
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broadcasts of the London Olympics online or via mobile. If you did not have cable, you were
not able to watch the Olympics in real time on almost any device in the United States.

Access to technologies also guides specific media consumption where your audiences
can choose to use certain media simply because one device is available over another (Tang
& Cooper, 2012). Access to mobile devices, smartphones in particular, significantly predicts
social media use. Mobile users spend more time using social networking sites than nonusers
(Sweitzer, 2013). As a social media marketer, it is important for you to understand where
and how audiences access your social media messages, and put mobile app development
and mobile content design into consideration.

Habit/repertoire is another structural factor that is worth mentioning. Researchers sug-
gest that more than half of media behaviors are habitual (Wood et al., 2002; LaRose, 2010).
You may notice from your own media use that it is largely driven by routine with little con-
scious thought. Each morning you probably habitually check a few websites. Maybe it is
your email, a news site, and one or two social media platforms such as Facebook and Twit-
ter. This is where you get all of the information that you feel is necessary before starting your
day. It would be almost impossible to prompt you to check a sixth or seventh website and
break your routine in the morning. Therefore, if someone wanted to reach you, they should
not spend too much effort doing it through an alternative website, but should find a way for
one of these four sources to include their content.

Despite the endless options online, your audiences tend to revisit the sites that they just
accessed, and browse a small cluster of similar pages frequently to gratify their specific needs
quickly and with little effort (Ferguson & Perse, 2000; Webster, 2008). Practitioners need to
make sure that your social media messages are incorporated into your consumers’ media use
routine and becomes a part of their daily life. This is why having a social media presence
on popular platforms is critical. Building habits for your consumers is more crucial for your
business than ever before.

Furthermore, social media structures (search, links, recommendations, catalog of con-
tent) also impact social media use. For example, before 2009, there was no “like” button on
Facebook. To express opinions about any posts, you had to leave comments, which required
more effort. Now, you are able to simply press a button to say “like.” Facebook provides a
much easier and effortless structure for your consumers to interact and communicate with
each other. We will discuss these social media structures in detail in the next section and
explain how these features guide social media use and engage social media users.

When developing social media messages, it is important to consider the active within
structures process. This should be completed through a four-step action plan.

Active Within Structures Action Plan

1 Be sure that your online content is easy to find and desirable for audiences. If initial
audience interest is not there, there is nothing that a social media practitioner can
do to augment structure and promote participation.
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2 Encourage your audiences to provide personalized registration early in the social
media process. This will help create a media routine where your consumers will
not have to uniquely sign in each time to access their desired information.

3 Once habit is formed, media use will become automatic behavior rather than
active decision. Be sure that content is updated with enough frequency so that
there is new information each time your audience accesses the site.

4 Monitor and evaluate the media use of your target audiences frequently. Deter-
mine what device they are accessing content through and ensure that your social
media product is created accordingly.

Let’s imagine that a close friend of yours is diagnosed with a scary illness. You would
most likely feel scared, anxious, and have little control over the situation. You will probably
seek as much information about the illness as possible online. Community health forums
such as Caringbridge, a social media site for ongoing information exchange about medical
conditions, may help fulfill your immediate need to actively seek information about the
diagnosis. Once registered on Caringbridge.com, you will be guided through the process
of connecting with a group of people by the embedded site structure. Such a connection
structure pushes you to keep coming back. After a while, visiting Caringbridge becomes a
part of your daily morning routine. You may find yourself visiting the site when you have
time available, even after your friend recovers.

This example mirrors the active within structures process. The media routine starts with
an active choice. During the initial exposures, external structures and the content provided
by the site encourage the use and gradually make the use a habit, forming the internal struc-
ture. When such an internal structure is formed, the use becomes an automatic behavior and
the active drive fades. Individual, internal structures and external structures interact with
each other, which influences social media use.

The Role of Structure

Structure is a crucial yet elusive concept in social science (Sewell, 1992). It has been defined
as hard rules and resources that place constraints on individual action (Giddens, 1984;
Sewell, 1992; Webster, 2009). Structure is active and multidimensional, and acts as a valid
factor that constrains and also guides media use. With the overwhelming amount of infor-
mation available today, your consumers are increasingly relying on the infrastructures
provided by the technology and by society to find content that enacts their preferences
(Cooper & Tang, 2009; Webster, 2009). This section introduces 10 social media structures
that can guide your social media strategy to engage social media users, including search, pro-
file, message/chat, comments, connection to group/people, like/ratings, share, links, adver-
tising, and catalog of content.
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Search

Search is one of the most commonly used social media structures. It allows your audiences
to find preferred information quickly and easily by entering key words and choosing from a
list of results (Pan et al., 2007; Earnheardt et al., 2008). Today, 92% of online adults use search
engines, and almost 100% of the social networking sites provide a search feature (Purcell,
2011; Tang, 2013a). Since most of us only scroll through less than two pages of search engine
results (Jansen et al., 2000; Rainie & Mudd, 2004; Pan et al., 2007). The ranking of the search
results heavily influences whether your audiences can find your social media content. That’s
why you need to make good use of the search feature to ensure search engine optimization
(discussed in greater detail in Chapter 9).

User profiles

User profiles are a unique structural character offered by most of the social media sites. More
than 95% of social media sites allow users to create their personal profiles (Tang, 2013a). A
profile includes personal information such as age, marital status, pictures, and interests. On
Facebook (Figure 6.1), users are able to upload their pictures, share personal information
(birthday, marital status, etc.), contact (phone number, email address, web page, IM ID,

Figure 6.1 Facebook’s interface. Source: facebook.com/zuck.
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home address, etc.), interests (favorite books, movies, music, TV shows), as well as values
and beliefs (political affiliation, favorite quotes). Twitter provides a much simpler profile that
has users introduce themselves within 140 characters. Other niche social media sites, like
Gaia, allow users the ability to customize profiles by creating avatars representing them-
selves in many different ways, including skin tone, hair style, race (e.g., human, vampire,
elf), and outfits. Online personification is often the first step in social media use. Allowing
your audiences to create unique profiles leads to more user-centered communication and
can become an effective tool to make your site a part of your audience’s daily routine.

Recommendation

There are two types of recommendation system: implicit recommendation and explicit rec-
ommendation. Implicit recommendation is based on observation, such as times viewed, the
number of “likes”, times shared, and the “favorites” list (e.g., Facebook, Twitter, Google+).
Explicit recommendation is based on numerical ratings such as average ratings, “one to
five stars,” and scales ranging from 1 to 100 (e.g., Yelp) (Sundar & Nass, 2001; Knobloch-
Westerwick et al., 2005; Thorson, 2008).

Like/ratings and share Within the social media context, like/ratings and share are the pop-
ular recommendation systems. Research found that 64% of social media sites include a
like/ratings feature and 63% of them allow users to share their favorite content (Tang, 2013a).
Using these structures can help your consumers to reduce search costs and find their pre-
ferred product information in an efficient manner when you provide a lot of information
on your social media page. Your social media audiences tend to actively seek impersonal
influence and trust each other’s recommendation when selecting media message (Sundar &
Nass, 2001; Knobloch-Westerwick et al., 2005; Pan et al., 2007; Thorson, 2008). That’s why
the participatory approach discussed in Chapter 3 is crucial to your social media strategy.

Content-based recommendation and collaborative filtering Some social media sites use
more advanced recommendation models, namely content-based recommendation and col-
laborative filtering, which can provide personalized recommendations (Adomavicius &
Tuzhillin, 2005). Content-based recommendation systems, such as DailyLearner or Stumble
Upon, offer audiences a list of items/content similar to those they have already seen, pre-
ferred, or purchased in the past. Collaborative filtering systems such as Amazon and Netflix
provide recommendations based on what a person “like you” may prefer. These structures
apply stereotyped web consumption to predict an individual’s tastes and find matching peers
for each social media user (Adomavicius & Tuzhillin, 2005; Webster, 2009, 2011). If you
think these recommendation systems would work for your product/organization, you may
consider adopting one.

Advertising Advertising is a more traditional form of recommendation. Social media, like
Facebook, Twitter, and Pinterest, have been characterized to provide excellent brand engage-
ment and development opportunities. Researchers suggest that Web ads can potentially
influence the amount of awareness that each message/product attracts (Hargittai, 2000).
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Your consumers must learn about the existence of your product/social media messages
before they can choose to use it. The awareness sets up the boundaries for your audience’s
media choice (Napoli, 1999; Hargittai, 2008; Webster, 2009). This helps explain why almost
90% of social media sites link to Facebook and Twitter to increase awareness. In the online
environment, your audiences are purposefully or incidentally exposed to banner ads, pop-
up ads, paid links, and other indirect ad messages such as sponsored content, promoted
tweets, or Google pay-per-click links, something that should increase your audience aware-
ness and guide consumer flow to your message/product. We will discuss social media ads
in greater detail in Chapter 10 when we talk about social media business models.

Messaging/chat

Messaging/chat is an important social media structure that highlights the social, participa-
tory and synchronous feature of social media. More than 90% of social media sites provide
a chat function and allow individuals to send private messages and make public comments
(Tang, 2013a). This structure gives you a great opportunity to develop one-on-one conversa-
tions, incorporate a direct feedback mechanism, and allow your consumers to express their
opinions freely.

Facebook is a great example of a social media platform with various messaging/chat struc-
tures. Many heavy Facebook users may log onto Facebook every morning and stay on for
the entire day, using the site as background noise. While there are appealing components to
the Facebook design, most of the content is asynchronous in nature, allowing users to catch
up at any point throughout the day. The more synchronous chat feature prompts users to
stay tuned in nonstop in case someone needs to reach them. Such a structure makes Face-
book a combination of mass communication and interpersonal communication, and creates
a space for a synchronous sharing experience, and demonstrates the unique social perspec-
tive provided by social media.

Hyperlink

Hyperlink is a basic structural component of all websites. It refers to the text or graphics on a
site that, when clicked, directs people to other places online (Dimitrova et al., 2003; Roman,
2008; Turow & Tsui, 2008). Links allow audiences to choose not only what content to expose,
but also the order and pace of content delivery (Eveland & Dunwoody, 2000; Turow & Tsui,
2008). Your audiences may visit a website simply because they have been exposed to the
lead-in hyperlink. While hyperlinks provide audiences with a convenient way to navigate
online materials, they can also change how attention is distributed (e.g., guide their attention
to various internal pages by providing most of the links to internal sources) (Zarcadoolas
et al., 2002; Earnheardt et al., 2008; Turow & Tsui, 2008).

It is important to understand how influential hyperlinks are to the online browsing pro-
cess. For example, you may plan to check Facebook quickly before dinner. However, as you
start browsing through the general newsfeed page, you notice that one of your friends posted
20 wedding pictures. You click the link to see these photos. While looking at these pictures,
you notice that one of the pictures tagged a great friend whom you haven’t seen for a long
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time. Then, you click the link to see what she has been up to. On her Facebook page, you
find not only her recent status/activities, but also a recipe for general tso chicken, so you
click the link and download the recipe. At the end of the recipe, the website provides links
to several other recipes and healthy lifestyle tips, which all sound really interesting. Before
you know it, two hours of your day are gone. Hyperlinks are a great way to keep your audi-
ences reading more, but can also distract them away from the initial content in which they
were interested.

Catalog of content

Catalog of content is a similar structure to hyperlinks, but serves more as a roadmap in
the online world and helps classify content on the Web. Many social media sites provide a
catalog to organize their content and offer users a one-stop information-shopping destina-
tion. Catalog of content is particularly useful for your audiences with limited Internet skills
and/or those who have little knowledge and experience with your site. Facing an overabun-
dance of information on social media, your audiences are increasingly dependent on such a
structure to start navigation (Hargittai, 2000, 2008). Catalog of content can be very effective
in guiding user flow.

Connection to groups/people

Connection to groups/people is a unique feature and probably one of the most important
structures leading to the success of your social media strategy. For many social media sites,
one of the first steps is to ask users to identify their friends, groups and interests, and connect
them to their personal social network. By asking audiences to connect to groups, friends,
and those sharing the same interests or problems, social media optimize user engagement
and help build a community.

As mentioned previously in this chapter, let’s assume you are using Caringbridge, a social
media site for patients, family and friends to exchange medical information. Because of the
connection structure, you are able to read many touching stories, supportive comments and
discussions about different treatments. Members in your group not only share information
but also openly express their emotions, fears and frustrations. Connecting with such a group
and getting to know the group members made Caringbridge an important part of your social
networking experience.

In sum, social media structures – search, like/share, profile, message/chat, connections,
advertising, links, and catalog of content – change how attention is distributed and thus
have a tremendous impact on guiding social media use. As a social media practitioner, you
should well use these features when developing your social media campaigns.

Recognizing Constrained Active Choices

Social media leads to increased social support, more user-centered communication,
and increased user empowerment. It has even been dubbed the instrument of ultimate
individualism, and it has been suggested that social media use is solely determined by needs,
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wants, and preferences (Jenkins, 2009; Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010; Litt, 2012). Nonetheless,
we have learned in this chapter that social media use is a constrained active choice. Sructures
of time, access, and resources can all influence your consumers’ media use. For example, the
140-character limit of Twitter is a structure that can constrain Twitter use. Your consumers
may feel that 140 characters are not enough to express their opinions, amd may thus decide
to communicate through Facebook or Instagram instead.

Constrained active choice also means that in today’s ever-changing media environment,
it is impossible for us to be fully aware of all the available social media platform choices.
Our awareness sets the boundaries for our media choice. Most of us only have knowledge
of a limited number of social media sites, and tend to browse a few popular ones frequently.
As Chris Anderson (2006) suggests, findability is more crucial than availability in today’s
marketplace.

Constraints also include the social media structures provided by the technology and
industry. As mentioned in the previous section, structures such as the search feature heavily
influence Web use, since most people only pay attention to the top search results. Search is
able to lead or mislead user attention to a handful of popular sites over many other pos-
sible choices. Even your most active audiences still purposefully use such structures to get
quick and convenient information. While users can actively choose how and what they use
in theory, exposure to niche content is constrained.

Constrained active choice further refers to individual’s self-constraints and routine.
Habits and repertoire play a significant role in influencing social media use. Your audi-
ences become their own content managers when faced with endless choice. They actively
decide their media use pattern, such as checking Facebook after every coffee break,
and they purposefully choose to use or not to use certain content at certain times of
the day, such as no computer before bed. While these decisions are active choices at
first, over time it becomes cognitive structures that your audiences impose to manage
and constrain their lives. Your audiences cannot use every media and all content in 24
hours. Whether consciously or unconsciously, they are structuring and constraining their
media use.

Overall, this chapter suggests that social media use is a constrained active choice. Your
audiences are always free to use social media messages according to their motivations and
preferences. Nonetheless, the physical and virtual boundaries that exist within a media rou-
tine play an important role in determining social media use and should be considered when
you develop your social media strategy.

Case Study: NBC’s Social Olympics

This chapter has highlighted the role of structure in social media use, and how com-
panies should achieve a comprehensive understanding of their consumers and the
structures that they live with, and create social media messages accordingly. NBC
Universal applied this active within structures conceptualization into its social media
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campaign during the 2012 London Olympics, thus making the London Games the
“first social media Olympics.”

The 2012 London Olympic Games represented a vast expansion of media coverage,
content choices, and user interactivity, making it the most-consumed media event in
world history (Tang & Cooper, 2013). NBC Universal offered more than 5500 hours
of coverage of the London Games across TV, Web, social media, and mobile plat-
forms. For the first time, NBC live streamed all 32 sports and 302 medal games online
and via mobile (Rey, 2012; Winslow, 2012). In addition to the live streams, the dig-
ital coverage included live statistics, athlete profiles, and social media interactivity
(NBCOlympics.com, 2012).

In collaboration with Facebook, Twitter, and YouTube, NBC created social buzz
during the London Games. More than 150 million comments were made during the
Olympics via social media, breaking the previous social media record for a single
event, held by the 2012 Super Bowl. Nonetheless, the social media buzz appeared to
increase viewership among younger people on traditional television (Winslow, 2012).
Despite, or more likely due to, expanded availability and uses of social media content,
the London Olympics was the most-watched TV event in US history, drawing in 219.4
million television viewers (Abrams, 2012; Tang & Cooper, 2013).

There is no doubt that NBC successfully implemented social media during the
London Games. During its 17-day run, NBC Universal heavily promoted the Lon-
don Olympics on social media (Tang & Cooper, 2013). From July 27 to August 12,
2012, NBC Olympics posted 1525 social media messages on its official Facebook and
Twitter pages (Tang, 2013b).

NBC’s social Olympics campaign addressed its audience’s active needs by offering
content related to a broad range of sports and events and developing opportunities for
its audiences to express national pride. Providing information was the primary goal
for most of NBC’s social media messages during the London Games. More than 70%
of the social media posts by NBC simply reported contest results, shared background
information, and reminded about game schedules (Tang, 2013b). Only about 30% of
the messages requested user interaction or encouraged opinion expression, such as
“Wow! Such a great win!”

Nonetheless, structural characteristics were a main concern when NBC Universal
created its social media campaign during the London Olympics. To surround audi-
ences with social buzz, NBC used social media structures to encourage audiences to
consume a disproportionate amount of Olympic content out of habit (Tang & Cooper,
2013). Almost all the NBC social Olympics messages included options to like, share,
and comment. More than 80% of the posts used hashtags, 50% provided hyperlinks,
and 45% employed tagging (Tang, 2013b). While audiences could still actively choose
not to use the Olympics content, these structures certainly helped funnel people to
the Games.

In addition, NBC’s social Olympics campaign followed an important structural
concern: content must fit the style and structure of the medium. As shown in Fig-
ure 6.2, NBC’s Facebook used image promotion during the London Games, while
Twitter simply diffused information. More than 80% of the posts on NBCOlympics
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Figure 6.2 NBC’s Olympics social media. Source: http://nbcolympics.com.

Facebook page included photos, while only 16% of its tweets linked to pictures (Tang,
2013b). Moreover, NBC used significantly more Facebook (than Twitter) posts to
encourage user interactions and build brand loyalty, since Facebook is perceived to
have a potential to build fan community, as discussed in Chapter 5.

For the social Olympics campaign, NBC used a push-and-pray approach (see
Chapter 4) to create its Facebook messages, but employed a pull-and-stay model
for its tweets. For example, while tweeting, NBC would spotlight Michael Phelp’s
last Olympic competition, while their Facebook message would say something such
as “Tune in now! You don’t want to miss Michael Phelps’ last competition.” One
message simply provided information, and the other tended to push users to the
program.

It is important to note that today’s media users, digital natives in particular, increas-
ingly use multiple screens for media consumption. Thus, organizations and mar-
keters need to design social media campaigns that not only address audience’s active
needs, but also make their social media messages fit the structural constraints of the
platform, funnel consumers to the content, and make their product a part of users’
daily routine. To this end, NBC’s social Olympics provided a successful example of a

http://nbcolympics.com
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multiplatform campaign that fully considered the interplay between active choice,
habit, structure, and social media consumption.

Discussion questions

1 How did the producers of the NBC social Olympics campaign best utilize social
media structures to funnel users to subsequent coverage of the London Olympic
Games? Why do you think their approach proved successful?

2 If you were in charge of creating content for the London Olympics social media
campaign, how would you best determine the internal/cognitive structures that
influence audience behavior? How would this impact your content decisions?

3 Not every social media platform provides the same media structures. What deci-
sions did the NBC social Olympics campaign producers have to make with regard
to the differences in messages broadcast on Facebook and Twitter to reach goals?
How can you relate these messages to lessons learned in previous chapters regard-
ing diffusion, community, and mobilization?
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Summary

This chapter highlights the crucial role that structure plays in the behaviors of social media
users. Specifically, the active within structures approach explains how we actively use media
content within internal and external structures. As a social media marketer, there is little you
can do to control your consumers’ personal preferences, life experience, mood, personali-
ties, and other individual psychological factors. However, what you can do, through a solid
understanding of structure theories and literature, is gain a better sense of how to utilize
structures of the technology, such as recommendation, links, and catalog of content as well
as environmental factors like time, cost, and resources to guide your audience preference
and content consumption.

In addition, this chapter explains the role of social media structures. Search, recommen-
dations, profile, connections, links, comments/messages, share, advertising, and catalog of
content, provide important contextual cues that direct and constrain your audiences’ social
media consumption.

This chapter also suggests that social media users increasingly access multiple portals
from the same organization/brand/company. Despite the hype and promise associated with
social media marketing, you need to achieve more accurate understanding about how to
effectively use social media messages to reach and influence consumers by fitting in with
your existing marketing plan. This can be done by considering multiportal content man-
agement, rather than focusing on medium-specific strategies.

Knowing your audience is the first step to developing successful social media messages.
Without a comprehensive understanding of your consumers and the infrastructures and
constraints that they work within, messages can prove scattered, repetitive, and useless.
Social media strategies must reflect an understanding of the interplay between active choice,
habit, and structures. Chapters 5 and 6 have provided you with a complete picture of your
social media users. Now let’s turn our attention to how to create social messages that encour-
age user engagement and community building in Chapter 7.

Key Takeaways

1 Active within structures is a nuanced conceptualization of social media users.
Achieving a comprehensive understanding of your audiences is the first step
towards designing successful social media marketing strategies. Social media
campaigns should reflect an understanding of the interplay between active choice,
habit, and structure.

2 Social media structures – search, profile, message/chat, comments, connection
to groups/people, like/ratings, share, links, advertising, and catalog of content –
can all influence social media use. Making good use of these structures and cre-
ating social media messages that fit the style and structure of the medium are
crucial.
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3 Habits, self-constraints, and routine help determine social media use. Thus, you
need to find and use contextual and structural cues to encourage habit formation
and build brand loyalty.

4 Eventually, facing unlimited options, your audience makes choices based on per-
sonal identity. Both social media consumers and creators need to consider the
question “Who am I?”

5 Facing convergence, you must consider multiportal content management, rather
than isolating your social media strategy to a single medium.
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7
Best Practices for Social Media
Engagement

Learning Objectives

After reading this chapter, you should be able to:
1 Understand the theory of dialogic communication and be able to apply it to a

social media strategy.
2 Define online engagement and virtual communities and understand their benefits

to marketers.
3 Manage and maintain a dialogic loop with audiences.

Introduction

Previous chapters have stressed the importance of encouraging audience participation with
social media content in order to yield the most effective results for a desired behavior change.
Chapter 6 explained how active audiences are limited, or guided by the structures provided
by the social media sites that they visit. This chapter provides practical advice on which
features work best for active audience dialogue and feedback, even when audiences are dis-
satisfied with their online user experience.

Audiences utilize social media to fulfill many different gratifications. They access infor-
mation, share content, and communicate with various networks, both private and public in
nature. Think about the last product that you purchased online. What was that process like?
How did you find the website you purchased from? Did you read customer reviews before
making a decision? What types of feedback, if any, did the website ask of you after you made

Strategic Social Media: From Marketing to Social Change, First Edition. L. Meghan Mahoney and Tang Tang.
© 2017 John Wiley & Sons, Inc. Published 2017 by John Wiley & Sons, Inc.
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the purchase? These are all important considerations that your consumers take into account
each and every time they make purchase decisions online.

Consumer expectations have changed dramatically over the past 25 years. Rapid tech-
nological convergence, greater connectivity, enhanced interactive capacity, and increased
organizational capability are making the information economy visible for the ordinary con-
sumer (Butler & Peppard, 1998). The one or two retailers available in their immediate prox-
imity no longer bind audiences. Instead, they use technology to help make consumption
decisions that work best in their lives, whether the focus is on price, fair trade, quality of
product, or speed of delivery.

These purchasing decisions are complex and extend along a continuum of problem-
solving decisions. These decisions include categories such as price, perceived risk, expe-
rience, involvement, and information content. For the smaller ticket items that have less
influence on their day-to-day lives (e.g., picture frames or a new tee-shirt), people tend to
seek less information, experience and involvement in the purchase process. However, if your
consumers need to make big changes or a substantial investment in their lives, they tend to
rely on a more purposeful and involved information-seeking process. Past brand experience
becomes much more important for these decisions. That is why so many individuals stick
with one brand of electronics or car that they know and trust.

Customers now have expectations for accessing and leaving feedback on the products
they purchase and use. Search through this feedback and you may come to the same res-
olution as other marketing professions: customers are most likely to leave online feedback
when they are incredibly satisfied or dissatisfied with a product. The everyday average user
is less motivated to make an online review. This often leaves professionals feeling discour-
aged from providing participatory structural features. After all, why prompt users to engage
if there is a greater chance that users will respond negatively?

This chapter explains how to encourage participatory dialogue on social media that will
help facilitate positive and useful feedback from online audiences. It provides a theoreti-
cal understanding of how public dialogue is best for both marketers and consumers. Next,
it demonstrates the importance of virtual communities in sustaining online engagement.
Finally, it provides tips for responding to dissatisfied online consumers and maintaining an
effective dialogic loop.

The Theory of Dialogic Communication

Part I of this book explains the importance of igniting a participatory audience in social
media messages in order to prompt behavior change. However, Chapter 6 demonstrates
how social media users are limited and guided through the structural features available.
Encouraging participation requires more than just providing users with a functional Inter-
net structure option for dialogue, but needs a shift in the way we view the role that audiences
play in the communication process.

Habermas (1984) describes dialogue as the coordination in good faith of a plan for action.
This suggests a very cooperative communication process where organizational leaders are
not hyper-focused on disseminating messages and selling messages to media audiences as
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one would see in a top-down diffusion model. Today’s audiences expect brands to value their
business and feedback. After all, every consumer carries millions of retailer options in their
pocket. Audience communication is essential to the success of any social media strategy in
today’s social media environment.

True participation means working with and by the people, not working on or working for
the people (Servaes, 1996). Yes, social media practitioners are trying to reach an audience
to sell a product or increase numbers, but what makes social media unique is its potential
for users to access, participate, determine, sharpen, and manage content (Singhal, 2004). It
is time that marketers stop selling to audiences and begin engaging them in a truly partici-
patory manner.

Each year, companies spend a great deal of energy and money in marketing design
and research efforts. This includes both qualitative measurements (e.g., focus groups,
direct observation, interviews) and quantitative measurements (e.g., survey and controlled
experiments). Each of these takes skilled trained researchers, which can cost a signifi-
cant amount of money. An eight-person marketing focus group is estimated to cost about
$6000 (Suttle, 2013). While these are necessary measures for creating and sustaining prod-
ucts, this methodology is not foolproof. Each comes with its own sets of challenges and
drawbacks.

Just one of these methodologies – focus groups, which have a long history in market-
ing research – tends to rely heavily on the role of the moderator. Often they fail due to
groupthink, the psychological phenomenon in which people strive for consensus within a
group (Irving, 1972). Lack of leadership or control can also lead to problems with focus
group research (Gibbs, 1997). A popular research method, survey research, could also be
problematic because of low response rates and sample reliability of longer multiple ques-
tion surveys (Reichheld, 2003). In addition, these research efforts can succumb to what is
known as the Hawthorne effect, where research subject answers are influenced by the pres-
ence of the researcher. Most often, participants give answers that they feel are desired, not
what they actually believe to be true. They may say that a product is more useful than it
actually proves in their everyday lives. Clearly, audience and marketing research is a diffi-
cult, expensive and challenging task. More information about alternative research methods
is discussed in Chapter 12.

Social media allows the opportunities to provide immediate feedback, without the pres-
ence of a researcher to influence responses. While companies would pay a great deal of
money for this type of information in marketing research, they often try to mitigate and
control responses as much as possible due to the public nature of social media. Freire’s the-
ory of dialogic communication and action explains why these ideas and opinions should be
valued rather than feared.

The theory of dialogic communication and action explains the importance of transactional
communication for sustaining relationships through social media. It is defined as a type
of relational interaction, where ideas and opinions are negotiated through communication
exchanges (Kent, 1998). In other words, though the two parties do not have to agree on an
absolute truth, they must be willing to reach mutually satisfying opinions. Here, dialogic
communication is a product, not the process. The facilitator of communication is vested in
both sides of the communication process, rather than the self-serving interest of marketing.
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Stoker and Tusinski (2006) explain how dialogic communication aims to persuade like-
minded publics by transforming dialogue into two-way asymmetric communication. The
goal is to facilitate interactivity between an organization and the public. Dialogic commu-
nication demonstrates how they can work together to build more innovative ideas and a
longer sustaining relationship, and is often considered a more ethical way of conducting
public dialogue and public relations.

Social media users expect dialogic communication functions when they engage online
content. There are many structural functions that organizations can include to promote
dialogic communication online, including dialogic loop, usefulness of information, genera-
tion of return visits, ease of interface, and the conservation of visitors (Russell, 2008). Often,
these can be achieved by the media structure options presented in Chapter 6.

It is also important to search your product beyond your own social media platform and
see what people are saying about your brand. Respond to these customers. Just because
they did not communicate with you directly, it does not mean that they would not want to
hear from you. If there is something wrong with the direction of the dialogue, it is likely
that something is wrong with the product. While this type of feedback would have cost
thousands of dollars in traditional marketing research, social media makes it available for
free. Social media allows consumers to let you know that your product is unsatisfactory
before you continue to produce more of the same. Moreover, there is a chance for you to
respond to their dissatisfaction to show how much you care and value their feedback. Social
media marketing is about building and maintaining relationships.

Focus on promoting dialogue where people contribute in ways that others will want to
hear. Rather than providing feedback in silos or discussion forum threads, prompt inno-
vative options for participation: have contests; ask for pictures; allow audiences to share
user-generated videos. Organizations must provide much more than the product that the
customer has paid for. Your social media strategy should be based on a positive experience
for users, not just a place where they come to access a product.

As a social media marketer you should adopt the role of facilitator, promoting an envi-
ronment of nonjudgmental dialogue and active listening (Griffin, 2009). Nonetheless, this
cooperative, two-way, ethical communication practice requires neither side to attempt to
control the communication process (Habermas, 1990). Do not try to change consumers.
Instead, change your product until it meets and exceeds their expectation. If this is not your
goal, then you are not engaging in the mindset that meets the values of true participation.

Online Engagement and Virtual Communities

True participation should be the goal of any social media campaign. We have discussed the
importance of a change in assumptions regarding the perception of audiences. Commu-
nication with them is no longer, and never really should have been, a top-down diffusion
process. This hurts your brand and disengages consumers from participating further. Audi-
ence feedback is a critical and valuable asset for any organization. It is important to take
as many steps necessary to encourage engagement between consumers and organizations.
This is how long-lasting relationships are formed.
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As mentioned, there are many structural elements that an organization can add to their
website in order to encourage dialogic communication, including dialogic loop, usefulness
of information, generation of return visits, ease of interface, and the conservation of visitors
(Russell, 2008). Each of these functions help users engage and feel as though they are an
intricate part of a community.

A dialogic loop is one of the most important features that social media users are beginning
to expect from organizations. This includes ways in which audiences are able to exchange
messages with the source of an organization. If consumers have a question about your prod-
uct, they should not have to leave the webpage in order to send a query. There should be
more than one structural feature that allows asynchronous (e.g., email contact form) and
synchronous (e.g., instant chat) answers on your site.

It is important that the information you provide about your organization and product
proves useful to the audience. Use narrative structures to build brand authenticity and be
transparent about every stage of the production, product and price. One great way to provide
useful information to users is to allow other members in the community to share reviews
and experiences with your product. Do not filter this feedback to only include positive com-
ments. Otherwise you may come across looking nontransparent and lacking authenticity.

If you are selling a shirt that runs small in size, it is better to have other reviewers state this
so that consumers are able to negotiate this information in their purchasing decision. Maybe
this will prompt them to order a larger size, or maybe they will order a different shirt alto-
gether. Regardless, you are keeping them on your website because they feel as though you
are being authentic and transparent about your product information. In fact, you can gain
from having poor reviewed products available on your website. This allows customers to
make informed decisions about purchasing higher-rated products. Customers prefer hav-
ing a greater amount of information about products, rather than dealing with returns or
exchanges later on. Remember from Chapter 2 that the theory of social penetration explains
how an increase in self-disclosure leads to an increase in trust. Trust is a critical ingredient
for online engagement and community.

Prompting users to return to your website is a difficult task. Current satisfied customers
are top of the buying hierarchy (Stratten, 2012). It is best to nurture relationships with the
customers that you already have. If your product is strong and their experience is positive,
they will spread the word to their personal network and continue coming back for future
purchases.

One way to encourage return visitors is to turn your website into a community. Facilitate
conversations so that consumers who are interested in your product will want to come back
and participate, even if they are not interested in buying a new product. If you notice a
regular user has not visited in a while, reach out and let them know they are missed. Use
social media to ask questions, update often, and prompt users to share. Make your space
a place where people are happy to associate their identity with. Think about the types of
content that would excite users to participate in conversations.

Don’t make users frustrated when they visit your website. The ease of interface has a lot
to do with how satisfied customers feel when they visit your page and whether they come
back. This does not mean that you need to have the most technologically advanced page on
the Internet. In fact, it means quite the opposite. Keep your design simple, and make sure
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that it aligns with your brand authenticity. Apple’s website is a simple white background
with grey font. This matches the simple and minimalistic style of their products. UNICEF’s
website uses colors of the globe: blue, green and white. This is consistent with their logo
and globalized development vision for children. Choose one or two fonts and colors and
stay consistent throughout. Ensure that every page on your site has easy-to-find links where
users can ask questions and get to the home page. Users should be able to get to the home
page from any point on the website.

Be careful with CAPTCHA (completely automated public Turing test to tell computers
and humans apart), an application where users are required to type the word or numbers
shown on an image to advance to the next step (Cui et al., 2010). While these forms are a
great way to minimize spam messages for you, they can be difficult to read and users can
become frustrated with the process.

All of these prove effective ways to ensure the conservation of visitors. It may be worth-
while to ask your audiences for some information about themselves while they are on your
website. Many companies are beginning to do this by making users register their email
address before being able to look at products.

The brand Joss and Main is a home décor members-only company. It requires users to
register an email address and create a home portfolio before they are able to access web con-
tent. The daily deal pioneer Woot makes users register their email address and hometown
before they can browse. Zulilly, a website that sells goods for mothers and children, requires
a username, password and email address for membership. While these strategies may lose
some audiences upfront, the ability to learn more information and follow up with audiences
may lead to greater sales.

While this approach is a great way to establish the exclusivity of your products, research
demonstrates how customers do not like having to register with websites, even when check-
ing out, let alone checking in (Charlton, 2007). You want audiences to return to your website
because they had a positive experience, not because you bounded them by follow-up emails.
So, find a balance between this push and pull of media content.

Humans function through habit and marketers know this. Companies all over the world
are trying to determine how to get users to make their business a part of their regular online
routine. The Target Corporation is known for recruiting shoppers during the biggest tran-
sitional periods of their lives, such as graduation, marriage and, most importantly, parent-
hood. These are dynamic periods of life where consumers are already going through sub-
stantial changes, and so it is likely to change purchasing patterns as well. New parents may
appreciate the convenience of purchasing groceries and clothing in one stop, even if it means
buying different products than they did prior to baby. In fact, The New York Times reported
one instance of Target figuring out that a teen girl was pregnant before her father did, and
sent coupons to their home for baby materials (Duhigg, 2012). If practitioners are able to
entice customers to visit their store during these transitional periods through coupons or
promotions, they may come back for life out of convenience.

Great sales, products and promotions are excellent ways to tempt users into visiting your
site. You can set up user-friendly interfaces that save preferences, purchases, and shipment
and payment information. Audiences are much more likely to purchase a product if they
only have to press one button than if they have to fill out fields each time. However, the
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key to transforming customers into lifelong brand advocates is to make them feel as though
they belong to your community. You want consumers to form relationships and become
emotionally invested with your community.

Online engagement is an essential ingredient to this process. Online engagement is a
dynamic and sustained relationship from user to brand that communicates brand value
(Mollen & Wilson, 2010). This is only possible if you have a clear sense of your product
vision and lifestyle. If you are not certain of your brand authenticity, there is no way you can
expect your audience to know. Go back to Chapter 2 and help determine what makes you
unique from other products in the field.

There are many ways to encourage true participation from audiences in your social media
strategy. Based on this information, the following action plan has been advanced.

True Participation Action Plan

1 Set up structural features to promote dialogic communication, including dialogic
loop, usefulness of information, generation of return visits, ease of interface, and
the conservation of visitors.

2 Provide a narrative that clearly outlines your brand authenticity. Be as transparent
as possible about production, product and price.

3 Allow consumers to share reviews directly on your website. Respond quickly to
unsatisfied customers, but don’t filter or censor. Having a few negative reviews can
actually benefit a brand, provided the majority is positive.

4 Use social media to facilitate conversations that are consistent with the lifestyle of
your target audience. Don’t use this space to sell products. Instead, ask questions,
update often, and prompt users to share information that is useful and speaks to
them.

5 Ensure that your product interface is easy to use. Only use CAPTCHA forms if
necessary, and ask audiences questions on signing in to save their preferences,
purchases, shipment and payment information. Use this information to follow up
with audiences, especially during transitional periods in their lives.

There are many ways to engage users online. One of the best approaches may seem coun-
terintuitive, and that is not to think of social media as a way for you, a brand, to commu-
nicate with your community members. Instead, think of your social media as a place for
users to communicate with other users. Allow structural features that enable audiences to
reach you if they would like, but allow a safe space where they are able to create material on
their own, and communicate with other members of the community about issues of impor-
tance to them. Be sure that sources of engagement are authentic, relevant to the audience,
provide emotional connection between members, and fulfill a narrative structure for and
with audiences. This hands-off approach is difficult, especially since you lose some control
over the conversation. In addition, it will not work for every product. This strategy requires a
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strong authenticity, with a trusted history and niche lifestyle brand. Nonetheless, it supports
user objectives, promotes independent satisfaction, and helps build community (Krause &
Coates, 2008).

Consider why your audience has chosen your social media platform and the types of
things that they are likely to be interested in. It is possible that your product speaks to a
certain aspect of their lifestyle and identity that is difficult to find in interpersonal settings.
Play to these emotions. These are the types of conversations you should facilitate through
social media because your audience will want to engage.

One example of a company that has done this well is the Swedish furniture company
IKEA. They target an audience that is likely on a budget, but still interested in home design
and do-it-yourself projects (most furniture purchased in IKEA requires some level of do-
it-yourself assembly). In 2011, the company launched a blog, IKEA Share Space, a photo-
sharing community where users are able to upload photos of their living spaces to “easily
find and share inspiration with one another” (Boerner, 2011). The structure of the website
included a simple interface for users to communicate with each other and share their own
projects.

Consumers would be interested in visiting this site at many stages of the consumption
process. They may want to visit before making purchasing decisions to see how other mem-
bers are using IKEA furniture. They could visit the site once they have purchased the fur-
niture and have put it together to see ideas for how it should be arranged in a room. They
could also use the space to share their own completed projects. No matter how audiences
prefer to use the site, IKEA has incorporated a structure where they are not telling users
what to talk about. Instead, they offer an opportunity for audiences to check into the site
and communicate with other members according to their own needs.

The IKEA Share Space community allows members to send “kudos” to rate or ask ques-
tions about the photos. This would also encourage members to come back, even after their
room is complete, to see what other users think. These features keep the process fun and
positive, especially since this user participation limits the amount of control IKEA has over
conversations.

IKEA has also kept users engaged through the use of gamification, or the utilization of
game thinking and mechanics in a non-game context to engage users and solve problems
(Zichermann & Cunningham, 2011). Members who upload three or more pictures earn the
badge of a “Space Sharer.” Members who tag five IKEA products in their photo collection
earn the badge of an “Ikea Fan.” Members who tag 25 products become a “Super Fan.” If five
other users save an audience space, they earn the “Admired Space” badge. If 25 other users
save the space, they earn the “Exceptional Space” badge. Gamification is a great way to hook
audiences into coming back and staying engaged. The best uses of gamification are those
that are authentic to the purpose and shared vision of the virtual community.

Virtual communities are groups of people with common interests and practices that com-
municate regularly and for some duration in an organized way over the Internet through a
common location or mechanism (Ridings & Gefen, 2004). This allows users the chance
to personalize their online experience even more through character identification. Vir-
tual communities are one of the earliest functions of Internet users, and are one of the
fastest growing categories of website, exceeding 25 million sites (Horowitz, 1997). Virtual
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communities allow discussions to evolve into the feelings and connections of personal rela-
tionships. They tend to be asynchronous in nature, but an emerging trend of synchronous
communities has emerged where users meet in real time through cyber-face to cyber-face
social interactions (Hill et al., 1995).

Some asynchronous online discussion forums are just places for individuals to meet and
talk without any sense of belonging or consistency among group members (Ridings & Gefen,
2004). These do not necessarily meet the requirements of a virtual community. Members
should feel part of a larger social group, have ongoing exchanges with other members, and
sense lasting relationships with others. It may take repeat positive experiences and periods
of disengagement before members realize the value of community membership. There are
only so many online communities that individuals are able to make a part of their regular
routine. The more your community brand and your audience values align, the more invested
they will feel towards your organization.

Creating a virtual community is an important step for any social media marketing strat-
egy. This will help foster relationships between users and the organization. It will keep users
vested in the connections that they have made, push innovation forward and keep your
consumers coming back. Remember that virtual communities require much more than the
technological capability for communication. Authenticity, audience assumptions, and sin-
cere facilitation play a huge role in how invested users feel.

The Dialogic Loop

The goal of social media marketing is to form relationships with customers. The importance
of customer loyalty in organizational sustainment cannot be understated. Loyal customers
mean more than someone who routinely buys products from a company. These customers
may only be doing this because it is the simplest option available or because there is no
alternative available. However, in a business climate that is constantly evolving, marketers
cannot rely on these motivations.

Many takeout and delivery restaurants have begun utilizing the Internet to allow users
to order takeout food online without ever speaking with the customer. By signing up for
an Internet account, users are able to store their address, payment information and past
purchases for future use. This process is much easier for consumers because they are able to
order food without remembering a phone number or menus or digging their credit card out
of their wallet. Furthermore, it mitigates some level of human error in getting the order and
address correct. When this technology first became available, consumers may have only had
one or two options for ordering online. Perhaps every time they wanted to order food for
delivery, they returned to your restaurant since you provide online ordering, not because
they felt loyal or liked your food the best, but because the structural features made it the
easiest process.

Sure enough, time has passed and more and more takeout and delivery restaurants have
made this online feature available. This is where customer loyalty plays a larger role than
ease of use. Customer loyalty is one of the most important drivers of economic growth
for a company (Reichheld, 2003), as they strongly identify with the product, put their own
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reputation on the line by recommending your product to their own network, and tend to
buy more over time.

One of the most critical features for ensuring customer loyalty is the dialogic loop. If
done correctly, customers will feel as though they are valued within the community. If done
poorly, you may have lost their service forever. A dialogic loop allows users to query orga-
nizations and offers organizations the opportunity to respond to questions, concerns and
problems (Reber et al., 2006).

There are many structural features that you can include in your website to ensure a dia-
logic with customers. These include easy to find contact information, contact forms, infor-
mation for donor or media publics, telephone options, satisfaction surveys, email subscrip-
tion options, interactive forms and blogs (Kent & Taylor, 1998). It is imperative that you
make it as easy as possible for customers to communicate with the organization.

Allowing opportunities for visitors to send messages to the organization, vote on issues,
request regular information updates, and fill out surveys identifying priorities and express-
ing opinions on issues helps users see how much the content creator cares (Taylor et al.,
2001). However, they should never be included unless someone is able to respond in a timely
manner. There is nothing worse than taking the time to query an organization and never
hearing back.

Be sure to have an expert available who knows the product and the brand well. Remember
that users are able to communicate with one another, and so have a policy about how you
are going to handle certain scenarios and stick to it. Do not give one user special treatment
over another. Through prompt replies to concerns and questions, users will begin to feel a
sense of relational trust and commitment to the brand. These relationships should not only
serve the public relations goals of an organization, but should also incorporate the interests,
values, and concerns of users (McAllister-Spooner & Kent, 2009). Many companies have
begun using personalized names of employees to answer customer questions. Have a ques-
tion while using Skype? Simply tweet @PeteratSkype and you will receive a prompt reply.
This helps humanize the public relations process.

In the book Unmarketing, Scott Stratten (2012) explains a five-step process for dealing
with angry customers through social media.

1 Have an existing strategy in place. While every query should be handled on a personal
level, there should be consistency across organizational policies and mission statements.
This information should be transparent and easily found in the company website.

2 Acknowledge the customer’s dissatisfaction. Let them know that you received their com-
plaint and that you understand their frustrations.

3 Clarify the company policy and why the user may have had the unsatisfactory experience
that they encountered. This is not the time to place blame on the consumer, but to ensure
that the negative experience will not happen again.

4 Present a resolution that satisfies both the customer and the organizational policy and
mission statement.

5 Social media allows companies to check back with consumers after a resolution has been
made to ensure they are satisfied with their customer service experience. This allows you
to continue communication with the customer and let them know that their business
and feedback are important to you.
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Responsiveness does not simply mean getting back to individuals; messages should be per-
sonalized to the query, be timely in nature, and involve specially trained response personnel
(Gustavsen & Tilley, 2003). No one expects every user who comes to your site to be com-
pletely satisfied. However, it is imperative that your organization has a customer service
strategy to handle unsatisfied users.

Today, consumers play a critical role in the communication process and the success of
your social media strategy. Increased effective dialogue is the key for making your audiences
feel valued and engaged. If your values do not align with the values of the theory of dialogic
communication, this will come across in your customer service practices. True participation
through social media is imperative for organizational sustainment.

Case Study: Second Life

Social media provides alternative spaces for communication among and between
diverse communities. Much scholarly research investigates potential uses of virtual
communities regarding issues of identity and relationship building (Hegland & Nel-
son, 2002; Nisbett, 2006) With no proxemic physical space limitations, virtual com-
munities make engagement easy and help build long-lasting relationships between
members. One of the earliest and most successful examples of a synchronous virtual
community, Second Life, speaks to these identity features.

Second Life emerged in 2003 as the most popular computer-based multime-
dia environment that allows users to interact through their own graphical self-
representations known as avatars (Boulos et al., 2007). On Second Life, users are able
to create an avatar and spend time traveling to various virtual “islands” speaking to
other avatars. Though its popularity has dropped in recent years, there are still over
1 million regular users.

Second Life has many features of real life. It has unique in-world weather sys-
tems where users can coordinate their outfit according to that day’s forecast, regu-
lar day–night cycles, and 3-D functionality where people can collaboratively create
and edit objects in the virtual world (Boulos et al., 2007). While these features mir-
ror the real world, Second Life also enables users to live out any fantasies they may
have.

Users can explore castles, fly around the world, interact with dragons, or take on
the role of a human-sized rabbit. Second Life was designed as a space for socialization
among community members that extends beyond the real world. It was built on the
premise that users could have the opportunity to live out some dreams or fantasies
that are not possible in their real, or first, life.

Think of a person you know who has shy tendencies in their everyday life. Second
Life could provide a space where she or he may feel more comfortable communi-
cating with others through her or his avatar. Perhaps a person is wheelchair bound,
but has always dreamt of becoming a professional basketball star. Second Life offers
a space where she or he is able to join and play with the Virtual Basketball Associ-
ation. Additional features include the ability to stream audio, video and television
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collections, browse information in virtual libraries, virtually experience the world,
play multi-player games with other avatars, buy and sell real-life goods and services,
develop relationships with other avatars, attend live events, and engage in realistic
voice chat that includes nonverbal gestures (Boulos et al., 2007).

Synchronous cyberspaces are very decentralized. For the most part, communi-
ties are built, developed and controlled by the users. For this reason, they hold
great potential for new social movements and protests to naturally emerge (Neu-
mayer & Raffl, 2008). One such example was a Second Life demonstration for peace
and justice in Burma, where hundreds of Buddhist monks were being arrested after
protesting against the military regime (SLLU, 2007). Avatars wore robes, went bald,
wore tee-shirts or held hands forming a human chain to show support and raise
awareness.

There are many criticisms of this type of awareness, as many wonder if they are
making any difference at all. After all, the only people who were likely to see the
demonstrations were those who were also on Second Life at that time. Research
demonstrates how behaviors from virtual worlds will translate to the real world.
This connection may be due to how highly users identify with their personal avatar
and their success in forming real social relationships with other avatars. There
are many instances where demonstrations on Second Life translate into real-life
behavior.

For example, in 2007, Second Life users built an unofficial campaign headquarters
in support of then-Presidential candidate Barack Obama. While you cannot actually
vote for a candidate through Second Life, users were able to pick up free hats and tee-
shirts for their avatars, thus becoming walking endorsements in the virtual world.
They could read about Obama’s political platform and watch videos of his appear-
ance on the Tonight Show (Wheaton, 2007). Individuals who live in certain regions of
America may not know a single person in their proxemic community who is voting
for Obama, but they are able to find alternative communities and learn more about
him through this virtual space.

Individuals are highly persuaded by these synchronous virtual communities
because they highly identify with their virtual avatar, communication is entirely par-
ticipatory among users, and the cyberspace mimics the real world much more so than
other text- and image-based social media sites. Thus, many businesses and organiza-
tions have included Second Life as a part of their communication strategy, including
the World Stock Exchange, Adidas, BBC Radio, Disney, Cleveland Clinic, and Toyota.
Second Life is a great example of a social media platform that uses the assumption of
the theory of dialogic communication to foster true participation among members
of its online community.

Discussion questions

1 What interface features of Second Life allow users the opportunity for dialogic
communication? How could marketers use this to engage audiences and create a
stronger sense of community among users?
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2 Second Life is a decentralized space, where users control most of the content.
Based on this understanding, where would it fall on our diffusion–participation
continuum? What opportunities and challenges does this extend to social media
practitioners?

3 How would the virtual community Second Life change if it were asynchronous in
nature? How would the expectations of engagement change for audiences?

Summary

This chapter focuses on ways to construct social messages to ensure online engagement
between users. These messages are bound by the structure opportunities available and the
mindset in which they were produced. The theory of dialogic communication teaches us the
importance of audience feedback, and how true participation is critical for social media mar-
keting success. Though this feedback will not always be positive, it is necessary to maintain
a dialogic loop where users feel as though they are listened and valued. True participation
and cooperation between users and the organization will prove mutually beneficial.

This chapter also discusses many asynchronous and synchronous options for online
engagement. Many factors can help you decide whether to use synchronous or asyn-
chronous approach for long-term behavior change. There are benefits and challenges for
both synchronous and asynchronous communication features. It is best to have both options
available for users to choose which they are most comfortable with. However, it is most
important to ensure that you do not have the option for dialogic loop unless you are 100%
confident that someone is going to respond to user queries. Determine what works best with
your current schedule and staff and create the features accordingly.

With the advances in mobile smartphone technology, there is no question that syn-
chronous communication is the future of social media marketing. However, please note
the challenge associated with synchronous communication. First, it is easier to make mis-
takes through synchronous communication. Participants become so engrossed that conver-
sations can quickly become heated. Organizations can get themselves into trouble fast if they
are not carefully crafting their messages. Second, some queries take time to investigate and
asynchronous communication allows this opportunity. It would be frustrating to engage in
a synchronous communication feature, such as an instant message service, and be placed
on hold while the person on the other end looks into the problem. Finally, not everyone
is interested in communicating synchronously. In fact, many individuals have communi-
cation anxieties when it comes to real-time communication. They feel more comfortable
when they are able to carefully craft a message and do not feel as though they are pressing
the respondent to get back in a timely manner.

Engaging in mobile technologies is one way to mobilize audiences towards true partici-
pation. For the first time in history, users are able to interact with technology in any place, at
any time in their lives. This creates many opportunities for social media marketers. We will
explore these mobile techniques and how they can be beneficial for you and your audiences
in Chapter 8.
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Key Takeaways

1 True participation is more than just the structural ability for two-way communi-
cation, but includes a cooperative process working with and by the people.

2 Freire’s theory of dialogic communication and action is a more ethical relational
interaction, where ideas and opinions are negotiated through communication
exchanges with the goal of reaching mutually satisfying opinions.

3 Structural functions that promote dialogic communication online include dia-
logic loop, usefulness of information, generation of return visits, ease of interface,
and the conservation of visitors.

4 Virtual communities hold great potential for fostering dialogic communication,
forming a dynamic and sustained relationship, and making consumers feel part
of a larger social group.

5 Dialogic loop features allow unsatisfied users to query organizations and allow
organizations the opportunity to respond. These features include easy to find con-
tact information, contact forms, information for donor or media publics, tele-
phone options, satisfaction surveys, email subscription options, interactive forms
and blogs.
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8
Mobile Marketing and Location-based
Applications

Learning Objectives

After reading this chapter, you should be able to:
1 Encourage users to use mobile digital projections to bolster their online identity.
2 Understand the role of peer influence and the concept of a “third place” in mobile

marketing.
3 Implement a social media mobile strategy that generates return visits from users.

Introduction

Everyday decision-making is influenced by a multitude of factors: personality, mood, life
experience, social networks, internal noise, external noise, and media structure. The way we
negotiate the world around us is unpredictable and one of the most difficult tasks of a social
media marketer. Communication philosopher Marshall McLuhan (1964) famously wrote
that the “medium is the message.” The characteristics of the media that carry content prove
just as, if not more, important than the content itself. Part II of this book has taught how
media structure influences and limits the many ways in which users interact with content.
The purpose of this chapter is to explore how mobile technology influences user behavior
and interpretations of social media content.

Imagine arranging a lunch date with one of your friends with the message “We should
grab lunch.” How would this message be interpreted if delivered by personally stopping by

Strategic Social Media: From Marketing to Social Change, First Edition. L. Meghan Mahoney and Tang Tang.
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your friend’s house unannounced? What if you emailed him or her the request? What if
the message was sent through text message? The sense of urgency and timeline for carry-
ing through the desired action would change depending on the media choice, even though
the content of the message remains exactly the same. If the message was received through
text message, the recipient may think that the lunch date should happen right away. If
received through email, a longer planning timeline may occur. Though this is not exactly
what McLuhan meant with his statement, media choice has never been more important than
in today’s digital landscape.

Mobile technology is spreading across the world and is undoubtedly changing the way we
communicate with one another. Mobile phones are vastly popular due to their affordability,
portability, easy personalization, and location-awareness capabilities (Kurkovsky & Harihar,
2006). Users are able to customize mobile phone features so that they are virtually unlike
any other person’s device. Chances are, if you lost your mobile phone, the person who finds
it would not only be able to track it back to you through your personal contacts, but also be
able to make a pretty accurate guess about who you are based on some of your customization
decisions. We use our mobile devices to keep track of all our important, and unimportant,
contacts in our life, and store our photos, music and videos. Even the brand of mobile device
we choose to carry says a great deal about who we are.

Because of their lower cost and faster infrastructure, mobile technologies are spread-
ing around the world at a faster pace than older technologies. Some of the most success-
ful Internet applications are mobile-capable only. Users wishing to communicate on the
photo-sharing application Instagram, the location-based check-in application FourSquare,
the service review platform Path, or the short video sharing site Vine are unable to do so
through personal computers. These applications require people to share content through
mobile devices, encouraging users to synchronize their file sharing with real-life events.
Though users have the ability to share older photos through Instagram (there is a popular
hashtag #tbt, or throw back Thursday, for such occasions), this is not the intended purpose
of the application. In fact, this is why users decide to alert other users that they are not fol-
lowing through with the synchronous norm (no one ever tags photos with #happeningright-
nowthursday). Mobile technology is all about up-to-date synchronous communication. Tra-
ditional boundaries of time and space have been transformed with greater immediacy, and
this could spark changing economic situations in certain regions.

Many debates exist about whether perpetual mobile contact holds positive or negative
implications for society. No definitive conclusions will ever be reached, but it is certain that
mobile technologies have dramatically changed the way we behave and communicate with
one another. In fact, approximately 46% of smartphone owners identify the device as some-
thing that they “couldn’t live without” (Smith, 2015). Mobile phone users tend to check their
phones over 150 times per day (Meeker & Wu, 2013). Mobile technology is engrained in
users daily activities today.

Getting together in a small group is easier than ever before (Grob et al., 2009). Planning
and changing plans takes less time, especially since mobile phones have GPS potential to
alert friends where users are located. For this reason many fear that mobile communication
is simultaneously replacing interpersonal contact because it is also easier than ever to keep
in touch via mobile without meeting interpersonally.
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Because of the unlimited features available through mobile technology, it is difficult to
place it on the diffusion–participation scale. The low cost, ease of use, and unlimited avail-
ability make it an essential component of social media marketing. Because users have their
mobile devices available for virtually every new experience, it also could be incorporated
into a mobilization strategy. This chapter aims to explore mobile digital projections, the
influence of peers in a shared social journey, and strategies for generating return visits.

Mobile Digital Projections

Computer-mediated communication (CMC) has been at the forefront of media research
for decades. However, much changes when technology allows users to gain instant access to
their network at any time and any place. Mobile-mediated communication (MMC) is a type
of CMC that emphasizes mobility. As phones begin to converge with portable multimedia
computers, and traditional media devices become more mobile, the distinction between
these blur.

Mobile technology is increasing the level of participation through social media features
such as sharing, search and filtering of relevant data with other connected users (Lugano,
2008). It is much easier to share what you are doing while you are in the moment than it
is to remember hours later when you have returned home and are sitting in front of your
personal computer. Mobile technology allows users to instantly share where they are, whom
they are with, and whether they would like to invite others to join.

Users are able to use mobile devices on the go to publish content to a social media site,
insert textual statements about what they are doing, subscribe to others’ statements, view
and comment on submissions, and rate, review or otherwise symbolically indicate approval
of media content (Lewis et al., 2010). With mobile technologies, it is a never-ending cycle of
information interaction and sharing. Thus, social media sites are never in a final completed
stage but are dynamic and grow with the user. They provide spaces for users to share their
own stories with the public, or with a network of carefully screened individuals.

Individuals share their everyday lives through a processed dubbed digital projections.
Whether they are sharing a status, photo or video update, these digital projections are a
way for people to construct their own identity through technology and share it with their
network. Perhaps more than ever before, users have a say in how other people make sense
of their lives. Of course, one cannot account for the sense-making process entirely.

If a social media user wishes to be associated with traveling, he or she could choose to
share news articles from various locations around the globe, luggage recommendations,
future dream trips, or photos from personal travels. They may also ignore sharing other
aspects of his or her life, such as sitting at home watching reruns of a favorite reality show.
Social media allows us to choose to project the best of ourselves and keep other features
private.

Though individuals are able to utilize mobile technology in a variety of ways, so long
as they stay within the boundaries of the media structure provided, they still must work
within many of the unwritten rules, expectations and customs of other types of communica-
tion. Research on digital projections demonstrates how increased sharing of photographs of
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oneself is correlated with a decreased feeling of intimacy from the audience (Grenoble,
2013). While individuals connect through social media to receive life updates, there is a
balance that must be struck between what constitutes too much sharing, and how much of
it should be centered on the self.

This is not so different from the various other marketing rules that we have discussed thus
far. Remember that social media is an outlet to market according to your own goals. Even if
you as a social media practitioner are not selling a product, you are still sharing a narrative.
It is important to interact, engage, and participate with other users. Use the platform as a
tool for dialogue surrounding issues that are important to you and your audience. Share
some pictures, but ask for, and comment on others, more.

Research demonstrates that the more individuals engage in these participatory activities,
the more they entice further connections and participatory action. Continuous feedback
is the keystone of social media, as individuals are able to engage in identity management
of their own profiles. Audiences create a sense of who they are and the role that they play
in society through collective feedback from their online communities. While social media
users are aware of their own reputation management, they also hold an awareness of what
their social networks are sharing online.

Online social narratives are never true depictions of our own selves. We tend to post
idealized versions of ourselves, or only share when things are exotic, special or highly edited.
Consider the places where you or your friends have “checked-in” or shared the location
of a real-life interpersonal event. Chances are, these are places that you don’t mind being
associated with. We hardly share ordinary run-of-the mill experiences through social media.

Though the technology potential exists for mobile group communication, most mobile
users utilize the technology for individual networking. This is the appeal of one-to-one
mobile applications such as Snapchat. Snapchat is a mobile phone messaging technology
that allows one user the ability to send another user a video message that will “disappear”
on opening in as many as 10 seconds. This mitigates the permanence and public nature of
other types of online communication.

Smartmobs, or mobilization of the masses through mobile technologies, is one of the few
many-to-many features of mobile technology (Rheingold, 2003; Grob et al., 2009). This is
where many users are able to coordinate themselves at a particular place and time for an
event. Often, these events are lighthearted and fun in nature, though sometimes they are
arranged with hopes of raising awareness or to protest an event. Online group communica-
tion tends to be initiated by one person who invites a set of contacts to participate. However,
some social media users find this annoying and do not accept or remove themselves from
group conversation. A better way to initiate cohesiveness among a group is through tagging
features (Grob et al., 2009).

Tagging features exist in many forms. In general, they link individuals to the purpose or
event of the communication. Some tagging includes a text-based hashtag, or a character
string proceeded by the # sign to signal topic organization, audience or meaning (Efron,
2010). For instance, if you were attending a conference presentation at the 2016 Interna-
tional Communication Association convention, you may include the hashtag #ICA16 with
all conference-related posts. This allows individuals who are interested in the conference,
whether attending or not, to follow along. Tagging also includes labeling faces on pictures or
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bookmarking sites or contact lists under specific categories. In general, tagging helps people
understand why they are being included on a message by seeing what they have in common
with other people or designated topics.

Online communication does not mean that users must know each other interperson-
ally. Users who find each other through interest-based sites may not know each other very
well at first, but through increased online interactions and sharing they could become quite
friendly and begin to consider each other an important member of their life. Some indi-
viduals choose to exchange their contact information and meet in real life. However, most
mobile-specific social networks are designed specifically for the mobile community (Counts
& Fisher, 2008). Just because users do not choose to meet in real life, it does not mean
that real feelings and emotions do not develop. Often, individuals are able to commu-
nicate more frequently through social media sites than they do with interpersonal-based
friends.

We tend to have perpetual contact with those we wish to see interpersonally in our every-
day lives. While Facebook has check-in features and Google and Foursquare alert you when
others in your network are close by, researchers found that few actually use the feature to
meet up interpersonally. Using location-based settings helps users project the type of social
person they are, and holds potential for marketers to know more about their customers’
everyday experiences, but it is unlikely that someone in your network will see these notifi-
cations and consequently come and join you without an invitation.

Dodgeball was one of the first mobile social media designed as a location-based infor-
mation distributor where users could meet up in-person with their friends. Users would
broadcast their location through their mobile device by checking in, and their chosen social
network would receive a text message regarding the location. Google purchased Dodgeball
in May 2005, but has since rolled the technology into other platforms (Humphreys, 2007),
none with great success. Mobile networking applications should be utilized to make organi-
zation and social experiences easier and more enjoyable. They alter social experiences, but
rarely do they create them.

Because users are able to carry and use mobile technology virtually anywhere, more and
more information is being shared about their daily lives. Location-based features allow users
the ability to find and interact with nearby events, businesses and friends (Grob et al., 2009).
If you check in at a local coffee shop online, other stores on the same road have the ability
to see this check-in and send a coupon asking you to try their coffee next time you’re in the
area. However, users are growing more and more concerned with privacy issues of location
disclosure. Do we really want everyone to know where we are at all times?

Mobile applications allow users the ability to capture and upload text, photo, voice and
video messages. Generally, users are able to alter settings to allow the public to view content
or to restrict such content to permitted followers. It does take some level of media literacy
and communication competency to navigate through these permissions. The longer indi-
viduals grow with social media, the more competent they become.

Just because mobile technology allows you to share, realize it is not always appropriate or
safe. While social media is a place for you to share your digital projections, remember that
social media is about relationship building and transactional communication. A good rule
of thumb is the 2 : 1 standard. You should interact and engage other users twice as often as
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you share information about your brand. Nevertheless, every organization is different, and
undoubtedly your social media use will grow and change with you.

Peer Influence and a Shared Social Journey

There are seven billion mobile phone subscribers worldwide today (International Telecom-
munication Union, 2014). Mobile networking technologies allow users to create, develop
and strengthen ties wherever they are, to keep in touch with acquaintances easier than at
any other time in history, and hold potential for strengthening relationships with close fam-
ily and friends.

Some research points to a new phenomenon where the technology is actually hindering
relationships. An increase in mobile technology is found to limit the creation of new rela-
tionships we make (Ling, 2000). A possible reason for this change may be due to the way we
utilize the technology. Often, we fill empty time between events or while waiting in line with
mobile games, text messages or social media. While this empty space may have previously
been an opportunity to communicate interpersonally with others who are also waiting, we
are now able to communicate with individuals already in our network through mobile tech-
nology. This is a much more comfortable communication situation for many than talking
to strangers.

Look around next time you are in a group situation. Some individuals will be using mobile
technology in isolation, making little eye contact and ignoring interpersonal communica-
tion with those around them physically. Others will be using mobile technology to create a
shared social journey with those they are with. They tag each other together in the real-time
event; take pictures and comment online about the fun that they are having. Your friends’
mobile communication may say just as much about you and your social life as your own.

The term “Third Place” is a traditional designation for a public place that hosts reg-
ular, voluntary, informal and anticipated gatherings of individuals beyond the realm of
home (“First Place”) and work (“Second Place”) (Oldenburg, 1989). These are often pop-
ular restaurants, bars or events. Here, social networks gather on a platform that is central to
their sense of self and community. Individuals identify with the Third Place much more than
they do other spaces where they may spend more physical time, such as work. Generally,
the mood is upbeat and relaxed at the Third Place (Humphreys, 2007).

Mobile technology allows individuals to experience the Third Place with each other even
if they are far away. Consider the “Third Space” posts that your own social network shares.
You may be able to follow their experiences and get to know their new group of friends
even though you have never met them. Despite not being physically present, you are able to
share in your friends’ journey and let them know that you care by commenting and sharing
online.

Another phenomenon of mobile technology is called schedule softening (Ling, 2000).
Schedule softening is where individuals engage in minimal pre-planning rituals because they
know that they will be able to reach the other party by mobile phone when it is closer to the
actual time of the event. Users are also rearranging their schedules with minimal notice at
an increased rate than before. For example, you may not feel bad about stopping at a store
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on your way to meet someone because you will be able to call them and let them know if
you are running late. While individuals used to be more schedule conscious due to the lack
of communication on the go, today short-term changes in circumstances are becoming less
of a faux pas (Geser, 2006).

Every individual and generation utilizes mobile technology differently from one another.
Individual blogging has declined in popularity among younger generations. Rather than
having a designated website to share life experiences with those who choose to follow their
blog, younger generations are relying on social media to tell their story, intermitted between
the rest of their friends’ social network.

Different cultures and genders utilize mobile technology differently as well. African
Americans are the most active group of mobile Internet users, and this group is growing
at an increasing pace (Lenhart et al., 2010). Females tend to form a larger group of con-
tacts, communicate more emotionally, and interact more frequently with their mobile net-
work than males (Igarashi et al., 2005). Baby boomers are emerging as the newest market for
increased mobile gaming (Beck, 2004). People utilize mobile technology for social purposes
and so it makes sense that their journey would be similar to those within their race, gender
and age cohort.

Collaborative projections enable joint and simultaneous creation by many users (Kaplan
& Haenlein, 2010). This is a great way to prompt your consumers to create new real-life
experiences and share online. Mobile technology allows marketers to incorporate time and
space into social media projects. There are many effective examples of how organizations
utilize the synchronous nature of mobile technology to incite real-life behavior change in
audiences.

Actor Misha Collins created an annual worldwide scavenger hunt competition, GISH-
WHES (Greatest International Scavenger Hunt the World Has Ever Seen). Here, participants
register a team, follow a posted list of items to find or create, photograph them and upload
on the GISHWHES website (www.GISHWHES.com). Scavenger hunt prompts range from
“Create a video of you visiting a children’s hospital and giving a puppet show,” to “Make
an Igloo for your dog.” The community has broken three Guinness World Records (i.e.,
an international authority that catalogs and verifies record-breaking achievements), with
14,580 participants registered for the competition in 2012. Mobile scavenger hunts are a
great way to create life experiences and get users to share how much fun they are having
with their social network.

Harrods department store in London created a mobile contest where consumers were
urged to explore the city in search of their trademark “Green Man” dancing. They were
then prompted to upload a picture to Twitter including the hashtag #HarrodsSale to enter
a chance to win $1500 to spend in store (Shea, 2011). The Batman movie The Dark Knight
Rises prompted fans to help unlock previews of the movie trailer. They posted a list of various
locations around the world and asked followers to go to spots, take pictures and share their
findings (Yoder, 2012). When enough users participated, more previews of the movie were
shared.

While these are all great ways of getting audiences involved in the digital projection pro-
cess, the best thing about GISHWHES is the memories created among team members. Their
website shares testimonials from participants who talk about the fun they had, new outlooks

http://www.GISHWHES.com
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on life that the adventures gave them, and the surprising willingness of strangers to help
with prompts. Even though mobile phones are an individualized technology that serves the
specialized and customized needs of each user, think beyond individual participation when
using it in marketing strategies. Urge users to share, create and make memories with their
social networks. Consider the following action plan when creating a mobile strategy.

Mobile Strategy Action Plan

1 Develop an alternative social media strategy for mobile devices. Consider mobile-
mediated communication features, such as localization, portable sharing, and
synchronicity.

2 Allow users to tag friends and share posts with their own social network. This will
create a stronger sense of community, and speak to users’ own gratifications for
your product.

3 Incorporate location-based check-in features so that users can share their experi-
ences with your brand with their own social network. Ensure that this experience
speaks to the notion of the Third Place and will actually be something that they
would want their online identity to be associated with.

4 Create collaborative campaigns where users contribute to a synchronous prompt,
such as a scavenger hunt. Encourage them to leave their houses, have out-of-the-
box experiences, and share photos or videos.

Generating Return Visits

Mobile technology is a shared social space for individual networks. Individuals are highly
influenced by their social network and make purchasing and behavior change decisions
accordingly. While mobile technology allows marketers the ability to deliver promotional
information to consumers based on their individualized preferences and location (Wang,
2007), it would be more beneficial if they were able to prompt users to share their experiences
with their social network, creating memories associated with their brand.

Often, businesses try to prompt customers to visit stores by offering free products through
mobile updates. However, research demonstrates that consumers are more persuaded, espe-
cially towards long-term behavior change, if they are involved in the information-seeking
process, rather than just being given a coupon. Remember that emotion and engagement
highly influence our everyday decisions. Commitment can be enhanced through building
emotional value (Varnali & Toker, 2010). Push text messages are a mobile alert that applica-
tions send to update users with new content. While these are efficient and cost-effective, they
tend to lack emotion and may not be as persuasive as marketers hope. In fact, many mobile
users find them disruptive and annoying. By allowing consumers to search for information,
businesses may actually gain more benefits. Free materials with no-strings-attached offers
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may even prompt consumers to devalue the products. Make customers work for coupons,
even if it is through simple acts such as scanning QR codes or sharing offers with friends.

Most mobile advertisements are based on text messaging services, which is not a very
emotionally engaging communication medium (Wang, 2007). Companies offer special deals
if consumers “opt-in” to receiving text messages from the company. This is called permission
marketing, and is different from spam because it requires the recipient to agree to receive the
messages (Bauer et al., 2005). What separates mobile marketing from other forms of new
media is its ability to personalize and customize settings based on what works best for the
user. Most companies are not utilizing mobile media to this potential and are sending imper-
sonal messages that seem interruptive. Remember that customers will be interrupted much
more by text-based messages because they will arrive by phone, not in an asynchronous
platform such as email. Most individuals will see your message, but will find it bothersome
and not appropriate for what they are doing at the time, and will associate the brand with
this negative feeling.

One way to improve this marketing strategy is to personalize the types of messages that
your consumers receive. Mobile marketing allows you the ability to learn a lot about con-
sumer demographics, location and interests (Scharl et al., 2005). Once you begin to gain
a sense of what your audience enjoys, construct the message accordingly. The simplicity,
affordability and speed of mobile delivery makes this type of target messaging possible.
Address the recipient by name and ask them to participate in the process. Let them know
that there is a human on the other end of the message.

Location-based messages also help alleviate some of the bothersome qualities of inter-
ruptive mobile marketing. Register your business with location-based applications such as
RetailMeNot or FourSquare so that you know when customers are close by. Offer these pro-
motions to users who are participating in activities where these deals would be appropriate,
rather than bothersome. It is much more interesting to learn that a store is having a sale when
the person is on the same street, rather than miles away. However, imagine how unappeal-
ing it will be to receive messages from every store that you walk by. There has to be some
balance. Collaborate with other companies that have similar brands and audiences. Mobile
marketing does not allow for the same richness of information as Internet marketing, so be
sure to keep all information concise (Shankar & Balasubramanian, 2009).

The best way to ensure users continue engaging with your mobile campaign is to make
it creative and entertaining (Bauer et al., 2005). Research demonstrates how these two con-
structs are the highest correlating factors with intentional customer return visits. While
there is a slightly more addictive tendency with mobile technology than other types of
media, marketers cannot solely rely on habitual routine for repeat use (Ehrenberg et al.,
2008).

The medium is the message, and while it is easy to make traditional Internet content
friendly for mobile devices, mobile marketing requires more than just an interface change.
Content and features should change according to the platform that users engage and the
goals of the company.

Overall, commercially oriented marketing messages are less appealing than social and
entertainment-related strategies (Grant & O’Donohoe, 2007). Users want control over their
mobile technology; after all, it is an incredibly important construction of self-identity. Do
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not be the company that takes that personalization away through interruptive messaging.
Mobile marketing should encourage users to strengthen relationships with those in their
networks by prompting new experiences, offering promotions when they are out together,
and providing games to play when they are away.

Case Study: Renren

The process of engaging audiences through social media constantly evolves as more
users log on through mobile technology. China is leading the way in social media
marketing, and mobile technology is set to increase this gap further. More than 50%
of Chinese users spend more than 12 hours a week online, and 58% use a smartphone
to browse social media sites (Chiu et al., 2012). The number of mobile Internet users
has reached 277 million, accounting for 65.9% of the total number of Internet users.
This trend will continue as mobile phones become more affordable and accessible
than personal computers.

In China, social network recommendations tend to have a greater influence on
purchasing decisions than anywhere else in the world. This is a culture where com-
munity input is highly prioritized. Collectivist cultures such as China are highly con-
cerned with others in their network, well above their own individual needs. Individ-
uals would be more likely to communicate with their personal networks about life
experiences than they are to talk about individual preferences directly to the com-
pany. Moreover, they see themselves as part of a larger community. They strongly
identify with other members of the group. Therefore, what is satisfying to them will
most likely be satisfying to others. What works for their family and friends is likely
to work for them as well.

Renren is one such social media site that puts culture and mobile strategy into its
design and operation. It was launched in 2005 and evolved from a university-based
social network called Xiaonei. Today, Renren has more than 150 million users and
become one of the largest and oldest social networking sites in China. Users are able
to manage their personal profile, upload pictures, share blog entries, and establish
links with their friends on Renren. It is similar to Facebook in terms of the structure,
layout and features except that all friendship links are public. Renren has a perpetually
changing visitor clicker at the bottom of the page that shows how many individuals
have viewed the profile as well as the names and links to the last nine visitors (Jiang
et al., 2010). This illustrates the value of network and community in Chinese culture.
It is just as important to know information about the user as it is to know information
about the user’s personal network.

Renren is also a place for companies to disseminate information about their prod-
ucts and services. Renren users are able to subscribe to real-time updates from com-
panies that they choose to follow and then make these recommendations to their
personal social network (Liu et al., 2012). Location-based marketing is also possible
through Renren, as brands are able to market attractive deals to specific groups, or
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allow users to share where they are, what they’re doing, and who they are with. This
is a great way to give networks the sense that they are together, even if they are not
sharing the same proxemic place. Renren makes consumption a much more social
experience (Ye, 2012).

Gaming has proven itself as one of the biggest drivers of mobile growth for Renren
(Chiu, 2013). The most engaging games are those in which users are able to compete
and share experiences with their network. Mobile games make the social experience
more enjoyable and interactive, and allow users to create new experiences when they
cannot be together.

Clearly one of the benefits of social media platforms is the ability for users around
the globe to communicate and interact with one another. For marketers, social media
like Renren provides more individualized options for sharing and participation from
fans. In addition, Renren shows us the importance of culture in how we share. In a
culture where users turn to their community as an influence in all decisions, mobile
marketing allows them to be together for all decisions. It is important that structure,
content and culture all align in order to maximize satisfaction for everyone.

Discussion questions

1 How do the features of Renren speak to the Chinese culture, specifically the values
of community and relationship building? What opportunities and challenges does
this provide to social media practitioners?

2 How would individuals that network through Renren utilize the social media to
communicate about their identity in a positive manner? Specifically, how could
they use mobile technology to share information about their Third Place experi-
ences?

3 How might information shared on Renren be different between users that access
the site through a desktop computer versus through mobile technology?

Summary

Marketers were just beginning to understand best practices for communicating with online
users through social media as mobile technology became popular. We know that the media
that carries online content alters the human behavior change process, but it is impossible
to know for sure which device users will utilize when they access online information. It
is important for social media marketers to be aware of the technology available and ensure
that users are not prevented from participating in the process because a website is not mobile
friendly. Marketing strategies should be inclusive of every type of online user, as there are
opportunities and challenges with each new device.

While mobile-mediated communication holds potential for increased participation and
engagement between online users, it could also decrease the value of interpersonal com-
munication. There has been much concern about a mobile world where everyone is looking
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down at their mobile devices and missing the world right in front of them. While it is impor-
tant to keep mobile content exciting and engaging, the focus should really be on encouraging
real-life experiences through mobilization.

Mobile marketing must focus on culture, personalization, interactivity, socialization, and
localization (Bauer et al., 2005). These are all opportunities that were incredibly difficult to
establish through traditional technology. GPS capabilities make traveling in foreign places
simple, and have provided independence to those directionally challenged people. Families
are better able to coordinate schedules through simple phone calls or texts. People are able
to share applications that synch calendars, grocery lists and games of Scrabble.

However, mobile technologies also bring many interruptions, as users are perpetually
connected to family, friends and work. The notion of a 9 to 5 workday has almost vanished
completely (Castells, 2007). Concerns with privacy have shifted, and one cannot help but
wonder whether the picture a person is posting will be shared with the world moments later.
These are all changes that we are only beginning to research and understand. Regardless, it
is very clear that mobile technology is here to stay for a long time.

This chapter focuses on how mobile users utilize technology to share their life experiences
with personal networks. Differences in social media users, content, structure, and platform
influence this process. It is your job as a social media communication specialist to apply
traditional theories to social media messages in order to build relationships and establish
customer loyalty. The next section of this book will focus on how to take these loyal rela-
tionships and apply marketing business models to sustain growth. While making profit may
not be your goal in social media marketing, it is still important to understand how social
media has influenced the marketplace.

Part III of this book explores social media marketing and business models. It will explore
how digital media allows businesses to target smaller audience segments and sell a wider
range of products. Next, it will explain how to know when to develop business models
according to organizational goals, audience and marketing strategy. Finally, it will explain
market analysis and how to measure and evaluate social media success through online ana-
lytic programs. You have already learned how to brand your online presence and build rela-
tionships with followers. A strong business and marketing strategy will help you plan for
future sustainment and growth.

Key Takeaways

1 The characteristics of the media that carry content highly influence the way con-
sumers use and interpret the content itself. Therefore, marketing content should
vary depending on the platform that consumers utilize.

2 Mobile-mediated communication is a type of computer-mediated communica-
tion that allows for unlimited mobility, faster infrastructure, and low-cost plans
where users share, search and interact with others.

3 It is important to incorporate structure, content, and culture in mobile social net-
works.
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4 Social media users create digital projections of their lives through status, photo
and video updates. Mobile technology allows individuals to easily share experi-
ences with each other in real time, even if they are far away.

5 Mobile marketing should encourage collaborative projects where users create and
share real-life experiences with their personal network. Commercially oriented
marketing messages are less appealing than social and entertainment-related
strategies for your consumers.
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9
Reconsidering the Long Tail

Learning Objectives

After reading this chapter, you should be able to:
1 Explain the theory of the long tail and be able to identify the opportunities and

challenges of marketing towards a latent audience.
2 Understand how to transform audiences into a niche commodity through social

media.
3 Utilize social media for inbound marketing in order to best meet marketing

objectives.

Introduction

The creation and implementation of a marketing strategy help organizations examine spe-
cific objectives and identify ways to reach their audiences over a long-term period of time.
This involves careful research of the brand, audience and product market. Part II of this book
highlighted the importance of prioritizing social media users and messages in this process.
While this is a necessary first step in the marketing process, it is important that practitioners
identify, anticipate and satisfy audience expectations through a purposeful business model.
Often, communication specialists are not as familiar with various business strategies as they
are with communication persuasive appeal theories. A combination of both is crucial for the
development of successful social media strategies.
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Part III of this book focuses on how social media has changed existing business models,
identifies emerging marketing strategies, and suggests ways in which you can evaluate and
predict marketing outcomes through formative research. A strong understanding of these
areas will put you ahead of other social media communication specialists in the field. This
is crucial to the long-term development of any organization or brand.

It is also important for organizations to integrate the design, implementation, and eval-
uation of marketing strategy and business models into day-to-day operations. It is not wise
to segment these tasks into various departments. Communication will not seem cohesive
and may result in a public relations nightmare for a company. This is especially true in
today’s digital age when every employee, customer and audience have unlimited opportu-
nity through social media as a mouthpiece for your organization.

The primary purpose of a business model is to help a company reach goals. Often, that
goal is to increase revenue. As we learned in previous chapters, it is not enough in today’s
marketplace to simply have a strong product. Social media makes it necessary for compa-
nies to foster relationships with consumers. This chapter will help you prepare and further
explain how social media technologies have changed the marketplace.

Power-Law Distribution

One of the most consistent elements of the traditional marketplace is the power-law distri-
bution. A power law is a statistical relationship between two quantities, where one quantity
varies proportionally based on the fixed power of the other. While the concept is quite com-
plex, the main idea is that a small change in one quantity can give rise to a proportional
change in the other quantity (Bar-Yam, 2011). The formula for a power-law distribution is
shown in Figure 9.1.

This distribution is very important to strategists because it helps to explain some reg-
ularity in the properties of a complex system. Companies prefer regularities in audience
purchasing behavior because it provides some control over predicting the future of products
and revenues. It is not just businesses that follow power-law distributions. Many natural and
human systems also follow the same patterns. For example, the frequency of earthquakes is
inversely related to their intensity, and the proportion of income distribution in society is
inversely related to the amount of income (Jones & Kim, 2012).

Economists have found a significant power-law distribution in e-commerce, where sig-
nificant profit can be made from a small sales volume of a large number of less popular items
(Fenner et al., 2010). This is especially true for media products, such as books, music and
movies. Traditionally, companies have been able to make a profit by only providing audi-
ences the opportunity to purchase a small number of “hits” rather than a larger quantity of
inventory.

p(x) = ∝ −1
Xmin

( x
Xmin

)−∝
Figure 9.1 Power-law distribution. Source: Author.
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Mass hits are included at the front of the distribution tail, and reach a large and diverse
audience. More niche products are at the narrow, back end of the tail, and appeal to a much
smaller latent market. The tail gets longer and longer, and the ability for marketers to profit
on this inventory is traditionally lower (Jenkins et al., 2013).

Economists often refer to this as the 80/20 rule, where businesses are able to appeal to 80%
of the population by offering only 20% of the available products (Brynjolfsson et al., 2011).
Consider for a moment your choices when you shop at a grocery store (which only carries
a limited amount of products available in the market). Chances are you walk through the
grocery aisles and are able to purchase most of the products that you need. Moreover, there
are enough selection options that you feel fairly informed about the decisions you make. The
available inventory is able to keep customers relatively happy, while also maintaining a profit.

Based on the 80/20 rule, the grocery store is able to achieve this balance by only stocking
a limited number of the possible products available in the market. These products are those
items that are used most often by the masses. If you were attempting to find an ingredient
for a recipe that is less appealing to the masses, you may have trouble finding it at the regular
grocer. Items not offered are considered to be a part of the latent market. These are products
that cannot be profitably sold in traditional stores because they are not popular enough
to recoup the costs of stocking it on the shelves (Spencer & Woods, 2010). Shelf space is
expensive, and there is only so much available. The result of markets being dominated by a
small number of best-selling products has often made it difficult for minority niche products
to break through.

While business models have been developed based around traditional notions of power-
law distributions, new technologies have changed the marketplace. Digital media and e-
commerce have transformed our notion of shelf space. It is important for future communi-
cation and marketing strategists to rethink traditional models to make their organization fit
for the future (Zott & Amit, 2010). One of the biggest shifts in thinking has been the theory
of the long tail.

Theory of the Long Tail

For decades, products have been bought and sold based on the power-law distribution
model, where a business is able to make a large amount of profit by offering a small number
of hits to audiences. By stocking a larger quantity of inventory, businesses would risk losing
profit because these less popular items would not be as attractive to the common customers.
Therefore, it did not make sense for businesses to offer these less appealing “niche” products
for a latent audience. Businesses would actually lose money by doing so.

Today’s digital world offers a lower cost of distribution, especially with the opportuni-
ties of online commerce. Products are no longer bound by the constraints of physical shelf
space and other bottlenecks of distribution. Anderson (2006) explored this phenomenon
and developed a new business model for today’s market called the theory of the long tail
(Figure 9.2), which explains how a larger portion of the population exists in the niche tail
of the probability distribution. Therefore, businesses are able to profit from niche products
with low demand by using alternative distribution channels.
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Figure 9.2 The long tail. Source: Reproduced with
permission of Chris Anderson.

Not only are businesses able to profit from these niche sales, but the volume of latent com-
merce can collectively exceed the sale of a lower volume of hits. Marketers are actually able
to make increased (or at least the same) revenue by selling to latent audiences than if they
sold to the masses. Traditional businesses have only been able to stock the most appealing
inventory because space is expensive. Online retailers, such as Amazon, are able to stock an
unlimited selection of products. Given additional choice in products, consumers can gravi-
tate towards these less popular niche products (Anderson, 2006). Therefore, it is important
for social media practitioners to consider shifting their business model from targeting a
mass market to a niche. Social media makes this more possible than ever before.

Let’s consider the music industry for a moment. If you were in charge of determining the
music inventory available in a traditional big box store, you likely be bound by the 80/20
rule. You would only have a limited amount of shelf space, so you would decide to stock the
artists that prove most appealing to the masses, which would ensure the greatest number of
sales.

An important transitional period in the media industry was in 2005, when Walmart was
still America’s largest music retailer and accounted for about one-fifth of music sales in the
nation (Anderson, 2005). The most popular song in 2005 was Mariah Carey’s We Belong
Together (Billboard, 2005). Because of the song’s mass appeal, Walmart personnel would
certainly ensure that this album was available for purchase by giving it maximum shelf space.

Customers who purchased Mariah Carey’s album from Walmart were likely satisfied with
this stocking decision. They probably enjoyed the song when it played on their local radio
station, so when they went to the store to make a music selection, it was an appealing
purchasing decision. If they didn’t like the song on the radio, they would likely choose
to purchase a different available album from an artist that they preferred more. If they
went home and ended up not liking their purchasing choice, Walmart also offered the
opportunity to exchange the album for one of their other items in stock. Overall, cus-
tomers felt fairly satisfied that they were able to make informed decisions about their music
purchases.
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While this traditional business model was working for customers and businesses alike, the
digital media industry was about to change everything. The year 2005 was the first year that
the number of legally downloaded digital singles outsold the physical products available
in stores (Leeds, 2007). Customers were turning towards online music distributors, such
as iTunes, to add songs to their personal music library rather than purchasing CDs from
big box stores. They were no longer bound by the inventory of music selection that was
decided by an outside agency. This shift provided a new opportunity for developing artists
and independent labels.

Digital music changed the economics, players and speed in the music industry (Ander-
son, 2004). Suddenly, artists were not competing for a finite amount of shelf space, for exam-
ple, of the estimated 30,000 new albums released each year, Walmart stocked an average of
about 750. Through social media, rising artists were able to produce, collaborate, share and
sell their music at a relatively low cost. They no longer needed to appeal to a mass audience,
but were able to more authentically produce music that was individual to their own tastes,
because hopefully, somewhere, there was a latent market that it satisfied.

The latent market shifted power from the label producers to the artists themselves. Not
only did the digital music age provide opportunities for rising artists, but it changed the
consumer experience. For the first time in history, consumers had unlimited access to every
artist, genre and song available online. In fact, it is estimated that virtually every song ever
made can be stored on just $400 worth of storage (Anderson, 2004). Imagine how much it
would cost to store and distribute that amount of songs at a big box store!

This unlimited access to music made it easier for audiences to determine music styles that
fit their own unique preferences and tastes. Maybe fans of Mariah Carey became aware of
less popular artists through the recommendation structure of iTunes. E-commerce makes
it just as easy to purchase a song produced and uploaded from someone’s basement, as it is
to purchase songs distributed from a major studio label.

The real potential of the long-tail business model resides in the emotional gratifications
that customers receive after making a latent purchase. Remember that businesses are not
just able to profit from these niche sales, but the volume of latent commerce can collectively
exceed the sale of a lower volume of hits (Anderson, 2004). Why is it that consumers were
spending more money collectively on latent music products than they were on mass hits
(Anderson, 2006)? The answer is simple: consumers believe that their purchasing decisions
are an extension of their individual identities.

Owning a Mariah Carey album does say something about a person’s personal musical
preferences. However, when there are only 750 available music options, the selection of
Mariah Carey does not make a consumer that significantly different from another consumer.
One would not get that excited to hear that a stranger also likes Mariah Carey, especially
since her song was the most popular hit on the radio. Therefore, this lack of differentiation
makes the purchasing experience far less satisfying than if a consumer feels their selection
is unique, highly personalized, and tailored towards their individual preferences.

Consider a musical group or artist that you enjoy and follow, that no one in your own
social network is aware of. Chances are you believe that your affinity for this music sets
you apart from your friends. Your fandom for this artist becomes a large part of your
identity. You may be more likely to follow that artist’s social media updates, wear their
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tee-shirt, or stop a stranger on the street that you see also sharing in your niche musical
preference.

Latent commodities are more exciting to consumers because they do not appeal to the
masses; they set us apart from our social network. We do not like being seen as identical to
other consumers. It is likely that your greatest passions and interests have transformed you
into a niche commodity. Are you an avid runner? Regular athletic shoes sold at the local
mall may not fulfill your unique needs. Niche stores sell specialized running products, such
as attire, hydration packs and safety gear that are not necessary for the everyday consumer.
Research demonstrates that consumers are willing to pay premium prices for niche products
and subsequently make recommendations to others based on these latent purchases (Batte
et al., 2007; Dellarocas et al., 2010). This gratifying experience transforms consumers into
brand advocates for niche products. These are more than just products: they are an extension
of ourselves.

Consumers prefer to be a part of something special and unique. While some social media
sites have focused on growing broadly to appeal to a large mass audience, others have seen
the benefits of targeting niche audiences. The social network ASmallWorld is a private inter-
national travel and social club with a capped membership of 250,000. It has been described
as “The secret social network for the elite” (Yahoo News, 2013). BeautifulPeople is an online
dating network for individuals where members vote on whether or not an individual is beau-
tiful enough to join the community. It claims to be the “largest most exclusively beautiful
community in the world.” Both of these social media sites intentionally restrict access in
order to appear selective and elite and are capitalizing on the idea of an audience as a niche
commodity (Ellison, 2007). Even social media messaging applications such as Snapchat have
grown in popularity because messages are not broadcast to the masses, but rather a prese-
lected narrow niche of friends.

It is important to note that business models based on the concepts of the theory of the
long tail are only successful if practitioners know how to best use social media to target
the specific online audience that is interested in a latent product. Otherwise, the same lim-
ited audience binds organizations as traditional in-store retailers. A strong understanding
of inbound marketing will help guide you in finding your latent audience.

Inbound Marketing

The theory of the long tail illustrates how businesses are no longer bound by offering only
20% of the available products in order to maximize profit. Instead, Internet marketers are
able to capitalize on the collective sale of niche products. One way to explain this new profit
possibility is by considering the active within structures theory from Chapter 6. You will
remember that active within structures describes how audiences actively seek media content
within internal and external structures. Consumers utilize media based on both an active
choice for media content and by technological and social structures (Cooper & Tang, 2009).

Let’s use the sport of rock climbing as an example. You are in need of a new pair of rock
climbing shoes, but the local mall does not offer a lot of options. You make the active deci-
sion to go online and search for this product. Maybe you have a favorite rock climbing
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merchandise store, or maybe you ask a trusted rock climbing community for advice. Regard-
less, external structures, such as availability, access, and social media structures, all influence
your ultimate purchasing decision.

One investigative study of the theory of the long tail examined what would happen to
sales if the same frequency and price of product was available online and in-store. Results
demonstrate that consumers still gravitated towards the niche products, regardless of the
mode of transaction (Brynjolfsson et al., 2011). This niche selection was aided through the
structural features of Internet searches and website recommendations.

It is imperative for organizations to promote themselves through Internet structures to
bring customers closer to the brand. This process is called inbound marketing, where cus-
tomers are brought to the brand, rather than marketers having to go out and capture atten-
tion through traditional advertising such as cold calls or TV commercials.

Halligan and Shah (2009) explored how social media impacts inbound marketing in
their book Inbound Marketing: Get Found Using Google, Social Media, and Blogs. This book
suggests that consumers primarily make purchasing decisions after gathering information
through search engines, trusted blogs or social media sites, such as Twitter or Facebook.
Rather than relying on a business’s own media platform, such as your organizational web-
site or Facebook page, to distribute content, it is important to spread updates to new inter-
ested audiences more virally. In order to create a successful inbound marketing strategy, it
is important to follow a four-step action plan.

Inbound Marketing Action Plan

1 Consider the “spreadability” of media content.
2 Blog about issues relevant to the industry, not the product.
3 Collaborate with trusted brands.
4 Invest in content marketing and search engine optimization.

Spreadability of media content

The ability to reach target audiences says just as much about the content of a media message
as it does the channel of distribution. The digital media landscape has shifted mass distri-
bution to individual participatory circulation, a function of a participatory culture. In this
environment, content creators and consumers alike benefit from a centralized location for
content. Social media marketing practitioners must begin to consider how well their content
reaches new audience expectations by examining the spreadability of their media content.

Spreadability refers to the potential, both technological and cultural, for audiences to
share content for their own purposes (Jenkins et al., 2013). When material is produced
for one-size-fits-all model, it imperfectly fits the needs of any given audience. Audiences
will not feel as though your message is targeted towards them, and in a social media
environment where personalization and customization are the norm, your message will be
lost in the noise.
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You must ensure that content is available when and where your audiences want it. Know
your target audiences well, and stop thinking of them as a mass. Ensure that your product is
portable, compatible with mobile devices, and easily reusable in a variety of ways. Use social
media widgets and simple formatting for easier sharing. Finally, be sure that your updates
are part of a steady stream of material. One way to establish this is through content blogging.

Content blogging

Content must be created to spread easily and quickly on social media sites that are already
a part of your consumer’s repertoire, such as Facebook, Twitter, or industry blogs. In fact,
75% of your marketing focus should be on creating and maintaining content that will be
distributed in platforms external to your own website (Halligan & Shah, 2009). The focus
of this content should be on your brand, the industry and your competitors.

Some types of content that work well for these external sources include how-to articles,
industry trend reports, or noteworthy upcoming events. Blog content should focus on the
industry and not on the individual product for sale, otherwise consumers will lose interest in
following updates. Be sure to utilize both traditional long-form blogs and microblogs. There
are some media structures that cater to niche audiences better than others. Text messaging,
social networks and virtual worlds are better than email or website notifications (Eyrich
et al., 2008). The more you are able to personalize your message, the more excited your
customers become about your content.

Brand collaboration

The Internet is designed as a collaborative platform. Rather than using the space to broad-
cast your message, create a place where like-minded people are able to connect with one
another (Halligan & Shah, 2009). While previous marketing professionals thought of other
businesses selling the same product as competitors, it is time to consider collaborating with
them. While your audience is a small niche, it is important to remember that you are an
authentic niche business as well. There is something that you uniquely offer that sets you
apart from your competitors. Create content for others in the industry. This can include blog
articles, industry trend reports, or video demonstrations. Be sure that all content is suitable
for multiple platforms, and also links back to your home page. Additionally, try to highlight
others in your own social media content. This will help establish you as a thought leader
in the field and increase trust with customers. Hopefully, your competitors will choose to
return the favor and promote your content on their social media spaces.

Search engine optimization

The importance of a strong search engine optimization (SEO) strategy cannot be under-
stated. SEO helps to drive traffic to a website by increasing the ranking of the site in results
returned by a search engine. The results of Google’s first page capture over 89% of online
traffic (Halligan & Shah, 2009). The first step in deciding your company’s SEO strategy is to
determine which niche keywords best fit your product and brand. These should include
phrases that are broad enough to speak to your overall product, but specific enough to
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demonstrate what sets you apart from your competitors. Consider your product authen-
ticity (discussed in Chapter 2).

Some basic recommendations for increasing SEO results include fine tuning your web-
site’s title tag, ensuring that search engines can easily index your website, conduct extensive
keyword research to determine what people search for when interested in your product,
include meta tags throughout the site content, and selecting a strong site title (Malaga, 2007).
It is important to note that SEO is not a successful marketing strategy on its own, and must
be integrated within a larger strategic marketing plan.

Targeting your latent audience through inbound marketing is an important shift for busi-
nesses in today’s digital environment. However, there are many things to consider about the
theory of the long tail before implementing a latent audience into your own business plan.

Questioning the long tail

The theory of the long tail is based on the idea that “niche media content is able to accrue
value at a different pace, on a different scale, through a different infrastructure and on the
basis of different appeals than the highest grossing commercial texts do” (Jenkins et al., 2013,
p. 238). While this has certainly resulted in audiences having more access to a diverse array
of media texts than ever before, it is important that the societal impact of this phenomenon
is not overstated.

One of the first caveats to consider is the type of media users most likely to purchase a
niche product. Research demonstrates that heavy media users who engage in most of the
media content are more likely to seek latent commodities than light and casual Internet users
(Jenkins et al., 2013). While finding niche products online does not require a high level of
competency, it seems to be done most often by those with greater access, infrastructure and
online experience. It is important to understand the online habits of your target audience
before integrating the theory of the long tail into your business plan.

Second, the impact of the long-tail market on society can be overstated as very idealis-
tic for producers and consumers alike. Virtually anyone is able to engage in e-commerce,
transforming power from traditional media producers to everyday consumers. While digi-
tal media has certainly advanced opportunities for minority products, money still matters,
especially when it comes to media institutions. For example, in the music industry, a very
small share of artists (less than 1%) still account for 77% of all artist-recorded music income
(MIDIA, 2014). While the potential for an independent latent market to break through
exists, overtaking a well-established business with a large marketing budget still proves to
be the exception.

Elberse (2008) offers four pieces of cautionary advice for those interested in profiting from
the long-tail market.

1 Continue to include hits in your management strategy, as a few mass appeal items go
a long way. Digital media has provided the opportunity for marketers to introduce the
possibility of additional sales, but the common denominator products still matter.

2 Ensure that production cost of latent products is as low as possible. Distribution that
appeals to only a small specific audience is risky. The more one is able to minimize the
cost of this risk, including resources and time of production, the better.
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3 Market your most popular products to a mass audience and use low-cost social media to
target niche items. There is still a place for both traditional and new media advertising.
Distribute messages according to the size of the potential audience.

4 While newer inventory will be available at a faster rate than ever before, do not forget to
include old hits in your marketing strategy. Newer is not always better. Products can now
virtually live forever and present a real opportunity for profit if the appropriate market
is found.

These suggestions should help guide decisions about the business and marketing strate-
gies of your organization in an ever-changing media landscape. Successful naviga-
tion of these changes requires practitioners to have a strong understanding of the
present market conditions, be able to identify internal business processes, conduct exter-
nal surveillance of competitors, and anticipate future impacting factors on long-term
goals.

Case Study: Video on Demand

The video and film industry has historically been supplied by a very limited num-
ber of media producers, such as licensed broadcasters and production companies
(Cha et al., 2007). It proved difficult for emerging producers to break through the
bottleneck of distribution. Consistent with the power-law distribution model, only
a small number of hit films have been able to reach theaters and big box stores for
mass-audience distribution. Just like every other media industry, new technologies
and e-commerce changed the way producers, businesses and consumers were able to
interact with and distribute video content.

The video on demand (VOD) industry allows consumers to use technology to
select videos from a central server for viewing on a media device, such as television,
computer or mobile phone. This alleviates the pressure for films to be broadcast in
theater complexes or take up shelf space for in-store DVD sales. One of the largest
and most popular players in the VOD industry is Netflix, Inc. Netflix is an Ameri-
can provider of on-demand Internet streaming media that licenses a large library of
media content to subscribers. While a typical video store would be able to store about
3000 movies, Netflix is able to have over 40,000 (Anderson, 2009). In just four years,
Netflix has gained 33.1 million US subscribers (Bloomberg News, 2014).

This is a really clear illustration of the theory of the long tail working for an indus-
try. Consumers, producers and businesses have more options for customization and
niche marketing. While VOD has certainly changed the way videos are distributed
to audiences, research on Netflix audience behavior demonstrates how consumer-
viewing habits have been altered as well.

VOD has caused audiences to move away from appointment viewing of televi-
sion and movie releases. Instead, users expect to be able to access content when
it is most convenient for their schedules. Audiences are also less willing to watch
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commercial interruptions, thus impacting traditional media business models (dis-
cussed in detail in Chapter 10). Users have also transitioned towards a “binge-
viewing” model, where an entire television series is consumed in just a few sittings
(Goodfellow, 2014). A Netflix report states that 73% of consumers define binge view-
ing as watching between two and six episodes of the same television show in one
sitting (West, 2014).

Customers are also willing to spend more time on VOD sites locating appropriate
niche products. These longer searches lead to additional consumption of niche prod-
ucts. The demand distribution becomes more evenly distributed, with a longer tail
(Hinz et al., 2011). Here you see the influence of the long tail on the VOD industry.

While it is important to understand how digital technologies are influencing media
industries, it is even more critical to understand how traditional companies are adapt-
ing their business models to fit the new user experience. One of the first measure-
ment studies of a large VOD system was deployed by China Telecom, which logged
detailed accounts of 1.5 million unique users of the PowerInfo VOD system used by
telecommunication companies across China (Yu et al., 2006). This analysis includes
21 million video requests and over 317,000 minutes of video streamed.

This large-scale research study was designed to better understand how successful
the company’s business model was working in an emerging industry. The research
examined three key variables of audience behavior – user accesses over time, user
interest, and video popularity – to evaluate their current business model objective. By
understanding how users accessed the VOD system, future resources were optimized
to produce the best user experience possible.

Results of this formative VOD research study demonstrate that users followed a
very clear pattern of behavior with regard to the amount of time spent searching for
video content. The average user only scanned content, and session times proved very
short. This was fairly consistent with what social media practitioners had envisioned
in their strategy. Less popular videos were actually viewed longer than mass appeal
videos, a finding consistent with the theory of the long tail.

One surprising finding of the study was in the user arrival rates. The study demon-
strates that the heaviest user consumption was between 6 and 9 p.m. each day. While
the current business model expected this heavy traffic, it was designed to under-
compensate for less popular view times and over-compensate during larger arrival
times.

Finally, this research illustrates how the popularity of a video over time is dramat-
ically influenced by external media structures. Most notably, the recommendation
system heavily influenced how many users accessed specific video content. External
audience opinion highly influenced a user’s choice in video selection, much more
than practitioners would have liked.

The VOD industry is an emerging field where you can clearly see the principles
of long tail marketing at play. Chinese telecommunication companies were able to
capitalize on their business model by using formative audience behavior research.
The American VOD provider Netflix is also putting resources into tracking audience
behavior to best determine how their product fits to user expectations. Researching
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audience behavior is a great first step towards creating a successful business plan.
However, careful research of the brand and product market is also necessary.

Discussion questions

1 How has VOD streaming influenced the amount and type of product available for
audiences? Where does this increased product sit on the long tail graph?

2 One of the results of China Telecom’s evaluation of the Powerinfo VOD service
was the influence of structural features such as daypart, and recommendation
systems. How do these structures help reach the latent market?

3 This formative research study examined the patters and behaviors of audiences
to help develop business strategies. What other types of research should practi-
tioners conduct when making both internal and external decisions about how to
implement a long-tail strategy?

Summary

This chapter examines traditional notions of business models and how they have been
impacted by new media technologies. A strong understanding of the industry’s business
trends should help guide future decisions about product revenue and audience relationships
for social media practitioners.

Under the traditional notions of power-law distribution, businesses are able to make dis-
tribution judgments based on the idea that they could appeal to 80% of the population by
offering only 20% of the available product (Brynjolfsson et al., 2011). This strategy worked
well for many decades, and was consistent with the business model of advertising to the
masses. However, as digital media and e-commerce allowed for the cost of production and
distribution to decrease, latent markets began emerging that provide new profit possibilities
for organizations.

The theory of the long tail teaches us new possibilities for businesses to capitalize on the
collective sale of niche products. While this latent market has less demand than bestselling
hits, it can collectively make up a rivaling market share. The long-tail model has advanced
many opportunities for minority products to compete in the marketplace, and has given
consumers unlimited choices when it comes to product selection. This benefits the pro-
ducer, consumer and retailer alike.

The real value of a niche commodity has more to do with the purchasing experience than
it does with the potential revenue. We learned how consumers actually prefer to buy these
niche commodities because they serve individual interests and passions. The purchasing
experience becomes an extension of personal identity. Your consumers feel as though they
are making an investment in themselves when they make latent purchases. This is how your
consumers are transformed into brand advocates.

In order to best capitalize on this new market potential, you must identify these latent
audiences and encourage them to engage the brand through inbound marketing. This
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requires marketers to engage in less selling and more relationship building with consumers.
The focus of inbound marketing is getting consumers to willingly engage with your product
by increasing the spreadability of media messages, investing in industry blogs, collaborat-
ing with trusted brands, and investing in SEO. It should be noted that the more latent the
audiences, the more difficult it will be to find them online.

These industry trends should help guide decisions about your own business model
development. It is even more important that formative research be conducted on the
brand, audience, product market, and business strategies. This strategy will help you see
connections between user expectations, the organization’s long-term goals, and business
model development.

Overall, this chapter explores the trends and impact of the long-tail marketplace. Chap-
ter 10 will identify key components of a business model, and describe specific social media
business models of various organizations and fields. It will provide you with steps for max-
imizing a strong return on investment that is appropriate for your market. This knowledge
will help you create your own business model in order to reach your organizational goals.

Key Takeaways

1 The power-law distribution has dominated the conceptualization of traditional
business models. However, as digital technologies have reduced the costs of pro-
duction and distribution, latent markets began emerging.

2 The theory of the long tail identifies the possibility of increasing profit by focusing
marketing efforts on a niche latent audience, rather than a mass appeal.

3 Consumers are willing to pay premium prices for niche products and are more
likely to make niche recommendations to others. These latent purchasing expe-
riences transform consumers into brand advocates, but are only possible if cus-
tomers are able to find your product.

4 Inbound marketing helps bring customers to a brand, rather than you fighting
for attention through traditional marketing approaches. You should consider the
spreadability of media content, include an industry blog, collaborate with trusted
brands, and invest in SEO.
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10
Social Media Business Models

Learning Objectives

After reading this chapter, you should be able to:
1 Define a business model and identify its key components.
2 Understand different social media business models, revenue streams, and values

of social media that go beyond return on investment (ROI).
3 Determine factors that influence business model development, and explore busi-

ness, entrepreneurship, and societal opportunities brought by social media.

Introduction

Chapter 9 introduced Chris Anderson’s long tail theory and explained how social media
marketing influenced traditional business models. We learned that social media has made
it necessary for communication specialists and marketers to have an understanding of com-
munication behavior change appeals, audience research and business models. This chapter
will clearly define a business model, identify factors that determine your social media
business model, as well as pinpoint the business and societal opportunities brought by
social media.

As mentioned in previous chapters, social media has undoubtedly changed the way we
work, play, think and connect. It has also become an important player in today’s economy
and marketplace. According to a recent research report, 90% of marketers want to engage
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their consumers with social media, and believe social media plays an important role in their
business and marketing strategies (Stelzner, 2014). Total social media advertising revenues
in the United States is projected to reach $15 billion in 2018 (BIA/Kelsey, 2014). Facebook
alone has attracted 1.35 billion users worldwide, brought 4.5 million job opportunities, and
has had a $227 billion economic impact worldwide (O’Brien, 2015). Thus it is important to
have a clear plan for how social media will impact your business strategy.

Despite the hype and promises associated with social media, relatively few marketers have
a clear understanding of social media business strategies. Only 34% self-report being able
to measure the return on investment (ROI) for their social media activities (Stelzner, 2014).
Many seek to understand how to best maximize their social media endeavors towards a
desired outcome, whether this outcome is maximizing profit or optimizing user engage-
ment. Guiding your company towards a desired social media outcome requires a structured
approach (Bennett, 2013). The first step is to develop a business model, use the model to
guide your daily practice, and then be willing to revise your business model as you grow the
business and social media plan. To begin, let’s define a business model and identify its key
component.

Developing a Business Model

In short, a business model explains how your organization works (Magretta, 2002). It serves
as a foundation for managers and communication specialists to share their understand-
ing of the business with different stakeholders, helps to maximize strengths and alleviate
weaknesses of your company, and is extremely important to a business’s long-term viability
(Mahadevan, 2000; Hayes & Graybeal, 2011; Hu, 2011). You might think of the process of
developing a business model similarly to how you would plan a party. You need to decide
what’s the occasion, who you would like to invite, how you could reach them, what you
would provide in the party, what the desired outcome would be, and how much the party
would cost (Bennett, 2013).

“Business model” is an often-misused term. Many have defined the term as a revenue
model or a business statement about how a company can monetize consumers and make
a profit (Stewart & Zhao, 2000; Cha, 2013). Here, the focus of the business model is on
increasing revenue streams. However, business models should cover all matters of inter-
est, including your business’s value proposition, consumers, market position, distribution
strategies, cost structure, and so on. Robert Picard (2000), a media economist, suggests that
business models do more to examine the underlying characteristics that make commerce in
the product or service possible. Business models should include various stages of a business,
including conception, foundation and financial flow.

Osterwalder et al. (2005, p. 5) further define a business model as

a conceptual tool that contains a set of elements and their relationships and allows expressing
the business logic of a specific firm. It is a description of the value a company offers to one or
several segments of customers and of the architecture of the firm and its network of partners
for creating, marketing, and delivering this value and relationship capital, to generate profitable
and sustainable revenue streams.
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Figure 10.1 Business model canvas. Source: Reproduced with permission of Strategyzer.

Regardless of the theoretical conceptualization, a business model is a living document that
decides your company’s marketing, pricing, distribution, customer relationship, revenue,
and product development strategies.

Based on all these understandings, there are seven components that you need to con-
sider when developing your own business model: (i) your business/product’s value proposi-
tion; (ii) customer segments; (iii) competitive strategy; (iv) marketing strategy; (v) revenue
streams; (vi) cost structure; and (vii) organizational development (key partners, resources,
activities) (Figure 10.1). Overall, your business model needs to answer two questions: What
you can offer to your consumers and how you can do it?

Value proposition

Value proposition is one of the most crucial components of a business model. Value propo-
sition defines the values that a business creates to fulfill the needs of customers. Think
about what you can offer to your consumers. Know why your consumers need your prod-
uct/message, and why they are willing to pay (Hayes & Graybeal, 2011; IMT, 2013). This
construct, rather than revenue streams, is the heart of your business model. It is always
important to know your key competencies and build your marketing strategies, revenue
model, cost structure, and partnership upon this value proposition.
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Many approaches can help define your company’s value proposition. Generally, you will
start the process with an educated guess. Your value proposition could rest on the scope
of your business, key features of your product/service, the cost structure, pricing strategies,
customization, service delivery, and so on (Cha, 2013; IMT, 2013). For example, Facebook’s
value proposition is to communicate with their audience’s social network in a convenient
way. Thus, Facebook’s key features (e.g., wall post, event announcement, news, chat, pri-
vate messages) are all built on this value proposition. LinkedIn’s value proposition is to
help users build professional networks. Groupon’s value proposition is to provide lower
prices to their customers for daily deals. TripAdvisor offers customer reviews and rec-
ommendations for traveling. Douguo, a Chinese recipe sharing site, received $10 million
in funding because it shares 10,000 recipes online and via mobiles every month (Russell,
2012).

When identifying your own value proposition, consider the elements surrounding your
brand authenticity (discussed in Chapter 3). Your value proposition does not need to be
big, but instead should simply tell your audiences the benefits of using your business/social
media product, and why they cannot get the same benefits from your competitors. The key
is to think about your value proposition first, and revenue streams second. This will ensure
a long-term commitment from your audience.

Customer segmentation

Another crucial component of a business model is customer segmentation. Customer seg-
mentation defines your consumers, including demographics, psychographics, and geo-
graphic areas. Demographics refers to quantitative information on your audiences, such as
age, gender, education, race, marital status, income, and occupation. Psychographics goes
beyond numeric information to offer qualitative data on your customers, such as their atti-
tudes, lifestyle, values, beliefs, needs, and wants. Both are crucial when identifying your
consumers. Geographic areas indicate where customers can find your product/service (Cha,
2013). Though social media makes most organizations a global marketplace, it is still impor-
tant to frame messages according to the cultural norms of your target audience. As discussed
in Chapter 5, audience research is the first step for any social media endeavor. Before you
start to develop marketing plans, revenue strategies and partnerships, you need to ask who
your core consumers are, what problems they want you to solve for them, and what their
dream social media product would be.

Each successful social media product serves unique customer segmentation, and differ-
entiates their target consumers from existing businesses in the same market/category (Cha,
2013). For example, LinkedIn’s customer segmentation is college students and professionals
who seek professional development opportunities, as well as companies/organizations who
would like to recruit talent. Pinterest focuses on reaching female audiences who would like
to share their passion and interests with others. Groupon, a social media site focusing on
collective buying, targets “hip, active singles who go out two or more times a week” (Gilman,
2011, p. 20). Xiaomi, a social mobile phone service, has decided its customer segmentation
as young adults who like fashion and are open to new experiences, but cannot afford expen-
sive products (Shih et al., 2014).
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Do as much as you can to step into the role of your customers during this phase. Try to
go beyond stereotyping them, but conduct research to best understand their attitudes and
behaviors. We have discussed factors that influence your consumers’ social media use
and purchase behavior in Chapters 5 and 6. Begin by making your own educated guesses,
and then get out of your building, meet your customers, and take efforts to engage them in
your business plan. This can include formative focus groups and survey research. In addi-
tion to identifying who your target consumers are, you also need to consider other issues
related to your customers when developing a business model. For example, you need to
develop your customer relationship strategies by asking a number of questions: How are
you going to keep and build your customers? What types of relationships do you want to
develop with them? What channels would you use to respond to their concerns both before
and after sales? All are important to your business’s long-term viability.

Competitive strategy

When developing a business model, you also need to specify your competitive strategies.
The term competitive strategy refers to an analysis of your competitors who are doing similar
business or selling the same type of products/services in the market. Knowing your compet-
itive environment and competitive advantages is necessary before you start thinking about
how to sell your business to consumers, partners and other stakeholders.

A number of marketing firms start their marketing efforts by conducting a SWOT anal-
ysis, i.e., an investigation of a product/service’s strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and
threats. An effective business model should be able to maximize your strengths and lighten
your weaknesses. Before you go out to reach your consumers (existing or potential), ensure
that your product/service is superior to your competitors, and identify areas for improve-
ment. Research to see if there are underserved segments in your market. What are possible
threats? And be sure to consider the larger economic environment, policy change, tech-
nology innovation, and/or new players who may enter your market. Give attention to your
major competitors and know the market share for each, including their value propositions
and the price of each of their products. Use social media to track their customers’ concerns,
compliments and complaints, because your competitors’ customers today could be your
customers tomorrow (and vice versa).

Marketing strategy

The fourth component of your business model is your marketing strategy. A recent report
from Nielsen reports that an average consumer only takes 13 seconds to purchase a brand
in store, and 19 seconds online (Beard, 2015). How can you make the most of these
20 seconds? This period should be the highest priority to consider when developing your
marketing strategies.

Marketing strategies explain how a business reaches its consumers and brands itself. Your
marketing strategies should be simple, clear and vivid. Think about what you want your
consumers to think about your brand in 20 seconds. Focus most of your research, marketing
and evaluation efforts here.
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Let’s take 20 seconds to think about the company Disney. You are likely to immediately
imagine Mickey Mouse, Disney movies, rollercoaster, and perhaps the happy experiences
you had at the Disney theme parks/shops growing up. If you think about GEICO (i.e., an
American insurance company), you may think about their green spokes lizard. When you
think about Walmart, you may think about the yellow smiling face, low price, and one-stop
shopping. There are limited details that your consumers will think about in 20 seconds. Your
marketing strategies should focus on the elements of your brand that “easily come to mind”
(Beard, 2015). Start with your value proposition, and then make it memorable. We will talk
more about marketing strategy in Chapter 11.

Revenue stream

As business owners and marketers spend more money on social media, they become more
concerned with monetizing social media products and endeavors. There is no doubt that
revenue stream is a key component of a business model. The revenue model defines how a
business makes revenue and monetizes its product/service (IMT, 2013). Revenue streams for
social media businesses range from traditional advertising, subscription, sales, and transac-
tion fees to the newer models, such as freemium model, affiliate revenue, crowdfunding, vir-
tual goods, and micropayments. As we have learned, business models go well beyond identi-
fying revenue streams; however, understanding how a business makes money and generates
ROI is crucial. We therefore talk about different revenue streams for social media businesses
in detail in the next section.

Cost structure

For many organizations, the ultimate goal is profit optimization. When considering profit,
we must include both revenue and cost. Thus, cost structure is also a component of your
business model. While most business owners spend a lot of time considering revenue
streams, relatively less attention has been given to cost. Here it is important to think about
the average cost to produce, deliver and sell a product. What would be your biggest cost to
run the business? Which costs are fixed and which costs would be variable? Cost leadership
is particularly crucial for social media businesses. As digital competition continues to satu-
rate the marketplace, those who can produce the product that satisfies consumers’ needs at
the lowest cost will win audiences.

Cost leadership is important for traditional media as well. Let’s take Dancing with the
Stars, a popular American reality TV dancing competition as an example. The show has
been airing since 2005 and still generates millions of advertising dollars in revenue. After
airing for over a decade, Dancing with the Stars can still reach about a million audience
members. However, it is a studio production, which has a much more limited cost than a
scripted dramatic series. Even though the dramatic series may pull in a larger audience, the
lower cost of production for reality television has more long-term viability.

Cost structure has often been ignored in social media business models. Many people
believe that their cost for social media marketing/communication should be zero because
we do not need to pay for using most of the social media sites. However, it is important to
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note that social media is not free. Effective social media endeavors require both financial
and human resources. There are also opportunities to engage customers through giveaways
and promotions. Thus, examine your budget and consider how much cost you can afford to
improve and maintain your social media efforts.

Organizational development

Finally, your business model should address the plan for carrying out these concepts. Orga-
nizational development defines how a business organizes the tasks that will need to be
done (IMT, 2013). It includes several major components, such as a business’s key partners,
resources and activities. After you know who your consumers are, what you can offer them,
and how you can monetize them, it is time to think about how you will actually do the
business. Who are your key partners? Suppliers? How can you locate them? What resources
would you need to do your job? The resources could include physical, financial, and human
resources. The finishing line of developing a business model is to decide what you would do
yourself and what you would need others to do.

Developing a business model is both art and science. Start with your guesses, then test
the model, and refine it constantly. Below is a step-by-step action plan to develop your busi-
ness model.

Developing a Business Model Action Plan

1 Understand who you are (e.g., your unique strengths, weaknesses) and be specific
about what unique problems you could help your customers to solve. Identify
what customers’ needs your product/service can fulfill that other similar busi-
nesses cannot.

2 Know your most important customers. Use the audience analysis methods dis-
cussed in Chapters 5 and 6 to gather information about your core consumers’
interests, passions, personality and, more importantly, why they would use your
social media product and what they want you to do for them.

3 Decide your revenue model. You may use more than one revenue stream, or sim-
ply decide to use your social media products to generate “social good” (rather
than ROI). Nonetheless, determine and communicate how you can produce ROI.

4 Finally, find out how you can actually do your business. Identify the helps that
you will need (e.g., key partners, resources, cost structure, suppliers).

The Return on Investment of Social Media

As more and more money is spent on social media, business owners and marketers want to
know how they can get ROI on social media. In fact, 70% of businesses plan to increase their
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spending on social media marketing and engagement (Allen, 2015). Several revenue streams
are believed to be applicable to social media businesses/endeavors, including advertising,
subscription, freemium, transaction, affiliate, and commerce (Ha & Ganahl, 2009; Loayza,
2009; Hayes & Graybeal, 2011).

Advertising is the most-applied revenue model for both traditional and new media busi-
nesses (Perez-Pena, 2009). For broadcast radio and TV, audiences pay nothing to consume
media content. Here, advertisers pay for the production cost in exchange for the audience’s
attention. For example, the popular US sporting event, the Super Bowl, charges $4 mil-
lion for a 30-second television commercial spot. In China, a 30-second commercial spot
during the evening news program on China Central TV (the largest TV station in China)
costs ¥318,000 (approximately $US53,000), where the average household income is less
than ¥70,000 (Baidu.com, 2015). There is no doubt that advertising dollars are a major
revenue source for traditional media businesses. In the social media era, making revenues
from advertising is still possible, but the online advertising price has dropped significantly
(Anderson, 2010).

Social media advertising includes both direct and indirect ads. Similar to the ads dis-
played on traditional print media, some social media platforms still use direct ads. For
example, Facebook offers businesses the ability to place domain ads, or banner ads displayed
on the right-hand column of different Facebook pages (Qwaya, 2015). Facebook also works
with large advertisers, such as Progressive, Subway, AT&T, and Ford Moto, to place their ads
on Facebook’s log-in page, where audiences first access the site via computer (Horn, 2011).

YouTube also uses direct ads, both display ads and in-stream video ads, to generate rev-
enue. Under such a revenue model, audiences use YouTube to watch videos for free, but see
display ads on the page, and watch a 15-second or 30-second in-stream video ad when they
initially open a video clip (for the 30-second in-stream video ad, audiences can choose to
skip the ad after 5 seconds). YouTube takes 45% of this advertising revenue and gives the
other 55% to the video creators who generate the ad sale (Aguiar, 2014). Other major social
media sites, such as LinkedIn and Google+, have also used display ads as a revenue stream.
Still, social media advertising revenue comes mainly from indirect advertising.

One example of indirect advertising is a promoted tweet. Here, a company pays money to
have Twitter promotes their tweets and make sure that it reaches a large target audience and
achieves a set engagement rate (Kammerer, 2014). Through the years, promoted tweets have
become a major revenue stream for Twitter. In just the third quarter of 2014 alone, Twitter
generated $361 million revenue, and announced plans to collaborate with Yahoo Japan and
Flipboard to expand its promoted tweet efforts (O’Malley, 2015).

Sponsored content and corporate/fan pages are also popular types of indirect ads. Many
social media sites allow companies to set up their profile pages, show photos, and post infor-
mation for free, but charge those who would like to promote their corporate/fan pages.
In general, these sponsored posts/content target a specific group of audiences, and hold
primary positioning so that audiences are more likely to see them. Many small companies
choose to pay for these types of indirect advertising to increase brand awareness and over-
all reach. For example, LinkedIn uses sponsored posts and pay-per-click advertising as one
of its revenue streams. Sponsored content has become a driver to increase a social media
business’s overall ad revenue (Sebastian, 2014).
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More than 60% of Facebook’s advertising revenue stems from small companies and indi-
rect advertising (Cha, 2013). Facebook offers businesses 15 different advertising options (Yu,
2014). In addition to the domain ads mentioned previously, Facebook’s ad options include
page post ad, offer ad, event ad, page like ad, app ad, and sponsored stories (Facebook,
2014). As such, Facebook’s advertising revenue was $3.59 billion in 2014 (Peterson, 2014).
Its average advertising revenue per user (ARPR) has reached $1362 in the United States and
Canada, $783 in Europe, and $469 in Asia. There is no doubt that advertising is a major
revenue stream for Facebook and contributes to Facebook’s business and financial success,
as Facebook is now worth $14.25 billion in cash, cash equivalents, and other marketable
equivalents (Constine, 2014).

While Facebook has succeeded in attracting advertising dollars, many other social media
sites are struggling to attract advertising revenue (Duboff & Wilkerson, 2010) and must
seek alternative revenue streams. Subscription is a revenue stream that has been used by
both traditional and new media businesses. Cable companies charges customers for using
their service. Half of the magazine industry’s revenue comes from subscription. Circulation
has always been a critical measure for evaluating a newspaper’s success, and brought stable
revenue to print media. Today, there are still digital media companies/services who charge
audiences for quality niche content. For example, Netflix charges $7.99 to access its service.
Label 2.0 asks musicians to pay $50 a month to use its online marketing tools. The Wall
Street Journal also charges readers $28.99 to access financial/business news on its print and
digital platforms.

Among social media businesses, the subscription model has gradually gained popular-
ity. Recent industry reports indicate that paid service revenue will double and become
a crucial revenue stream for social media businesses, even including those traditionally
dependent on advertising income (eMarketer, 2009; Hayes & Graybeal, 2011). Nonethe-
less, social media businesses using the subscription model constantly face audiences who
are not used to or willing to pay for online products/services. This is especially true
for digital natives who are used to having many options for accessing online content
for free. According to a recent report by the Boston Consulting Group (2009), Ameri-
cans are willing to pay $3 for an online news subscription. As such, the freemium strat-
egy was introduced for businesses that rely on digital subscription to make a living
(Anderson, 2010).

The Freemium model is a revenue model introduced by Chris Anderson, creator of the
long tail theory discussed in Chapter 9. The freemium model indicates that a company
offers its basic service for free, but charges those who would like to access premium ser-
vice/content. The hope is that after audiences try the basic/limited version for free, they
would adopt the paid version if they like the basic one (Anderson, 2010). Businesses using
the freemium model tend to employ two-tiered or multi-tiered price structures, with the
basic free version and premium services for various prices. For example, Pandora, a popu-
lar online radio station in the United States, uses a two-tiered freemium strategy: the basic
version offers users 40 hours of free music with commercials; the premium version charges
$3.99 a month for unlimited commercial-free music. Hulu, a video streaming company,
recently introduced Hulu plus, which provides 24/7 anytime anywhere video service to its
premium members for $7.99 a month, while keeping its basic service free.
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Recently, the popular social media site LinkedIn invited people to try its premium ser-
vices. LinkedIn’s premium services include $29.99 per month for premium job seekers;
$59.99 per month for all-purpose business plus plan; $79.99 per month for sales people;
and $119.99 per month for hiring specialists (Anders, 2015). While most LinkedIn users
still pay nothing to connect with colleagues and professional networks, a portion of its cus-
tomers choose to pay extra to generate better opportunities to find jobs or gain business
leads. These premium subscriptions brought in $114 million to the company, accounting
for 20% of LinkedIn’s total revenue.

The key to implementing a freemium model in your organization is to decide the
needs, services and prices for your free and paid consumers. Determine how much con-
tent/service you would like to offer for free, what kinds of service you would charge for
a smaller fee, and gradually raise prices for advanced services. The success of using the
freemium model not only depends on your ability to break the traditional “free” online
culture (i.e., audiences consume online media content for free), but also requires you
to understand the needs of your paying and free customers (Loayza, 2009; Lyons et al.,
2012).

It is also important to note that the freemium model is built on the low cost of actual pro-
duction and distribution of digital media products/services (Anderson, 2010; Lyons et al.,
2012). As discussed in Chapter 9, it costs almost nothing to create and distribute one more
copy of digital media content. Thus, even if a small portion of your users pays for your
service, it would bring enough money to cover the cost.

You may have also noticed that even for popular social media sites like LinkedIn, sub-
scription/paid service fee only accounts for 20% of the total revenue. Thus, it is important
to consider using other revenue streams. E-commerce is another revenue source used by
many e-businesses. Today, the virtual goods market is gaining in popularity. For example,
the virtual community Second Life allows users the opportunity to buy almost anything
“virtual” at the Second Life Marketplace, including clothing, pets, vehicles, and even virtual
homes. These virtual goods have generated $100 million revenue for Second Life every year
(Mitchell, 2011).

Facebook started to sell virtual goods in 2008. Consumers can buy and send virtual
flowers and virtual balloons to their friends directly on Facebook, and this brought in more
than $30 million to Facebook in just its first year of service (Social Times, 2008). iTunes
also generated its fortune by selling virtual goods, such as rewards and supplies for mobile
gamers. The popular Chinese social media site Weixin (see Chapter 5) allows users to send
virtual goods, even virtual money to each other. Research indicates that selling virtual
goods has generated $1 billion a year in the US market (Oreskovic & Lawsky, 2009) and has
become an important revenue stream for social media businesses. Functional, status, and
decorative items are the most popular virtual goods purchased on social media platforms
(Loayza, 2009).

Because of the increasing demands of selling virtual goods, the industry developed a
micropayment system to accommodate the needs. Micropayment is defined as a less than $5
content purchase (Smith, 2003). Media businesses such as the Wall Street Journal and New
York Times have adopted this micropayment system (in addition to their traditional monthly
subscription) to allow audiences to pay by stories (Musil, 2009; Hayes & Graybeal, 2011).
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Micropayment may replace the traditional subscription to become an important player for
social media businesses.

Alternative revenue streams that can be applied to social media businesses include trans-
action fees, affiliate fees, and fees for niche services. The transaction model refers to a model
that allows social media businesses to make money from facilitating or executing transac-
tions (Laudon & Traver, 2007; Enders et al., 2008). Generally, this type of transaction is called
an exogenous transaction, suggesting that social media platforms facilitate selling of third-
party content/products/services to users and enable transactions between social media users
(Enders et al., 2008). Well-known businesses like eBay, Alibaba (China), qoo10.sg (Singa-
pore), and snapdeal.coim (India) all rely on transaction fees for their operation.

Groupon, a popular collective buying site, also succeeds in using the transaction model.
Within three years after Groupon’s debut, it completed 20 million transactions, generated
a profit of $850 million (Gilman, 2011), and attracted 42 million active users worldwide
(Groupon, 2013). Using the transaction model, Groupon takes a small percentage of every
transaction to cover the operation cost. Customers do not pay Groupon directly. There is
no mandatory membership fee on the user end. In the meantime, there is no financial com-
mitment on the businesses that sell products/services via Groupon either (Gilman, 2011).

Similar to the transaction model, the affiliate model suggests that businesses generate rev-
enues by driving traffic to another company’s website and/or providing leads for other busi-
nesses to sell products (Laudon & Traven, 2007; Loayza, 2009). Today, social media affiliates
are important for media companies and other businesses. Google made its entire business
based on driving traffic to other companies. Using this simple revenue model, Google makes
$115,150 every minute with no original content (Hopewell, 2014). Even independent blog-
gers, such as Jonathan Mead for Illuminated Mind, can make a living from providing affiliate
links on his blog (Loayza, 2009).

Offering niche services is another revenue stream used by social media businesses.
LinkedIn made 40% of its total revenue by offering the niche service Hiring Solution (Noyes,
2011; Cha, 2013). Hiring Solution provides a headhunting type of service and charges a com-
pany as much as $8000 for using the program (Anders, 2015). More than 10,000 companies
worldwide, including 82 of the Fortune 100 companies, have used the LinkedIn Recruiter
service, which brought in $103 million revenue and became one of the most important rev-
enue streams for LinkedIn (Luckerson, 2012).

While determining ROI is a growing concern for businesses’ social media endeavors
(Duboff & Wilkerson, 2010), the goal of some social media sites is to provide a free ser-
vice to audiences. As we discussed in the previous chapters, social media opportunities rest
in behavior change and the role it plays in community building and user engagement. If
the entire premise of social media is the ability to hold a conversation online, would not a
successful social media endeavor be to engage the intended audience through interactive
dialogue rather than top-down diffusion? Thus, instead of generating revenues, many com-
panies choose to use social media as a platform to enhance customer relationship, build a
community, establish brand expertise, and/or aid a behavior change.

For example, American Express OPEN is a social media site that provides a free service
to small business owners. OPEN consists of links to business/finance blogs and videos, and
offers a platform for business people to network (Duboff & Wilkerson, 2010). The purpose
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of OPEN is not to generate additional revenue for American Express but build the company’s
brand image and expertise in business and finance. Popular TV shows such as The Office
offer series of webisodes (i.e., short videos designed particularly for web use) for free, to hold
fan interests during the off season, and bring more viewers to the regular TV shows (which
generates advertising revenues). Research indicates that word-of-mouth recommendation
via social media could decide 20–50% of the purchasing decisions (Duboff & Wilkerson,
2010). Social media can effectively reduce a company’s cost in advertising, networking, and
distribution and aid more effective target marketing (Vukanovic, 2011). In Part IV, we will
further discuss social media’s function in empowering users and aiding behavior changes for
social good. Here we see how social media can go beyond direct ROI to change a company’s
entire structure.

One Business Model Doesn’t Fit All

It is clear that social media businesses must integrate different revenue streams and adopt
a hybrid revenue model (Enders et al., 2008; Hayes & Graybeal, 2011). It is imperative
that we move beyond this “either or” conceptualization, but think about “both and” and
“all possible.” An integrated approach can utilize the strengths and alleviate weaknesses
of each traditional business plan, and find a path for your business in today’s new media
environment.

Almost all the popular social media businesses have used multiple revenue streams.
For example, LinkedIn makes money via advertising, premium membership fees, and
charging for hiring and recruiting services. Facebook generates its revenue via advertis-
ing (including both traditional banner ads, and newer forms of sponsored content), sell-
ing virtual goods, as well as charging license fees from search engine companies (Cha,
2013). As a practitioner, you will need to determine which revenue model(s) best suits your
business.

Now, let’s talk about factors that can influence your business model development. First,
the type of your business largely determines your business model. If you work for a tra-
ditional business that provides professionally made products, you may rely on advertising,
subscription and/or use social media as a marketing tool (rather than revenue generator)
to reach target consumers, and build brand awareness and credibility. If your business is
based on niche market and user-generated content, you may want to consider the freemium
model, affiliate model, selling virtual goods, and charging for niche services. Research sug-
gests that fun products and friendly services that require little research from the user end are
the best fit for social media businesses (Duboff & Wilkerson, 2010). The value proposition
is the fundamental factor that decides your business model.

As always, your first priority to consider is your target audience. Are you selling prod-
ucts/services to individual consumers or other businesses? Research suggests that B2B (i.e.,
business to business) companies tend to rely on social media to generate revenue and
actively measure ROI, while B2C (i.e., business to consumer) marketers are more likely to
use social media to build consumer trust and/or reduce marketing and distribution costs
(Duboff & Wilkerson, 2010).
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In addition to value propositions, consumers’ willingness to pay influences your busi-
ness model. Willingness to pay has been defined as the maximum price consumers would
like to pay based on their perceived value of the product/service (Wertenbroch & Skiera,
2002). Willingness to pay is a constant challenge faced by social media business owners and
marketers, since paying money is obviously inconsistent with the “free culture” of online
media consumption. Nonetheless, willingness to pay is a precursor of many revenue mod-
els, including the subscription, freemium, and e-commerce models. Economists and mar-
keters suggest that audiences only pay for “superior, timely, original content” (Clemons,
2009). Why would users pay for anything less? In addition, consumers prefer to use vir-
tual currency (e.g., Linden Dollars in Second Life) and/or micropayment to pay for online
transactions (Raghubir & Srivastava, 2002; Hsee et al., 2003; Hayes & Graybeal, 2011).

Audience size is important to many media business models’ success. Broadcast networks
have charged advertisers millions of dollars because they can reach a mass audience (e.g.,
90% of the US population). For years, reach has been used as a primary measurement
for evaluating a marketing effort. In the social media era, customer size is particularly
important for social media businesses that use the advertising, affiliate, and transaction
models. Facebook became cash-flow positive in 2009 when it reached 300 million users
(Carlson, 2009). Groupon started to make money when it owned more than 50 million
buyers (Statista, 2014). Having the ability to generate a large amount of web traffic is vital
to attracting advertising dollars, transaction fees, and other revenues. Companies targeted
on niche audiences (e.g., hyperlocal news organizations) should not use advertising as their
primary income source.

Moreover, consumer trust can drive revenues for social media sites. For example, the
affiliate model rests solely on the level of consumer trust (Loayza, 2009; Hayes & Graybeal,
2011). Using such a model, your goal is to drive traffic to other companies’ websites (and
lead to sales). If audiences don’t trust you, they will not visit the sites or buy the products
that you recommend. Nonetheless, it is important to disclose the revenue source to your
audiences. Remember from Chapter 2 that transparency is the first step to building trust.

In addition to consumer trust, perceived risk may also influence your business model.
Whenever you ask customers to connect their financial information (i.e., bank/credit card
information) to your website, perceived risk is involved. Products/services with higher
prices and those that could be dangerous to use (e.g., health products) are generally asso-
ciated with more perceived risks and require more consumer trust (Duboff & Wilkerson,
2010). Research suggests that audiences need to trust the product, company, and technol-
ogy before they are ready to make an online transaction (Van Baalen et al., 2005). Thus, only
after you obtain consumer trust will e-commerce, virtual goods, and transaction models fit
your business.

As you can see, many factors can influence your business model development. Ultimately,
you need to choose the model based on your unique strengths and balance the different
operations of your business (Berman et al., 2006). More importantly, please remember that
one model does not fit all, which indicates that you should use all revenue streams appropri-
ate for your business. Do not limit your options. Maybe none of the existing business models
that we have introduced here fit your business, but some of these concepts may work. That
is why this book is not concerned with platform-specific approaches, but instead focuses on
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providing a strong understanding of how social media inspire human behavior change. The
ability of social media to offer boundless choices has changed our traditional thinking of
business models and the marketplace. Therefore, be innovative, test your ideas, prepare to
shape your model, and embrace all the opportunities and challenges brought by the social
media technology.

Case Study: Xing

This chapter discusses the many factors that influence business model development
for social media companies, and examines how one business model/revenue stream
doesn’t fit all. Social media businesses should use all appropriate revenue streams, and
build their business model based on their value propositions. Xing, a German-based
professional social networking site, applied these principles when developing its busi-
ness model, thus becoming one of the most popular social media among European
professionals (Enders et al., 2011).

Similar to LinkedIn in the United States, Xing provides a platform for its members
to social, find jobs, build networks, recruit experts, and generate business ideas. It
was first introduced to the public in 2006, and has since then recruited more than
15 million members worldwide (Xing, 2015). In 2014, Xing’s total revenue reached
€101.4 million, which represents a 20% increase compared to 2013.

Xing’s financial growth is largely due to a successful business model that integrates
multiple revenue streams from different stakeholders. Xing’s primary revenue came
from paid membership fees. It adopted the freemium model to provide a free service
to its basic members, but asks the premium members to pay (€5.95 per month). More
than 16% of Xing’s members are paid members who brought in €61.3 million to the
company in 2014 (Xing, 2015). The use of the freemium model not only generates a
stable cash flow for Xing but also builds a large user base, something that is crucial
for a business’s continuous growth.

In addition to the premium membership subscription, Xing also generates rev-
enues via traditional advertising, and offering niche services, such as e-recruiting and
events (Gross-Selbeck et al., 2011; Xing, 2015). As social media gradually gains recog-
nition as a cost-effective recruitment and marketing tool, e-recruiting services and
event strategies have become growing revenue generators, while traditional advertis-
ing only plays a small role in Xing’s business model (Xing, 2015).

Xing’s growth is also a result of the continuous development of its core value
proposition. The business aims to build a connection between employers and
job seekers, and offer users professional development opportunities. Thus, Xing’s
main features include managing personal information, finding and searching
jobs/candidates/opportunities, and creating communities and events (Enders et al.,
2008). Its brand image is consistent: a serious, straight, business-only community. For
years, Xing’s development efforts all focused on its core competencies. For example,
Xing developed unique search criteria for members to search jobs that better match
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their interests/matches, such as whether the company provides a family-friendly work
environment and the social aspects of the company. It also emphasizes local integra-
tion to provide job seekers and employers offline networking opportunities (Gross-
Selbeck et al., 2011). Recently, Xing acquired jobborse.com, the largest job search
engine in German-speaking countries, to further advance its core value proposition
– job search (Xing, 2015).

One takeaway from Xing’s case is the importance of building a business model
around your unique strengths. It may not be apparent right away how social media
can fit within your strategy, but by being authentic with your brand, opportunities will
begin to emerge. As we have discussed throughout this chapter, one model doesn’t fit
all. Only after you find your product/service’s unique value propositions will your
business begin to make a profit.

Discussion questions

1 Your value proposition is the first step towards developing a successful business
model. What is Xing’s value proposition? If Xing decided to introduce new fea-
tures, what suggestions would you offer?

2 The freemium model is a primary revenue model used by Xing. Currently, Xing
uses a two-tiered pricing strategy (free for basic members; €5.95 for premium
members). Should Xing add additional pricing tiers? If so, what could new mem-
bership types be?

3 For a period of time, Xing’s leadership discussed whether Xing should get rid of
displaying ads on its web (Enders et al., 2008). What do you think? Should Xing
keep advertising as one of the revenue streams? Or should it create an advertising-
free environment?

4 Xing is a popular social networking site in German-speaking countries. Do you
think Xing will be successful in English-speaking countries? Should Xing work on
its global appeal in the future? Or should it focus on its local integration strategy?

Summary

This chapter focuses on social media business models. Specifically, it identifies key compo-
nents of a business model, factors that influence business model development, various rev-
enue streams, as well as business and societal opportunities for social media businesses. We
have learned that the business model is not the same as the revenue model. A business model
acts as a conceptual tool to guide your company’s operation (Osterwalder et al., 2005) and
consists of seven components: value propositions, customer segments, competitive strategy,
marketing strategy, revenue streams, cost structure, and organizational development. The
business model should rest in your product/service’s value proposition. Understanding your
customers and knowing how to operate your business are as important as determining your
business’s revenue streams.
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As business owners and marketers invest more in social media, they aim to monetize their
social media audiences. Several revenue streams can be applied to social media businesses,
including advertising, subscription, freemium, affiliate, transaction, and virtual goods. Fac-
ing today’s competitive marketplace, it is important for a social media business to use mul-
tiple revenue sources, and discover new revenue generators.

In this chapter, we have also learned that no one existing business model fits all. You
need to find one that works best for your business. Many factors can influence this decision,
including the type of your business, user size, audiences’ willingness to pay, and consumer
trust. It is also important to note that social media’s functions exceed ROI. As discussed
throughout the book, social media’s premise rests in its ability to empower and engage audi-
ences via interactive conversation. Thus, instead of generating revenue, many businesses’
social media efforts focus on building trust, creating a fan community, and providing “free”
service. Social media can serve as a great marketing tool, and bring unforeseen opportu-
nities to companies/organizations. Now, let’s examine social media marketing strategies in
Chapter 11.

Key Takeaways

1 The business model is not the same as the revenue model. Finding your unique
value propositions and product–market match is the most important factor when
developing a business model for your social media business.

2 Social media is not built for short-term sales. The advertising model may not be
the best fit for all social media businesses. Find the niche revenue streams (e.g.,
freemium, virtual goods, affiliate) for your business.

3 A one-size-fits-all business model is not available for social media businesses.
Social media businesses need to use multiple revenue streams and control cost
to realize profit maximization.

4 Social media business model must fit a company’s overall operation. Until now,
investing in social media for revenue generation still requires careful considera-
tion and examination.

5 Be innovative, embrace the conceptualization of “all possible,” and welcome all
the unforeseen opportunities brought by this new media technology.
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11
Social Media Marketing Strategies

Learning Objectives

After reading this chapter, you should be able to:
1 Transition from a traditional marketing strategy to a more social approach.
2 Apply strategic theory to your organization’s social media marketing campaign.
3 Include a branded social experience for your social media audience.

Introduction

Though social media offers new opportunities for businesses to market themselves to a
larger global audience, the most successful companies are those able to utilize social media
platforms to better communicate with individual users. Chapter 9 discussed how this pro-
cess works through the theory of the long tail. Chapter 10 explored various business models
and the importance of having a large full-scale model that puts different stakeholders into
consideration. This chapter will help you design a marketing strategy that works best for
your goals across multiple media landscapes.

We have discussed at length how today’s social media market is controlled by consumers.
The best practitioners are those who are comfortable giving up some control in order for
consumers to mobilize experiences that transform them into lifelong brand advocates. This
balance is complicated, and much of the behavior change theory that we have covered helps
guide these decisions. While this knowledge will help you make decisions about individual
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social media messages, it is important to always have a broader understanding of how the
different social media platforms work together. Social media is a great resource for market-
ing practitioners, but it is just one piece of a larger campaign. Every successful social media
campaign needs to be consistent with a company/organization’s overall marketing strategy.

Therefore, this chapter provides tips for building an integrated marketing strategy for
your business, explains how to use this strategy to create a branded experience for your
audience, and presents best practices of existing industries. While consumers control today’s
market, practitioners are still able to make informed decisions about marketing strategy.

Transitioning from Traditional Marketing

The past two decades have changed the field of public relations and marketing drastically.
There are many myths being perpetuated by marketing practitioners that are just no longer
true in today’s digital environment. According to Hanna et al. (2011), these myths include
sentiments such as:

� brand managers own and orchestrate their brands;
� companies use marketing communications to control their message;
� consumers purchase products promoted by marketers;
� providing a forum for customers to talk is dangerous and risky.

Each of these myths illustrates the struggle of the industry to accept the new participa-
tory role that consumers play in the marketing process. The role of a social media marketing
practitioner should now focus on communication and relationships, rather than control and
management. Marketing specialists have primarily adopted established and institutional
tools, such as email and Internet, and top-down diffusion message structures, such as blogs
and podcasts. There has been slower adoption of more technologically complicated tools
that cater to a niche audience, such as text messaging, virtual worlds and gaming (Eyrich
et al., 2008). In fact, photo sharing and text messaging are only being used by about a quarter
of practitioners.

It seems that marketing practitioners are picking and choosing social media tools that
work within an outdated approach to marketing. They want to control media messages and
disseminate them to a passive mass audience. More importantly, marketers are still ignoring
many innovative social media opportunities that would actually improve their return on
investment (ROI) and help them in reaching their marketing goals.

Alternatively, consumers have been quick to adopt social media tools to communicate
about their brand experiences. We see consumers turn away from the traditional sources of
advertising towards more immediate sources that they can access at their own convenience
to make informed purchasing decisions. They perceive social media as a more trusted source
of information regarding products and services (Mangold & Faulds, 2009). Thus, it is time
for marketers to accept the reality that communication about their product is not primarily
coming from their media distribution efforts. Consumers are talking to other consumers
via social media about their experiences.
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While social media provides new opportunities for marketers to talk at and with their
consumer, one of the primary duties in today’s marketing is to listen. Listening allows you to
observe communication, feedback and insight about the customer experience from social
media conversations (Solis & Breakenridge, 2009). There are two different types of obser-
vation that you can make: participant and unobtrusive listening.

Participant listening requires you to join a group and study it as an inside member. This
can be done by directly asking your customers for feedback on social media about their
experiences. You can also gain participant insights through feedback and comments that
individuals make on your own social networking sites. Here, the customer is aware that
their comments are reaching the company/brand.

Unobtrusive listening requires you to be detached and not take an active part in the situa-
tion. This requires the marketing practitioner to search for conversations that are happening
about the brand and/or product through social media platforms external to the company’s
own platform. When individuals are dissatisfied with your product, they will not necessar-
ily only discuss their dissatisfaction with the company. They may not include you in the
conversation at all. Instead, they may discuss the product with their social network without
tagging features. Fortunately, most social networking sites allow practitioners the ability to
search conversations through keywords and phrases to find these conversations. This search
may offer more natural insights into how individuals are reacting to your product. We will
talk more about social media monitoring in Chapter 12.

It is important to keep track of how audiences use technology to communicate about
their brand experiences. Mangold and Faulds (2009) developed a new communications
paradigm to illustrate this communicative process (Figure 11.1). The diagram shows how
several media platforms work together in a much larger process. This is why it is imperative
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to integrate social media into your existing traditional marketing efforts. One way to ensure
that you are harnessing all the benefits of social media is through applied strategic theory.

Applied Strategic Theory

A social media strategy exists within a larger marketing campaign. It helps you make sense of
all available communication tools for your marketing endeavors, and provides a predictable
ROI that can be measured and improved upon in future years. When creating a social media
strategy, it is important to consider a design framework that includes goals, target audience,
social media choice, resources, policies, monitoring, and activity plan (Effing, 2013). This
seven-step design framework action plan is outlined below and elaborated in more detail in
the following sections.

Design Framework Action Plan

1 Goals
2 Target audience
3 Social media choice
4 Resources
5 Policies
6 Monitoring
7 Activity plan

Goals

Every company was created with some objective in mind. Hopefully, this objective extends
beyond just creating an additional revenue stream. Perhaps you were working long hours
at a job that you disliked. You decide to open your own Etsy shop with the hope of having
more time at home to spend with family. This narrative helps set the tone for your company:
you are a family-friendly company that values entrepreneurship and individual passions.

When determining the goals of your social media marketing campaign, consider your
core business objectives and then link these objectives to desired outcomes and goals. These
goals should be tangible and specific. Some could be monetary (e.g., make enough profit to
pay the mortgage) but others should be on a larger scale (e.g., add “health and wellness”
to the brand image). Consider what will make you most satisfied in the long term. Do you
value mentorship/sustainability/health and wellness? Your brand authenticity can help you
determine both short-term and long-term social media goals.

Once you have created your target goals, consider a practical action plan for how they
can be actualized. It is likely that you will not be able to achieve all of the goals initially.
Rank-order them according to urgency and affordability. Maybe you would love to utilize
100% sustainable packaging with your product, but it would simply cost too much at this
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stage in your business. Determine what is most practical at the current stage, and as your
business grows, so can your efforts towards this goal.

Target audience

While traditional marketing strategies ask you to consider the audience that is most likely
to use your product, a social media practitioner should consider which audience would
likely be interested in each of your goals. You have already learned about how to conduct an
audience analysis in Chapters 3 and 5. It is important that this analysis defines local priority
populations, segmentation, and desired audience (Effing, 2013).

Chapter 9 discussed how smaller, more narrow latent targets may actually increase your
ROI. Though this is one major difference between traditional and social media marketing
campaigns, it is important to note that you will still be utilizing traditional media efforts to
market your business. Therefore, you will want to determine who is your larger target audi-
ence. We will discuss how to utilize various platforms and benchmarks for each audience in
a manageable manner below.

You will want to identify a larger target audience to reach through mass media messages
(e.g., women, ages 25–54); a smaller niche audience to target through diffusion and com-
munity social media messages (e.g., mothers who enjoy yoga and live in southeastern Penn-
sylvania); and individual users (e.g., Kathy, who drives a Prius and composts her own food)
to mobilize into lifelong brand advocates. For every goal, these three audience populations
(target, niche, individual) should be identified.

Don’t be frustrated if you cannot identify each of these three audiences for every goal right
away. These should be informed decisions that come from research and experience. Chapter
15 will introduce the concept of the positive deviance audience that may help you identify
these audience populations. This takes some knowledge of who is using your product on
their own. Remember that the digital marketplace is guided by consumer behavior, and
often you have to be patient and let actions happen organically in order to make the best
strategic decisions.

Social media choice

Once you have identified the three audience populations (target, niche, individual) you will
want to select appropriate social media channels and related content forms for each (Effing,
2013). Most platforms will provide statistical data about who is using their software. Other
resources, such as Pew Research Center, provide third-party research results on Internet
audience behavior. Don’t just guess which social media your target audience is accessing.
Research external sites and conduct focus groups or surveys to learn more about audience
behaviors. This is one of the most important decisions that you can make as a social media
practitioner. After all, how successful can you be if your messages appear on a social media
site that your target audience never accesses?

A brief overview of social media user profiles is outlined in Chapter 5. This should be
used as a guide, but remember that the market is always in flux. Likely, the landscape and
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patterns are perpetually changing and it is your job as a social media practitioner to stay up
to date with trends.

Generally, Twitter is the best business tool for industries in need of multiple synchronous
messages; Facebook is better for establishing dialogue between customers, but requires spe-
cific strategic management; blogs are an effective business tool if they enable readers to get
to know and understand the blogger on a personal level; individuals within your organiza-
tion should be listed on LinkedIn with some coordination to help build brand ethos; and a
YouTube channel can present videos that help audiences get to know your product better
(Bottles & Sherlock, 2011).

Consider whether your product would benefit through more visual, textual, or video
messages. There are many benefits and challenges for utilizing each social media platform.
Eventually you will want to exist across multiple channels. However, you do not want to dis-
seminate the same message on every social media. What is posted on your Facebook page
should be different from what is posted on Twitter. Remember that each social media serves
a different function and has a different audience. You should also not open a social media
account and then not update it regularly. Decide which platform makes sense initially, build
and grow that audience, and then create additional spaces when you have the resources to
do so effectively.

Resources

It is important to consider the requirements of running a successful campaign. This includes
financial investments, the expertise of your employees, and quality control of messages for
your organization (Effing, 2013). Here, you want to be honest about the skill-set that you
can bring to help reach your target goals, and what is still lacking that may prevent you from
reaching them.

The great news is that social media provides an opportunity for success with less resources
than ever before. However, this also means that you could unexpectedly become an online
viral sensation without adequate resources to deliver the product. Since the highest ROI
comes from current satisfied customers (Stratten, 2012) you want to ensure that you are
not making existing buyers frustrated with your product. Ensure that you are prepared for
success.

Social media campaigns do not require a large budget. However, you still want to have
some resources for marketing, whether that goes into giveaways, promoted posts, or eval-
uation efforts. A general rule of thumb is that 10% of your gross annual income should be
reinvested into marketing (Entrepreneur, 2010). However, financial resources are not the
only considerations you should make.

Many practitioners who try to navigate the digital landscape by themselves are experienc-
ing fatigue that leads to their eventual demise. Blogger burnout is a phenomenon where first-
generation successful bloggers are leaving the industry because they are overwhelmed by the
task. There is great stress that comes when a passion transforms into a career. Many online
professionals are unwilling to delegate tasks and feel as though that in order to be authentic,
they must ensure that all social media messages come from the creator of the brand. Consid-
ering that the Internet never sleeps and constantly wants fresh content (Kurutz, 2014), this
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expectation is impossible. It is imperative that you surround yourself with individuals who
share in your brand narrative and are able to help manage the social media load in order to
prevent this fatigue.

Policies

Every organization must have guidelines for social media use, password policies, restric-
tions, and ethical considerations (Effing, 2013). Though these are not the most interesting
or glamorous pieces of social media marketing, but they are essential to the success of any
organization. It is important that these policies are established initially and not retroactively.

Social contract theory explains how members of society must give up some freedoms in
order to reap the benefits of a functioning society. There are examples of this theory at play
everywhere around us in our daily lives. For example, you follow traffic rules and regulations
in order to prevent chaos on the roads. You enjoy the privilege of driving because you are
willing to give up the freedom of doing whatever you want on the road. The same balance
is true of social media.

You must set policies for how individuals within your company post social media mes-
sages, handle customer service complaints, and offer promotions to customers. You do not
want the service to change according to which individual a customer is communicating with
at any given time. Policies should be clear, specific and tangible. They should have a logical
link to your mission statement. Employees and customers alike should be able to access these
easily. A likely place for this distribution is on your product’s homepage. Policies should be
part of your transparency plan and diffusion strategy (discussed in Chapter 2).

Monitoring

Once messages are disseminated to your target audience, it is important to measure behavior
and effects. Your strategy should include informed decisions about which effects will be
measured by which metrics (Effing, 2013). We will discuss specifics about monitoring and
evaluation in Chapter 12. It is important that each of these stages (goals, target audience,
social media choice, resources, policies) is monitored periodically.

A social media marketing strategy is a dynamic process. You will never have a completed
strategy that allows you to sit back and let it run on its own. It requires constant attention
and research to determine whether current efforts are successful and what can be done to
improve it. Otherwise, your campaign will become stale and a more innovative organization
will capture your customers’ attention.

Activity plan

Your social media strategy should identify a clear timeframe that governs when campaigns,
projects and monitoring will take place (Effing, 2013). This includes individual social
media posts, as well as broader strategic goals. The activity plan will help you to make
mindful decisions about the roll-out of your campaign. It will also prevent you from feeling
overwhelmed by all of the social media options available.
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One way to manage social media posts is through a social media content calendar. This is
a predetermined template that outlines all the necessary channels, resources and messages,
and organizes them in a way that makes it easy to access information for dissemination when
you need it (Sorokina, 2014). This is a day-to-day schedule that can be organized ahead of
time about what messages are being published and promoted.

These postings can be organized through social media management software. Hootsuite
is a social media dashboard that helps practitioners manage multiple social media channels
through one platform (Hootsuite, 2015). Other available social media dashboards include
Sprout Social, Sendible, and Cyfe. With social media management software, you do not have
to sign into multiple social media channels.

You may choose to designate a specific day of the week for a certain kind of post. For
example, each Monday you could highlight a loyal fan on Facebook; Tuesday you could
have a live Twitter Q&A session with an expert; Wednesday you could share a video tutorial
on YouTube; Thursday you could share a vintage picture of employees on Instagram using
the Throwback Thursday hashtag #tbt; and Friday you could invite a guest to blog on your
Tumblr account. Here, you have a managed and consistent plan across platforms that audi-
ences can recognize and participate with. It is important to supplement each account with
additional content as well. Otherwise, subscribers to your Instagram account will only see
#tbt posts. Timely synchronous posts will help you have conversations with customers and
make you seem on trend and relevant with current events.

Though a social media content calendar may help you stay organized, it is important
not to enable functions that automatically post content. You can use these resources to set
up media messages ahead of time, but a real-life practitioner should be the one to hit the
button to publish. Remember that the goal of social media is to facilitate dialogue. This
becomes impossible if there is not an actual person on one end of the conversation. It will
also help ensure that your posts are not insensitive in the face of real-time tragedy, for exam-
ple the company Epicurious posting Cranberry Scone Recipes after the April 2013 Boston
Marathon bombing (Olenski, 2013).

Activity plans should highlight broader strategic goals as well. For example, you may
decide to begin your social media campaign with a Facebook account before creating a
Tumblr page. Having a longitudinal view of your social media activity will help you stay
on track without getting lost in the day-to-day activity. This clear distribution timeline
and benchmarks will help you determine when and where your marketing campaign will
take place.

There are many moving parts to this activity plan. In particular, four aspects of this inter-
active process should be repeated over time in order to optimize your social media strat-
egy. Effing (2013) illustrates this fluid process by the social media strategy design frame-
work (Figure 11.2). This framework is most successful when senior-level sponsorship of
the social media strategy is in place, organizations ensure a long-term social media com-
mitment, and organizational behaviors are authentic to the real-life behaviors of personnel
(Effing, 2013).

Now that we understand the strategy for creating, distributing and monitoring social
media content, it is important to consider who should manage the strategy.
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Figure 11.2 Social media strategy design. Source: Effing and Spil, 2016. Reproduced with
permission of Elsevier.

A social media strategy is most successful when no single person is in control. Social
media efforts should be an integrated portion of every employee position and should
be managed by trained and qualified personnel (Bottles & Sherlock, 2011). By having
individuals in every department who have been trained on company goals and policies, and
how to use social media in a mindful manner, the task of posting often and authentically
will seem less daunting.

It is essential that each employee listens to what is being said about your brand anywhere
on the Internet, not just within your own social media platforms. Be sure that all employees
are comfortable responding to and engaging with customers in a manner that is consis-
tent with the authentic voice of the organization. This also means that you should hire
individuals who present a clear and consistent voice on their own social media sites that
align with your brand narrative. This is something that is too difficult to train.
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In the digital age, every employee becomes a public relations/marketing recruit. You
must train each employee how to establish relationships by showing audiences respect,
honesty and enthusiasm, and then nurture those relationships by authentic personal inter-
action (Bottles & Sherlock, 2011). While you want to value audiences and pay atten-
tion to their insights and opinions, you must also negotiate between constructive feed-
back and trolls. You will not be able to please everyone, and this becomes especially
true with a global audience on an open platform for dialogue. Find a balance of cus-
tomer service with employees. While every employee should be able to utilize social media
for the benefit of your organization, not everyone is trained in dealing with especially
difficult service situations. Hire a designated person who handles these types of special
circumstances.

Integrating social media into an existing marketing strategy is imperative in today’s mar-
ketplace. Before doing so, ensure that you are able to address the needs of your target audi-
ence through social media. Understand how your target consumer utilizes social media
technologies, and the costs, both financial and labor, associated with the process (Thack-
eray et al., 2008). Finally, be prepared for the changes that an effective social media strategy
will bring to your organization and audience.

Branded Social Experience

Once you have a social media strategy in motion, you may consider incorporating a branded
experience into one or more of your goals. A brand experience is conceptualized as sensa-
tions, feelings, cognitions, and behavioral responses evoked by brand-related stimuli that
are part of a brand’s design and identity, packaging, communications, and environments.
There are four dimensions to a brand experience: sensory, affective, intellectual, and behav-
ioral (Brakus et al., 2009). Social media provides opportunities to maximize each of these
areas.

� Sensory experiences provide consumers with a real-life schema that they can reflect in
the future. It gives them something to see, hear, taste, smell, and feel in association with
your product. This is difficult to achieve online, but mobilization efforts discussed in
Chapter 4 will help you create this brand dimension.

� Affective experiences allow customers to emotionally connect with your product. This
requires a large amount of pathos, where you appeal to a part of your audiences’ life
where they are already invested. Creating a sense of community, as discussed in Chapter
3, may help achieve an affective experience for users.

� Intellectual experiences require audiences to put forth cognitive activity in order to carry
out the call of your message. While you want your social media messages to be clear and
concise, you also don’t want to patronize your audience. The more thought and energy
your customers place in your message, the more invested they will feel (provided there is
a positive outcome). This is one area where a diffusion strategy, as discussed in Chapter
2, may ignite permanent adoption.
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� Behavioral experiences change audiences’ real-life action. This could be an adoption of
a new ritual or the cessation of an existing one. Here, you are utilizing social media
to prompt a real-life behavior change. This is consistent with the mobilization efforts of
Chapter 4. However, rather than concentrating on a single sensory experience (e.g., taste
test), you are combining multiple ones (e.g., create a video) to prompt a stronger frame
of reference.

These four dimensions guide brand experiences. Your goal as a social media marketing
practitioner is to speak to an existing set of social scripts that consist of expressions, actions
and other behaviors that result from emotion (Morrison & Crane, 2007). Emotion highly
influences how consumers select products and transform into loyal advocates to a brand.
It is the goal of a practitioner to create and manage a positive emotional brand experience
before, during and after the brand purchase.

Morrison and Crane (2007) suggest first creating a well-designed and attractive atmo-
sphere. This can be done in person and online through font and interface design.
Customer loyalty will stem from the emotional brand experience during the service
consumption process as customers interact with this design. Practitioners should also
continue communication after the point of purchase in order to establish trust and
connection.

If customers positively associate emotions with your brand before, during and after pur-
chase, it will result in brand advocacy. Brand advocacy leads to word-of-mouth marketing
to outside social networks. This leads to the highest ROI pillar of the hierarchy of buying
(Stratten, 2012). Brand strategy is much more about “emotion share” than it is market share
(Morrison & Crane, 2007). Thus, practitioners should focus on innovation and customer-
centric service to ensure the best possible customer experience.

Traditional marketing practitioners believe that they need to reach audience through
an array of noise from other competitors. Marketers have long used the metaphor of a
funnel to illustrate audience touch points: consumers start at the wide end of the funnel
with many brands in mind and then narrow the brands down to a final choice (Edel-
man, 2010). There are many misconceptions regarding this customer decision-making
process.

Most marketers prioritize brand awareness through advertising, in order to encourage
purchase. This can be done through promotions, commercials, and diffusion techniques.
However, new media make it easier for consumers to make informed decisions about
products through self-seeking evaluation techniques. Therefore, it is not as important for
brands to reach huge mass audiences. Audiences will find products and make informed
decisions on their own, provided your search engine optimization is done well. It is more
important for you to focus on the quality of your product and building a strong reputa-
tion. Once customers make an informed decision about a product, and have a positive
service experience, they then spread positive word of mouth about the brand. Here is
where the brand awareness process takes place. Rather than it coming from marketers, it
comes from the social networks (Edelman, 2010). Thus, it is time that social media strate-
gies focus on customer service and brand experience, rather than raising awareness about
products.



Social Media Marketing Strategies 191

This shift in marketing is perhaps most evident in changes to Facebook’s Newsfeed algo-
rithm. The goal of the Facebook Newsfeed is to organize a large amount of content and
show Facebook users the things they want to see. When people see content that’s relevant to
them, they are more likely to stay engaged and continue being a user. This presents an inter-
esting challenge to Facebook, as they also want brands to utilize the network and purchase
promotional spots.

There are three different ways that let a marketer’s content reach an audience through
Facebook pages. The first is organic reach, where you write a post and individuals following
your page will see the information, as long as it naturally shows up through their Newsfeed
algorithm. The second is through paid reach, where a business will pay to have their post
show up in a preselected audiences’ Newsfeeds. The third is through total reach, which is
the combination of both organic and paid.

Traditionally, the Facebook algorithm determined how worthy a page post was in a simi-
lar manner to most search engine algorithms (number of fans, likes, shares, source links). If
a post had a high frequency of activity and fans, it would rank higher in the Newsfeed algo-
rithm than a post with less. However, in 2015, businesses on Facebook that posted promo-
tional materials began to see a decrease in their organic distribution. In fact, some reported
having an organic reach rate as low as 1–2% (Eskensasi & Savio, 2014). Here, you see Face-
book struggling to strike a balance, because if the Newsfeed becomes too heavy in promo-
tional materials, users will disengage. However, if business posts quit, Facebook will lose
money.

Facebook used research techniques to better understand this balance. They asked hun-
dreds of thousands of users how they felt about the content in their Newsfeeds. The results
of this research illustrated that users wanted to see more stories from friends and pages
they care about, and less promotional content. These types of promotional posts include
posts that solely push people to buy a product or install an app; posts that push people to
enter promotions and sweepstakes with no real context; and posts that reuse the exact same
content from ads (Facebook, 2014). Based on this information, Facebook redesigned their
Newsfeed algorithm in January 2015.

The new algorithm prioritizes interactivity, trending topic discussions, longevity
of posts, user shares, and audience engagement. Facebook’s Newsfeed algorithm has
begun prioritizing synchronous visual content that encourages audience interaction and
engagement, rather than posts that solely push people towards a call to action (Face-
book, 2015). Here, you see Facebook prioritizing brands that utilize pages to cre-
ate a brand experience with customers rather than simply raising awareness about a
product.

It is important to remember that social media serves as a function of the technol-
ogy and culture, and that the actions and creations of consumers are also a function
of the technology and culture (Berthon et al., 2012). Technology and consumer behav-
ior are intrinsically linked. Be sure to create a social media strategy that encourages a
brand experience through sensory, affective, intellectual, and behavioral branding, rather
than simply focusing on building awareness and a higher ROI. Let’s explore one social
networking service that capitalized on the relationship between technology and culture,
Orkut.
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Case Study: Orkut

Orkut is a social networking site (http://www.orkut.com) that was launched in 2004.
It is owned and operated by Google and named after its creator, Orkut Büyükkökten,
a Google employee (Geromel, 2011). Although it shut down in September 2014, it
proved incredibly popular in the Brazilian market, with 90% of page views in Orkut
accessed by users in Brazil (Feigenbaum, 2014).

Orkut is structured similarly to other social networking sites. The original pur-
pose was for users to find communities through keyword search, including titles,
description, and browsing through other users’ memberships (Spertus et al.,
2005). Four months after its debut, Orkut had over 50,000 established com-
munities. Within one year, this number rose to 1,500,000 communities (Sper-
tus et al., 2005). Most Orkut users are interested in finding classmates and
friends, by joining online schools, workplaces and residential street groups
(Kugel, 2006). In 2012, Orkut reached its peak popularity with 30 million
users (Feigenbaum, 2014). It remained a market leader for 7 years and taught
us a great deal about how to utilize social networking sites for marketing
purposes.

Orkut was particularly popular among technology workers and students (Recuero,
2011). It allowed users to connect with not only people they knew interpersonally but
people they admired. Early users were eager to try Orkut because of Google’s strong
reputation. Orkut also carried a high prestige factor due to its invite-only membership
list. Being a member of the social networking site meant that you were well connected
in the technology realm.

Orkut’s interface was clean, simple and sophisticated, making it easy for users to
navigate and join communities. Friends could rate other users based on how sexy,
cool and trustworthy they found each other (Recuero, 2011). This competition ele-
ment spread into the number of friends and the largest communities on the site. In
addition, there were many reasons for its popularity, beyond the ability to connect.
Orkut has put privacy concerns of users first and foremost (Recuero, 2011). Users
were also able to make recommendations about products and services through com-
munity memberships (Spertus et al., 2005).

We have discussed how the actions and creations of social media consumers
are a function of technology and culture (Berthon et al., 2012). Orkut is a
great illustration of this connection. Brazil has emerged as one of the strongest
markets for online retailers, ranking as the fifth largest online market in the
world. In addition, the culture holds a high affinity for digital and social media,
where cell phones outnumber people (Holmes, 2013). The nation also has a
homegrown advertising market (Holmes, 2013). Outdoor advertising is banned
in the country, which has led to a surge of online marketing. In fact, 77% of
Brazilian social media users have a positive attitude towards online shopping;
four-fifths of them use social networking sites to research products; and social

http://www.orkut.com
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media users trust recommendations from online contacts more than other sources
(Holmes, 2013).

In order for brands to be successful in Brazil, they must allow users to blog,
engage through social gaming, and incorporate online video into marketing cam-
paigns (Translate Media, 2015). Brazilians are especially responsive to brand strate-
gies that include online video, something that was difficult through Orkut. As
such, the demise of Orkut seemed to deal with functionality problems with the
website, including blockages, limiting the number of friends, and difficulties in
loading and sharing photos (Translate Media, 2015). When Orkut stopped meet-
ing the needs of the culture and audiences, they lost their consumers and were
eventually replaced by other culturally appropriate cross-platform social media
endeavors.

Discussion questions

1 How did Orkut successfully use the marketing action plan discussed in this chap-
ter? In what areas did Orkut fall short?

2 How did the community structure of Orkut speak to the changing role of the
digital consumer? Why would consumers be more interested in participating with
these messages rather than a diffusion strategy?

3 How does the Brazilian culture speak to the brand experience of organizations
and communities on Orkut? In a culture where brands must engage their fans
on various digital platforms, what advice might you lend businesses about their
future social media strategy?

Summary

This chapter discusses ways in which the changing digital landscape has influenced con-
sumers, and how these changes should be incorporated into a social media marketing strat-
egy. It is imperative that you understand how applied strategic theory fits into your over-
all marketing campaign and how to keep this up to date throughout the lifespan of your
brand.

We have learned the importance of listening, both as a participant and as an unobtrusive
entity. This must be done at every stage of the brand experience. Careful consideration must
be made about goals, target audience, social media choice, resources, policies, monitoring,
and activity plan of your overall social media strategy.

In fact, research measurements are one of the most vital factors in successful social media
marketing. Now that we understand how to develop and implement social media business
models and marketing strategy, let’s turn our attention towards evaluation and research.
Chapter 12 will focus on evaluating social media marketing. The ability to systematically
monitor and evaluate marketing efforts will help you understand how and why individuals
engage with your social media messages.
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Key Takeaways

1 Social media practitioners should not just utilize technology to communicate with
customers, but also to listen to what they say about your product. This can be done
through participant or unobtrusive means.

2 Marketers must integrate a social media strategy into existing campaigns. The
design framework should include goals, target audience, social media choice,
resources, policies, monitoring, and activity plan.

3 Social media strategy should include a brand experience that highlights sensory,
affective, intellectual, and behavioral dimensions of the consumer experience.
This will shift strategy attention from increasing brand awareness to transforming
customers into brand advocates.

4 The actions and creations of social media consumers are the function of technol-
ogy and culture. Therefore, they should be fluid and change with society.
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12
Evaluating Social Media Marketing

Learning Objectives

After reading this chapter, you should be able to:
1 Identify current social media marketing measures and trends.
2 Understand the importance of a hybrid approach to evaluation research.
3 Incorporate audience reception research methodologies into your social media

marketing strategy.

Introduction

Part III of this book has discussed the many ways in which social media practitioners must
alter traditional marketing strategies to best meet the needs of a digital era. Chapter 9 dis-
cussed how the theory of the long tail changes a mass audience to a more latent niche; Chap-
ter 10 introduced various social media business models to increase a company’s return on
investment (ROI); and Chapter 11 illustrated how to incorporate strategic theory into mar-
keting campaigns. Clearly, social media has dramatically changed the ways in which mar-
keters produce and share media messages. In addition to this creation and dissemination
process, the best marketers understand that research is the most critical indicator of success
in strategy.

Research is vital at every stage of a marketing strategy: creation, production, dissemina-
tion, and evaluation. This chapter explains how current social media marketing measures

Strategic Social Media: From Marketing to Social Change, First Edition. L. Meghan Mahoney and Tang Tang.
© 2017 John Wiley & Sons, Inc. Published 2017 by John Wiley & Sons, Inc.
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have evolved with new technologies, and explores how the changing social media users
require a more hybrid approach to data analysis. We will identify how holistic measures
are more possible than ever before through social media. A strong social media strategy is
necessary for marketers to design, analyze, make sense, and apply data analytic techniques.
Monitoring and evaluation efforts can only be aided, never replaced, by new media tech-
nologies. Let’s explore the many ways in which the industry has changed how we evaluate
audience behavior and the success of a marketing campaign in a social media era.

Current Social Media Marketing Measurements

Mass communication research is defined as the systematic study of media content, the forces
that shape its creation, how and why people use media, and the impact of media content and
media institutions on individuals and society (Folkerts & Lacy, 2003). Marketers are able to
utilize mass communication research methodologies to better understand how their media
messages are interpreted by and influence audiences. There are many different paradigms
and approaches to mass communication research.

Three of the most basic distinctions between research methodologies have to do with
the type of questions asked, and the ways in which data is collected. All research can be
categorized as quantitative, qualitative, or hybrid approaches.

� Quantitative research methodologies emphasize objective measurements through the
gathering of numerical data, and the generalization of findings across groups of people
(Babbie, 2010). Quantitative data analysis is collected through various methods, includ-
ing surveys, experimental studies, and secondary data or technology-enabled data anal-
ysis (e.g., Nielsen rating analysis).

� Qualitative research methodologies seek to understand the psychological operations by
observing a broad interconnected pattern of variables, rather than the strength of the
statistical relationship of variables (Graziano & Raulin, 2004). Qualitative data analysis
is collected through participant observation, open-ended questionnaires, conversations,
and textual analyses.

� Hybrid research methodologies are mixed-methods approaches that utilize both qual-
itative and quantitative data analysis by using the strengths of each and alleviating
the weaknesses. Today, data fusion and data integration, two types of popular hybrid
research methodologies, have become a trend for audience data analytics.

Some may believe that a more specialized understanding of research approaches is not
necessary with today’s technological landscape. There are numerous businesses, consultants
and platforms available for companies to use in order to research their marketing strat-
egy. Rather than learning the different methods and measurements themselves, companies
believe that they can hire or use an outside technological service to tell them what they
would like to know. This section argues that research should be the core of any marketing
strategy. A thorough understanding of research measures and evaluation is important to
any social media marketer.
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Traditionally, the goal of mass media campaigns has been to reach the highest number
of audience members possible. Since mass media institutions are so intrinsically linked to
advertising, ensuring that the largest mass audience was reached by messages was always
central to strategies. You may remember from Chapter 2 that this approach is called “push-
and-pray” marketing. It is an outdated mindset to strategic goals in social media marketing.
Instead, social media practitioners should have optimum audience engagement as the focus
to their strategy.

This does not mean that large audience numbers do not matter. We have explored the
endless options that audiences have for accessing media content. In this saturated environ-
ment, practitioners must ensure that their brand rises to the top of search engine listings. It
is becoming more difficult for audiences to find brands as more and more brands emerge
in the market. A strong search engine optimization (SEO) plan will help ensure that your
company is found.

As we learned in Chapter 9, SEO is the art, craft and science of driving web traffic to
websites (Davis, 2006). Understanding how various search engine software compiles a list-
ings query is not as straightforward as it may sound. Very generally, search engines follow
four basic mechanisms of Google: discovery of the meaning of websites, storage of links
and page summaries, ranking of page importance, and return of results. This is often called
DSRR (discover, storage, ranking and return). A complete understanding of how to opti-
mize DSRR would require much more space than this book allows. Fortunately, if you are
interested in learning more about SEO, there are many resources available, such as The Art
of SEO: Mastering Search Engine Optimization by Enge et al. (2012) and Search Engine Opti-
mization Secrets by Dover and Dafforn (2011). SEO concepts tend to stretch beyond the
scope of a marketing practitioner. Thus, it may be wise to invest in an outside agency to
meet the demands of SEO.

Nonetheless, Google’s free Analytics Academy (https://analyticsacademy.withgoogle
.com) is a quick guide for you to make sense of Google analytics data. It also helps you under-
stand similar analytical programs, such as Facebook Page Insights (www.facebook.com/
insights) and Twitter Card (analytics.twitter.com). Google measurements are primarily
interested in the number and type of click-through links posted to social media sites. In
other words, these measurements can help you understand how many audience members
your message is reaching. You can even break your audience down into segments accord-
ing to age, race, gender, and geographical location. Since most websites and search engines
model Google’s design, it serves as a great starting place for understanding metrics.

Other popular social media measurement tools, like Radian6, a paid software developed
by Salesforce, can monitor and measure live social media conversations occurring on thou-
sands of social media platforms, including Facebook, Twitter, YouTube, blogs, and other
online communities. Using such a data analytic tool, social media marketers can conduct
both real-time and longitudinal social media data analyses that reflect attitudes, opinions,
and trending topics. You can also obtain geo-targeting information for your campaign and
identify top influencers.

All of these provide aggregate quantitative data of audience behavior on social media sites
and are perfect for a beginner interested in designing an evaluation strategy. Though ana-
lytics may seem to be highly statistical in nature, there is no need to feel apprehensive about

https://analyticsacademy.withgoogle.com
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making sense of the data, as these programs do a nice job of presenting the information in
layman’s terms.

Quantitative methods have primarily led the measurement industry. FRY is a popular
form of quantitative social media measurement (Blanchard, 2011). FRY refers to frequency
(how often your target audience is reached by your social media campaign), reach (how
many people your campaign can reach), and yield (average dollar value per transaction).
Blanchard (2011, p. 241) suggests that FRY represents the three ways that consumer behavior
could be changed:

You could convince people already buying from you to do so more often, you could convince
more people to buy from you, and you could convince people who were already buying from
you, without doing business more often, to spend a little more than they already were per trans-
action.

Other quantitative measurements include search, traffic, retention, brand metrics leads,
sales, and profit (Hudspeth, 2012). This is especially true when the number of visitors to
a site is paying producers of social media content. Here, the brand strategy is to reach the
largest number of a target audience engaging with a social media message as possible.

On Facebook, this focus on quantity means more views, likes, comments, and shares. On
Twitter, marketers are interested in the number of retweets and favorites generated by each
promotional tweet. Bloggers include social media platform widgets so that users can easily
share every article with their social network. The “spreadability” of media becomes central
to the success of social media content (Jenkins et al., 2013).

However, these objectives are similar to those of traditional mass media marketing. For
decades, advertisers have been producing television commercials and hoping that they
are broadcast to the largest mass population possible. None of these measures account
for the potential of the latent long tail market discussed in Chapter 9. Remember that
there are various negotiations and levels to the consumer experience. If you are able to
prompt behavior change through participatory means in your audience members, they are
much more likely to be transformed into your brand advocates. These brand advocates
hold a higher ROI than the “push-and-pray” model of mass media. A more sophisticated
understanding of active audiences research design may help you personalize the research
process.

As we learned in Chapter 10, social media business models are not as concerned with
reaching the highest number of audience members as traditional media. Instead, social
media marketers are increasingly interested in the manner in which their consumers inter-
act with media messages, rather than only finding value in counting the number of follow-
ers or fans (DiStaso et al., 2011). The quality of this interaction is key. This is consistent
with everything we have learned about the value of participatory social media messages
and mobilizing audiences.

Therefore, social media evaluation should mirror the assumptions of “pull-and-stay”
marketing. Here, you use the medium to listen and engage conversation in order to increase
trust and connect (Stratten, 2012). Evaluation and measurement efforts need to link to
helping practitioners design, produce, disseminate, and evaluate social media strategy. In
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addition, it functions as a great way to listen to your consumers and tell them that you care
about them. Quantitative data analytics is an important field, and necessary for the success
of any business. However, social media marketing evaluation efforts should also employ
audience reception research to measure relationship building with customers.

Building on the Focus Group

When designing a research strategy, it is important to know what methodologies help
answer what types of questions. Qualitative research is great for examining a local or latent
audience, while quantitative research provides insights into a larger mass community. Since
social media audiences are generally seen as more individual than traditional mass research,
it makes sense to turn to more qualitative measures. Qualitative research also helps to
explain relationships, trends and patterns that emerge from quantitative measures (Gar-
barino & Holland, 2009). While quantitative research is great for identifying trends, until
you know the reason behind them, there is little a practitioner can do to control change in
behavior.

In the field of marketing, one of the most trusted and widely used research methods is
focus group. Focus group is a controlled group interview of a target audience, usually con-
sisting of 5–12 participants, that is led by a facilitator through a series of guided questions
and topics (Entrepreneur, 2014). This is a great way for social media practitioners to cap-
ture audience opinions quickly, understand nuances between members, and gain a sense of
sentiments towards a new product.

Perhaps you are interested in increasing the amount of female fans of your brand. You
could bring in a group of 8–10 followers of your Instagram account to interview in a focus
group setting. A focus group discussion with this small group of females will allow you to
hear their attitudes towards your brand through a conversation with each other. This helps
to explain some of the behavior that you see on social media analytic metrics via a particular
focus lens.

While focus group research can be very valuable for social media marketers, there are
other qualitative methodologies that you can utilize to better understand how audiences
make sense of social media messages. These methodologies include, but are not limited
to, in-depth interviews, participant observation, textual analysis, and anthropological stud-
ies. Qualitative research methodologies tend to be more time-consuming and costly. How-
ever, these efforts are worth it because the research can provide a unique view into audience
behavior that you don’t get with big data alone. Paired together, marketers are able to achieve
both broad and deep insights into audience behavior.

There are many ways in which qualitative and quantitative research naturally work
together. In fact, focus group interviews have become a favored methodology in recent
years for researchers who are interested in combining qualitative and quantitative meth-
ods (Bernard, 2000). Focus groups complement surveys, rather than replace them, as they
can help interpret results, especially when the meaning behind them is unclear. While sur-
vey research is able to tell you what your audiences think, focus groups are able to find out
why your consumers feel as they do and how they arrive at these feelings.



Evaluating Social Media Marketing 201

A hybrid evaluation approach is useful for every stage of the product process – design,
production, dissemination, and evaluation – to ensure best results. The Johns Hopkins
Bloomberg School for Public Health Center for Communication Programs (2007) defined
monitoring and evaluation as the process of collecting key data related to program objectives
and operations, and analyzing these data to guide policy, programs and practices. Here, you
see how this research must be done at every stage of the process, not just at the end when a
product or message hits the market.

Furthermore, longitudinal, people-centered, qualitative methods can help researchers/
practitioners capture the social, cultural, economic, and political organizations of life
(Singhal & Rogers, 2003). It is important that we now understand audiences’ play in the
interpretation process. Most evaluation research cannot reach comprehensive conclusions
about audiences at all, because audiences constantly construct their reality and self-identity
through media text negotiations (Fiske, 1987). Audiences are influenced by the text dif-
ferently from one another depending on their consumption habits, motivations, and life
experiences. Therefore, evaluations must move away from people as the objects of change
and focus on more participatory methods, such as a focus on dialogue, cultural identity,
and local decision-making processes (Byrne et al., 2005). This can be done through more
holistic evaluation research that also includes efforts aimed at understanding how audiences
negotiate meanings (Petraglia, 2007). One of the best methodologies for capturing the com-
plexities of an active audience is through audience reception research.

Audience Reception Approach

Often, marketers examine the media messages that have already been disseminated and
wonder how they can shape them in order to trick audiences into following through with a
desired behavior. Here, audiences are not seen as playing a very active role in the process.
It is time to monitor audiences and evaluate social media marketing efforts through a more
active process.

Audience reception research understands the active role that audiences play. It takes into
account three areas of media reception: (i) individual qualities and life experiences of audi-
ence members; (ii) the meaning that audiences make at the moment of consumption; and
(iii) subsequent decision-making processes. Audience reception research requires market-
ing practitioners to complete a strong audience analysis. By learning as much as possible
about audience members, they will begin to feel more like individuals, rather than a homo-
geneous mass. You should focus on the daily life of the family, social temporality, and cul-
tural competence (Tufte, 2002).

Understanding how individuals live in a natural environment requires complete and thor-
ough media ethnography. Media ethnography explores everyday media practices and lived
experiences, and is able to understand culturally specific ways of how individuals live in the
world around them.

Consider how you access and use social media in your own life. It is likely that you don’t
often sit down at a computer and log in to a social media platform such as Twitter and
access nothing but Twitter content for the entire duration. Today’s social media users are
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on the go. They access an array of media content, simultaneously, across a wide range of
platforms and devices. This convergent environment must be taken into account by social
media evaluation research.

In addition, participants today no longer need to leave their natural environment in order
to participate in research studies. This becomes increasingly true as wearable technology,
such as Apple Watch, Go Pros, Google Glass, and other biometrics measurement tools,
becomes popular. You are able to gather data about individuals as they live their lives. These
are great technologies for capturing accurate audience data in a more natural setting rather
than controlled experimental research.

Many technology-enabled measurement tools that attempt to account for cross-platform
activity, including Google Analytics, Simply Measured, Rival IQ, BrandsEye, and Sysomos,
provide a more nuanced understanding of how each of these platforms works with each
other. Nonetheless, today’s best practitioners are interested in identifying how users engage
across different social media platforms (Rowe & Alani, 2014). This convergence of plat-
forms is not going away, as more and more technologies are designed to easily interact
with one another. You should examine entire media landscapes to best understand cultural
trajectories that may influence interpretation through various dimensions of intertextual-
ity. Though it is important that you create a separate social media strategy for each social
media platform, your monitoring and evaluation efforts should take efforts to understand
how these platforms work with one another.

Be careful that you are not just examining how users are accessing your content on cross-
platform sites. It is also useful to see what other content is being accessed in combination
with your brand. For instance, it may be useful to know that when consumers are looking
at online information about Coca Cola, they are also looking at information about diabetes
research. This will help you design a better product that serves the needs of your consumers.

Researchers have also identified media ethnography as a more useful evaluative method-
ology as it transcends the relationship between media audiences and media content to
explore social and cultural transformations (Tufte, 2002). Your audiences’ media environ-
ment very much influences how they interpret media messages. Even the experience of look-
ing at social media content from a mobile phone is very different from a desktop computer.

Once you have a strong sense of who your audiences are, and how they are accessing
media in their own lives, it is important to complete a genre analysis of media content. Here,
you examine the media message landscape and identify where different layers of primary,
secondary and tertiary media messages are distinguished from one another. This process
provides a more holistic understanding of their relationship (Fiske, 1987; Tufte, 2002). While
media ethnography examines how audience members access various technologies, genre
analysis examines the many media messages to which audiences are exposed. Social media
marketers need to identify pop culture media artifacts to see what audiences are finding the
most pleasure in. They should also examine alternative media messages from organizations
with similar objectives.

We have identified the processes for understanding the individual qualities and life expe-
riences of your audience members. However, this is just one piece of the reception process.
Next, you must try to understand the meaning that audiences make at the moment of con-
sumption.
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Social media marketers should ask questions about the dynamics between media mes-
sages and audiences and stop separating the audience from the message (Katz, 1988; Living-
stone, 1991). It is also important for you to ask a number of questions. What key differences
exist between audience members? How do audiences negotiate meaning from media mes-
sages differently from one another? Holistic audience reception research shifts the emphasis
from an analysis of the audience consumption process to an analysis of the meaning audi-
ences make of the media message. These can be understood through a textual analysis of
your media message.

A textual analysis is a qualitative research methodology where researchers make an edu-
cated guess at some of the most likely interpretations that audiences may make of a media
text. This is done in order to obtain a sense of the ways in which particular cultures live at
particular times, how people make sense of the world around them, and the variety of ways
in which it is possible to interpret reality (McKee, 2003). Here you see how audiences are
seen as a much more active entity where they negotiate media messages differently from one
another.

The focus of a textual analysis is to determine how audiences construct their reality
and self-identity through media messages (Fiske, 1987). This methodology is not explicitly
examining audience reception, but rather context about the themes and underlying mes-
sages in media content. The first step of a textual analysis is to identify themes and salient
messages found within a media message (Bernard, 2000). Next, these themes and mes-
sages help determine narrative structure, symbolic arrangements, and ideological potential
of media content (Fürsich, 2007). Here, what is of interest is not the text itself, but what
the text signifies (Curtin, 1995). While a textual analysis is able to uncover many of the
possible interpretations, a complex relationship exists between interpretation, expectations,
and media genre. That is why a textual analysis should be paired with additional qualitative
research that focuses on audience communication.

When doing social media monitoring and evaluation research, researchers also need to
take into account the interaction between media messages and everyday life. Asking ques-
tions about what environment audiences consume messages in, and how that environment
influences interpretation and subsequent behavior can do this. The most important part of
this process is to get audiences talking and reflecting on their experiences.

Specifically, focus group discussions could be used when researchers are interested in
gathering real-life data on issues that benefit from a group dynamic. Here, you are able to
promote self-disclosure among focus group participants about what they really think and
feel about a topic. Participants should be assembled with some common identifiable feature.
This way, they identify with each other and are more open to reflect on that quality in their
discussion.

In-depth interview discussions can be used when you are more interested in understand-
ing what your audience means when they behave in a certain manner. Information gathered
from multiple interviews allows practitioners to hear multiple perspectives on an event or
issue. It is also a great tool to test emerging ideas about communicative action, such as a
social media message. With this methodology, you define a purpose for such conversations
to occur, select certain social actors to advance the conversational purpose, and draw out
cultural logistics that audiences employ in their everyday experiences of communicating
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(Lindlof, 1995). The most critical factor when conducting interview research is the ability
of the researcher to perform a close reading of the transcript and draw conclusions once the
interview is completed.

An added benefit of either of these methodologies is that your customers begin to feel val-
ued by your brand. By allowing them to participate in the process, they feel more invested
as a thought leader. This can easily be done through social media; just ensure that the pro-
cess is personalized and allows for open-ended discussion. Predetermined questionnaires
distributed by companies are impersonal and do not elicit the same fruitful results. Be open
to what your audiences say and how they interpret your product. The following action plan
can be used as a guide.

Audience Reception Action Plan

1 Research your audience through a thorough audience analysis.
2 Conduct media ethnography to examine the various platforms and technologies

that your audience is accessing, and determine the many ways in which they work
together.

3 Understand the various genres of media messages that your audience consumes.
4 Complete a textual analysis of your own media message to uncover possible inter-

pretations and negotiations your audience will form.
5 Interview audience members to learn about their own sense-making and subse-

quent decision-making processes.

Very little audience reception research based on monitoring and evaluation efforts exists.
One reason for this discrepancy could be the lack of trained researchers that are comfort-
able with hybrid methodologies. Most institutions focus on either qualitative or quantitative
measures. It is important that we begin educating future professionals on both approaches
to social media marketing research. Integrative methodologies are key to a successful social
media marketing monitoring and evaluation strategy.

Case Study: @WalmartLabs

Hybrid research methodologies can prove time-consuming and costly, but may result
in a strong ROI for an organization. This approach accounts for the active nature
of media audiences. However, not all brands have the capacity or expertise to make
sense of the big metric data that social media provides. Even if they have the resources,
many companies do not have the training necessary to understand how and why they
should pair metric information with deep qualitative research. One company that has
focused a lot of attention and money on getting this balance is Walmart, an American
retail giant.
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In 2011, Walmart purchased Kosmix, a holistic categorization engine that aims to
organize the Internet information in a more hybrid manner than traditional search
(Clifford, 2012). This engine categorizes Internet content into topics and presents the
information as magazine-style pages. These pages do not just include informative
links, but also related videos, photos, news, commentary, opinion, communities, and
links. One of the greatest advantages of Kosmix is the ability to analyze big metric
data and monitor more qualitative social media conversations.

It may seem unconventional for a retail store to obtain a search engine, espe-
cially when you consider the high price tag. This transaction cost Walmart an
estimated $300 million (Clifford, 2012). However, the return can be great, when
competitors are only able to complete qualitative or quantitative analysis on a
small scale. Walmart named the project @WalmartLabs (www.walmartlabs.com)
and focused efforts on identifying trends in customer conversation on social media
platforms.

@WalmartLabs claims to be an accelerator in evaluation efforts to meet the needs
of their customers wherever they are. This includes a cross-platform approach, where
they can see conversations of consumers shopping in a store, browsing websites, or
using their mobile devices. They aim to use the software to integrate the online and in-
store shopping experiences for millions of customers (Walmartlabs, 2015). In addi-
tion, they are able to see how consumers utilize various social media technologies to
complete purchasing decisions and online transactions.

@WalmartLabs also emphasizes cross-media measurement. One example of a
cross-platform feature of @WalmartLabs is Spark Studio. This function integrates
popular Walmart.com pins from the social media platform Pinterest. Audiences are
able to browse and share pins by category like brands, color, and top-pinned. These
pins provide options to find out more information from the website, re-pin it to a
personal page, rate or review it for others, or buy it from Walmart.com. Today’s con-
sumers are making consumption choices outside of retailers’ websites. Walmart is
able to use metric data to find potential customers in the online spaces where they
already browse. This places less emphasis on reaching a homogeneous mass through
“push-and-pray” marketing.

In addition to understanding how audiences use these cross-platform social media
sites, @WalmartLabs also focuses on metric analytics. One segment of the software is
called the Big Fast Data team, which allows the company to develop and operate the
data feeds, analysis tools, and infrastructure to support hundreds of developers, data
scientists, and analysts as an open-source tool. The company understands the power
of data analytics, and has made it available so that outside agencies are able to expand
on the product.

All this quantitative data is supported with a unique qualitative search feature. The
trend function of @WalmartLabs helps the company see nuances in customer conver-
sation, especially between geographical segments of population. This information is
then used to expand reach into new audience segments by driving traffic into product
areas through a visual browsing experience. The technology examines conversations
on Twitter, Facebook, and search terms used by audiences. It is able to report the

http://www.walmartlabs.com
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level of buzz and overall consumer sentiments about products (Clifford, 2012). As a
result, Walmart uses this data to determine which products, and how much, to carry
in which stores.

The software is also able to access the intricacies between American geographical
cultures. One example of this information changing Walmart products is when the
software identified that consumers in California and the Southwest were most excited
about a new spicy chip called Takis. The retailer was then able to introduce a similar
private-label product into that market (Clifford, 2012). Rather than taking up shelf
space in stores that are less interested, Walmart is able to provide a different shopping
experience for every population it serves.

Thus you can see how Walmart is able to use hybrid research approaches, cross-
platform promotion, customer conversation, and cultural nuances to increase their
ROI. @WalmartLabs is closing the gap between key marketing decision-makers who
know audience behavior very well and data scientists (Ferguson, 2013).

Discussion questions

1 Why is it important for big retail stores like Walmart to have unique monitoring
and evaluation software like @WalmartLabs? How might this put them ahead of
their competitors?

2 One of the advantages of @WalmartLabs is the ability to categorize qualitative
conversations on social media platforms, such as Facebook and Twitter. How
might Walmart use these conversations to their advantage? How is this method
of data collection different from predefined survey questionnaires delivered to
customers after a purchase?

3 How is @WalmartLabs able to use the geographical feature of data to research
their audience more critically than a homogenized mass? Why is this important
in today’s digital environment?

Summary

Social media technologies have changed much of the marketing experience for audiences.
Your consumers use technology to make decisions about which products to buy, where
to purchase them from, and share these experiences with their social network. Thus, as
a social media marketer, you must stay on top of these digital opportunities in order to stay
relevant. This includes incorporating an active audience into a monitoring and evaluation
strategies.

Social media evaluation is transitioning from a quantitative metric-driven industry to a
more audience-centered holistic approach. You should consider utilizing both quantitative
and qualitative research methodologies to understand how audiences are making sense of
social media messages. These hybrid strategies should be implemented at every stage of the
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product process, including the creation, production, dissemination, and evaluation of media
messages.

Perhaps the most effective way to understand audience engagement is through an audi-
ence reception study. This is achieved through research centered on your consumers’
real-life environment. Learn as much as you can about their individual attitudes, pref-
erences, culture, and social networks. You should also conduct media ethnography to
examine the various media that your audience is accessing, and how they are working
together.

Consider how social media is being consumed in today’s digital landscape. Users are
engaging multiple social media platforms simultaneously. Monitoring and evaluation efforts
should not just analyze what a consumer is doing on each platform, but also measure how
these platforms are interacting with one another. Cross-platform measurements are vital for
understanding the totality of consumer behavior.

Practitioners must also examine various genres of social media messages. Not only focus
on technology and devices, but also examine the many different messages that audiences are
exposed to each day. Be honest about how your product fits within this media landscape.
This reflection should stem from a thorough textual analysis of your own media message.
Identify the underlying themes and messages in your content. Consider possible interpre-
tations from various populations. This illustrates the distinction between treating the audi-
ence as a large mass, and taking the time to consider the individual differences between
them. Finally, allow audiences to retell their experience with social media content to explain
why and how they experienced content. This dialogue will help you to connect with your
audiences, uncover rich outside-the-box thinking, and empower them to be your lifetime
brand advocates.

Part IV of this book will discuss ways in which social media practitioners are able to mar-
ket their goods for social good. In this section, we learned new business theories, models,
marketing strategies, and evaluation efforts. The next section will focus on incorporating
this knowledge into health initiatives, civic engagement, and global development. The future
social media opportunities exist within a globalized society. Let’s explore these opportunities
together.

Key Takeaways

1 Social media measurements are beginning to place more value on audience
engagement and relationships than achieving a large mass following.

2 A hybrid approach to social media evaluation will provide the most complete view
into consumer behavior.

3 Today’s technological landscape requires a cross-platform analysis of social media
use.

4 Audience reception research will help to explain how individuals make sense of
media messages and nuances between audience members.
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Part IV

Marketing for Social Good





13
Social Media and Health Campaigns

Learning Objectives

After reading this chapter, you should be able to:
1 Understand the activation theory of information exposure.
2 Apply concepts from the health belief model to your social media strategy.
3 Practice mobile reach in order to meet marketing goals.

Introduction

Together we have examined the influence of social media on behavior change literature, per-
ceptions of the audience, business models, and various marketing strategies. While these all
demonstrate the dynamic power of social media, perhaps nothing demonstrates as great a
potential for global social change as the field of communication. The next four chapters will
explore new media transformations in the public health sector, civic engagement, commu-
nication for development, and entertainment education for social change.

Throughout each of these chapters, more will be understood regarding social media’s role
in transferring considerable power from traditional authorities to everyday citizens. For the
healthcare industry, this includes examining the powers of physicians, hospitals and insur-
ance companies, and creating efforts that help empower patients, family and communities
for positive action.

Today, the world is using the Internet to find, create and share information at a faster rate
than ever before. One of the largest disciplines that has been revolutionized by these changes

Strategic Social Media: From Marketing to Social Change, First Edition. L. Meghan Mahoney and Tang Tang.
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is the field of public health. Health communication scholars have spent considerable efforts
over the past decade determining the best way to disseminate and engage users interested
in personal healthcare management. Many of the strategies discussed in this chapter are
similar to the persuasive techniques outlined in Part I of this book. Ultimately, the strategy
for establishing behavior change remains consistent regardless of the discipline or content
that the message contains. However, it is important for emerging scholars in the field to
understand these changes and the influence of access on the welfare of society.

The Pew Internet and American Life Project (2012) estimates that 80% of Internet users
seek health information online. These health-centered websites are the number one resource
for users interested in being more proactive with their personal healthcare management and
cover everything from long-term illness, common colds, to weight loss or even skincare
(McMillan & Macias, 2008). Many people are now using the Internet as the first stop when
seeking health information. It is important to understand how these new trends impact the
public health online information gathering and dissemination process.

New media technologies have sparked many positive changes in public health communi-
cation. Patients are now able to gather information from their home living room. Often,
these searches are completed through fairly diffusion-centric portals, the most popular
being WebMD, a public website that focuses on health information, including a symptom
checker to help users self-diagnose individual ailments. This convenient information access
increases the public’s knowledge, awareness and empowerment regarding personal health
issues. Moreover, it fuels a new expectation for patients to take action, reinforce knowledge,
and refute incorrect health myths (National Cancer Institute, 2001).

In addition to seeking health information online, social media provides opportunities
for individuals to video chat with physicians, find a community with similar diagnoses,
or ask for support from a current social network. While these may not seem like huge
influences when it comes to the treatment and prevention of certain illnesses, they have
drastically changed the amount and type of health communication the average patient
engages.

Increased health communication provides individuals with more choice, both in their
own personal healthcare management (Collins et al., 2002) as well as in healthcare provider
decisions and treatment advice (Haean et al., 2008). Health websites do more than just diag-
nose possible ailments, but also provide alternative treatment options and recommend var-
ious physicians in a patient’s area of residency. All could lead to better health outcomes.
Research demonstrates that patients who are more proactive in personal health manage-
ment are more willing to follow treatment advice (Berry et al., 2008). While it may be easy
to dismiss what a physician has prescribed, it is less likely that an individual will ignore
information sought through his or her own efforts.

It is possible that you have been using social media for health information without even
realizing that you had crossed into the public health sector. Do you know someone in your
own social network who hates going to the doctor? Hopefully, you or someone else in the
network encourage them to get regular check-ups. If they are still unwilling, social media
proves a resource for information that may make a case for seeking treatment. While online
information should never replace the expertise of a physician, it does change the amount of
top-down power physicians previously held.
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With social media, individuals are no longer limited to the expertise of the one or two
physicians in their hometown. The Internet is advancing more equal access to health com-
munication across populations. Patients who may otherwise have limited access to health-
care providers are now using the technology for personal healthcare advice. Imagine that
the closest physician’s office was 60 miles away from your home. While that is a manage-
able distance for scheduled appointments or major health concerns, you may forgo the trip
if you feel the risk is minimal. Social media allows the opportunity for many hard-to-reach
patients to be seen by physicians through video messaging (Hawn, 2009), or simply allow an
opportunity for patients to seek the information on their own through health communities
and websites.

The same is true for other constraints, such as time, money or insurance. Online health
communication has provided an opportunity for individuals to seek health advice without
physically making a trip to the doctor. In fact, the number of people seeking health infor-
mation online is currently higher than the number of people seeking medical care in person
(Bastian, 2008). While there are many benefits to this phenomenon, it is presenting many
challenges in the field of health communication as well.

This chapter explores the theoretical underpinnings of personal healthcare decision-
making, as well as the advances of digital healthcare. Additionally, it explores the bene-
fits of increased information access, and the challenges of misinformation and healthcare
marketing.

Activation Theory of Information Exposure

Making decisions about personal healthcare management is complicated. Perhaps you have
been lucky enough to go through life thus far without having the need to make decisions
regarding your own health or, even more difficult, the healthcare of those close to you. Think
of someone that you know in your own social circle who smokes cigarettes, whether the
behavior is social or habitual in nature. Do you believe that they are unaware of the many
adverse effects of smoking? Chances are, if they grew up in today’s public health information
age, they are well aware that smoking tobacco puts them at greater risk for cancer, respiratory
disease, cardiovascular disease, and death (Centers for Disease Control, 2013). Why would
someone still choose to smoke if they know it is bad for them? The same is true for individ-
uals who binge drink, don’t exercise, or consistently make poor diet decisions. When you
think about how social media can help people to navigate these important health choices, it
is necessary to understand the complicated cognitive processes that humans undergo when
it comes to their personal healthcare decisions.

Chapter 2 discussed how difficult it is to achieve permanent behavior change in audi-
ences through diffusion-centric media messages. It is not enough to spread knowledge and
awareness about a certain health issue. Yes, cigarette smoking is an unhealthy habit. What
type of message would it take for this knowledge to transform into a tangible decision not
to smoke? The answer is different for everyone. What works for one individual may not
work for someone else. Skilled health communication experts have been developing strate-
gies for other impacting factors in the way we make decisions regarding personal health
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management. This strategy will increase the likelihood of an individual receiving a public
health message and following through with the requested behavior change.

Health communication is defined as the art and technique of informing, influencing, and
motivating individual, institutional, and public audiences about important health issues
(Ratzan et al., 1994). Scholars and health communication specialists have focused on topics
such as disease prevention, health promotion, healthcare policy, the business of healthcare,
and enhancement of the quality of life and health of individuals within a community (U.S.
Department of Health and Human Services, 2000).

Effective health communication is essential to positive healthcare management (Collins
et al., 2002; Say et al., 2006). Public health research states that lack of substance and vague-
ness of health communication may be linked to feelings of mistrust towards the source of
messages (Collins et al., 2002). If audiences do not understand what and why a message is
being communicated with them, they are less likely to trust the motivations behind it. Have
you ever received treatment advice from a physician that was too complicated to under-
stand? Perhaps you have had the opposite problem, where a physician has used vague or
oversimplified terminology. It is the duty of a health communication expert to ensure that
health messages are constructed in an easy-to-understand manner. The way prescriptions
are communicated is almost as important as the prescription itself.

Say et al. (2006) investigated factors that influenced patients’ willingness to become
involved in the health treatment process. The results of their study indicate that identifi-
cation is vital to positive perceptions of health advice, as it makes patients feel as though
they are a part of the decision-making process, igniting empowerment and a sense of con-
trol over their illness. This includes identification with the physician giving the advice, as
well as the treatment prescribed. Individuals want to feel as though they have control over
their own body.

Social media has the ability to increase the way patients identify with physicians. Hello
Health is a Brooklyn-based primary care practice that utilizes a web-based social media in
its communication with patients (Hawn, 2009). Included on the site are personal physician
profiles, much like one would see on a standard social networking site such as Facebook,
Instagram or Twitter. Listed on the site is Dr Devlyn Corrigan, an emergency medicine spe-
cialist who enjoys comedy improvisation and the movie Cool Hand Luke. These additional
tidbits of information may seem unnecessary, but they could help patients see their physi-
cians as less intimidating experts that they are unable to relate with. People are likely to seek
out physicians with similar life experiences, which could increase the quality of information
exchange and their willingness to open up about their personal healthcare.

This chapter demonstrates how decision-making regarding personal healthcare is not
that different from other decisions that we make in our daily lives. Chapter 5 demonstrated
how audiences are active users that interpret texts according to their own experiences and
needs. Health communication specialists have utilized theoretical models with the same
regard to the participatory audience. Therefore, it is important to learn the theoretical health
communication models that explain how to incite behavior change in health audiences. This
includes the activation model of information exposure and the health belief model. As you
learn about both, consider how they relate to the earlier concepts of diffusion, community
and mobilization approaches for behavior change in consumers.
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Earlier we discussed how individuals growing up in today’s society are probably aware
that cigarette smoking is dangerous to their health. While diffusion-centric awareness cam-
paigns are important for spreading information, they do little to prompt permanent behav-
ior change, especially for those already engaging in the behavior. The activation model
of information exposure (Table 13.1) is designed to explain how individual levels of need
require both activation and arousal. If messages do not meet these levels, individuals will
experience a negative state and will turn away from the given source of information. Smok-
ers may feel turned off by messages that are too information-heavy or which portray users
in a negative manner.

If adequate levels of activation and arousal are met, individuals will continue to expose
themselves to the information (Donohew et al., 1980). Today’s health communication mes-
sages must not only fulfill individual need for information, but also to fulfill the need for
stimulation or entertainment (Donohew et al., 1998). Without understanding this second
need for entertainment gratification, health information will be lost on audiences. The most
skilled communication professionals will understand how to structure content so that it
serves both needs, as well as create enticing messages that individuals will want to seek in
their daily lives.

Table 13.1 Activation model of information exposure. Source: Donohew et al., 1998. Reproduced
with permission of John Wiley & Sons.

Characteristics
Cl Individuals vary in their levels of need for stimulation as a function of their

inherited drives and learned needs based on rewarded and nonrewarded
experiences. High sensation seekers have higher needs for stimulation than low
sensation seekers

C2 In messages, stimulation is provided by formal features, including (a) fast action,
(b) novelty, (c) color, (d) stimulus intensity, (e) complexity, and others, and by the
verbal content, including dramatic qualities and emotional intensity

Laws (theoretical statements)
L1 Individuals seek to achieve or maintain a level of activation at which they feel most

comfortable
L2 Attention to a message is a function of (a) individual level of need for stimulation or

cognition and (b) level of stimulation provided by a stimulus source (such as a
message)

Deduced propositions
L3 Individuals will attend to messages that fulfill their needs for activation
L4 Individuals will turn away from messages that fail to generate enough arousal to

meet their needs for activation to seek more exciting stimuli
L5 Individuals will turn away from messages that generate too much arousal to seek

less exciting stimuli

Explanandum
E Operational hypotheses, based on the propositions expressed in L3, L4, and L5, may

concern exposure to information, attitude or behavior changes, or other variables
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More recent research into the activation theory of information exposure suggests that
individuals actually satisfy their need for stimulation and entertainment when attending to
a message before they seek to fulfill their need for information alone (University of Ken-
tucky, 2001). If given the choice, people would rather spend their time with content that is
entertaining than informative. However, public health service announcements tend to be
oversaturated with information and bore audiences. Thus, individuals tend to shift atten-
tion towards more entertaining commercial sites, rather than government or research-based
sources.

One critical concern is the quality of health information consumed and diffused on the
Web, especially as health communication and entertainment narratives begin to merge. We
have discussed in Chapter 5 how audiences are more purposeful and selective when using
the Internet. They would access the information that best gratifies their emotional needs.
Because the Internet is unregulated and there are many sites with public health misinforma-
tion, some promoting products and others outright scams, the amount of misinformation is
ever growing (Morahan-Martin & Anderson, 2000). Many healthcare professionals worry
about the deadly consequences of spreading blatant misinformation online (Intlekofer et al.,
2012).

While it is impossible to examine how much influence this type of public health mis-
information has on personal healthcare decisions, it is possible to change existing rep-
utable health information sources so that they prove more appealing to users. Reputable
health sources such as the Mayo Clinic have begun using storytelling techniques (e.g.,
Historias Mayo) to engage with niche communities regarding health issues (Hiatt, 2013).
Historias Mayo is a global storytelling campaign that uses Twitter and Facebook to fol-
low the stories of Hispanic patients and physicians. This is a great way for a reputable
health source to diffuse effective communication in a way that is appealing to everyday
users.

Hopefully you are seeing the application of the marketing strategies discussed in previ-
ous chapters to health communication campaigns. Chapter 2 discussed the importance of
including brand stories in your diffusion marketing strategy. The importance of narratives
in health communication is equally imperative to prompting behavior change.

Health Belief Model

The activation model of information exposure explained why individuals do not follow
through with public health treatment advice, despite having the knowledge of the benefits
of doing so. The health belief model (Figure 13.1) explains this process further, and demon-
strates how healthy behavior is dependent on two variables: the value placed by an individual
on a particular goal; and the individual’s estimate of the likelihood that a given action will
achieve that goal (Janz & Becker, 1984).

Before following through with a behavior change, individuals must actually have the
desire to avoid illness or get well, and believe that the behavior change being asked of them
will help them to avoid or treat illness. If a cigarette smoker does not prioritize health or feels
that quitting smoking will have little effect because they are exposed to second-hand smoke
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Social
Construction

of
Family Health

Contextual Aspects
•  Family Members

•  Member Traits

•  Household Niche

•  Community Context

•  Contextual Systems

•  Resources and Threats

•  Time

Functional Aspects

•  Developing Persons

•  Member Relationships

•  Developing Family

•  Core Processes

•  Proximal Processes

•  Ecocultural Domains

Structure Aspects

•  Routine Type

•  Routine Characteristics

•  Routine Meaning

•  Routine Purpose

•  Routine Participants

•  Timing of Routines

Figure 13.1 Health belief model. Source: http://www.diabetesfamily.net. Reproduced with
permission of Ohio University.

all the time anyway, a public health message will have little influence. The health belief model
outlines many dimensions social media practitioners must consider when creating health
campaign messages (Janz & Becker, 1984).

First, you must consider the perceived susceptibility or the perceptions of personal vul-
nerability and risk to a condition. This proves difficult, especially in young adults, who may
believe that they are invincible or that bad things will not happen to them. If they do not
feel as though they will be impacted by the illness, they will not seek treatment.

You must also consider the perceived severity of contracting the illness. This happens
when patients evaluate both medical and social consequences of contraction. Often, the
effects of the condition on social interactions with friends and family mean more to a person
than disability or pain. With sexually transmitted infections, patients often get them treated
to avoid embarrassment in locker rooms or so that future partners will not raise questions,
not because of the dangers if left untreated.

It is important to consider the perceived benefits of following through with the behavior.
While individuals may accept that they are susceptible to a condition, the desired action may

http://www.diabetesfamily.net
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not be greater than the perceived risk. Consider the pharmaceutical commercials that you
see on television. What do you think when you hear the long list of potential side effects?
Why would someone take a medication to cure restless leg syndrome if the medication may
cause heart failure or even death? It is important to ensure that the side effects from one
treatment are less than the initial illness.

Finally, and perhaps most importantly, it is necessary to consider the perceived barriers of
following through with a health recommendation. Individuals will engage in a cost–benefit
analysis, where they weigh the behavior change effectiveness against the challenges of fol-
lowing through, such as cost, time or even social status. Many teen pregnancy initiatives
struggle with the perceived barriers dimension, because even though young adults know
that they can become pregnant through unprotected sex, are aware of the impact that this
will have on the rest of their life, and know that wearing a condom is not that expensive or
difficult, they feel embarrassed or uncomfortable asking their partner when it is time.

Hopefully you can see how the health belief model is contrary to a more diffusion-centric
model that suggests a lack of information is the reason individuals do not follow through
with a suggested behavior change. This model demonstrates the relationship and connec-
tion between health behaviors, practices and utilization of health services. It is easy to see
how awareness-only campaigns are not very effective. If one was just to follow the diffusion
of innovation strategy and raise awareness about the dangers and/or benefits of an action, it
only tackles half of the health belief model. Instead, campaigns should motivate audiences
through individual perceptions (evaluation of illness), modifying behaviors (demographic
variables, perceived threat, and cues to action), and the likelihood of action (factors of rec-
ommendation) (Hochbaum et al., 1952).

In addition, individuals should be able to easily pick out what behavior change is being
asked of them. While there may be many steps a person could take, health campaigns should
only choose one. Think of all the different possible ways an individual can stop smoking:
immediate cessation, hypnosis, or the use of patch, gum or e-cigarettes. The message will be
much stronger if a campaign is clear and provides specific advice for the audience.

It is also important that this solution presents a tangible course of action at acceptable
cost. People should not feel as though they will lose a part of their individual or social selves
by carrying out the desired behavior change. Finally, all campaigns should promote feelings
of competency to take action while considering cultural factors, socioeconomic status, and
previous experiences of individuals.

Social media provides a great platform to tackle some of these dimensions. It allows a
networked community to create profiles based on their own individuality and interests and
to network with others going through similar trials, and encourages dialogue that is sup-
portive and encouraging. One example of a public health campaign that is utilizing social
media for a very specific audience is Planned Parenthood.

Planned Parenthood created an online safe sex campaign (www.wheredidyouwearit.com)
that distributed 55,000 condoms to college students. These condoms included barcodes that,
if scanned, would connect them to mobile websites. These websites provided information
about safe sex and condom use, and allowed individuals to anonymously “check-in” to the
site’s interactive map.

http://www.wheredidyouwearit.com
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The campaign’s tagline read “Be proud to wear protection” and tackled many of the social
stigmas associated with condom use. Rather than telling college students that sex was some-
thing they should be ashamed of, they urged them to anonymously share their condom use
with the world, because safe sex is something to take pride in. The map shows other condom
users from 48 states in the United States and six continents (Johnson, 2012) that were also
practicing safe sex.

Another online health campaign is 24/7 Townhall on the Public Internet Channel
(PIC.tv). This social media intervention is a free website that offers short webisodes designed
to help users live a better life. The webisodes on PIC.tv promote public health issues, includ-
ing living healthy, managing diabetes, life as a single mother, and more. These videos are free
and are designed to help users take action and improve their lives based on matters that are
most important to their community.

The 24/7 website is designed to work in three phases. First, users share videos and articles
with each other to raise awareness on various public health issues. Second, online commu-
nities are established to spark discussion forums based on local community events. Finally,
individual profiles are created to allow users the ability to track their progress and create
social networks with friends (24/7 Townhall, 2010). Unlike traditional mass media public
health initiatives, no one is telling users what content to add to the site. Instead, users are
able to define what issues are of most concern for them and network with others who may
be interested in inspiring behavior change. It has recently won four Telly Awards (a primary
award honoring groundbreaking media projects) for its participatory efforts in combating
difficult public health issues.

Social media provides the ability for people to not just seek more information about
the public health issues that are important to them, but to engage others who are deal-
ing with similar illnesses. Public health practitioners can now use social media to diffuse
their message, create a community of public dialogue, and mobilize audiences towards a
specific desired action. The following action plan has been developed from the activation
model of information exposure and the health belief model for creating a successful health
campaign.

Health Campaign Action Plan

1 Conduct a strong audience analysis of your target, including demographics, cul-
tural traditions, and socioeconomic status.

2 Ensure that the campaign contains an equal balance between entertainment and
information through narrative techniques.

3 Create a site where users interested in finding information are clearly able
to see the risks of the condition, the benefits of treatment, and solu-
tions to perceived barriers for following through with the desired behavior
change.

4 Provide incentives for audiences to take action.
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Mobile Reach

We have discussed many ways in which social media technologies have transformed access,
relationships and outcomes that users have with their personal health management. One of
the biggest game changers in the health industry has been dubbed mHealth, or text-based
health campaigns.

mHealth is defined as emerging mobile communications and network technologies for
healthcare systems (Istepanian et al., 2006) and is set to profoundly change the health indus-
try (Delgreco, 2009). Mobile technologies have become an inexpensive and more efficient
way for doctors and patients to communicate with one another. It is especially practical for
patients who have limited access to traditional healthcare facilities.

The short message service (SMS) technology of mobile communication allows users to
share written messages between handsets and has two main advantages over traditional
phone calls or personal home computers: it is relatively inexpensive and it is asynchronous
in nature. You may remember from Chapter 7 that synchronous communication requires
individuals to be gathered at the same time in order to communicate. Text message users do
not have to read the message immediately in order to effectively participate in the commu-
nication process (Ling, 2005). This technology is ideal for physicians who may have small
pockets of time between patients to access “held messages” that patients may have sent ear-
lier in the day.

Several health campaigns have already been developed and are successfully using
mHealth technology with patients. For example, STOMP (Stop Smoking Over Mobile
Phone) was created by Healthphone Solutions to reach members attempting to quit smok-
ing. It sends a series of motivational text messages to users over the course of 26 weeks when
a patient is trying to kick the habit. This extra communication prompted quit rates to jump
from 13 to 28% (Bull, 2010).

The success of STOMP sparked a series of alternative mHealth initiatives. Ameratunga
et al. (2012) modeled the STOMP program and developed an intervention to reduce prob-
lem drinking and injury among hard-to-reach trauma patients in New Zealand by sending
them messages over a period of four weeks following hospital discharge. The weight loss
program Sensei text messages subscribers health tips throughout the day to help them with
their weight loss goals (Sensei, 2009). Intelecare Compliance Solutions Inc. provides women
the opportunity to receive text message reminders about taking their birth control pills
(Zimmerman, 2007).

Today, mobile technologies have become the most common form of electronically medi-
ated communication worldwide (Boase & Ling, 2013) (Figure 13.2). In 2013, the number of
mobile-cellular subscriptions reached 6.8 billion, representing a global penetration of 96%
(ITU, 2013). Global mobile traffic represents 13% of all Internet traffic (Olson, 2012), which
suggests that more and more users are getting smartphones with Internet capability. Health
providers can virtually be with patients at all times.

While we cannot expect physicians to be on-call 24/7, nor would we want our physicians
to oversee every decision we make in our lives, this increased connectivity is a game
changer for the health industry. Mobile technology holds potential in increasing patient
access to information, the type of personalized health information they receive, and the
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Figure 13.2 Mobile saturation map. Source: http://www.geocurrents.info/geonotes/mapping-the-cell-phone-revolution.
Reproduced with permission of Martin Lewis.

amount of communication they are able to have with physicians (Deaton, 2004; Bar et al.,
2009). New media provide opportunities for individuals to have equal access to healthcare
information and be able to communicate with physicians in ways that are not entirely
disruptive to their lives.

Of course new media brings new sorts of concerns, such as increased misinformation,
patient confidentiality, and liability concerns for physicians. While we continue to navigate
through these opportunities and challenges, it is important to remember the principles of
behavior change and communication theory. Regardless of the media platform that individ-
uals utilize to communicate, their decision-making process remains complex. This chapter
demonstrates the importance of incorporating communication theory into public health
and behavior change initiatives. Beyond the need for information and awareness on public
health issues, other factors, such as economic or sociostructural challenges, prevent indi-
viduals from carrying out a desired behavior change. The next generation will have better
tools to access, engage and treat patients. Social media and mobile communication will play
an intricate role in this process.

http://www.geocurrents.info/geonotes/mapping-the-cell-phone-revolution
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Case Study: Diabetes: A Family Matter

In rural Appalachian Ohio, residents are at especially high risk for obesity and
diabetes compared to other populations in the United States. This region has an
11.3% diabetes prevalence rate, which is almost four points higher than the national
average (Diabetes Family, 2013). Appalachia is a rural region, where families live very
far apart from one another, and 20% live below the poverty line. In addition, 50% of
the counties in Central Appalachia have only one hospital and one in five have no hos-
pital at all (Appalachian Community Fund, 2008). It can be difficult for Appalachian
residents to regularly see their physicians.

Diabetes is a disease that needs constant monitoring and management. Often, indi-
viduals diagnosed have no one in their immediate proximity that is familiar with the
disease. Since most often an entire lifestyle change is necessary, especially in terms of
diet and exercise regimen, family support proves critical. Sharon Denham, RN, DSN,
created a culturally specific health campaign called Diabetes: A Family Matter for the
rural Appalachian region to combat these challenges.

Diabetes: A Family Matter aims to provide people in the Appalachian region with
information regarding healthy lifestyles and a toolkit that focuses on diabetes pre-
vention and management from a family and community perspective. Immediate
family and kinship have been identified as important health support networks for
Appalachians (Diabetes Family, 2013).

This campaign also utilizes narrative storytelling in promotional materials, pre-
scribes treatment to the entire family rather than to a single individual, and removes
rhetoric that identifies physicians as the final expert decision-maker concerning
health matters. Storytelling is incredibly powerful and valued in the Appalachian cul-
ture. Formative research was conducted to evaluate target populations as well as cam-
paign materials to ensure that they were culturally sensitive and useful for reaching
these rural populations (Figure 13.3).

Through online discussion forums, patients are able to share stories, ask questions,
and provide recommendations to others struggling with diabetes. Though they may
not know anyone in their immediate community with the disease, this type of net-
work makes them feel as though they are not alone in their treatment efforts. It also
provides family and community members a chance to ask questions that they may
not feel comfortable asking their loved one.

Furthermore, this campaign encouraged individuals within the region to sign
up to become “Sugar Helpers” and organize coalitions in smaller communities.
These follow-up sessions and phone calls through these community groups help
track the family’s ability to stick with the medical treatment (Sherifali & Pinelli,
2007).

Overall, the social media health campaign Diabetes: A Family Matter allows
for a networked approach in an otherwise hard-to-reach community, and facili-
tates stronger communication with patients through a holistic family approach by
tracking both informational and cultural barriers. This is a strong example of how
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Figure 13.3 Diabetes campaign materials. Source: www.diabetesfamily.net. Reproduced
with permission of Sharon Denham.

experts must move beyond diffusing information onto individuals. Family, culture
and information access are all critical factors in a successful behavior change initia-
tive. It is necessary for health communication specialists to actually get inside the
home of their target audience, and social media makes this more possible than ever
before.

Discussion questions

1 Based on the activation model of information exposure, at what stage of a pub-
lic health campaign like Diabetes: A Family Matter is best to hook the audi-
ence through a narrative technique? What role can social media play in this
process?

http://www.diabetesfamily.net
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2 Diabetes: A Family Matter hinges on cultural nuances to spread information
about diabetes treatment and management. What are some possible ways that
social media can be utilized in this process? How do conceptualizations of the
mass audience change with this approach?

3 How does the media structure of Diabetes: A Family Matter encourage audience
and community participation? What are some possible barriers for a physician’s
willingness to participate in the program?

4 When might it prove more beneficial to obtain public health information from
a more diffusion-oriented website, rather than a community-oriented social net-
working community such as Diabetes: A Family Matter? What are possible ben-
efits that the community provides that the diffusion website does not?

Summary

Traditional healthcare models require patients to recognize that something is wrong with
their current health, seek a physician for answers, and adhere to their treatment recommen-
dations. Today’s patients are able to access health information, communities and alternative
physicians at any point in this process, transforming them into more empowered, participat-
ing and active managers of personal healthcare (Couchman et al., 2001; Roter & Hall, 2006).

The activation model of information exposure and the health belief model are just two
of many health communication strategies that illustrate how complicated the process is for
individuals who are trying to make decisions regarding their personal healthcare. Patients
are using social media to seek second opinions, research their own symptoms, and discuss
questions with online communities. Social media provides many of these participatory fea-
tures that allow individuals to share stories and find community with others. While these
technological advances hold great potential for positive change, they can just as easily be
used in an ineffective or damaging manner. As the activation model of information expo-
sure demonstrates, individuals are primarily concerned with the emotional dimensions of
health messages. More efforts therefore need to be made to ensure that credible sources of
health information are presented in ways that are understandable and entertaining to users.
This is where storytelling and cultural narrative techniques should be utilized when imple-
menting health campaigns.

Social media allows individuals the opportunity to participate in dialogue and form com-
munities surrounding health issues. Whether you are a lifelong contributor or just stopping
in to read other patient experiences, forums, discussion groups and topic blogs are a great
way to feel less alone. Most cultures view health as a private sphere issue, something not
openly discussed in public. Social media allows these conversations to happen anonymously,
which is incredibly useful for taboo topics, such as sexual health, mental health issues, or
addiction. It is also a great place to begin conversations, normalize health concerns, and shift
public personas so that we feel more comfortable talking about these uncomfortable topics.

One of the greatest advances of social media is the ability to transcend virtual boundaries.
Individuals do not live in isolation from one another. Social media allows communities to
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organize themselves and for individuals to find resources that they can use in their “real
life.” It is also a way to get families involved in the treatment of their loved ones. Finally, just
as discussed in marketing, the goal of behavior change messaging is to turn everyday users
into message advocates. Once individuals have successfully managed their own personal
healthcare, social media provides an avenue for them to share their experiences with others
who are just starting or struggling with their journey. These empowered users may be more
meaningful to patients than physicians who simply prescribe, but have not had the personal
experience in dealing with the illness.

The future of healthcare has a great deal to do with infrastructure, insurance and physi-
cian training. These have historically been the traditional powers in the healthcare indus-
try. Hopefully, this chapter has highlighted the important role of social media and today’s
patients. For the first time, everyday patients are participating in their own treatment, and
are able to aid in the treatment of others.

This book has hopefully highlighted the importance of diffusion, community and
mobilization when constructing social media messages. While these are important con-
structs for social media marketing, they also play a role in the way we make and man-
age all decisions. It is important to consider how these elements fit into the public health
arena as well. Public health is often defined as “What we as a society do to assure
the condition in which people can be healthy,” including the planning and implementa-
tion of health communication (Capper & Sands, 2006). Clearly, a healthy public extends
well beyond adequate medical treatment when an individual makes a trip to the physi-
cian. The following chapters will explore the importance of healthy civic engagement
in society, and how our personal well-being is connected to the world and cultures
around us.

Key Takeaways

1 Social media has transferred power from traditional healthcare practitioners
to everyday patients by raising knowledge levels, providing more choices, and
empowering patients.

2 The activation model of information exposure illustrates how making decisions
about personal healthcare management is a complicated process that involves the
need for activation and arousal.

3 The health belief model prompts practitioners to consider the perceived suscep-
tibility, perceived severity, perceived benefits, and perceived barriers of following
through with a health recommendation when designing public health campaign
messages.

4 mHealth, or mobile communications and network technologies for healthcare
systems, is profoundly changing the health industry by providing an inexpensive
and more efficient way for doctors and patients to communicate.

5 Social media can allow a networked approach to provide public health informa-
tion in otherwise hard-to-reach communities.
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14
Social Media and Civic Engagement

Learning Objectives

After reading this chapter, you should be able to:
1 Understand the historical shifts of civic engagement.
2 Apply civic engagement to the concept of the individual self.
3 Identify the influence of social media on political communication.

Introduction

Effective and regular communication with physicians is just one step towards a positive and
healthy lifestyle. Chapter 13 explained how social media helps increase the frequency of
health communication and aids positive personal health management. However, there is
much more to happy citizens than achieving good health. Research demonstrates how an
increase in civic engagement and volunteering leads to better physical and mental health
(Lum and Lightfoot, 2005; Batista & Cruz-Ledón, 2013). Civic engagement, or membership
in formal community groups and participation in social activities (Shah, 1998), is an easy
way to bolster your own sense of belonging and accomplishment within a culture. Chapter
3 demonstrated the importance of communities in our lives. People feel better about them-
selves whenever they are making a positive impact on society. Social media technologies
make it is easier than ever for individuals to get involved in organizations and join causes
that they care about.
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The benefits of civic engagement do not stop at individual needs. Social connectedness
leads to better schools, faster economic development, lower crime rates, and more effec-
tive government in society (Putnam, 1995). The greatest advantage of becoming a civi-
cally engaged citizen is that you are able to help others while also helping yourself. Chap-
ter 13 urged you to consider strengthening health communication between physicians and
patients at the community level for better self-care. The remaining chapters in this section
encourage you to consider individualized behavior change to positively influence the lives
of a larger community. Small steps can make a big difference to others.

Remember from Chapter 3 our discussion of why community is so important to the
behavior change process? Humans actively seek communities, whether they are based on
proximity, mutual interests, health concerns, or family. These social networks play the
strongest role in how we behave and construct the world around us. The building blocks
of community – membership, shared emotional connection, influence, and needs fulfill-
ment (McMillan & Chavis, 1986) – allow individuals to share in an identity and engage in
dialogue with members (Campbell & Jovchelovitch, 2000). Many of these dimensions have
now shifted, and are being fulfilled in the virtual realm. Social media provides resources for
maximizing our own personal identity, as well as our collective identity.

Collective identity is a social psychological concept that helps to explain the human need
to be part of a larger group, especially when tackling larger social issues. With a strong col-
lective identity, movements are able to garner more support and power because individuals
feel as though they are all working towards common goals. There is more power in larger
groups. As long as the larger group has clearly defined objectives, opponents, and an inte-
grated sense of being that is incorporated into the movement ideologies, they can become a
strong force in society (McCaughey & Ayer, 2003). In a world with unlimited information at
your fingertips, it has become nearly impossible to live in isolation from the world around
you. It is only natural to find community with others who share in your vision.

Traditional top-down diffusion media made it easy to receive information and messages.
Many utilized this opportunity to share crisis information from around the globe. You may
remember hearing calls for individuals to send in money to help feed a child in a different
part of the world. But what if you did not have any expendable income? Does that mean that
you were unable to help the cause? Often, the solutions offered were based on predetermined
objectives and targeted towards a mass audience. Social media allows individuals to seek out
information, engage in dialogue, and come up with collective solutions and action plans that
work best within their lifestyle. Perhaps a group of similarly minded individuals are able to
put their resources together to help coordinate a fundraiser or event.

Social media makes it easier than ever to make a positive difference in the world. Technol-
ogy has connected the world on a smaller, more tightly bound scale. Stiglitz (2002) explains
how globalization has integrated the countries and people of the world through an increase
in transportation and communication. This has resulted in a breakdown of barriers between
the flow of goods, services and knowledge across borders. Think of your own social network:
you have likely been able to stay in touch with individuals from many parts of your life that
you otherwise would have lost touch with if not for social media. Maybe you have friends
that you met from a summer camp, a study trip abroad, or even just a random night out
with friends long ago. These connections are difficult to maintain without regular contact,
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and social media allows the opportunity with little effort from either party. Our sense of
connection and network has completely transformed.

The purpose of this chapter is to explore the influence of social media on the nature and
shape of civic engagement, and how it proves different from any other era. There is much
ongoing debate in the field of communication about whether technologies are eroding our
sense of civic responsibility (Stoll, 1995; Putnam, 2000; Dahlgren, 2009) or making it eas-
ier to get involved in our communities (Lévy, 1997; Rheingold, 2008). In order to better
answer these questions, this chapter explores the historical trends of civic engagement, the
influence of civic engagement on individuals, and the impact technology has on political
communication and behavior change.

Historical Shifts of Civic Engagement

It would prove impossible to generalize levels of civic engagement across the world through-
out history. While one country may experience record high levels, others may be in the pro-
cess of disengaging. Civic engagement is a complex and dynamic process. While we often
associate high levels of civic engagement as a positive phenomenon, spikes in levels may
actually indicate problems within a culture, rather than a fluid functioning society.

In Chapter 4 we discussed one of the largest instances of collective action and civic
engagement for social change, the Egyptian Revolution of 2011. Social media played an
intricate role in connecting and organizing individuals beyond their own individual social
networks to urge Mubarak to resign. We have discussed the many benefits of a civically
engaged society, but lower levels of activism may actually indicate complacency with the
status quo. How do you keep citizens from staying involved when they are happy with the
way things are going?

In America alone there have been many changes over time in the extent and purpose
for which individuals got involved in their community (Figure 14.1). In the 1950s, civic
engagement was high, especially through union membership, volunteering at schools and
religious organizations following World World II. In the 1960s this engagement shifted
towards public demonstrations against oppression and gender rights, signifying an increase
in citizens’ sense of empowerment and dissatisfaction with government. This generation
produced the National Organization of Women, Peace Corps, and Martin Luther King’s
“I Have a Dream” speech. The 1970s continued these fights, as well as protests against the
Vietnam War and a greater awareness for environmental green initiatives. The 1980s were
characterized as the “Me decade” due to low levels of individual volunteering at the com-
munity level. Parents were not as involved in local parent–teacher associations or the Red
Cross. However, LGBT rights and healthcare reform were huge issues in the fight against
the HIV/AIDS epidemic. In the 1990s, youth were seen as apathetic and irony-obsessed
slackers. The 1992 Presidential election was the first time in twenty years that demonstrated
an increase in youth voting, partly due to MTV’s “Rock the Vote” campaign. There was
also an increase in nonprofit organizations, anti-sweatshop labor movements, and peace
building work. The millennium drastically changed how individuals communicate with one
another through social media platforms. Social media has emerged as a primary tool for
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Figure 14.1 Civic engagement timeline. Source: Author.

communicating with personal communities, political organizing, and aiding disaster relief
efforts. Since 2010, young people are being seen as more socially, politically and civically
engaged than ever before, especially with regard to human and LGBT rights in America
(Koenig, 2013).

This timeline demonstrates just one country’s flux in civic engagement levels. Here, you
can see how complex and interconnected involvement is with issues of freedom, politics,
public health, and technology. Every society, culture and subculture has their own dynamic
process for when levels increase and decrease. There are also many different types of civic
engagement, making it difficult to monitor and evaluate as a whole.

Researchers suggest that one of the most difficult problems facing Western democracy
today is the decline in citizens’ political engagement (Dahlgren, 2009; Shah, 1998). They
worry is that the industrial and information revolution has led to the decline of community
due to the weakening of private community, including contact with neighbors and friends;
the decline of public community, such as voluntary organizations and civic concerns; and
disengagement from community, including the willingness to contribute to the well-being
of the community (Quan-Haase et al., 2002). Many believe that technology is making
individuals more and more individualistic and less concerned about how their behaviors
impact the group.

There are many reasons for this decline in community, including increased television
watching, more women in the workplace, increased mobility of families, and changing
dynamics (Shah, 1998). People criticize technology for playing a role in this process because
it takes people away from their in-person communities and replaces it with virtual ones
(Stoll, 1995). However, these virtual communities could be utilized as public spaces to dis-
cuss cultural issues and mobilize civic action.

In Chapter 3, we discussed Putnam’s (2000) book Bowling Alone. This text portrayed
today’s generation as having the lowest trends of civic engagement and social capital in
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history, illustrating how there are higher instances of bowling, but fewer leagues than ever
in our nation’s history. Putnam (2000) believes that electronic entertainment is the cause of
decreased civic engagement due to its ability to transform people into a society of watchers
rather than doers. Other researchers believe that the information era proves a positive
and significant predictor of individual social capital and civic and political participatory
behaviors, online and offline (Gil de Zúñiga et al., 2012). They demonstrate how the
Internet is being incorporated into the routine practices of everyday life, including social
capital.

While our levels of civic engagement may not have changed significantly, they are defi-
nitely becoming augmented and more geographically dispersed (Quan-Haase et al., 2002).
The Internet is providing new ways of engaging in community and the finding of informa-
tion (Lévy, 1997). This process is more genuine, because it allows us to interact with others
without our voices, faces and bodies serving as a distraction to our message (McCaughey &
Ayer, 2003). Here, audiences are active information-seekers and are driving the engagement
process, rather than being forced to participate in something that is not as relevant to their
gratifications and needs.

Quan-Haase et al. (2002) explain how individuals who spend more time online value
the Internet for its positive social virtues and use it as a space for collective interactions.
This purpose is a complementary and alternative way to find community in addition to
those available offline. Our personal causes and interest in engagement are closely linked
to personality and preferences. The Internet allows us the ability to seek out those activities
that sound most appealing, even if they are not directly in our own community.

Regardless of the influence new technologies have on levels of civic engagement, it is safe
to say that they are not going anywhere. Younger generations are increasingly using social
media to express themselves, explore their identities and connect with peers as active cre-
ators and consumers of culture (Rheingold, 2008). New technologies are transforming civic
engagement. Today, you are able to share information just as quickly with your next-door
neighbor as you are with individuals across the globe. Social media makes civic participa-
tion easy and free and increases the types of advocacy efforts with which they are able to
engage (McAllister, 2013).

The appeal of civic engagement through social media has much to do with the many ben-
efits of participatory media discussed in Chapter 4. It allows users the ability to control con-
versation through blogs, wikis, RSS, tagging, social bookmarking, music/photo/video shar-
ing, mashups, podcasts, digital storytelling, virtual communities, social network services,
virtual environments, and videoblogs (Rheingold, 2008). Just as in the marketing realm,
participatory media leads to more educated, empowered and motivated citizens (Boulos &
Wheeler, 2006). There is something more inherently satisfying about deciding that you want
to make a change and organizing action to do so than to be told what to do by someone in
a position of higher power.

Technology is the future of civic engagement. While previous generations may have had to
physically travel to Congress to march on the front lawn in order to protest, today’s Internet
users are able to voice concerns from their living room. The challenge becomes making their
voice heard when everyone else is doing the same thing. Thus, let’s now explore the potential
of social media and the impact involvement has on voicing the individual self.
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Civic Engagement and the Individual Self

Mass media has traditionally been used to voice public sphere issues. Chapter 3 discussed
key differences between private and public sphere issues of communication. Private sphere
involves issues such as family, relationship, goals, values, and health. Public sphere topics
include issues of civic activity, news, politics, weather, and sports. Habermas (1992)
imagined the public sphere as a place for citizens to engage the political process through
critical and rational deliberation. This was the space for civic engagement. Media has
traditionally been an outlet for the public sphere; a place to go when you are interested
in consuming “water cooler talk.” Think of television and radio as the replacement for
individuals standing in the middle of crowded streets screaming to the masses on a soapbox.
Today, social media has transformed this public space into a convergence of both private
and public forms. The blurring sphere has interesting implications when it comes to civic
engagement.

The importance of our personal social network cannot be understated. Putnam (1993)
describes the function and social elements of network, norms and trust of our private sphere
as our social capital. Social capital enables citizens to work together more effectively to
resolve collective action problems. Social capital is also a public good because it benefits
such a wider community than just the self. There is power in numbers and individuals are
able to accomplish more if they are part of a larger group with tangible goals.

You may have heard the saying that “It is not what you know, but who you know.” Perhaps
you were encouraged to take more internship opportunities in college with hopes that the
experience and relationships formed would lead to your first job out of college. We like to
believe that we live in a society where with enough hard work anyone can achieve anything.
However, the truth is that a larger social structure has much to do with who succeeds and
who does not.

Your social capital of where you live and who you know helps to define who you are and
thus to determine your fate (Putnam, 1993). For centuries, social groups were bound by
proxemics to make connections and had to rely on local social capital. Many minority groups
lack connections that allow them to get their feet in the door of the workforce. Nonetheless,
social media today is able to minimize these inconsistencies, though not equalize them,
by allowing individuals to connect through mutual causes, interests and collective actions.
Social media is the new face of community engagement and allows anyone to communicate
directly with decision-makers (McAllister, 2013).

Social capital is seen as one of the most vital ingredients to economic development around
the world. Each individual must find his or her own voice, or unique style of personal expres-
sion that distinguishes one’s communication from those of another (Rheingold, 2008). Once
you are able to identify your voice, you are better able to engage with society as a citizen,
moving from a private to a public voice. When aggregated with dialogue of the voices of
other individuals, your voice becomes public opinion.

Remember from Chapter 3 the importance of authenticity, or recognizing and harness-
ing what you uniquely bring to the table. The same is true of your public voice. It should
encompass your experiences, identity construction and confirmation. What if someone
were to give you $100 to donate to any organization or cause of your choice? Where
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would you choose to donate? Perhaps you have received a scholarship that allowed you
to attend college. You know how important this was in your own life, so you choose to
donate your money to a similar scholarship fund. Maybe your family has a history of breast
cancer and so you choose to donate the money towards a cancer research organization.
Animal lovers may choose to donate the money to their local animal shelter or the World
Wildlife Fund.

We decide what issues are important to us based on our own lived experiences. If
someone were to give you that money 100 years ago, chances are you would not have
donated to the same organization. Without new media, you may not have known about that
scholarship or ever even heard of the World Wildlife Fund. You were bound by the expe-
riences of your local community. Most likely, the money would have gone to a local church
or nonprofit organization within your own community, within walking distance from
your home.

Today, you receive millions of messages from all over the world about causes, concerns
and organizations that need help. Some of these organizations are consistent with your own
values and life experiences, but most of them are not. The only way to truly make a difference
and find your authentic voice is to seek a community that shares in your values and passions.
When utilizing social media to choose a civic engagement platform, it is important to have
a strong action plan in place.

Civic Engagement Action Plan

1 Determine your own passions and values. What makes you excited about becom-
ing civically engaged?

2 Seek out organizations that share in this vision. Don’t become distracted by all of
the other “virtual noise.”

3 Research the authenticity and transparency of various organizations working
towards this cause.

4 Determine whether you are able to make a tangible difference and mobilize for
the organization, or whether you are just involved to improve your own virtual
identity.

5 Spread awareness through your own social capital and network to recruit strong
mobilized advocates with the same goals.

There is no reason to get involved with every organization or cause that asks you to con-
nect through social media. We prefer that our online identity be associated with positive
organizations and nonprofits. There is something appealing about having your social net-
work see that you are connected with the local animal shelter. However, if you secretly have
no interest in pets or animals, you should not feel pressured to connect with an organization
just because it is a good cause. Their initiatives may be someone else’s cause; you should only
connect with those organizations that share in your voice and values.
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When it comes to online activism, significant money and resources can be invested into
social media with little return. Without a strong voice and little authenticity, efforts may
result in “slacktivism” or half-hearted online activity that has no real effect on real-life
outcomes (Morozov, 2009). One reason that this phenomenon may be so common is
because social media makes it so easy to virtually connect. With just a click of a mouse an
individual can say that they would like to receive more information and updates about an
organization, even if they have no real interest in the mission. You may feel bad about turn-
ing down an organization that is trying to establish safe mining conditions and fair wages
for diamond miners all over the world. It is okay to say no and be happy that someone else
is interested in fighting for that cause. That person is just not you.

Research indicates that 57% of Facebook users connect with a charity on Facebook
because they want to publicly display their support for the nonprofit (Mansfield, 2013). They
want their friends to positively associate them with good causes. However, 43% of Facebook
users “unlike” a charity on Facebook because they feel as though that charity posts messages
too frequently. This means that individuals do not actually want to receive information and
updates from the charity that they chose to connect with. Before agreeing to connect with a
nonprofit organization, ask yourself if you really have the passion or energy to get involved.
Otherwise, you are not really doing the nonprofit or yourself any favors.

What happens when you connect with a cause or organization that you feel as though
shares in your voice and interests? Perhaps it is the same charity you decided would receive
your $100 donation. You have decided that you want to increase your own life and the lives
around you, and have actively sought out a connection with the charity of your choice. How-
ever, you may not actually have the expendable money to donate. Maybe the charity is too
far away to actively volunteer and get involved with, or maybe you just do not have the time
right now. Is connecting through social media really going to make a difference?

One problem with virtual civic engagement is that you may actually feel as though you
are helping without doing anything for the cause. While this satisfies the natural human
desire to help others, not much is done towards the mission objectives of the organization
(Morozov, 2009), which is especially true with organizations that only ask social media users
to connect or “like” them on social media.

Thus it is important for you to make an active effort to do more than just connect with
the organization. Be a participatory user. Share your opinions and contribute your voice
to the ongoing discussions. Even if there is little you can do financially or through volun-
teer work, you are contributing to the organization’s public opinion and that is a huge step
towards becoming a campaign advocate. Spread awareness through your own social capital
and network. It’s a great first step towards becoming actively involved, even if most of your
tangible participation is in the future.

If you are in charge of communication for a nonprofit or charity organization, be sure
that you are not spending all your efforts towards gaining social media numbers. While
it is important to spread awareness about your organization’s efforts, you do not want to
be connected with hundreds of users who do not want to receive your messages and do not
share in your voice. A few highly participatory and active connections will do more for your
cause than if everyone on Facebook was passively connected. Also, remember to give those
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users who do want to participate clear and tangible direction. This should include monetary
contributions, volunteering opportunities, and active dialogue centered around core issues
in the area. Such tangible direction will allow everyone the ability to participate in areas that
they feel comfortable with given their personal circumstances.

This section illustrates how to successfully connect causes with individual voice and pas-
sion. These recommendations will result in relationships that endure across a lifetime of
advocacy. However, some acts of civic engagement require one-time real-life mobilization
efforts. The field of political communication has explored how to prompt citizens to not
only support a candidate’s platform, but what it takes to transform that support into real-life
votes on election day.

Technology and Political Communication

While civic participation includes activities such as volunteering for charities, attending
political rallies, and forwarding online messages for social action, researchers generally
equate participation with electoral activity (Gil de Zúñiga et al., 2012). Everyone has her or
his own feelings about democratic elections. Many are excited to participate in the privilege
of voting. Others begrudgingly deal with the onslaught of political advertisement campaigns
in the months leading in. Yet others remain apathetic to the entire process.

American rhetoric teaches children that voting is the duty of citizenry (Jones & Hud-
son, 2000). However, with over $6 billion spent on campaign advertisements, only 57.2% of
eligible voters participated in the 2012 American Presidential election (Gans, 2012). Much
research has been carried out into increasing these numbers and prompting voters, partic-
ularly first-time voters, to engage in the electoral process.

Voter turnout and decision-making over the past three decades has been a dynamic and
complicated field of research study. Social media has drastically changed the way we receive
and disseminate political news. Today’s Americans are the first generation who grew into
voting age with unlimited information (and misinformation) at their fingertips. It is their
right and freedom to express their cultures, beliefs, views, and values. Social media provides
a public sphere for everyday citizens to debate and engage dialogue with their own social
network (Burgess et al., 2006).

Political discussion is difficult, and some people feel as though there is no place for it on
social media. Some may advise you that it is best not to discuss alcohol use, religion or pol-
itics on social networking sites. While there is some truth to these recommendations, espe-
cially with regard to alcohol use, this section argues that healthy public dialogue is essential
to an informed citizenry.

Before engaging a political discussion on an online forum, be sure that you take extra
efforts to demonstrate that you are contributing to the conversation in a respectful manner.
Tell others when you agree with them, and if you do not, point out that you respect where
they are coming from and then explain why your life experience has made you feel differ-
ently. Encourage them to share their opinion, because you should want to hear more. Even
if you are not interested in changing your opinion, it helps to understand why other people
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feel differently from you. If you are not interested in hearing what others say, chances are
you are not in a place to contribute to the discussion.

Social media has become the space where young adults go to read and share political
information. The Internet has developed into a key political information source, as the per-
centage of Americans who obtained political information online between 1996 and 2008
rose from 4 to 40% (Kushin & Yamamoto, 2010). Just as television changed the election pro-
cess by allowing voters to see candidates rather than simply hear them through radio, social
media has been the most politically significant technological innovation of the twentieth
century (Hong & Nadler, 2012), by providing candidates the opportunity to talk directly to
voters and, more importantly, by granting voters access to talk directly with candidates. This
holds great opportunity for creating a culture of openness, transparency and more egalitar-
ian relationships.

President Barack Obama has been lauded for being one of the first politicians to suc-
cessfully incorporate social media into his 2008 Presidential campaign. He successfully har-
nessed 13 million individuals on his email list, 3 million on his text messaging programs,
and 5 million connections on more than 15 social networking sites. In addition, 8.5 million
people visited his website (MyBarackObama.com) monthly, and 3 million personal phone
calls were placed in the last four days of the campaign (Lutz, 2009). This multiplatform
social media strategy mobilized people to utilize grassroots measures to spread campaign
messages, campaigns and materials to their individual networks and transformed support
into money and tangible votes.

While many candidates before Barack Obama also utilized social media in their cam-
paigns, they were not as successful at transforming online connections into message advo-
cacy. As we discussed with regard to social media marketing, sending messages on social
media platforms does not mean that the information process is participatory.

Despite the success of Barack Obama’s campaign, many politicians continue to use the
social media outlets in the same top-down manner as traditional media platforms. Few
politicians use their accounts to engage or answer voters. In fact, it was not until Father’s
Day 2011 that President Barack Obama (@BarackObama) actually sent a tweet himself
(Thomson, 2012). In 2015, Obama opened his own Twitter account (@POTUS) and was
able to directly communicate with Internet audiences, leading him to break social media
records. He was the fastest user to reach 1 million followers, hitting the milestone in under
five hours (Molina, 2015). While social media allows users to individually engage politi-
cians, few are capitalizing on the opportunity. Instead, politicians are relying on users to
engage their friends and social network about their support for individual candidates and
platforms.

One reason politicians may not be eager to utilize social media in a participatory manner
is due to the control–participation balance that we discussed in Chapter 3. In order to allow
users to participate, a politician must give up some control over what appears on his or her
social media site. It does not matter what President Barack Obama posts on his official Face-
book account, users will respond in both positive and inflammatory ways. For instance, on
Sunday, July 28, 2013, the President’s Facebook page (Facebook.com/BarackObama) posted
a picture of children petting their family Portugese Water Dog, Bo, stating that he is always
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a “Crowd pleaser.” While this is not a very politically divisive message, users commented on
the picture to express their dissatisfaction with high gas prices, Cambodian election results,
immigration reform, and federal budget cuts. Politicians have the option of leaving the com-
ment function open and allowing these comments to appear, or to turn off the comment
function and have more control over what appears on their site. Most choose not to censor
their audience completely, but do not respond to them either.

In addition to understanding how politicians are communicating with voters through
social media, one of the most interesting takeaways of current voter research is the influence
social media has on voter turnout. In one research study, a message was posted on various
Facebook pages for users who were at least 18 years of age in the United States on Election
Day, November 2, 2010. Users who received this message were shown a statement on top of
their news feed that encouraged them to vote, providing a link to a local polling place and
a clickable button where they could self-report that “I voted.” This message would then be
shared with their social network and displayed a counter of other users that had reported
voting, including the names and faces of those that they know. Another group of Facebook
users received the voting information, but were not shown the names and faces of friends.
A third group received no message on their timeline.

Results from the study demonstrate that users who received the message with the
names and faces of friends from their social network were significantly more likely to vote
than users who received no message at all. Turnout among individuals who received the
diffusion-only message, with no names or images from social network, proved identical
to those with no message at all. This demonstrates the ineffectiveness of information-only
appeals (Bond et al., 2012). Community proved the significant game changer for voting
behaviors.

Based on what we know about behavior change research, it makes sense that individuals
would be influenced to follow through with a requested behavior change if they know that
their social network is also participating. Humans model the behaviors of those who they
identify with around them. Moreover, we seek community, and believe that issues that are
important to our friends and family have importance to us as well.

Now we understand the importance that our private sphere relationships have on our
political attitudes, a public sphere topic. Social media is the only media platform, thus far,
that is able to converge these two spheres to encourage active voter participation. Each elec-
tion cycle we learn more about what works and what does not. However, it is important that
human behavior change theory is not forgotten as new technologies emerge. Humans want
to participate and share with their network. It is important to investigate how other types of
organizations encourage users to do so through social media.

This chapter has explored the process of civic engagement and the influence technology
has had on individual willingness to participate, sense of self, and political engagement.
Social media plays an increasingly critical role in how individuals find community and
mobilize efforts into collective action. In this chapter, we discuss the importance of find-
ing your personal voice and seeking causes and organizations that share in your passions
and interests. However, some campaigns are hoping to raise awareness about issues that are
invisible to the general public. The nongovernmental organization Invisible Children Inc.
aimed to accomplish just that through the “Stop Kony” movement.
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Case Study: Kony 2012

Kony 2012 is a 30-minute video that informs audiences about the horrific behavior of
Joseph Kony, leader of the Ugandan group the Lord’s Resistance Army that promotes
guerilla warfare, including the use of abducted children as soldiers (Chatterjee, 2012).
The video includes interviews with children who use personal narrative techniques
to increase awareness about the terrible things that Kony was forcing them to do.
Jason Russell, the film’s director and overarching voice to the film’s narrative, explains
how he personally got involved in this campaign to capture Kony after meeting and
becoming friends with Jacob, one of Kony’s victims (Goodman & Preston, 2012). This
story provided the film with much-needed authenticity, as it was clear to audiences
that Russell was personally vested in and cared for the charity’s mission.

Beyond a call to capture Kony, the film also asked for individuals to participate in a
“Cover the Night” event on April 20, 2012. The event asked people to form teams with
their interpersonal network and register on their campaign website, Kony2012.com.
The video instantly went viral. It gained over 40 million views on YouTube and
more than 13 million views on Vimeo. People were sharing the video on Twitter
through the hashtag #kony2012. Celebrities tweeted their support of the campaign,
including Oprah Winfrey, Ryan Seacrest, Kim Kardashian, and Justin Beiber (Good-
man & Preston, 2012). Over 3.5 million pledges were registered on the “Cover the
Night” website to participate in the event (Thomson, 2012). The campaign spread
around the world, especially in North America, Europe, and Australia (Carroll, 2012).

One of the greatest successes of the viral spread of Kony 2012 was its ability to
connect individuals from around the world with the lives and citizens of Uganda.
The video urged individuals to share the video’s message with their social network,
donate money, wear campaign paraphernalia, and attend the “Cover the Night” event,
all in hope of raising awareness about the cause. It told a larger story of globalization
and hope, urging younger generations to push back against the mainstream media
and redefine culture (Thomson, 2012).

The social media campaign also urged audiences through the immediacy message
“Nothing is more powerful than an idea whose time is now” (Kony, 2012). Individuals
were able to brand themselves with the cause by selling action kits, which included
shirts, wristbands and stickers. The purpose of these action kits was to use parapher-
nalia in spreading awareness with registered “Cover the Night” teams on April 20,
2012. On this day, cities were to be covered in event posters and stickers and rallies
across the world.

However, weeks leading into the “Cover the Night” event, as the video became
more and more popular, many media outlets began investigating Invisible Children
Foundation, since the website had little transparency for the efforts and funds from
the campaign. Criticisms and backlash began hitting social media outlets.

A 19-year-old college student from Nova Scotia created a blog on Tumblr called
“Visible Children” and broke Invisible Children’s charitable spending practices, citing
that only 32% of campaign funds actually go towards the cause (Goodman & Preston,
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2012). The government and citizens of Uganda made public statements resisting the
video as well, stating that they felt that the video was over-dramatized and generalized
the situation (Thomson, 2012). The oversimplified statement that Invisible Children
used to appeal to everyone and get users engaged was the very same message that
turned users away weeks later.

Additionally, Jason Russell, the director and voice of the campaign, was detained
in San Diego after incoherently yelling and disrupting traffic in his underwear about
a month before the “Cover the Night” event (Huffington Post, 2012). This prompted
Invisible Children to post a public message on their website that reads:

Jason Russell was unfortunately hospitalized yesterday suffering from exhaustion, dehy-
dration, and malnutrition. He is now receiving medical care and is focused on getting
better. The past two weeks have taken a severe emotional toll on all of us, Jason espe-
cially, and that toll manifested itself in an unfortunate incident yesterday. Jason’s passion
and his work have done so much to help so many, and we are devastated to see him deal-
ing with this personal health issue. We will always love and support Jason, and we ask
that you give his entire family privacy during this difficult time.

These events left Invisible Children in the midst of a public relations crisis. The
movement’s “Cover the Night” event, which urged registered teams around the world
to blanket cities with Kony 2012 paraphernalia fell short (Carroll, 2012). When the
day arrived for registered teams to show their support and mobilize action in cities,
the momentum of the movement had already passed.

There are many lessons we can learn from the Kony 2012 campaign. The first is the
potential global virality of a social media campaign with no formal advertising. If a
campaign is able to tell a strong narrative, and emotionally appeal to users, the story
will spread. The potential of spreading awareness through individual social networks
is huge.

However, while the authenticity of Jason Russell’s concern for the Kony 2012
movement was evident, the campaign lacked tangible direction with its mobilization
efforts. It is easy for users to go online and pledge to mobilize themselves, but in this
case the mobilization being asked during the “Cover the Night” event was just addi-
tional awareness about the campaign. People were happy to spread and share the mes-
sage with their personal networks, which led to a global awareness campaign unprece-
dented in history. Nonetheless, it led advocates to question how much awareness was
enough. At some point, campaigns must move beyond awareness and demonstrate
tangible outcomes from all of the supporters’ efforts.

As discussed in Chapter 2, equally as important as message authenticity is clear
transparency of campaign goals and monetary funds. Donors felt duped when they
discovered that only 32% of campaign funds were going towards the cause. Infor-
mation about where funds were going and the impact they were making should
have been available on the Invisible Children website. This would have increased the
amount of trust and loyalty advocates had with the campaign.

Finally, and perhaps most importantly, the Invisible Children campaign was tied to
the voice of its director, Jason Russell. While this was essential to the initial awareness
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stages of the movement, it never moved on towards a participatory advocacy. Once
Russell found himself in the middle of the public relations crisis, the movement was
not able to rebrand itself away from his image or voice.

It would have been better if the campaign had asked smaller mobilization actions
from users. It then could have used social media to allow others to contribute to the
narrative and share their stories about the campaign. Russell’s voice was powerful
and made a huge impact on awareness. However, in order to translate into a success-
ful mobilization campaign, others must also contribute to the dialogue and form a
collective public opinion to help shape the movement.

Discussion questions

1 How did social media make it easier to spread the Kony 2012 video? Why was
the content of the message something that so many Internet users felt inclined to
spread to their social network?

2 What are some possible reasons why the Kony 2012 movement did not result in
tangible social change outcomes? What could future social change campaigns do
differently to mobilize audiences into action?

3 What role did narratives play in the spread of the Kony 2012 movement? How
could the movement have had less of Jason Russell’s narrative, and more from its
audiences?

Summary

This chapter illustrates the influence and impact of social media on civic engagement. While
we are still not certain whether this change is inherently good or bad, we do know that it is
here to stay and holds great potential for breaking some traditional power structures, such
as the oppression of minority networks and the relationship between political candidates
and citizens.

We have learned that levels of civic engagement are constantly in flux, and today’s digital
climate allows us the opportunity to find causes and goals that match our own voice,
experiences and passions. The opportunity for connecting with individuals around the
world is unprecedented, and it is important to capitalize on the many benefits of getting
involved.

Social media has changed the way individuals make decisions about their community,
the world, and the people in charge. The tools and function of social media make it possible
to engage everyday citizens with political candidates. People’s expectations of the political
process have thus changed, as the community has grown beyond proximity boundaries and
the issues and people we care about are bigger than ever before.

Social media is undoubtedly a game changer in the civic engagement arena. The tech-
nology is designed to allow society and groups within it to interact for their own needs
and objectives. With enough virality, an invisible social media campaign can transform into
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public opinion. Nonetheless, while social media opportunity means great things for social
change, it takes transparent and authentic voice as well as organized mobilization.

In order to maximize the amount of possible social change, people must feel as though
they have control over their content. Social media brings opportunities for individuals to
express their opinions, join causes, and interweave the private world of family and friends
with their public interests (Valenzuela, 2013). The field of communication for development
also believes that social media can be used for positive social change. Let’s now explore
this area in greater detail, and explain how to best incorporate media into development
initiatives in Chapter 15.

Key Takeaways

1 Civic engagement allows individuals to meet in community groups and partic-
ipate in social activities, leading to better health, sense of belonging, accom-
plishment, economic development, and more effective government within a
society.

2 Globalization has integrated people around the world by breaking down many
traditional barriers and transforming civic engagement to more augmented and
geographically dispersed initiatives.

3 Groups with tangible goals and a clear voice are able to accomplish more than
individuals alone. As individual voices become aggregated, they come together to
form public opinion.

4 There is a danger that online activism has little authenticity and no real effect
on real-life outcomes. It is important to seek out civic engagement that speaks to
your experiences and passions, because half-hearted engagement may satisfy your
desire to help others with little impact on society.

5 The Internet has become a key source for political information and significantly
changed the election process by granting candidates and citizens the opportunity
to communicate with greater openness and transparency, though few are using it
to its full potential.

6 Social media campaigns should move beyond the awareness stage of advocacy,
and encourage supporters to share in the narrative.
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15
Communication for Development

Learning Objectives

After reading this chapter, you should be able to:
1 Understand and apply communication for development literature.
2 Examine the differences between modernization, dependency and participatory

approaches to behavior changes.
3 Navigate the opportunities and challenges provided by communication for devel-

opment approaches.

Introduction

Communication scholars have long been interested in the way popular culture is reflected in
everyday life. Many believe that by looking at the media products that a society consumes,
much can be understood about the society itself. With the advent of social media, it becomes
more and more feasible to look at the media that everyday citizens produce. What does it
say about our society that 133,518,980 Americans (Internet World Stats, 2011) currently
subscribe to Facebook? Does this mean that we are a highly connected society? Or does it
mean that we are a society of deep isolation? Drawing conclusions about a society based
on media consumption habits is a difficult and careful process that should not be taken
lightly.

Strategic Social Media: From Marketing to Social Change, First Edition. L. Meghan Mahoney and Tang Tang.
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In previous chapters, we discussed the complicated process of how media influences audi-
ence behavior. People negotiate media artifacts and engage in a sense-making process that
contributes to the way in which they see the world. If nothing else, those 133,518,980 Amer-
icans are able to tell us who has access to the Internet in the United States and how willing
those people are to use that technology to voice “What’s on their mind.” Clearly, media con-
text influences the way cultures, ideologies and societies evolve. Thus, it naturally lends
itself as a resource in positive social change and is often utilized in development contexts
for social advancement. Oftentimes, these interventions are done through communication
for development initiatives.

The past few years have made it very clear that social media is able to spark human orga-
nization (such as the 2011 Egyptian Revolution) in a way previously unheard of. If we look
back at all the lessons learned from communication for development literature, it becomes
much more clear why new media, specifically social media, have proven such an innova-
tive tool for permanent human behavior change. This chapter aims to look at three strands
of communication for development literature: modernization, dependency and participa-
tory theories, and the opportunities and challenges of each. It then examines the positive
deviance approach to behavior change and demonstrates how this approach can be applied
to social media campaigns. This understanding will help you to better apply the concepts of
diffusion, community and mobilization towards socially positive initiatives.

There have been many historical transformations that researchers interested in behavior
change have studied over the past century. Despite these transformations, behavior change
researchers suggest that media is a tool, and ultimately we should be interested in the way
everyday citizens make decisions regarding their own lives. Through a theoretical under-
standing of human behavior, communication specialists are able to attract, persuade, and
entice audiences with media messages. Your goal as a social media practitioner is to best
understand these theories so that you are able to navigate audiences towards desired behav-
ior change initiatives.

Introduction to Communication for Development

Communication for development refers to the application of communication strategies
and principles in the developing world towards political democracy, rising levels of pro-
ductivity and industrialization, high literacy rates, and longer life expectancy (Waisbord,
2001). Specifically, these initiatives promote political, economic and educational growth
(Inkeles & Smith, 1974). While you personally may not be considering social media
campaign messages in terms of these positive social change initiatives, Part V of this book
will explain why these concerns are important for every global citizen, especially those
interested in marketing. In today’s globalized environment, every producer and consumer
of online content must take into account how their own habits are influencing the world
around them.

Initially, you may have different goals for your own social media audiences. In fact, you
may only be asking them to “like” a Facebook page, or to simply try out a product. Even
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these small low-risk scenarios have difficulties enticing an online audience to carry through.
While it is easier to reach audiences than ever before, this also means that the amount of
media messages an individual is exposed to each day has increased. It is now estimated that
your audiences see as many as 30,000 media advertisements per day (Malone, 2011). There
is much to learn about message construction if you hope to break through this noise with
your own social media messages.

The field of communication for development is not an obvious field to explore for those
interested in social media campaigns. However, its roots as one of the historical strands of
communication research interested in human behavior change has particular implications
with regard to mass media interventions.

Communication for development scholars are interested in establishing a permanent
behavior change among large audiences. Behavior change is defined as a research-based
process for addressing knowledge, attitudes, and practices that are intrinsically linked
to program goals (UNICEF, 2013). Here, participants are provided information through
well-defined strategies, using an audience-appropriate mix of interpersonal, group and
mass media channels and participatory methods. When interested in social change,
UNICEF (2013) argues that one must be concerned with the way society is organized,
including the distribution of power among institutions. For human behavior to change on
a large scale, societal norms and structural inequalities have to be taken into consideration,
and the focus is on the community as the unit of change. As such, strategists can no longer
view their organization through a micro-lens. It is important to step back and look at the
greater role decisions make on the broader environment. These communication for devel-
opment approaches are complementary techniques and have transformed greatly over the
past century.

Nevertheless, permanent behavior and social change is a lofty and near-impossible goal.
Often, communication practitioners fight against centuries of habit and culture. How do
you get a community to start living their everyday lives differently, especially if the message
is counterintuitive to many of societies’ most habitual practices? Some communication for
development initiatives tackle enrollment, retention and completion of education by female
children in cultures where parents refuse to send girls to school because they are needed for
household work (KCCI, 2013). Other initiatives promote safe-sex communication between
parents and children in cultures where sexual conversation is considered taboo (Guijarro
et al., 1999). One can see why the field of communication for development is interested in
inspiring behavior change through more culturally appropriate methodologies.

Communication for development interventions take the perspective that mass media are
best suited for organization and efficiency through staffing and funding (Hornik, 1993),
which is a fundamentally different approach than using media to sell. If you are looking to
organize individuals with a limited amount of finances and manpower, perhaps from your
own living room, there is much to learn from the field of communication for development.
This work has focused on effective message development, collaboration across various fields,
and global implications. These are all imperative steps towards a successful marketing cam-
paign. Therefore, it is important to study the trends and findings of communication for
development and social change research.
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Modernization, Dependency and Participatory Approaches
to Behavior Change

Chapter 2 explained how Rogers’ diffusion of innovations theory helps spread new ideas
through media outlets over time among members of a targeted community (Haider & Kreps,
2004). Behavior change occurs as a result of this complicated process of diffusion, adoption
and/or rejection of new ideas. This process involves four main interacting factors: an inno-
vation, communication channels, social systems, and time (Haider & Kreps, 2004). How-
ever, we also learned that this process is difficult, is too top-down, and does not have a high
return rate of permanent behavior change.

Think about how much you learn in a classroom where teachers only lecture at you, rather
than allowing you to participate and engage in the process. It is probably not the most ideal
learning environment. Without participation, individuals are much more likely to get side-
tracked with their own thoughts or doodles or even fall asleep due to boredom. The same
is true in behavior change initiatives.

The hope with diffusion-centric messages is that, over time, audience members will
pass through various stages, and eventually adopt, implement and confirm recommended
messages (Svenkerud & Singhal, 1998). If adoption is successful, individuals could initiate
new desired behavior through commencement or end undesirable behaviors through
cessation (Haider & Kreps, 2004). However, the diffusion process is difficult to account for,
and there is not much message producers can do to guide audiences along the way to ensure
completion.

This top-down approach to communication was apparent in every discipline, not just
the field of development. We call this period the modernization era of communication.
Modernization theory tends to be simple, ideal and mechanical. This perspective portrays
development as an extremely linear process where a country must pass through five
phases in order to become modern. Media transmits an idealized picture of the lifestyles
that modernization theorists held as their ideal (Tufte, 2000). Here, the aim is the pro-
duction of fully developed societies of mass consumption, much like the cultures of the
Western World.

The assumption of modernization is that after an innovation is developed, widespread
adoption will follow in a highly predictable and systematic process. This era of communi-
cation for development research lasted for many years, and the same assumption has been
mirrored in the way we approach social media messages in marketing.

Consider the evolution of the modernization era as similar to the inception of Twitter.
In 2006, Twitter co-founder Jack Dorsey (@Jack) developed an SMS-based communication
platform so that individuals could update each other on their progress at work (MacArthur,
2013). At that time, text message plans were expensive, and Twitter allowed the opportu-
nity for individuals to communicate without racking up their mobile phone bills. The goal
of this social media was to increase production and efficiency, and essentially make money.
However, during its debut, this technology provided users with no way of replying or engag-
ing with one another. Users did not like this (and who could blame them; no one wants to
keep up with constant updates intended for no particular audience) so they began including
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an @ symbol before their username to identify which user they were communicating with
in their tweet. Eventually, the Twitter team added this function, as well as other interactive
features such as hashtags and retweets.

We see this top-down, one-way communication messages all the time on social media:
“Buy our product!”; “Check out our new line”; “Visit our store.” The dissatisfaction with
these top-down modernization approaches was apparent. Users find constant selling, with
limited engagement, patronizing and annoying. Our society is filled with this type of noise,
through billboards, television commercials, and flyers on our car windshields. This type of
marketing tells consumers that you don’t care who they are or what they have to say. You are
telling them that you find yourself more knowledgeable than they are. In essence, you are
giving audiences information that is important to you, but not them. This one-way commu-
nication process, where opinion leaders mediate the impact of mass media communications,
is not an effective way to mobilize audiences.

In the 1960s, a new approach to communication for development began to emerge, as
communication for development practitioners found that the early adopters of desired
behavioral goals tended to be those individuals who were more involved in local organi-
zations, better educated, and held community leadership roles (Melkote, 2001; Glanz et al.,
2002). This approach, dependency theory, served as a critique of the modernization process.
Researchers from this paradigm did not believe that the problems of Third World countries
would simply disappear as soon as development occurred in the form of economic growth
and industrialization (Sood & Rogers, 2000; Tufte, 2000). In fact, they argued that quite
the opposite would occur and that international capitalism was the root of developmental
problem, not the solution. This is because developed nations profit from commerce while
peripheral nations suffer from unequal exchange processes. In this theory, media promotes
cultural imperialism and strengthens dependency on consumerism.

This peripheral process can be a complicated and difficult process to understand. Influ-
enced by Marxist and other critical theorists, dependency theorists believe that the problems
of the Third World reflect unequal distribution of resources created by the global expansion
of Western capitalism (Waisbord, 2001). These challenges are due to a larger social structure,
rather than a lack of information.

Let’s take one community’s challenge of dirty drinking water as an example. Yes, you can
go in and teach a community through mass media the importance of boiling water before
drinking it, but dependency theorists suggest that this transfer of information does not actu-
ally solve the problem. This disparity of resources is due to a broader social structure and
inequity. In fact, by turning to mass media as the single resource in fighting these problems,
fundamental problems of media access and content are often ignored. You are able to reach
millions through public service announcements on television. This can prove an effective
and efficient way to spread information about boiling water before drinking. However, the
uneducated and the poor often do not have access to the technology. Moreover, the most
powerful and rich often own broadcast services. Thus, the cycle of haves and have-nots
continues.

This cycle of economic disparity is strongly linked to media access. Digital divide explains
the inequity between those who have access to the latest information technologies and those
who do not (Compaine, 2001). If an individual has limited access to new media, it leads to
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economic and social handicap. Today, our concept of the digital divide is changing. Internet
nonadoption is narrowing, with less than 15% of US adults citing that they never go online,
a number that has significantly shrunk since 2000 (Pew Research Center, 2015). Though
new media (specifically mobile technology) is allowing more diversity among users than
other mass media technologies, access is still influenced by factors such as age, education,
income, race, and ethnicity.

The dependency approach to communication for development explained why the mod-
ernization approach was not yielding high levels of behavior change. It suggested that audi-
ences do not like being talked down to. Individuals learn most when they are able to
participate and engage in the information process. Unfortunately, this dependency era did
not offer a lot of solutions. At that time, diffusion messages were still the most cost-effective
way to reach a mass audience in a short amount of time. For many years, communication
for development practitioners had little solution.

In the 1980s, an era of participatory approaches began to emerge. Participatory theory
criticizes many of the underlying assumptions of modernization theory. However, unlike
dependency theorists, the focus of participatory theory not only critiqued media power
structures and consumerism, but also shifted efforts towards more of a facilitation role. Here,
the goal becomes individual and collective empowerment of the people through community
participation.

The role of the audience is much different in this participatory approach. Similar to what
we discussed in Chapter 5, participatory approaches view audiences as playing an active
role, rather than serving as receivers of information. This approach can be seen as a form
of cultural studies, as it looks at popular culture as an outlet of everyday life and popular
sectors of society. It examines the needs, histories, trajectories, and distinct sociocultural
profiles (Tufte, 2000). Through participatory measures, the goal of communication moves
towards sparking interpersonal dialogue to promote cultural identity, trust and commit-
ment (Waisbord, 2001). Rather than disseminating information from the top to the bottom,
it is a process where everyone discusses possibilities together. This more human-centered
approach believes that the role of media and technologies should be used to supplement,
rather than dominate, interpersonal methods (Gray-Felder & Deane, 1999; Waisbord, 2001).
Only through sharing and reconstructing experiences can communication provide a sense
of ownership to community members.

Let’s go back to our earlier classroom example. Think about how much more you learn in a
classroom when you were able to exchange ideas, ask questions, and take part in the creation
of lectures. The role of the “expert” in this model is simply one of facilitation and moderator.
Communities do not need to be injected with expert knowledge. Rather, communication
technologies should be used as a resource in facilitating ideas that are already within the
community. Even though the solutions of one culture may be different from those of another
(or even from Western ideals), they still hold value. In fact, new media technology allows a
space for every culture to have a voice.

Indeed, participatory theory is based on one of the concepts widely used by social media:
collective intelligence. Collective intelligence is defined as the ability of a group to solve
more problems than its individual members (Heylighen, 1999). There is wisdom in crowds,
and everyone is essentially an expert in something. This phenomenon has been dubbed
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crowd-sourcing, peer production, and Wikinomics, and is based very broadly on the
premise that groups of individuals do things collectively that seem intelligent (Malone et al.,
2009).

Wikipedia is a great example of how contributors from all over the world have collec-
tively created a space for high-quality information with no centralized control; anyone can
contribute and change anything at any time. Social media has provided a space where orga-
nizing and sharing is easier than ever, while traditional mass media technologies do not
allow for this type of participation.

Today, most communication for development interventions fall along two conceptual
continuums: diffusion and participation. The diffusion model is based on Rogers’ diffusion
of innovations theory and is central to the modernization approach of the 1950s and 1960s
(Morris, 2003). Here, behavior change is achieved by educating individuals. By providing
knowledge, individuals begin to experience a shift in attitudes, which then influences how
they practice. These types of campaigns are generally completed through mass media.

The participation model is more grounded, by assuming that behavior change is a hori-
zontal not vertical process (Gray-Felder & Deane, 1999; Morris, 2003). It stresses the impor-
tance of community dialogue for empowerment (Gray-Felder & Deane, 1999). By using
participatory approaches to media design, one is better able to include and reach the voices
of the targeted and hard-to-reach audience populations (Pant et al., 2002).

Paulo Freire, an influential thinker in the field, suggests that the individual is able to
intervene actively in his or her own process of becoming aware and conscious of his or
her own reality. The dialogue of the social commitment and the constant dialectic among
action–reflection–action are core elements in what has become to be known as the Paulo
Freire method (Freire, 1969; Tufte, 2000). This methodology is based on horizontal dialogue
between persons, something that traditional media does not provide.

Researchers further found that most communication interventions fail because tech-
nocrats design them based on their own personal view of reality (Singhal & Rogers, 2003).
They demonstrate that true participation does not involve a subject–object relationship,
only a subject–subject relationship. The audience does not need to be provided with expert
knowledge:

Once the oppressed, both individually and collectively, begin to critically reflect on their social
situation, possibilities arise for them to break the “culture of silence” through the articulation
of discontent and action (Singhal & Rogers, 2003, p. 232).

This diffusion–participation continuum (Figure 15.1) is something that behavior change
theorists still struggle with today. Mass media tends to lend itself more towards diffusion
approaches. It is a great way to get your message across to the masses. However, we know
the benefits of allowing audiences more participation in the behavior change process. Social
media has been able to bridge this gap by making it easier for thousands of individuals
to engage and participate with media messages in a more egalitarian landscape. It is not
always in your best interest to give the masses control and participation over your messages.
However, a strict diffusion strategy will not get you far in today’s digital climate. As a social
media practitioner, it is important that you know the opportunities and challenges for each
approach.
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Figure 15.1 Diffusion–participation scale. Source: Author.

Opportunities and Challenges of Communication for
Development Approaches

All three communication for development approaches continue to help guide various strate-
gies, models and interventions for social and behavior change in the field today. It is impor-
tant to note that all types of communication for development interventions fall along the
diffusion–participation continuum based on the objective and type of resources available.
There has yet to be a magical formula developed where individuals interested in behavior
change can plug into any initiative regardless of the circumstances. Each approach has its
own strengths and weaknesses (Figure 15.2).

We have already discussed the many challenges of a diffusion-centric model. Audiences
are approached as masses, which is not very effective in terms of behavior change. The
likelihood of actually achieving permanent behavior change in a large number of audi-
ences is small. The process is also complicated and top-down in nature, which many
users may find patronizing and annoying. It is also important to understand that the
most problematic behaviors are cultural and habitual, not the result of a lack of infor-
mation. Diffusion-centric strategies are not the best at prompting permanent behavior
change.
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Figure 15.2 Benefits and challenges of each approach. Source: Author.

However, it is important not to forget the many benefits of a diffusion approach.
This approach is the most efficient way to spread your message to a large audience.
If you have a limited budget and staff, this approach may make the most sense. It
allows you to reach a large number of individuals and gain a mass following with lim-
ited audience research. Also, diffusion allows you to have strict control over your mes-
sage. This may be the best strategy if you have very clear, tangible objectives and it
is important that the exact wording (such as event times or dates) is spread to your
audience. Diffusion also allows complete transparency for your product and/or orga-
nization. Though we often talk about strict diffusion as a negative marketing tool,
every product needs one place for strict diffusion. Often, this is your company’s web-
site where consumers seeking more information about your product are likely to go on
their own.
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Participatory campaigns are better at establishing permanent behavior change in audi-
ences. They should be utilized once companies have a loyal following and an established
brand. These audience members can be more trusted when it comes to handing over con-
trol of media messages. The release of power will transform loyal customers into message
advocates. The power of this type of peer-to-peer marketing through social media is
unmatched by traditional diffusion. If your organization and messages are well trusted
within a community, be confident in giving up control and provide as many opportuni-
ties as possible for audiences to create, share and transform the media messages to their
individual networks through social media.

Participatory communication for social change includes any process through which peo-
ple define themselves what they need and how to get there, through dialogue (Byrne et al.,
2005, p. 3): “It utilizes dialogue that leads to collective problem identification of solutions
to development issues.” Participation makes provider–client relationships more egalitar-
ian (Dutta, 2006). However, not everyone is interested in having more equal relationships
among producers and users.

There are several criticisms of an entirely participatory model. According to Waisbord
(2001), participatory approaches must be sensitive to the convenience of short-term solu-
tions, recognize the implications of outside manipulation, translate participatory ideas
into actual programs, take note of uninterested communities, and understand that par-
ticipation may actually deepen community divisions. Most of these challenges could be
avoided if they were carried out in communities where participants already hold strong
linkages.

It should be noted that these two models are not completely antagonistic to one another.
You should draw on components from both concepts, as even participatory projects require
some sort of information transfer (Morris, 2003). It is imperative that you consistently mon-
itor and evaluate how audiences are responding to your products. It is impossible for a
company to always need diffusion or participatory messages. Your job as a social media
practitioner is to know when to utilize each approach.

The following action plan can be used as a guide when you design your own media
messages.

Diffusion/Participation Action Plan

1 Use more diffusion-centric techniques if tight control over your media message is
needed, you have a limited budget, or are attempting to build a large mass media
audience.

2 Use more participatory techniques if you know your audience well, are more
interested in transforming existing audiences into loyal advocates, and hold trust
within the target community.

3 Complete frequent monitoring and evaluation of your media strategy to deter-
mine where on the diffusion–participation continuum your message should fall.



Communication for Development 257

Though many of these theories have incredible points of difference along the commu-
nication for development continuum, there are many points of convergence that have been
achieved in the past few years. These include the need for political will and empowerment,
a “toolkit” conception of strategies that provide different diagnoses for different contexts,
an integration of “top-down” and “bottom-up” approaches, a combination of multimedia
and interpersonal communication, and an inclusion of both personal and environmental
approaches (Waisbord, 2001). You may want to use mass media for the diffusion portion
of a campaign, but then send interpersonal community reinforcement to promote the
participatory portions of the campaign.

One such example of a mixed methods “toolkit” strategy is a social media initiative in
India dubbed VideoVolunteers. The purpose of VideoVolunteers is to train and foster com-
munity leaders as citizen journalists in their own communities (Rodrigues, 2010). This
intervention integrates diffusion and participatory approaches by utilizing mass media and
interpersonal communication. Individuals are provided with communication technologies
and asked to make short films on local issues that they feel are important to prompting
positive social change in their everyday lives. These videos are then broadcast within the
community, as well as uploaded to YouTube and previewed at film festivals. The initiative
has created over 15 community video units, trained 150 producers from local communities,
and produced 50 other films. These films have been screened 1100 times to about 200,000
people in 350 villages (www.videovolunteers.org/impact). This intervention includes a
community-based interpersonal communication component. Such an “on-the-ground”
community approach is a great way to get specific audiences involved in a culturally spe-
cific manner towards an overall campaign goal or message. As mentioned before, the goal of
communication for development is to promote political, economic and educational growth
through the application of communication strategies. These strategies range on a continuum
of diffusion and participatory approaches to behavior change. Regardless of where you stand
on this continuum in your own approach to creating social media messages, most likely the
goal is the same – to pass information to a target audience. Some messages are more suc-
cessful than others (often, the most successful messages are those that have conducted the
best audience research prior to content creation). Sometimes, a communication strategist
can follow every theoretical rule for prompting behavior change and audiences still don’t
react.

A new trend in communication for development interventions that are faced with this
challenge is beginning to look at this relationship differently through the positive deviance
approach to behavior change. Rather than focusing on the best way to promote behavior
change in a target audience, positive deviance “enables communities to discover the wisdom
they already have and then to act on it” (Singhal, 2010, p. 2). This approach changes the role
of the audience from passive receiver of information to a more empowered and participatory
role. Audiences are actually problem-solvers that play an intricate role in message design and
campaign goals.

In one famous positive deviance case study in Vietnam, childhood malnutrition across a
village was reduced by 75% (Bradley et al., 2009). Here, researchers examined community
children that were thriving despite high rates of malnutrition and stunting in their rural

http://www.videovolunteers.org/impact


258 Strategic Social Media

village, and found that these mothers were feeding their children shrimp and crabs that
they found on rice paddies. These fish were not traditionally used by the masses because
they were thought to be inappropriate for young children. However, once this information
was disseminated across the rural village, nutrition rates dramatically increased. Rather than
an expert arriving and informing the population of solutions that work in an outside culture,
communication for development practitioners identified deviants within the culture to find
viable solutions.

This positive deviance approach demonstrates our changing perception of power and
audience. Rather than viewing your audience as a passive receiver of information, consider
how valuable their experiences and contributions would make to message design and prod-
uct creation. After all, they know their lifestyle better than anyone.

While most social media practitioners do preliminary research to determine who is most
likely to be interested in their organization and then construct a message according to their
ideals and values, the positive deviance approach challenges you to think differently. Rather
than focusing on what is wrong with a community (e.g., “Why isn’t anyone donating to
my cause?”), the positive deviance approach seeks out those few key community members
who are in less than ideal situations but who, despite their circumstances, are engaging the
desired behavior anyway. Instead of focusing on the most likely mass, it encourages you to
give attention to outliers. Gladwell’s (2008) best-selling book Outliers explains how outliers
play a part in our intelligence and decision-making processes. It makes sense to examine
these outliers, who have taken purposeful steps towards individual decision-making when
interested in behavior change.

As a social media practitioner, you would examine your network to see who is most likely
not in a life situation to participate in the campaign, but has gone ahead and done so any-
way. This analysis allows you to highlight secondary communities that are likely to follow
through with your projected goal, but which are not always apparent in a traditional audi-
ence analysis.

It should be noted that it takes time to learn how and why these individuals fol-
low through with the behavior change, and then mirror their suggestions with other
members of the community. The positive deviance approach is a behavior change strat-
egy that requires message creators to give up a lot of control. It takes time to begin
thinking about your audience differently and consider how much there is to learn from
them.

In summary, communication development research has gone beyond individual-level
behavioral change to looking at interventions and processes at the community level. The
most important takeaway from this theoretical research is that behavior change interven-
tions based on theory hold a better chance of success than those that are not (King, 1999).
Theory makes it easier to understand why or why not an intervention proves successful.
This is one area that will set you apart from other individuals on the social media job mar-
ket. Having a clear understanding of theoretical approaches to behavior changes makes you
much more valuable than a professional who is only familiar with the various tools of social
media technology. Let’s examine how one communication for development project, WIT-
NESS, shifted its approach to include more hybrid features for audiences to ignite social
change.
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Case Study: WITNESS

The mission of the WITNESS project is to train and support individuals fighting for
human rights through the use of technology, specifically video. Their slogan – “See
it. Film it. Change it” – refers to their efforts to teach individuals the basics of video
production so that they are better able to rise above critical at-risk situations (WIT-
NESS, 2015). Musician Peter Gabriel founded the organization in 1991. He believed
in many principles of the digital divide. Specifically, he thought that if individu-
als had access to the then new technology of hand-held video cameras, they could
show the world instances of human rights abuse (McAnany, 2012). Over the past two
decades, the organization has gone through many changes that speak to the diffu-
sion, community and participation continuum of communication for development
literature.

Initially, the mission of the WITNESS project was to hand out video equipment
to individuals in high-risk situations. Once these individuals were “taught” how to
use equipment, they could tell their story to gain attention to the human rights viola-
tions. This top-down approach to change suggests that the missing element for social
change was a lack of knowledge. Individuals simply needed to learn how to tell their
story through video equipment.

WITNESS realized the need to use a more community approach, through a people-
to-people strategy (McAnany, 2012). Here, various organizations that already worked
within high-risk communities were given the equipment to help train individuals
they were serving. The training took place on an interpersonal face-to-face level. It is
much easier to communicate with populations without a large proxemics gap between
the nonprofit organization and the communities being served.

Over the years, the WITNESS project has grown. However, they have achieved
success by actually lessening the number of organizations they work with, so that
they are partnered with more trustworthy groups that can engage in years of train-
ing (McAnany, 2012). The training no longer focuses on simply the use of technol-
ogy, or the predetermined diffusion solution. Instead, it focuses on all the princi-
ples of the popular participation movement. Media is used simply as a resource,
and people are the change makers and storytellers of the movement. Organizations
do whatever they can to ensure that individuals are able to tell the story that they
choose. They are used as a resource to facilitate technology, law, or policy challenges.
However, they strive to make the actual stories as participatory and bottom-up as
possible.

The WITNESS methodology ensures that the voices of those directly affected by
human rights violations are heard by audiences who can enact change (Gregory,
2006). This shift from an agent of change to a facilitator of change has proven highly
effective. Today, WITNESS (2015) has partnered 360 organizations, trained over 6000
individuals, worked in 97 countries, and reached over 260 million people with their
videos.
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Discussion questions

1 How is technology being used as a solution in the WITNESS project? Apply
principles of the digital divide.

2 What advantages did WITNESS gain when they started using a more community
approach to reaching audiences? What challenges still remained?

3 What role does WITNESS play today in the way audiences create their stories
through video? How is this different from the initial conception of the WITNESS
project?

Summary

The field of communication for development has clearly evolved toward two very different
positions. The first position argues that development problems stem from a lack of infor-
mation among populations. The second position believes that power inequality proves the
underlying problems of development challenges (Waisbord, 2001). These dyadic paradigms
have informed diagnoses, recommendations and intervention implementations differently
at every level. Arguably, the aim of both camps is to remove constraints for a more equal and
participatory society (Waisbord, 2001). However, how each paradigm attempts to achieve
such change is very different.

There is no right or wrong way to create behavior change messages. The goal of
this chapter is to provide you with the knowledge and theory behind when to use
each approach. If you are marketing a new product that needs tight control over
your message and you are interested in short-term minimal behavior change across
a wide audience, a primarily diffusion-centric approach may be right for you. If you
have a strong understanding and faith in your audience and are ready to ask them
for bigger, more permanent changes, a participatory approach is necessary. However,
regardless of where you sit on this continuum, you must have some elements of both
paradigms.

In fact, many communication for development interventions combine elements of both
diffusion and participation. A hybrid model proves the most effective. In addition, com-
munication for behavior change efforts also stress the need for monitoring and evaluating
efforts through community dialogue and feedback at all stages (Waisbord, 2001), not just at
the production level. Ultimately, behavior change is a process of public and private dialogue
through which people define who they are, what they want, and how they can get it (Gray-
Felder & Deane, 1999). Hopefully, this chapter has demonstrated the need for including
theory in your social media campaign strategy. One might even argue that this theoreti-
cal understanding of human behavior is more important to social media marketers than
mastering business models and technological tools. We now know how audiences negotiate
media messages in accordance with their own experiences and lived reality. Just as media
contexts influence the way cultures, ideologies and societies evolve, they also change these
perceptions.
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Chapter 16 will focus on a particular communication for development intervention,
entertainment-education (E-E). This mass media strategy illustrates our need for oral
storytelling and culture as we make decisions about our daily lives. As the world around
us becomes more and more globalized, it is easy to ignore the nuances from one culture
to the next. We begin to make consumer decisions based on these conceptualizations. E-E
research demonstrates how imperative narrative constructions become in how we identify
ourselves with the world around us. Through a thorough understanding of E-E, more can
be done to ensure that audiences are not only interested in receiving your brand narrative,
but will also want to contribute and share it with their own personal network. Let’s talk
more in the next chapter.

Key Takeaways

1 Communication for development is the application of communication strate-
gies to promote political, economic and educational growth around the
world.

2 In a globalized society, no content is produced or consumed in isolation, and it is
imperative that you consider how your own online habits and practices influence
the world.

3 Communication for development interventions have transitioned through three
eras of approaches to behavior change: modernization, dependency and partic-
ipation. There are challenges and opportunities with each approach, and good
communication professionals will know where and why their message falls on the
diffusion–participation continuum.

4 The positive deviance approach to behavior change does not focus on the best way
to establish behavior change in a target audience, but instead enables communities
to discover the wisdom they already have and then to act on it. This makes it a
great strategy for gaining potential secondary audiences.

5 Theory makes it easier to understand why or why not an intervention proves
successful. This is one area that will set you apart from other individu-
als on the social media job market. Having a clear understanding of theo-
retical approaches to behavior change makes you much more valuable than
a professional who is only familiar with the various tools of social media
technology.
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16
Social Media and
Entertainment-Education

Learning Objectives

After reading this chapter, you should be able to:
1 Understand the theoretical underpinnings of entertainment-education.
2 Apply entertainment-education for social initiatives.
3 Examine the role of culturally appropriate narratives in behavior change models.

Introduction

Stories are an important part of any culture. We teach children lessons, entertain ourselves,
and share experiences through narratives. How many stories have you been exposed to in
just this week alone? Do you have a favorite sitcom that you just can’t miss? Maybe you
shared a heartwarming story that you found online with your social network. Though sto-
rytelling has roots as an oral tradition, most of the stories that you have encountered have
been broadcast through mass media. Media provides opportunities to disseminate stories
to the masses and incorporate more visual appeals in our media content.

As discussed in Chapter 15, it is a very complicated process for media messages to spark
behavior change in individuals. The field of development communication has long been
interested in applying communication strategies in the developing world towards political
democracy, rising levels of productivity, industrialization, high literacy rates, and longer life
expectancy (Waisbord, 2001). This has been done through various interventions along the
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Figure 16.1 Scene from Soul City. Source: Soul City Institute. Reproduced with permission of
Leah Marais.

diffusion–participation continuum. The behavior change intervention most often associ-
ated with mass media is entertainment-education (E-E).

One of the most successful and well-known examples of an E-E campaign sparking social
and behavior change in a community is Soul City. This South African television series broad-
cast characters engaging in a new collective behavior to demonstrate how neighbors could
intervene in a domestic violence situation, as domestic abuse is a substantial problem in
South Africa that most citizens do not wish to discuss.

The Soul City television series (Figure 16.1) aimed to intervene with this crisis by devel-
oping a storyline in which its characters gathered around an abuser’s residence, banging pots
and pans to bring awareness and stop the violence (Singhal & Rogers, 2003). This storyline
showed viewers that domestic violence is unacceptable, and it is a citizen’s duty to bring
attention to abuse going on in their neighborhood. Furthermore, this action lets abusers
know that it is not okay and will not be tolerated within the community. This entertain-
ment program sparked subsequent real-life action in its audience. Numerous media reports
showed instances where the audience of Soul City intervened in domestic abuse situations
in their own personal communities. Here, you see how a mass media intervention is able to
spark real-life behavior change.

In this context, it is important to understand how E-E, though formally believed to be a
diffusion-centric development tool, has transformed over time towards a more communi-
cation for social change approach (Waisbord, 2001). This chapter explores the theoretical
underpinnings of E-E interventions, and how to apply E-E to many social change initiatives,
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including domestic abuse, HIV, and everyday practices such as proper hand washing cam-
paigns. Indeed, this approach can be applied to any social media message hoping to inspire
behavior change. Finally, we will take a deeper look into a specific E-E model, the MARCH
model, to gain a better understanding of how to combine diffusion approaches with more
participatory community-based reinforcement.

Theoretical Underpinnings of Entertainment-Education

Have you ever been influenced to change behavior because of something you have watched
on television? Most often, people talk about the negative effects of television. There are fears
of excessive television viewing causing violence, promiscuous behavior, and obesity. This
chapter suggests that storytelling media, such as television, can actually teach people to be
more socially responsible citizens through E-E.

Many communication theories provide the foundation for the E-E strategy, as it is one of
the most interdisciplinary approaches to behavior change. Entertainment-education “seeks
to capitalize on the popular appeal of entertainment media in order to show individuals
how they can live safer, healthier and happier lives” (Pant et al., 2002, p. 53). It involves
a process of purposely designing and implementing a media message to both entertain
and educate audiences in order to increase knowledge about an educational issue (Sing-
hal et al., 2004). E-E programs are able to hit on audience emotions and retell narra-
tives until the stories become popular narratives of a culture. It is important to note
that E-E is not a theory of communication, but rather a communication strategy that is
informed by several theories in order to bring about behavioral and social change (Singhal
et al., 2004).

E-E programs generally have two central components: a multidisciplinary theoretical
framework and a developed media production system (Singhal et al., 2004). Many com-
munication theories have been applied to E-E interventions. These include social learning
theory, Shannon and Weaver’s communication model, dramatic theory, theory of archetypes
and stereotypes, elaboration likelihood model, audience involvement, dramatic theories,
social constructivism, uses and gratifications, agenda-setting, knowledge-gap, cultivation
analysis, diffusion of innovations, and Habermas’ theory of communicative action (Sood,
2006; Singhal et al., 2004; Barker, 2007). One of the reasons that E-E is such a powerful
behavior change strategy is due to its multidisciplinary approach.

The purpose of this chapter is not to explain each of these theories in great detail but
rather to provide a more conceptual understanding of how to best entice audiences through
media narratives (Sood et al., 2003). Chapter 3 explains how powerful narratives prove in
the human decision-making process. Humans think in narrative patterns by nature. That is
what makes E-E one of the most powerful ways to prompt behavior change in audiences.
Fiske (1987) explains how audiences of media narratives go through a constant and subtle
negotiation and renegotiation of the relationships between the text and the social to make
pertinent and pleasurable meanings from a story. Stories are part of a long trajectory of
history and culture historical process (Degh, 1994).

Most children’s programming is built on the principles of E-E. One of the most popular
preschool programs around the world is Sesame Street. The purpose of the program is to
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utilize colorful Muppets, music and celebrity visits to increase cognitive learning skills. It
teaches young children letters, numbers, geometric forms, and prosocial qualities such as
kindness and cooperation in audiences (Singhal & Rogers, 1999). Findings from research
across all countries and cultures where Sesame Street is broadcast demonstrate its effective-
ness in preparing preschool children for primary education (Fisch et al., 1999). One reason
that the program is such a great success is that the production is grounded in traditional
behavior change E-E literature.

Two organizations drove the beginnings of E-E projects worldwide: Population Commu-
nications International (PCI), a nongovernmental organization from New York City, and
Johns Hopkins University’s Center for Communication Programs (JHU/CCP). By 2003,
E-E had spread to over 100 projects in 50 countries (Singhal & Rogers, 2003).

The Sabido Dramas, named after the Vice President for Research and Scriptwriter at
Televisa in Mexico, Miguel Sabido, were the pioneers of E-E in the 1970s (Refera, 2004).
Audiences of these programs are able to enjoy conflict-filled suspense dramas while
simultaneously receiving education. The success of these dramas led to the formulation
of the Sabido methodology, which is based on character development and plot lines that
provide audiences with positive, negative and transitional characters that impart messages
and values.

Programs that represent similar structure and content of human behavior become a
very telling depiction of the way a culture lives. These archetype stories are even more
meaningful today because there are so many opportunities for media broadcast. At almost
every level, individuals are able to share stories of their lived reality. Through a complex
identification process, audiences are able to negotiate these stories and understand the role
that they play in society. This has huge implications for everyday decision-making and
long-term behavior change.

Conceptualizations of E-E argue that it contributes to behavior change in different ways.
First, it influences members’ awareness, attitudes and behavior towards a socially desirable
end. It influences the audience’s external environment to help create the necessary condi-
tions for change at a system level (Singhal et al., 2004). In addition, it triggers and facilitates
public debate and discussion about difficult issues and helps mobilize social groups towards
individual, community and policy action (Usdin et al., 2003; Tufte, 2005). You can see from
this description how diffusion, community and mobilization are all essential to a successful
E-E strategy.

One of the earliest examples of E-E is the world’s longest-running radio soap opera, The
Archers (Singhal et al., 2004). This British soap has long been regarded as representing
realistic depictions of working class individuals and their problems. It also demonstrates
a formula of drama, humor and education that was a balance of 40% education and 60%
entertainment.

The success of this program paved the way for future British soaps, such as EastEnders,
which produced self-defined “slice of life” stories that focused on issues of homosexuality,
rape, unemployment, racial prejudice, single-parent families, teenage pregnancy, prostitu-
tion, arranged marriages, attempted suicide, drug dissolution, sexism, urban deprivation,
problems with pregnancies, breast-feeding, domestic abuse, safety hazards, and mental
health (Singhal et al., 2004). Clearly, E-E strategies are able to incite behavior change in
audiences older than preschool-aged children.



268 Strategic Social Media

Now that we have a better sense of the theoretical underpinning of E-E, it is important
to turn our attention towards the modern complexities of designing and implementing an
E-E strategy to promote behavior change. One of the greatest attributes of social media is
that audiences no longer take the role of passive receiver of narrative content. While there is
great success in traditional E-E transmission broadcasting, such as Sesame Street and East-
Enders, we are finding even greater advancements when individuals are able to participate
and produce the content on their own.

Entertainment-Education and Public Health

As we know, people negotiate media messages in different ways from one another. What
prompts behavior change in one person may turn someone else off altogether. Regardless
of how much effort producers put into content creation, message reception is an incredibly
critical component to the E-E strategy. Producers can never be certain how audiences will
decode a message. Your job as a communication professional is to understand the best ways
to ensure individuals identify with your product narrative.

One of the best-known examples of audiences resisting an E-E initiative has been dubbed
the Archie Bunker effect. Vidmar and Rokeach (1974) explain how the main character of
All in the Family, Archie Bunker, was produced as a negative role model that perpetuated
sentiments of bigotry, racism and prejudice. Producers were hoping that audiences would
dislike this antagonist and the way he behaved. However, rather than seeing this character
as a negative role model, audience members identified with him and subsequently emulated
his behavior (Singhal et al., 2004). This case demonstrates the challenge in the use of media
narratives to educate and promote behavior change: producers can never account for how
individuals will identify with a story. A stronger understanding of what makes a successful
E-E intervention is needed.

A 25-year meta-analysis shows that the most successful E-E campaigns are those in which
cultural values hold a strong foundation in national and cultural artifacts. Because individ-
uals within a cultural group may be at different stages of readiness, media messages must be
modified to incorporate cultural settings (King & Howard-Hamilton, 2003). The best way
to ensure this is to have members of the actual culture where the program will be consumed
assist with production.

Let’s take the public health crisis of HIV/AIDS as an example. This initiative comes
with four distinct challenges for communication professionals to overcome: transmission
challenges, behavioral challenges, response challenges, and targeting challenges (Singhal &
Rogers, 2003). Transmission challenges are due to the nature of HIV/AIDS as an invisible,
yet infectious disease. Behavioral challenges deals with human behaviors that involve inter-
action between unequal parties, as in a patriarchal society. Response challenges exist because
efficacious response to the disease involves adoption of behaviors that depend on the com-
pliance of more than one party. For example, if a husband is being secretly unfaithful to his
wife with someone who is HIV positive, then she may still be at risk without engaging in
any risky behaviors herself. Targeting challenges deal with populations that are often hard to
reach by means of conventional media channels. Some of the most infected regions are rural
and exclusive in nature, especially in countries such as Botswana, Namibia, Swaziland, and
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Zimbabwe, where many urban dwellers and migrant laborers return to their village of origin
when they fall ill (FAO, 2011). While your own campaign may not have challenges quite this
complex, it is important to see how utilizing E-E strategies help tackle such a complicated
public health crisis through culturally integrated means.

At first glance, it seems reasonable to utilize media to promote individual behavior change
requests: “Go get tested!” “Use a condom!” “Don’t share needles!” These are solutions to
the HIV/AIDS crisis for any culture. However, it also is a very top-down message that asks
individuals to change their behavior to reach a goal. Narratives must go beyond this individ-
ual behavior change initiative and portray stories of how to participate in advocacy, policy
change and facilitate public dialogue. This dialogue has been identified as critical, particu-
larly through UNAIDS, the Joint United Nations program on HIV/AIDS (UNAIDS, 1999).

In addition, rather than searching for a universal approach to E-E, it is more important to
individualize each campaign based on cultural context (Airhihenbuwa & Obregon, 2000).
Media messages should never be identical, as culture is one of the most important com-
ponents in production (Singhal & Rogers, 2003). While Western practitioners may feel as
though an individual approach to HIV/AIDS messages is appropriate, other cultures, such
as those in Africa, Asia and Latin America, are more influenced by collective sentiments
and stories (Airhihenbuwa & Obregon, 2000).

South Africa’s Sesame Street program, Takalani Sesame, utilized this individualized E-E
approach in 2002 when they introduced an HIV-infected muppet, Kami, into the program.
The purpose of the narrative was to teach kids how to interact with an infected playmate,
stressing positive attitudes and inclusion. This was the result of the AIDS epidemic, with
over 250,000 South African children infected with HIV under the age of 15 facing isolation,
rejection and grief from their community (Lim, 2002). While Sesame Street storylines pro-
duced in other cultures may have also taught positive prosocial behaviors, this narrative was
unique to a specific localized crisis.

This is one of the biggest strengths of utilizing new media in E-E initiatives. Social media
is inexpensive, fast and easy to produce. There is no reason why in today’s media landscape,
one narrative should be pushed out over and over again across different audiences. Conduct
strong audience analyses and bring cultural social norms and policies into your narratives.
Ensure that audiences are able to see their lived reality through your media messages. The
easiest way to do this isto allow others to tell their story for you.

E-E interventions only begin to demonstrate the complexities of initiating a media strat-
egy for positive social change. However, despite these complications, research suggests that
because of the powerful nature of storytelling, E-E has evolved into one of the most com-
monly utilized components of public health campaigns in developing countries. Let’s now
turn our attention towards an E-E strategy that focuses on moving beyond transmission
narratives to prompt audiences to make a positive behavior change.

MARCH Model of Behavior Change

Many food documentaries have been produced that focus on the meat industry crisis. They
often contain horrific images of animal torture and unsanitary packaging practices. For
some, these images are powerful enough to change the type of meals eaten in their everyday
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life permanently. They forswear meat altogether and become vegetarians. These individuals
have followed the diffusion process by becoming aware of the problem (knowledge), agree-
ing with the documentary’s concerns (approval), and deciding that they are no longer going
to participate as a carnivore (intention to act practice).

Traditional E-E initiatives define success as an individual’s willingness and ability to
take appropriate preventive measures and adhere to recommended treatment regimens
(Centers for Disease Control, 2009). It can be difficult to transition into a vegetarian
diet, especially for individuals who use meat products as the staple of all their favorite
meals. To permanently change behavior is hard, no matter how powerful the documen-
tary proves. However, the ability to connect with other vegetarians helps to make this
transition less likely to fail. Social media allows a space to connect with networks of like-
minded individuals that makes the process less scary and isolating. Eventually, this new
diet became second nature and they become the advice-giver, rather than receiver. Perhaps
most importantly, social media provides information about how this community is able to
help change laws and regulations of the meat industry, beyond just their own individual
lifestyle.

In Chapter 2, we learned that the five steps towards effective behavioral change from a
diffusion-centric message include knowledge, approval, intention to act, practice, and advo-
cacy (De Fossard, 1996). The component of advocacy is incredibly important to establishing
permanent behavior change in audiences, as people must engage with the message and take
a participatory role in a larger movement. Participation cements their decision to act in a
particular way and change their own personal behavior forever.

It must be noted that not everyone who watches the food documentary will be influ-
enced to become a vegetarian. Maybe an audience member does not recognize his or her
everyday life in what is being portrayed on screen. This is often the case when characters in
a film only represent one niche demographic. Behavior change interventions must under-
stand contextual differences, including social and cultural context, that are incorporated
into E-E narratives (Airhihenbuwa & Obregon, 2000; Dutta-Bergman, 2004). Maybe the
audience member grew up in a culture where animals are not as highly valued as they are in
the first viewer’s life. Perhaps the individual just enjoys the taste of meat too much to ever
become a vegetarian. E-E programs must understand their audiences’ willingness to engage,
and speak to their cultural norms in order to influence.

It may be easier to change the behavior through interpersonal reinforcement than it is
through mass media. If personal vegetarian friends forward emails, ask to sign petitions, and
actually cook tasty meatless meals, the result may be stronger. This type of community-level
reinforcement may eventually be able to change a meat-lover’s perception of the industry.

But wait! How can you reach large numbers of individuals and get them to agree with
your cause if it must be done on an interpersonal community level? You cannot possibly go
door to door around the world and find everyone who would be interested in your message.
This is where the principles of true audience participation begin to take shape.

The E-E approach demonstrates the need for you to take the issue away from yourself
and turn attention towards relevant cultures, characters and situations that your target audi-
ences are able to identify with. Let’s pretend you are dedicated to the cause of stopping the
consumption of plastic water bottles. You feel as though they are wasteful, unnecessary and
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harmful to the environment. Rather than explaining to your social network why the plastic
water bottle crisis is important to you, bring the issue to a community level.

BantheBottle.net is a social media campaign designed to advocate bans on one-time-use
plastic water bottles. Their approach to this social change is to ask individuals to organize
screenings of the documentary Tapped in their own local neighborhoods and communi-
ties. This documentary focuses on the commodification of the water bottle industry and its
impact on the environment. The campaign stresses the need for these screenings to be sub-
sidized with support from community leaders, including office and school administrators.
The website includes an interactive map where you can see the progress that each individual
community initiative has made. Dozens of communities around the world have effectively
banned the sale of water bottles through this initiative.

One of the reasons that this campaign has proved successful is that it subsidizes a mass
media intervention with community reinforcement. In addition to the documentary screen-
ing the campaign asks clear tangible actions from audiences. Their social media links
directly to a declaration page, where individuals can commit their efforts, and a page where
individuals can find local government addresses to send letters and emails asking for regu-
latory legislation.

You could use these communication strategies in your own social media campaign efforts.
Rather than just using social media to rant about how much you dislike plastic water bottles
(diffusion), you could use the space to network with other environmentalists with the same
goal (community). Through these efforts you could start a mobilization campaign initiative
asking users to create videos of all the plastic water bottles they use in a week and upload
it on YouTube. That lived experience is much more powerful than anything that happens
in a virtual setting. It empowers the users and gives them complete control of the message.
You have just transformed everyday social media users into empowered advocates for your
cause.

True participation would take this campaign one step further. If you are truly looking
for meaningful mass behavior change through a participatory process, you have to discard
your message’s predetermined objectives. Though you may be interested in decreasing the
amount of plastic water bottle use, that cause may not be relevant to your audience. Facilitate
discussion through social media of what is really important (in this case, the environment),
participate in the discussion by mentioning how you have cut back on plastic water bottle
purchases, and ask for others to come up with their own solutions. This is how you achieve
true participation. Such a campaign allows you to prompt interaction and dialogue, gives
users ownership of their own ideas, and diminishes power differentials.

In 2009, Ford sent 100 influential bloggers their new Ford Fiesta and a video camera and
asked them to blog about their experiences, resulting in 6.2 million YouTube views, 750,000
Flickr views, and 40 million Twitter adds (Stott, 2013). This self-proclaimed user-generated
content campaign allowed bloggers to experience the product and tell their own stories.
Each of these bloggers has their own personalities, writing styles and brand. Their audiences
voluntarily follow their blogs because they identify or, at the very least, are interested in what
these bloggers have to say. This marketing strategy enabled Ford Fiesta the opportunity for
100 different authentic narratives. Moreover, they were distributed through the hands of
bloggers with loyal audiences who already hold trust in what they have to say.
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The power of interpersonal community measures has been applied to behavior change
initiatives. Most notably, behavioral scientists from the Centers for Disease Control and the
International Partnership Against AIDS in Africa launched the Leadership and Investment
in Fighting an Epidemic (LIFE) and developed a new E-E strategy called the MARCH model
initiative (Galavotti et al., 2001). This strategy sets to influence audience behavior through
a combination of mass media transmission, as well as community reinforcement and par-
ticipation.

There are four key elements of the MARCH model: progression of change over time, the
use of E-E as a vehicle of modeling, use of modeling in program content, and the creation of
character models similar to the target audience (Pappas-DeLuca et al., 2008). These inter-
ventions are not intended to result in quick behavior changes, but are designed for setting
up long-term models lasting for months.

Perhaps most importantly, behavior change in the MARCH model is built on two
principles: modeling and reinforcement. Modeling shows people how to change and
reinforcement supports them in these efforts (Centers for Disease Control, 2009). The
strategy also utilizes two main components: broadcast media and interpersonal community
mobilization.

The broadcast media is used in line with early approaches of the Sabido methodology for
E-E and is established through a positive, negative, and transitional character development
strategy. MARCH narratives always include a positive role model who consistently makes
responsible decisions, and a negative character that consistently engages in risky behavior.

Think of Takalani Sesame, the South Africa’s Sesame Street program that we discussed
earlier. Kami is the positive role model for children based on the narrative centered around
inclusion of HIV-infected community members. She is the center protagonist for most sto-
ries and behaves in a positive, identifiable manner. Storylines also includes negative charac-
ters that tease and exclude Kami from games. These are antagonists in the story that audi-
ence members are not to identify with.

Transitional characters who may start by making negative decisions, but evolve over
the series into an empowered, knowledgeable, and positive character are also included in
MARCH narratives. For Takalani Sesame, these characters may start the program by having
negative preconceptions regarding HIV-infected individuals. However, through the story-
line, they learn to include Kami in the fun. These dynamic transitional characters serve as
the most identifiable role models for audience members, as they are neither consistently
positive nor consistently negative.

Then, through the reinforcement state, audiences are encouraged and given the neces-
sary skills to achieve behavior change. Ideally these reinforcements support the messages
verbatim that the modeling characters are facing. Audiences are able to internalize these
challenges, apply them to their own lives, and come up with solutions through interper-
sonal interactions.

Still, this three-pronged approach to storytelling narratives may not be enough to prompt
permanent behavior change. Remember that audience members are influenced differently
from one another. Sesame Street tries to move beyond a one-way transmission model broad-
cast by having the Muppets look directly into the camera and ask questions to the audience
throughout the storyline (i.e., “Our letter of the day is Z. Can you think of an animal that
begins with the letter Z?”). These questions are followed by a brief silence where viewers
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at home are able to interact with what is going on in the program. The Muppet will then
congratulate audience members for participating. For many years, this is as interactive as
traditional media allowed for E-E programs. However, today there are many more oppor-
tunities for participation through social media.

A unique feature of the MARCH model is an interpersonal community mobilization
component. The idea of interpersonal reinforcement is that programs train key leaders in
the target community about the initiative. This could be a preschool teacher using the sto-
ryline of Kami and Takalani Sesame in their own lessons. Generally, the MARCH model
provides subsequent media materials to use as well, such as workbooks, brief videos, or mag-
azines. Reinforcement activities may also include holding listening and discussion groups,
as well as community activities such as meetings or road shows. Some of the most effective
community reinforcement activities are those in which individuals are asked to produce
theater or stories that carry out these educational messages. This gives audience members
a chance to ask questions and receive immediate feedback. It also provides a takeaway for
audiences to bring home.

Consider how much more fun it is to watch favorite characters in person than it is on
television. Children become so excited when they see characters walking around in amuse-
ment parks and parents pay large amounts of money to go to live events. Interpersonal expe-
riences are much more powerful and provide a much greater catalyst for behavior change
than transmission media messages. Nevertheless, E-E research demonstrates that a combi-
nation of both can be very successful.

Social media provides a great opportunity to bridge the gap between transmission E-E
models and interpersonal reinforcement. Sesame Street has many online resources where
children can talk to characters through smartphone applications, download educational
games, and even create their own versions of Muppet characters (SesameStreet.org, 2014).
This type of user-generated content is a great way to incorporate the principles of the
MARCH model into positive behavior change.

When creating an E-E intervention that models the MARCH strategy, it is important to
follow the reinforcement action plan below.

Reinforcement Action Plan

1 Conduct an audience analysis to determine the cultural norms of your target
audience.

2 Create positive characters that make decisions in accordance with the desired
behavior change.

3 Create negative characters that make decisions antagonistic to the desired
behavior change.

4 Include transitional characters that start out as either a positive or negative
character, but transform over time.

5 Create an interpersonal community-based mobilization effort to reinforce the
message.
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It is clear that there is still much to learn regarding behavior change through social
media messages. Practitioners and researchers are now beginning to understand that
the most critical factor of behavior change has nothing to do with using an appropriate
communication strategy or model, but does allow for the culture and traditions of the
intended campaign audience to be integrated within the narrative. It is impossible for
a campaign that proved successful in South Africa to be mirrored in India and work in
the same capacity. Each and every culture requires its own adaptation of these recom-
mendations. Furthermore, it is important that E-E campaigns have community support
that reinforces their messages. Community members should be involved in the inception,
production, distribution, and evaluation of the messages. This in-house participation
is key to a successful intervention and is most often left out of traditional marketing
strategies.

This chapter has discussed the importance of including culturally appropriate narra-
tives and community reinforcement in behavior change strategies. One such example is
Botswana’s Makgabaneng.

Case Study: Makgabaneng

Makgabaneng is an E-E radio serial drama in Botswana that was designed using the
MARCH model. The name means “Rocky Road” as its motto is “Life is a journey on
a rocky path. The hope is, with every fall, there is a rise” (Peirce, 2011). It first aired
on August 20, 2001, in an effort to address critical HIV/AIDS awareness messages
among citizens aged 10–49 years old across Botswana (Republic of Botswana Popular
Report, 2005).

The Makgabaneng drama is the only Botswana-produced serial drama of its kind.
Therefore, it is one of the only forms of media entertainment that citizens can turn
to and see their culture played out in narratives. Many culturally specific issues are
tackled, including infidelity, intergenerational relationships, and alcohol abuse. The
program began as a radio drama that broadcast the same 15-minute episode twice
weekly, on two different national broadcast stations.

It is important to note that Makgabaneng is more than a transmission media; it is an
interactive, holistic, behavior change initiative. The program incorporates both the
broadcast and interpersonal community mobilization components of the MARCH
model. One of the elements that make this E-E initiative successful is that is writ-
ten, acted, and produced by local talents within the urban center of the country,
Gaborone.

The efforts for culturally specific content go beyond this in-house production. Pro-
ducers of Makgabaneng recognize how various communities across Botswana have
very distinct ideologies, values, and even language from one another. A separate
department has been created to monitor and evaluate the reinforcement initiatives.
The reinforcement department engages in many activities such as organizing health
fairs and disseminating promotional materials, writing a teen magazine, overseeing
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field partners who host rallies at schools, overseeing and transcribing guides for field
partners, and contracting special projects coordinators who develop campaign mate-
rials with similar messages for other stakeholders. These efforts ensure that audience
members are able to engage with the characters and storylines long after the program
is over.

Moreover, trained officers within local communities began to host interpersonal
listener discussion groups (LDGs) to reinforce the messages of the drama in 2002.
LDGs serve as one of the greatest reinforcement activities aimed to encourage safer
HIV-related behaviors. In addition to the newly launched television series, produc-
ers have also begun utilizing social media in their strategy. At the end of every
episode, fans respond and interact on the show’s Facebook page (Facebook.com/
Makgabaneng). There, they are encouraged to ask questions and share their own
stories. Pictures from various road shows and discussion groups are uploaded on
the Makgabaneng website for participants to check out. There is also a Twitter feed
(@Makgabanen) that reinforces key messages from the program, as well as promot-
ing casting and production announcements. Hashtags centered on the program are
encouraged for users to promote live feedback as the series airs. These are all ways in
which Makgabaneng is bridging the gap between one-way transmission broadcasting
and interpersonal community reinforcement.

Because of these, Makgabaneng is successful in reaching and sustaining listen-
ership among demographics aged 15–24. Audiences of Makgabaneng have higher
levels of HIV knowledge and less stigmatizing attitudes towards those affected by
HIV. Listeners also report increased intentions to get tested for HIV, and greater
preventive behaviors such as continued discussion with partners about HIV testing,
and HIV testing during pregnancy (Republic of Botswana Popular Report, 2005).
Because of high positive reaction, Makgabaneng became an official NGO in 2006.
In addition, producers launched a television version of the series in 2013 due to its
popularity.

This E-E initiative encourages audiences to acquire the necessary skills and atti-
tudes to achieve behavioral change. Through community reinforcement and use of
social media, Makgabaneng is able to engage with audiences to stimulate applicable,
individualized, relevant health conversation. As Byrne et al. (2005) suggests, evalu-
ations of behavior change initiatives must move away from people as the objects of
change, and focus on more participatory methods, such as community dialogue, local
decision-making processes, and cultural identity. Makgabaneng proves a successful
case for this type of participatory behavior change initiative.

Discussion questions

1 What are the greatest advantages to utilizing an E-E approach to behavior change,
like the production of Makgabaneng? How does the likelihood for behavior
change transition when media is not produced for simply profit’s sake?

2 What steps can be taken to ensure that the cultural norms of your target audience
are included within the narrative?
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3 Makgabaneng combines a broadcast narrative and community reinforcement in
a behavior change initiative. How is social media able to speak to both of these
needs better than traditional media?

Summary

This chapter focuses on the importance of utilizing culturally specific narratives and com-
munity reinforcement in behavior change initiatives. This method has been applied to E-E
interventions across the world and has yielded great results.

Fiske (1987) explains how individuals are likely to use media for their own purposes,
rather than the goals of others. We know that audiences are very different from one another.
They have unique emotions, relationships, passions, goals and stressors. They do not even
need to misunderstand or disagree with a message in order to disregard it. Clearly, sparking
behavior change through media messages is hard. One way to overcome these challenges is
through narrative structures and community reinforcement strategies found in E-E inter-
ventions.

There are many different ways to apply the lessons learned from communication for
development and E-E research to develop your own social media messages. The most impor-
tant lesson is that your social media is not all about you and your product. Resist the temp-
tation to use the media for your own purposes, rather than the goals of others. Listen to
your audiences and allow them to participate with your campaign at all levels. The goal of
social media marketing should shift from selling products towards empowering users to
contribute to positive behavior change. Part IV of this book has discussed ways in which
social media can be used for social good. Part V will explore the future social media land-
scape and how to incorporate old with the new.

Key Takeaways

1 Development communication interventions take advantage of strong story-
telling to inspire behavior change in audiences. Entertainment-education is one
approach.

2 The MARCH model is an E-E approach that uses the media intervention in a more
participatory manner through community-centered initiatives. The interpersonal
component has proven a more successful way to promote behavior change.

3 Social media holds great potential in bridging the gap between diffusion-
centric mass media approaches and more participatory interventions for behav-
ior change. E-E initiatives stress the importance of participatory components
throughout all stages of the production process.

4 It is important that members of the culture that you are trying to reach assist with
the production of media content. This will ensure that it is influential and appro-
priate for their lived reality.



Social Media and Entertainment-Education 277

References

Airhihenbuwa, C. & Obregon, R. (2000) A critical assess-
ment of theories/models used in health communica-
tion for HIV/AIDS. Journal of Health Communication, 5,
5–15.

Barker, K. (2007) Sex, soap and social change: the Sabido
methodology. Population Media Center. Available at
https://www.populationmedia.org/2007/08/09/sex-
soap-social-change-the-sabido-methodology/ (accessed
June 8, 2016).

Byrne, A. with Gray-Felder, D., Hunt, J. & Parks, W. (2005)
Measuring change: a guide to participatory monitoring
and evaluation of communication for social change.
Available at http://www.communicationforsocialcha
nge.org/pdf/measuring_change.pdf (accessed June 8,
2016).

Centers for Disease Control (2009) Global reproduc-
tive health: modeling and reinforcement to combat
HIV/AIDS (MARCH). Available at http://www.cdc.gov/
globalhealth/programs/reproductive.htm (accessed June
8, 2016).

De Fossard, E. (1996) How to Write a Radio Serial Drama for
Social Development: A Program Manager’s Guide. Balti-
more, MD: Johns Hopkins School of Public Health, Cen-
ter for Communication Programs.

Degh, L. (1994) American Folklore and the Mass Media.
Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press.

Dutta-Bergman, M.J. (2004) Health attitudes, health cog-
nitions, and health behaviors among Internet health
information seekers: population-based survey. Journal of
Medical Internet Research, 6(2), e15.

FAO (2011) HIV/AIDS: a rural issue. Available at http://
www.fao.org/FOCUS/E/aids/aids1-e.htm (accessed June
8, 2016).

Fisch, S., Truglio, R. & Cole, C. (1999) The impact of
Sesame Street on preschool children: a review and syn-
thesis of 30 years’ research. Media Psychology, 1(2), 165–
190.

Fiske, J. (1987) Television Culture. London: Routledge.
Galavotti, C., Pappas-DeLuca, M. & Lansky, A. (2001) Mod-

eling and reinforcement to combat HIV: the MARCH
approach to behavior change. American Journal of Public
Health, 91(10), 1602–1607.

King, P. & Howard-Hamilton, M. (2003) An assessment
of multicultural competence. Journal of Student Affairs
Research and Practice, 40(2), 119–133.

Lim, M. (2002) A-B-C, 1-2-3, H-I-V: Sesame Street tackles
AIDS. Virtual Mentor, 4(9), ii.

Pant, S., Singhal, A. & Bhasin, U. (2002) Using radio drama
to entertain and educate: India’s experience with the pro-
duction, reception, and transcreation of “Dehleez”. Jour-
nal of Development Communication, 13(2), 52–66.

Pappas-DeLuca, K., Kraft, J., Galavotti, C. et al. (2008)
Entertainment-education radio serial drama and out-
comes related to HIV testing in Botswana. Global Health
Sciences Literature Digest, 20(6), 486–503.

Peirce, L.M. (2011) Botswana’s Makgabaneng: an audience
reception study of an edutainment drama. Doctoral dis-
sertation, Ohio University.

Refera, T. (2004) The role of Sabido entertainment-
education radio serial dramas in the struggle for the
prevention of HIV/AIDS: with specific reference to
“Yeken Kingit” and “Dhimbiba”. Available at http://
www.comminit.com/hiv-aids/content/role-sabido-
entertainment-education-radio-serial-dramas-struggle-
prevention-hivaids-spec (accessed June 8, 2016).

Republic of Botswana Popular Report (2005) Botswana
AIDS Impact Survey III. NACA in Collaboration with
CSO and Other Development Partners.

SesameStreet.org (2014) Available at http://www.sesame
street.org (accessed June 8, 2016).

Singhal, A. & Rogers, E. (1999) Entertainment-Education:
A Communication Strategy for Social Change. London:
Routledge.

Singhal, A. & Rogers, E. (2003) Combating AIDS: Commu-
nication Strategies in Action. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage
Publications.

Singhal, A., Cody, M., Rogers, E. & Sabido, M. (2004)
Entertainment-Education and Social Change. Mahwah,
NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates.

Sood, S. (2006) Audience involvement and entertainment-
education. Communication Theory, 12(2), 153–172.

Sood, S., Witte, K. & Menard, T. (2003) The theory behind
entertainment education. In: M.J. Cody, A. Singhal, M.
Sabido & E.M. Rogers (eds) Entertainment-Education
Worldwide: History, Research, and Practice, pp. 117–149.
Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum.

Stott, J. (2013) Inspire powerful content from your brand
fans: 5 examples and ideas. Available at http://contentma
rketinginstitute.com/2013/04/powerful-content-brand-
fans-examples-ideas/ (accessed June 8, 2016).

https://www.populationmedia.org/2007/08/09/sex-soap-social-change-the-sabido-methodology/
https://www.populationmedia.org/2007/08/09/sex-soap-social-change-the-sabido-methodology/
https://www.populationmedia.org/2007/08/09/sex-soap-social-change-the-sabido-methodology/
http://www.communicationforsocialchange.org/pdf/measuring_change.pdf
http://www.cdc.gov/globalhealth/programs/reproductive.htm
http://www.fao.org/FOCUS/E/aids/aids1-e.htm
http://www.fao.org/FOCUS/E/aids/aids1-e.htm
http://www.comminit.com/hiv-aids/content/role-sabido-entertainment-education-radio-serial-dramas-struggle-prevention-hivaids-spec
http://www.comminit.com/hiv-aids/content/role-sabido-entertainment-education-radio-serial-dramas-struggle-prevention-hivaids-spec
http://www.comminit.com/hiv-aids/content/role-sabido-entertainment-education-radio-serial-dramas-struggle-prevention-hivaids-spec
http://www.comminit.com/hiv-aids/content/role-sabido-entertainment-education-radio-serial-dramas-struggle-prevention-hivaids-spec
http://www.comminit.com/hiv-aids/content/role-sabido-entertainment-education-radio-serial-dramas-struggle-prevention-hivaids-spec
http://www.comminit.com/hiv-aids/content/role-sabido-entertainment-education-radio-serial-dramas-struggle-prevention-hivaids-spec
http://www.sesamestreet.org
http://contentmarketinginstitute.com/2013/04/powerful-content-brand-fans-examples-ideas/


278 Strategic Social Media

Tufte, T. (2005) Entertainment-education in develop-
ment communication: between marketing behaviors and
empowering people. In: O. Hemer & T. Tufte (eds) Media
and Glocal Change: Rethinking Communication for Devel-
opment, pp. 159–174. Buenos Aires: CLACSO.

UNAIDS (1999) Communications framework for HIV/
AIDS. Available at http://www.unaids.org/sites/default/
files/media_asset/jc335-commframew_en_1.pdf
(accessed June 8, 2016).

Usdin, S., Scheepers, E., Goldstein, S. & Japhet, G. (2003)
Achieving social change on gender-based violence:

a report on the impact evaluation of Soul City’s fourth
series. Social Science and Medicine, 61(11), 2434–
2445.

Vidmar, N. & Rokeach, M. (1974) Archie Bunker’s bigotry:
a study in selective perception and exposure. Journal of
Communication, 24(1), 36–47.

Waisbord, S. (2001) Family tree of theories, methodolo-
gies and strategies in communication for development.
Prepared for The Rockefeller Foundation. Available
at http://www.communicationforsocialchange.org/pdf/
familytree.pdf (accessed June 8, 2016).

http://www.unaids.org/sites/default/files/media_asset/jc335-commframew_en_1.pdf
http://www.communicationforsocialchange.org/pdf/familytree.pdf


Part V

Social Media for Social and
Behavior Change





17
Integrating Old with New

Learning Objectives

After reading this chapter, you should be able to:
1 Identify the impact of convergence culture on society.
2 Explain remediation theory and apply it to a social media marketing strategy.
3 Be able to integrate social media into a traditional media campaign in a post-

convergence era.

Introduction

One of the greatest advances in society brought by social media is our ability to connect
easily with individuals around the world. This insight into how other people live creates
a greater sense of empathy towards others, a characteristic that allows us to emotionally
participate, understand, relate and value the core elements that make us all members of
the human race (Frenk & Gómez-Dantés, 2002). Hopefully, you have learned how creating
social media messages for positive social change are not so different from creating messages
for marketing and business goals.

This book has taken you through foundational principles of behavior change theory,
the role of users and messages in the communication exchange process, and models and
strategies for marketing, business and social good. These are all important elements in
creating social media messages for your own objectives and goals. We will now turn

Strategic Social Media: From Marketing to Social Change, First Edition. L. Meghan Mahoney and Tang Tang.
© 2017 John Wiley & Sons, Inc. Published 2017 by John Wiley & Sons, Inc.
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attention towards the future social media landscape to explain why today’s globalized world
requires that all social media messages are broadcast in a context that accounts for each of
these areas, with special attention paid to social sustainability.

This chapter explores how to ensure that your social media strategy stays relevant in an
ever-changing and unpredictable media landscape. This book is unable to teach you every-
thing about the future of social media practices. We can advise how to integrate new tech-
nological advancements, whatever they may be, into an existing marketing strategy. Chap-
ter 18 will introduce a We First approach to marketing for social behavior change that
is consistent with the principles of diffusion and participation. Next, we will argue for a
general framework for social media scholarship. Finally, Chapter 20 will provide general
conclusions and recommendations for creating social media strategies for increased social
participation.

Though once thought of as a fad that would disappear, most organizations now view social
media marketing as a mandatory element of their marketing strategy (Hanna et al., 2011). It
is difficult to ignore social media’s potential in reaching and communicating with customers.
However, too many view social media platforms as stand-alone elements, rather than an
“ecosystem whereby all elements work together toward a common objective – whether to
launch and promote a new product or service; to communicate a new company initiative; or
to simply further engage customers in a rich, meaningful, and interactive dialogue” (Hanna
et al., 2011, p. 273). These principles of integration are critical to success and require a long-
term view of media marketing. Getting the correct balance of traditional and new media
elements is important.

You do not want to set the technological bar so high that customers find it overly different
and demanding from what they are used to. You also do not want your brand to seem too
outdated from the technology that your competition is embracing. Today’s marketing and
communication professionals must be able to purposefully integrate traditional technolo-
gies with the new, and have a sense of what advances are ahead.

In order to better understand how to synthesize a social media strategy, let’s first examine
the transition from Web 1.0 to a convergence culture, a time in society where companies
were forced to create strategy for an unimaginable media landscape that was changing at
a rapid pace. We will then turn our attention towards the many challenges that we must
consider in a post-convergence era. This knowledge will help you create your own marketing
strategy for any media environment.

The Culture of Convergence

If you were interested in listening to music, which media device would you turn to? Perhaps
you would turn on the radio and listen to your favorite local show. Maybe you would open
iTunes and listen to your personal music collection. Or, if you wanted to be surprised by the
playlist, maybe you would open the Pandora application on your mobile device and let the
software determine your playlist. It is difficult to remember a time when we didn’t have so
many choices in media devices and content. Your choice of media device is dependent on a
number of factors, including access, competence and connection. It could also depend on
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what other tasks you are attempting to accomplish simultaneously. Maybe you are working
on a term paper and so your personal computer is open anyway. Though you may not have
purchased your personal computer with the intention of using it as a music player, it is a
convenient function of the device. The ways in which distinct tools or technologies combine
from several different products is called convergence (DeVoss & Webb, 2008; Griffiths &
Light, 2008).

The term media convergence extends beyond just the merging of technological devices. It
includes the flow of content across multiple media platforms, the cooperation between mul-
tiple media industries, and the migratory behavior of media audiences who will go almost
anywhere in search of the kinds of entertainment experiences they want (Jenkins, 2006).
In this definition, you can see the impacts that convergence has on audience behavior and
expectations. Convergence is a process of industry changes that combine markets and prod-
ucts to meet various consumer needs (Thielmann & Dowling, 1999). It is likely that your
expectations of music choice have changed over the course of your lifetime. You may expect
that you should be able to hear any song, anywhere, at any time. This expectation could only
be fulfilled if various industries work together.

For example, Apple Computer, Inc. never began as a company interested in developing a
music player. Their focus was on computers, software and servers. However, in 2000 they
purchased the digital encoding program, SoundJam MP, and used it to create iTunes ver-
sion 1.0 (McNulty, 2006). This is a great example of what can happen when two media plat-
forms/companies work together. The cultural impact surely extends beyond device conver-
gence. This media convergence changed the music industry forever, as consumers could now
purchase individual songs, rather than complete artist albums, and they could also hear any
given song at any given time with the click of a button from their own personal library. This
also changed musical expectations forever. Everyday audiences were now able to become
producers of music, as the software integrated well with home recording platforms such as
Garage Band, and made it easy for anyone to upload their own music into the iTunes store.
The existing digital music business model also changed, as audiences who previously down-
loaded free music from Napster were now willing to pay for their musical collection again
(Blau, 2011).

Media convergence creates many technological, industrial, cultural, and social changes.
Media devices are becoming increasingly less expensive and easier to use. More audiences
have access and are able to accomplish their own goals and gratifications when they wish.
This puts pressure on businesses to push towards stronger customer relationships, espe-
cially in a culture that privileges an active audience (Deuze, 2007). The effect of multiple
entry points into the consumption process enables audiences to participate in a prolonged
relationship with a brand’s narrative, encouraging businesses to be more attentive to audi-
ence interests and directly solicit feedback to their products (Jenkins, 2003). Here, you can
see the shift in power from top-down corporate control to one where audiences are able to
actively engage the process.

Media convergence is heavily dependent on consumers’ active participation (Jenkins,
2006). iTunes was only successful because customers were willing to engage the consump-
tion and production process. Rather than thinking of convergence as simply a merging of
technological devices and media content, it should be seen as a cultural shift that alters
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the relationship between existing technologies, industries, markets, genres, and audiences
(Jenkins, 2004). This has created a new culture of expectations.

Convergence culture

Convergence culture emphasizes the changing patterns in the way narrative, informational,
and visual content circulates, resulting in a cultural shift where consumers are encouraged
to seek out new information and make connections among dispersed media content (Trigg,
2008). This process has merged the role of the producer and consumer in an interactive
environment, representing an entirely new way of seeing the media audience, as it can be
difficult to tell who is producing content for whom (Bird, 2011). The shift towards multime-
dia integration of customer inclusion in the production and product-innovation process of
media companies has resulted in many changes in society (Deuze, 2008). As Jenkins (2004,
p. 37) suggested:

Consumers are learning how to use these different media technologies to bring the flow of
media more fully under their control and to interact with other users. They are fighting for the
right to participate more fully in their culture, to control the flow of media in their lives and to
talk back to mass market content. Sometimes, these two forces reinforce each other, creating
closer, more rewarding, relations between media producers and consumers.

As such, it is important to consider the action plan below when a practitioner is struggling
to see the benefits of embracing the opportunities of a convergence culture. The action plan
consists of seven steps: communication, commitment, cooperation, compensation, culture,
competition, and customer (Appelgren, 2004).

Convergence Culture Action Plan

1 Communication: Social media is defined by the ability to facilitate dialogue
between users. Media convergence makes it easier than ever for businesses to
facilitate dialogue between the consumers and producers of content. However, it
is important for businesses to understand the types of communication that works
best with their individual company goals. Part I of this book discusses how the
amount of participation users are given influences the amount of control pro-
ducers have over content. Decisions regarding communication should be made
carefully with long-term strategy in mind.

2 Commitment: Media convergence provides opportunities for customers to take
part in the narrative of your brand. Therefore, it is important to consider how
every individual associated with your product, both internal employees and exter-
nal customers, are familiar with and committed to your goals. The importance of
audience research may help you determine the level of commitment from each
sector.
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3 Cooperation: Convergence requires multiple industries to work together in order
to fulfill new audience expectations. There are many available options for content
delivery, and it is imperative that your business is willing to take risks and coop-
erate with other organizations that have similar goals. This requires a heightened
sense of a product’s brand and authenticity, as different sectors must share stories
and ideas in a unified fashion that meets the goals of the organization.

4 Compensation: Though not a factor that many communication strategists con-
sider immediately, compensation is a growing concern for individuals in a conver-
gence culture. Access, devices and production costs are all decreasing, yet social
media brings greater transparency than ever before regarding compensation and
profit margins. Consider both employee wages and the gap between the top and
the bottom. Would you be comfortable if this information became public? Com-
pensation considerations should also take into account the external benefits to
customers and society.

5 Culture involves the language, methods, and environment of an organization
(Appelgren, 2004). Because convergence culture changes patterns in the way nar-
rative, informational, and visual content circulates, your brand message can easily
change or become diluted through multiple channels of distribution. Great care
must be taken in fostering a unique culture for your product. Transforming your
brand into a lifestyle is one way to ensure cohesiveness.

6 Competition: The Internet has made virtually everyone with a connection your
competitor, as every market now has national and global competition. This can
either be seen as a disadvantage or motivator for success. Companies that excel are
those that have a strong sense of their authenticity, brand name, and credibility. If
you are your authentic self, you have no competition (Stratten, 2012). Thus, find
your niche in the marketplace and foster an engaged and like-minded community.

7 Customer: Finally, customers are central to the principles of convergence. Be sure
that you are not considering them as passive viewers of your content, but rather
active users that play a central role in your narrative. The more power that they
have, the more invested they will feel in your brand. Remember that in a con-
vergence culture it is better to have a few invested brand advocates than it is to
have high numbers of passive message receivers. Empower the customers and
keep them at the center of every decision that you make.

This action plan should help you as you consider the many ways in which media con-
vergence could impact your organization’s business and marketing strategies. These overall
considerations illustrate the shift in power from producers of media messages to consumers.
There are also more practical rules that can help guide you in the strategic process.

Remember that consumers need to see, hear and/or interact with your message three to
five times before they start to believe what you are saying (Brito, 2013). Use converged media
to distribute messages where your consumers are most likely already visiting in their daily
media routine, such as social networking sites like Facebook or Pinterest. Be sure to integrate



286 Strategic Social Media

traditional paid media with free social media platforms in your brand strategy. Converged
media allows a space where users are not being sold to in a manner that is as obvious as a
pop-up banner, but has more structure than all the information available on the Internet.
By taking advantage of paid media in your marketing strategy, your content can reach high
numbers of people who are likely interested in your community based on filters that you
set. Your marketing strategy should not end there though. Integrate status updates on social
networks as well. Whenever you post a status update on a business Facebook page, it only
reaches between 8 and 10% of your current fan base (Brito, 2013). Constantly seek out other
organizations or blogs with like-audiences so that you can reach a higher percentage of your
community.

Hopefully, these suggestions will help guide you as you develop social media content and
strategy. Remember that media landscapes are constantly changing, and some of the princi-
ples of media convergence may not remain true across your career as a practitioner. You will
never be certain of what technological advances lie ahead. Instead, be sure that communi-
cation, media, and behavior change theories guide your strategy, especially when the media
environment is uncertain. One such theory that explores the integration of traditional and
new media content is Bolter and Grusin’s (2002) remediation theory.

Remediation Theory

Media convergence is often turned to when individuals are interested in how new media has
impacted traditional media marketing and business models (Picard, 2000; Chan-Olmsted,
2004; Cooper & Tang, 2009). In this chapter, we have learned how media convergence
impacts the flow of content across platforms, the cooperation between industries, and the
migratory behavior of media audiences (Jenkins, 2006). The implication is that media con-
vergence is better for audiences, producers and content managers alike. Remediation theory
attempts to provide further guidelines to developing and understanding convergent media
products.

Remediation theory is the idea that new visual media are best able to achieve their cul-
tural significance by integrating and refashioning more traditional media forms (Bolter &
Grusin, 2002). This theory refers to the blending of traditional and new media, and was one
of the first to explain why incorporating new media structure is not always the best deci-
sion as a media practitioner. Traditional media is able to refashion new media just as well
as new media changes existing forms. Rather than drastically changing the existing media
landscape, media convergence simply alters traditional forms.

Remediation theory suggests that media can be divided into two principal styles: hyper-
mediacy and transparent immediacy (Bolter & Grusin, 2002). Hypermediacy privileges
fragmentation, indeterminancy, and heterogeneity, emphasizing process and performance,
much like a windowed style of World Wide Web pages, rather than the finished product
(Bolter & Grusin, 2002). It offers random access, with no physical beginning, middle or
end, serving much less as a story and more as immediate clips of information.

Hypermediacy requires audience interactivity as an “immutable law” of the medium (Ries
& Ries, 2000; Bolter & Grusin, 2002; Ha & Chan-Olmsted, 2004; Lin & Cho, 2010). This
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is key to practitioners, as interactivity creates brand identity, enables greater control over
media choice, and encourages direct communication between content producers and con-
sumers (Chan-Olmsted & Ha, 2003; McMillan et al., 2008; Lin & Cho, 2010). Hypermedia-
tion calls attention to the medium that it is deploying by encouraging audienes to look at it
(McKain, 2005). These are all functions of media convergence as well.

Transparent immediacy does not rely on interactivity. Instead it includes two- and three-
dimensional images projected onto traditional computer, film, or television screens (Bolter
& Grusin, 2002). Audiences of transparent immediacy have an immediate relationship with
the content of what they are viewing, as it is produced with a clear fourth wall. Content
is more linear in nature, with a finished narrative structure, complete with a beginning,
middle and end (Bolter & Grusin, 2002). Transparent immediacy encourages audiences to
look through the device in order to view content (McKain, 2005).

When a form of new media comes along, as a marketing practitioner you will be forced to
make a decision about how to refashion your existing marketing strategy. While the inclina-
tion may be that newer is always better, remediation theory cautions against this. It is better
to include elements of both hypermediacy and transparent immediacy in products (Bolter
& Grusin, 2002; Peirce, 2011). Adapting new media forms too quickly will turn audiences
away. They may not feel competent enough to engage your strategy, or the end result may
seem too unfamiliar. However, the inability to incorporate new media elements will make
your brand seem outdated.

Remediation theory is especially important in a convergence culture, as no media event
exists in isolation from other media, or from other social and economic forces (Rajewsky,
2005). It is important to make purposeful decisions about which technologies to embrace
into your strategy. Many organizations are still transitioning towards a convergence culture
under the assumption that new media is always better. The smartest practitioners are those
that are looking forward to find a balance as we enter a post-convergence era.

Integrating Social Media in a Post-Convergence Era

The convergence era brought many exciting changes to society. As we step towards a time
when these advances are the expected norm for audiences, there are questions about the
future of marketing. Some believe that the concept of convergence has been stretched
beyond what is meaningful (Fagerjord, 2010), and many of the same industry concerns and
power structures that existed prior to the convergence culture are surfacing again.

Convergence culture is often talked about in very ideal terms where media producers
are catering to audiences. While this era certainly marks a shift in thinking about the rela-
tionship between audiences and media producers, the impact should not overshadow the
need to consider the process of sociocultural stratification (Apperley, 2007). For example,
convergence has created a shared space where different genres in different media may be
combined in new ways. Individuals are able to produce, add to, or change media texts. This
has resulted in a remix of culture. Remix is the process of creating an alternative version
of a media text by altering or introducing new elements to the existing form (Fagerjord,
2010).
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Remix is a great way for individuals from different cultures to work together and col-
laborate on projects and even create new cultural forms of media. However, this blending
of cultures can have other implications as well. Often, the dominant culture will take over
smaller subcultures. Today, we can see how people live around the world, and many adopt
the cultural depiction of those with whom they identify most, rather than those they live.
While this has many benefits to individuals who may feel out of place in their immediate
community, it can also erode cultural borders and small nuances between regions. One must
consider the importance of culture preservation in a post-convergence era.

Media convergence also raises many questions about communication policy. In a world
where everyone is contributing to the production process, it is difficult to determine who
owns and has rights to what content. In a globalized era, it is also difficult to determine who
is able to regulate or govern virtual spaces. Each device could potentially require a different
rule or government agency (Bar & Sandvig, 2008). These policy and ownership issues are
just starting to surface, and the implications are unclear.

Furthermore, much rhetoric surrounding media convergence examines the new oppor-
tunities for everyday consumers, especially with regard to media production. Anyone is able
to become the next viral hit in a converged media environment. However, it is important
to note that media structure still plays a role in how audiences access online information.
While audiences do have unlimited access to information on the Internet, most of their
uses are filtered by the results of a search engine. These search engines utilize algorithms
that take into account the source of production and the number of individuals already link-
ing to content. Unconventional and less mainstream sources are not easy to find (Nettleton
et al., 2005). Some of the same power differentials remain.

These concerns show us that in an environment where everything seems new, there are
still many of the same challenges of media production that the industry has faced since
the beginning of time. Overall, a strong audience analysis, coupled with a formative audi-
ence research strategy, is the foundation of any convergence marketing strategy. Specifically,
there are eight items that practitioners should consider when creating content in a post-
convergence world: transmedia, environments, narratives, rituals, community, audiences,
identity, and devices (Laurel, 2000).

1 Transmedia is the ability to create media texts across multiple media platforms. Rather
than producing text for one particular medium, it is time to start thinking about how
it will be distributed across multiple platforms from the beginning. This new author-
ing places the emphasis on developing materials that can be selected and arranged to
produce many different forms (Laurel, 2000). It also gives audiences more control, and
ensures that the same message produced for one social media platform is not identical
to a message produced for another.

2 Environment: Every product needs a strong narrative. This narrative exists within an
overarching brand environment. Rather than retelling the same story over and over,
focusing on a brand environment allows your product to support many stories, charac-
ters, and play patterns. This will help your social media messages focus on a lifestyle,
rather than a product.
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3 Narratives: Once you have established your product environment, you can begin con-
sidering its narrative. The importance of product narratives was discussed in Chapter 3,
but this advice focused on the brand’s authentic story. In a post-convergence world, it is
imperative to allow a space where users are able to share their narratives in a structure
that can fit in with the overall brand story.

4 Ritual is a kind of social form in which a designed narrative can unfold harmoniously
(and simultaneously) within the larger context of an interactive environment in which
most action is improvisational (Laurel, 2000). These unique patterns of behavior, such
as an inside joke between you and your audience, help audiences feel a deeper connec-
tion to the community, as it is something that they are unable to share on other online
forums.

5 Community: Media structures must promote dialogue and interaction among members.
While this communication can be facilitated, you want to ensure that your audience feels
as though the space is shared. This requires a high level of trust, where consumers feel
confident that their input matters, and you feel confident that they will stay true to the
product brand. A strong balance between control and participation must be maintained.

6 Audiences are central to marketers in a post-convergence era. Without them, your mes-
sage does not spread. Therefore, audience engagement and audience research must be
the priority of any social media marketing strategy. Audience contributions must be sup-
ported and integrated into your product’s foundational narrative, not just an evaluation
once the marketing strategy has been deployed.

7 Identity: It can be difficult to transition from your product to your audience being central
to your brand narrative, but participation is essential to success. Remember that individ-
uals are more likely to engage in a process that speaks to their own lived identity. Focus
on an idealized lifestyle, allow collaboration with professional actors, or create charac-
ters with functional identities (Laurel, 2000). You can even enable technologies where
audiences are able to create virtual identities on their own, even if they are different from
their real-life personas. The more audiences are able to customize their experience, the
better.

8 Devices: Media will take many different forms in a post-convergence world. Be sure to
test content in different situations across various devices to ensure that it is working
properly. Pay specific attention to the technologies that your audience is most likely uti-
lizing, not what is most convenient or critical for you to produce. Remember that not
everyone has the most up-to-date device or software. Ensure that you are not losing
audiences because your content is not compatible.

These recommendations should help you determine how well your marketing strategy
fits in a post-convergence world. In the era of social media, it can be difficult for marketers
to determine the content, timing, and frequency of social media information about their
product (Mangold & Faulds, 2009). Rather than adapting a business strategy around social
media, it is better to let social media integrate into your business (Bond, 2011). After all,
conversations about your product are happening whether you facilitate them or not.

To guide strategic decisions regarding monitoring, understanding and responding to dif-
ferent social media activities, it is recommended that four Cs are followed (Kietzmann et al.,
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2011): (i) cognize, where practitioners have a strong understanding of the social media land-
scape and the unique functions of various platforms; (ii) congruity, which determines how
social media functions fit the goals of your organization; (iii) curate, where practitioners
determine who, how often and when they engage into conversation on a social media plat-
form; and (iv) chase, where practitioners scan the Internet to find information that influ-
ences the company’s current or future position on the market.

As consumers turn away from traditional sources of advertising, such as radio, televi-
sion, magazines, and newspapers, they turn towards social media as a trustworthy source
of information (Mangold & Faulds, 2009). Consumers trust information that they find on
social media more than they do traditional forms. It is equally important that you put the
same trust in the information that you find about your product on social media platforms.
Social media provides brands with one of the most personal, trusted and direct points of
access to their consumers (Drury, 2008). Take time to read these online conversations and
get to know your competitors, customers, prospects, peers, critics, influencers, and support-
ers (Bond, 2011).

Remember that the best social media strategies consist of 90% listening and 10% activa-
tion (Bond, 2011). Most of your marketing strategy should consist of not saying anything at
all. Rather, stay up to date on what the public sphere has to say about your product. Infor-
mation about products and services is now based on the experiences of audiences, rather
than a predetermined and carefully planned marketing strategy developed by producers.
The focus of social media specialists should not always be on the creation of online con-
tent. A strong practitioner will spend most of his or her time gathering and reading online
content.

While the focus of a convergence culture was in the opportunities brought by increased
audience dialogue, it is interesting that the focus of a post-convergence era is on not saying
anything at all. Integrating social media into a marketing strategy requires a long view of an
entire ecosystem, where all elements of traditional and new media work together (Hanna
et al., 2011). The focus of this type of strategy must remain on the audience. Perhaps no
industry has struggled with the principles of integration of traditional and new media ele-
ments as much as the television industry. One reason may be its considerable lack of knowl-
edge on its latent audiences, as the television industry has historically treated its audiences
as an aggregate. Let’s now turn our attention towards a case study to see how audiences react
to an alternative form of a reality television show, Rising Star.

Case Study: ABC’s Rising Star

Media convergence has substantially changed the ways in which individuals engage
content. Often, traditional forms are remixed, remediated or refashioned to meet
audience expectations. As users continue to adapt to convergence and gain more con-
trol over their content choices, it is clear that the television industry must also alter
content in order to suit audience expectations.

One way that the television industries have attempted to meet this demand is
through reality television programming. The reality television genre is built on the
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principles of a more factual and authentic viewing experience, where what the audi-
ence views on screen represents real-life individuals and behaviors (Hill, 2005). View-
ers are attracted to reality-based programming because it represents real-life drama
reflecting the complexities of the human condition (Orbe, 2008). Because of audience
appeal and low production cost, the reality genre has now evolved into a $100 billion
media industry (Rose, 2013). Almost every television network across the world has
its own brand of reality-based television. In particular, reality musical competition
programs have peaked in popularity over the past decade.

Some of the most popular musical competition reality shows include American Idol
in the United States, Popstars in Australia, and Pop Idol in the United Kingdom. The
formula for these reality shows is fairly similar, as everyday ordinary citizens hoping
to become stars compete with one another each week. Television audiences are asked
to call in and vote on which participant they feel had the best performance. Votes
are tallied over a period of time, usually a week’s worth of broadcasting, and on the
next show performers with the highest number of viewer votes get to move. The final
winner of the program usually gets a musical contract to become a star.

Here you can see many of the elements of a convergence culture at play. Not only
is there a merging of two media devices – television and telephones – but there are
cultural equalizers as well. Audiences are given more power in deciding who deserves
fame and who doesn’t, what musical genres and tastes should be rewarded, and the
final resolution for a television narrative (Holmes, 2004).

The formula for the successors of reality musical competitions has not changed
too much since its debut in 2000. However, the opportunities for integrating more
synchronous and user-generated media elements into a television program have. One
show that has attempted to redefine traditional television musical competitions is
ABC’s Rising Star.

Rising Star is a singing competition that is broadcast live and considered a “game-
changer” for the television industry. Audiences are asked to download an application
on their mobile devices, upload a personal picture, and vote in “real time” as they
watch the program. If the voting reaches a certain threshold (70% of votes), the per-
former will move on to the next round of competition (ABC, 2014).

Some of the hypermediacy elements that make it more interactive than traditional
musical competition reality shows include the synchronous nature of voting. The
broadcast and voting are done live, which requires traditional appointment television
viewing. Additionally, audiences include a picture of themselves with their vote, and
so as they participate, they are able to see themselves on screen behind the performers.
This personalizes the television viewing experience. Audiences are also encouraged
to follow along and interact with other viewers on social media through hashtags.
Moreover, the competition participants are able to see audience reactions while they
are performing. This provides immediate feedback, which undoubtedly influences
their final product.

The television series first aired on ABC on June 22, 2014. Just like all products
of media convergence, it hinged on audience participation for success. Audiences
needed to have already downloaded and registered the voting application on their



292 Strategic Social Media

mobile devices before the program began. Therefore, producers decided it would
interrupt another reality program, The Bachelorette, earlier in the week to prompt
audiences to download the application and test the voting system. If enough mem-
bers participated and they reached the voting threshold of 70%, Bachelorette fans were
rewarded with an exclusive premiere.

Nonetheless, online responses to the prompt were not well received. Online blog-
gers called it “super awkward,” “a trainwreck” and “uncomfortable” (Dries, 2014;
Snetiker, 2014). Others identified “the logistical nightmare of creating a show in
which the producers do not know what will happen” (Kessler, 2014). This was espe-
cially apparent given that one of the show’s musical hosts, Ludacris, was unable to
make the live premiere due to being stuck in a helicopter (Yahr, 2014). It was a very
strange situation, where the hosts of Rising Star felt inclined to apologize to television
audiences for interrupting their broadcast and begging them to take action immedi-
ately (Dehnart, 2014).

Rising Star undoubtedly changes the traditional model of television viewing. It
incorporates both traditional and new media elements into its content in a post-
convergence media landscape. On the surface, it appears to be doing all the right
things. However, it premiered at 1.5 rating among adults aged 18–49 years (Hibberd,
2014), which indicates the difficulty in predicting how audiences will react to hyper-
mediacy elements on a traditionally transparent screen. The Internet will continue to
bring many interactive features to the traditional television industry, including more
interactive structural advantages, greater audience participation, and more flexibility
in creating content. However, it is just unclear how willing audiences will be to adapt
to these changes.

Discussion questions

1 How did reality television musical competitions change many of the transparent
immediacy norms of traditional television broadcasting?

2 One of the great advantages of Rising Star over other reality competition shows
is the increased interactivity from audiences. How does the process of audience
identification change as the voting shifts from a pre-recorded broadcast to real-
time results?

3 Audiences did not immediately react positively to the hypermediacy format of
Rising Star. How can this reaction be explained based on the principles of reme-
diation theory? What would you advise if you were in charge of future strategy
for ABC?

Summary

This chapter discusses the many ways in which media convergence has influenced soci-
ety. Beyond just the blending of traditional media devices, convergence has changed
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assumptions and powers associated with an online audience. Many media practitioners
have approached the convergence era as an opportunity to reach multiple audiences across
various media platforms. This still designates a push strategy, where strategies are devel-
oped based on predetermined marketing objectives. Instead, the convergence culture should
focus on bringing audiences to the center of your production and post-innovation process.

Still, it can be confusing to navigate marketing strategies when new media landscapes
are constantly changing. You must purposefully incorporate new technologies into existing
business models. The principles of remediation theory should help guide your decisions.
Remediation tells us that audiences adapt gradually to change, and therefore it is best to
slowly introduce elements of hypermediacy, rather than revamping all existing media con-
tent at once. Rather than focusing on how existing models can be reformatted to fit within
the media landscape, let audience behaviors and feedback guide these decisions. Remember
that as a social media practitioner, it is almost always better to listen rather than speak.

There are many unknowns for the future of social media marketing. As we reach a post-
convergence era, it is important to look ahead at many of the challenges future practition-
ers will face. The move towards user-generated content has certainly brought many great
opportunities for everyday consumers. However, many of the promises of a more demo-
cratic industry promised by media convergence have fallen short. Issues of culture, policy
and agenda-setting have yet to be sorted out, and without a careful watch we may lose the
opportunity for substantial social change. It is important not to get lost in individual com-
pany goals. Take a long-term approach, as every decision impacts your future.

Overall, this chapter introduces principles that should help guide strategic social media
marketing decisions in a changing media landscape. All decisions should be made with a
focus on audience expectations and brand authenticity. This becomes even more important
as audiences expect an increased amount of transparency from your company. In fact, these
new expectations will be the center of future industry changes.

Let’s now turn attention to the merging of these concepts: behavior change, marketing,
social change, and future strategy development. Chapter 18 will examine social media for
social behavior change. This explains how the future of social media must account for each
of these areas in order to survive. The future of marketing is sustainability, and this requires
a strong We First centered campaign.

Key Takeaways

1 Media convergence is a process of industry changes that combine markets and
products to meet various consumer needs. Specifically, it is noted that media con-
vergence goes beyond just the merging of technological devices, but includes the
flow of content across multiple media platforms, the cooperation between multi-
ple media industries, and the migratory behavior of media audiences.

2 In a convergent media environment, audiences should be at the center of the pro-
duction and product-innovation process, and be given more control over the flow
of media content, especially through social media platforms.
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3 Decisions about how to integrate new and traditional media forms into a mar-
keting strategy should be guided by remediation theory. Strategies should include
elements that favor both hypermediacy and transparent immediacy to ensure the
best reception from audiences. Integrating new media elements too quickly or
slowly could be detrimental to an organization.

4 While the convergence culture brought many positive opportunities to society,
many important concerns are surfacing again in a post-convergence era, including
issues of culture, policy and structure. While these concerns have not yet been
resolved, they should be considered as future marketing strategies are developed.
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18
Social Media for Social
Behavior Change

Learning Objectives

After reading this chapter, you should be able to:
1 Apply We First marketing to a social media campaign.
2 Examine the role of identification in the behavior change process.
3 Understand how the creation of a socially conscious strategy may lead to an

increased return on investment.

Introduction

Chapter 17 discussed many of the challenges of media convergence. This consolidation
of traditionally separated communication has substantially changed the way organizations
reach and interact with audiences. We also know that interface structure changes with media
convergence. Media convergence requires you to incorporate structural elements from both
transparent immediacy and hypermediacy into a new marketing strategy.

It is important to explore the many ways in which media content also converges with
new media. Often, this is due to new participatory features available through digital media
that encourages more transactional dialogue between users. We have discussed how users
want more transparency and interactive opportunities from organizational websites. Under-
standing these new demands of convergent users is imperative for any organization trying
to find a niche in today’s marketplace.

Strategic Social Media: From Marketing to Social Change, First Edition. L. Meghan Mahoney and Tang Tang.
© 2017 John Wiley & Sons, Inc. Published 2017 by John Wiley & Sons, Inc.
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Businesses face many challenges due to changes in user expectations. Consumers are
now able to instantly compare prices with virtual marketplaces; they have unlimited buying
options beyond their local retailers; and they are able to publicize negative anonymous feed-
back when customer service expectations are not met. Parts II and III of this book provided
theoretical framework and advice for dealing with these issues. The purpose of this chapter
is to explore how consumers are entering the marketplace with new globalized motivations
to build a better world. Chapter 14 explored how social media influences civic engagement
all around the world. While not everyone is interested in taking huge steps towards chang-
ing laws and social structure, there are many ways in which the marketplace is positively
changing through small day-to-day consumer purchasing decisions. Marketers have new
opportunities to target these socially conscious consumers in order to increase their return
on investment, and make a positive change in society.

Socially conscious consumers are those who take into account the consequences of pri-
vate purchasing decisions and choose products that minimize harmful effects and maximize
long-run beneficial impact on society (Mohr et al., 2001). New media have allowed users
increased knowledge regarding the products that they consume. This information creates
material expectations and values about social issues, such as the environment, and thereby
encourages prosocial forms of consumption (Keum et al., 2004).

This chapter begins with an introduction to the We First marketing movement and
explains how it benefits companies, consumers, and the planet alike. Second, we explore
ways in which users can better make purchasing decisions in their daily lives and the respon-
sibility that comes with the privilege of unlimited information access. This chapter also
explains why humans inherently identify stronger with prosocial consumption practices,
which can be better for a business’s bottom line. Finally, it explains the Global Reporting
Initiative and how business stakeholders are developing transparent and sustainable guide-
lines for corporate social responsibility programs.

We First

We First is a book written by Simon Mainwaring (2011) that focuses on the role that
social media plays in encouraging businesses and consumers to change practices to cre-
ate a better world. The book is built on the premise that social media gives consumers the
chance to demand increased transparency into how the products they buy influence the
world they inhabit (www.wefirstbranding.com). While the normal buying and selling pat-
terns of consumerism could remain the same, users are now empowered by online infor-
mation about which products are best for the environment, global societies, and future
generations.

In the opening pages of We First Mainwaring asks readers “Is this the world you want?” He
references how free market capitalism is built on the idea of widespread and self-regulating
wealth, but has transformed into a single-minded pursuit of profit for a small elite at the
expense of the overall society (Mainwaring, 2011). The gap between rich and poor nations is
growing, as well as the gap between rich and poor within these nations. There is a correlation
between the information technology available in society and the increase in wealth for their

http://www.wefirstbranding.com
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economic future (Lucas & Sylla, 2003). Nations with better information access have growing
economies, often at the expense of those who do not.

Remember from Chapter 15 that the theory of dependency suggests that the problems
of the Third World would not disappear through economic development (Sood & Rogers,
2000), because the world is divided into three categories of societies: core, periphery, and
semi-periphery. Core societies are wealthy, powerful, early-developing societies that main-
tain independent economic diversity. Periphery societies are relatively weak and poor nations
that are subject to control by stronger societies. Semi-periphery societies are somewhere in
between and are attempting to industrialize in order to gain more independence (Bollen,
1983).

Generally, as peripheral societies develop and gain economic markets, core societies also
tend to benefit. This makes it more difficult for peripheral societies to minimize the eco-
nomic gap, because as they get richer, so do the core societies. Developed nations profit
from commerce while peripheral nations suffer from an unequal exchange process.

In some ways, the Internet is increasing this gap between the rich and the poor (Lucas &
Sylla, 2003). Companies are now able to hire employees anywhere in the world, which may
lead to lower wages and decreased employee regulations. While this does create greater job
opportunities for some regions of the world, corporations also increase profits due to the
lower cost of operation. Thus, the wide profit gap continues.

Many companies find that the least expensive option is to manufacture products at the
expense of environmental concerns and poor labor practices in order to keep selling costs
low and competitive. China is the world’s largest manufacturer. This has severe conse-
quences on the land, which is not designed to support such heavy usage. In China’s north-
west region, one-third of the country’s grassland has now turned to desert. Dust storms
carry pollutants to surrounding areas, so that China has 16 of the 20 most polluted cities in
the world (Matisoff, 2013).

Consumers play an important role in the mounting pressure on businesses to keep costs
low. Mainwaring (2011) warns that unless something is changed about the ways in which all
societies consume products, we will only secure short-term profit for the few, at the expense
of the environment and peripheral societies. Consequently, these changes will negatively
impact the majority.

The shift from Me First thinking, where everyone is concerned with the single-minded
pursuit of profit, to We First thinking, where all corporations, businesses, consumers, and
citizens use capitalism as a driver of prosperity for the greater good, is more possible
than ever before (Mainwaring, 2011). Social media provides the opportunity for individ-
uals to connect around shared values and take action. Consumers are now sharing in
brand narratives and sharing their experiences surrounding the products that they pur-
chase. We have become more mindful about the products that we buy, and if we take the
time to realize the influence that our purchasing decisions have on the world in produc-
tion, distribution and profit stages, we can make small changes to fight against poverty,
child mortality, clean water, renewable energy, climate change, and environment degrada-
tion (www.wefirstbranding.com).

There are many social media resources that consumers are able to turn to when mak-
ing such a decision. Envimpact.org provides users with a composite environmental index

http://www.wefirstbranding.com
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that measures the life cycle of products and how much pollution is created to produce, use
and dispose of the item. There is also a forum where users discuss other ways that they
can get involved in local initiatives to help the environment. LocalHarvest.org is a website
where users can go and look up local organic foods that are grown and produced in their
neighborhood. The Local Harvest blog discusses the benefits of eating local and organic,
and shares pictures from around the United States. LaborVoices.com provides workers the
opportunity to anonymously report unfair working conditions, which helps guide employ-
ees to the best factories to work with and puts pressure on corporations to only supply their
products through the most reputable manufacturers.

Users around the world are using social media to share concerns and inform themselves
about consumption decisions. Mainwaring (2011) identifies globalization, interconnected-
ness, complexity of problems, population explosion, environmental threats, power shifts,
and demographics of change as the reasons individuals are moving towards We First
consumption.

Users receive information from all over the world each day, causing them to see them-
selves and the role they play in society as larger than just their everyday community. Younger
generations see themselves as a member of a globalized society with less borders and
increased cross-cultural communication. A stronger and more reliant interconnectedness
between societies comes with globalization. In sum, we care more about the world we live in.

The theory of dependency illustrates how the actions of one society hold consequences
for others. For example, simply throwing trash on the ground directly impacts the appear-
ance of your own community, but it also has deeper consequences for wildlife, water
sources, and vegetation. This helps to demonstrate the complexity of economic inequity
around the world.

World populations are growing at an alarming rate and the planet cannot sustain the
rapid growth. If the world continues to increase its population by 70 million people a year,
the planet cannot sustain renewable energies, food production and clean water supplies and
the effects of increased pollution (Ehrlich & Holdren, 1971). By visiting a developing nation
with the intention to build stronger infrastructure and bigger buildings and increase con-
sumerism, the larger problems of the Third World are not solved. Moreover, it could further
widen the gap between wealthy and poor societies. To a certain extent, every single human
is responsible for the destabilization of ecological systems and use of renewable and nonre-
newable resources.

While it may be easy for businesses to ignore these environmental threats, the general
public cannot. Public concerns for environmental issues have steadily increased over the
years (Dunlap, 1991). Individuals are more mindful than ever on issues such as climate
change and carbon emissions. New technology allows consumers the opportunity to find
information and communicate with businesses about their growing concerns. There has
been a shift in power where businesses are no longer able to make decisions behind closed
doors and must answer to the demands of everyday consumers. Companies today are also
concerned with a more diverse demographic of consumers than in previous decades. Pre-
viously muted minority cultures now have a voice through social media.

Part III of this book discussed how social media created business opportunities for every
market segment and niche audience. While previous advertising efforts may have been
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focused on demographics with the most spending power, companies are now realizing the
potential for marketing to all demographics. Based on all these changes, it has never been
a better time to change our consumption and production habits. It is clear why We First
consumption is the best approach for the environment, workers and consumers. One of
the most interesting findings to emerge from the last decade of marketing research is the
possibility for businesses to increase profit through socially conscious marketing.

Traditional marketing research demonstrates how companies that associate themselves
with a prosocial cause for a variety of reasons, including the ability to gain national visibil-
ity, enhance corporate image, promote repeat purchases, increase brand awareness, broaden
customer base, and reach new market segments (Varadarajan & Menon, 1988). It can actu-
ally be a good economic decision for a brand to identify itself with a cause; however, profit
should not be the sole reason for doing so. Mainwaring (2011) calls for profit with a purpose,
where businesses build their brand and prosocial movement through their authenticity and
company’s true values. There are many ways in which consumers are able to utilize social
media in order to determine how authentic corporations are regarding their cause.

As we move forward with more conscious consumer purchasing decisions, much of the
burden for change falls on everyday citizens. While large corporations are able to make more
socially conscious decisions, they will not do so without pressure from consumers. The next
section explores ways in which you can change your own daily purchasing habits to better
align with the We First strategy.

Role of the User

One of the oldest ways in which businesses have aimed to improve the world around them
is through corporate social responsibility programs. Corporate social responsibility (CSR)
is the policy and practice of corporate social involvement to satisfy social needs through
economic, legal, ethical, and philanthropic responsibilities (Lii, 2011). There are three types
of philanthropic CSR: sponsorship, cause-related marketing, and philanthropy.

1 Sponsorship includes a strategic investment where resources (money, staffing or facility)
are given to an activity with commercial gain. Companies may sponsor a local sports
team, or help efforts for a charitable event. These are great ways to boost brand images.
Sponsorships often work best if there is a clear link between the product and the char-
ity. For example, Nike’s sponsorship of the Livestrong Foundation makes sense, given
both of their commitment to health and athleticism. Many felt as though Coca-Cola
and McDonalds’ sponsorship of the 2012 London Olympic Games was inappropriate
because it led to increased junk food advertising towards children (Phillips, 2012).

2 Cause-related marketing is when a company promises to donate a certain amount of
money to a social cause when consumers purchase products or services. The Gap’s
Product Red campaign donates 50% of all profits to the Global Fund to help eliminate
HIV/AIDS in Africa. However, many online communities are critical of the company’s
enormous overlay, marketing costs, and lack of nonprofit collaboration (Frazier, 2007).
The best way to build a cause-related marketing strategy is to increase transparency
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to consumers with regard to how much of the profit actually is donated and the tan-
gible results of the initiative. This is where you see the benefits of a strong diffusion
strategy.

3 Philanthropy is when a business donates to a cause simply to be a good citizen, without
expectations for commercial or economic gain. More businesses around the world are
allowing employees to take paid volunteer days to volunteer at the charity of their choice.
This has resulted in better turnover rates, higher job satisfaction, and stronger employee
enthusiasm (Baxter, 2013). Philanthropy also helps bolster business image around the
community, as employees would likely spread volunteering efforts across many initia-
tives, not just the one or two causes that the head of company chose.

There are many reasons why a company would choose to engage in CSR. Consumers
who identify with a cause are likely to exhibit increased loyalty, repeat purchasing behaviors,
spread positive word of mouth, and show increased resilience to negative information (Lii,
2011). While consumption often makes customers feel bad for spending money, especially if
it is something they do not need, cause branding makes them feel satisfied because it appeals
to the natural human impulse to help others. Moreover, consumers begin to associate the
feeling of helping others with the brand, and identify strongly with the mutual desire to
help others. Married mothers are the most likely consumers to spend more for prosocial
products (Laroche et al., 2001). This demographic has huge spending power and has always
been the primary target for corporate advertising. Cause marketing is a great way to gain
their long-term loyalty and trust.

More than 80% of the Fortune 500 companies market the CSR programs that they partic-
ipate in, especially as cause marketing becomes more of a norm in business practices. Not
all CSR programs are as altruistic as the brand surrounding makes them appear. Consumers
must be wary of cause washing, green washing and local washing from corporate market-
ing. These three marketing challenges have increased greatly over the past decade as more
brands navigate consumer expectations for sustainability.

Generally, cause washing is associated with events where the number of units sold is
correlated with an associated donation to the cause. Often, these donation numbers are
miniscule or have established donation limits set ahead of time. In this case, it does
not make a difference how many units the customer buys, though consumers feel as
though they are making a difference by contributing. The website Think Before You Pink
(www.thinkbeforeyoupink.org) is a critical look into the feel-good cause marketing pro-
grams. They investigate how many proceeds of the pink breast cancer awareness products
actually go towards cancer research. Often, the results are surprisingly low. The website also
raises awareness about “pink” products that contain chemicals that may actually be linked
to breast cancer.

Green marketing is very trendy right now, as businesses know that most consumers are
willing to spend more for a product if they feel it is better for the environment than an
alternative product. Green washing is when the environmental friendliness of a brand is
overstated. Greenwashing.com has created an online index where users are able to post a
product that they have seen being advertised as good for the environment, and other com-
munity members can rate it with a “thumbs up” or a “bogus thumbs down.” Plastic water
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bottles that advertise being green for reducing carbon emissions are often at the top of the
bogus list for making it appear that using plastic water bottles is a green thing to do.

Consumers are also willing to spend more money on products they feel are produced,
manufactured or grown locally, rather than exported (Brown, 2003). There are many soci-
etal benefits to buying local. Local consumer spending keeps profits within the community
where it is more evenly distributed than from large corporations. It also reduces environ-
mental impacts due to a decrease in packaging and travel costs. Many companies are real-
izing that localness is becoming more important to today’s informed consumers.

However, local washing is whenever a company makes a product appear more local than it
actually is (Mainwaring, 2011). In Argentina, Lay’s Potato Chips tested a vending machine
where consumers drop a real potato into the traditional coin slot. The vending machine
plays a video that creates an illusion that the potato is turned into a bag of potato chips right
there in front of them, and even uses lights to warm up the bag before distribution, making
it appear fresher and less packaged than it actually is (Wentz, 2011).

As a consumer with access to unlimited digital information, it is imperative to begin
investigating the types of products that you buy and their impact on the environment. Gen-
erally, consumers look for a logical fit between a brand and a cause. They want to clearly
be able to see why a product is choosing to invest resources in a social cause (Barone et al.,
2007). The alliance must make sense, and if it doesn’t and the cause is “washed,” users will
turn to social media to voice their outrage.

Consumers also want to see that companies are making investments consistent with their
own values (Gupta & Pirsch, 2006). Identification is one of the most critical assessments
consumers will make when selecting a cause. It is impossible for you as a business to care
about all causes, and so it is important to determine what is most important to you and find
corporations that align with your values. Once you have found companies that share in your
philanthropy goals, purchasing behaviors will turn into habitual routines and you will not
even notice the change.

For example, perhaps you are interested in natural living, but have always found it diffi-
cult to navigate natural products in big box stores. Shopping in traditional stores for natural
products can leave consumers with little choice and higher-priced items. With a few min-
utes of Internet research, you are likely able to find hundreds of online and in-store options
for retailers that only sell natural products. For instance, Vine.com is an online retailer for
thousands of natural and organic goods, including grocery, beauty, home décor, fitness and
even pets. In order for a product to be available on Vine.com, the company must review the
vendor ingredients to make sure that they are made from mostly sustainable materials and
designed to remove toxins, taking most of the guesswork out for consumers. This retailer
puts all natural options in one place and also offers free delivery, making it easier than ever
to find natural products online that fit within your lifestyle and budget.

It would prove incredibly time-consuming to research every single product before pur-
chasing. By choosing a small number of important causes that are unique to your life expe-
riences, it will not take much effort to change your buying habits. Chances are there is a
social media community that is dedicated to the same vision. Join, participate and share
your experiences. Even if you just change one or two habits, it will make a difference. Do
not worry about causes that you are not so enthusiastic about rallying behind. There is a
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social media community out there filled with people who strongly identify with their goals
and values. It is their job to spread awareness and put pressure on companies in support of
their initiatives. Focus on the prosocial causes that you already esteem and whose informa-
tion and research you would actually enjoy receiving. Be a vocal and participatory member
for the causes that you feel the most passionate towards.

It is your job as a consumer to spread the word if you see something that does not align
with your prosocial vision. If you walk by a business that markets themselves as “green” yet
has recyclable materials in their dumpster, put pressure on them to make a change. They may
appreciate the suggestion, as they are hopefully invested in their green marketing strategy.
Amazon has taken active steps to contact outside vendors that receive negative feedback
from customers about excess product packaging. They send engineers to help companies
build better designs. This initiative boosts customer satisfaction, lowers shipping costs, and
appeals to environmentally conscious consumers (Edwards, 2011).

Research has found that 30% of people claim to be interested in the environmental and
ethical integrity of products that they purchase, yet only 3% report translating this atti-
tude into behavior change (Gordon, 2002). Changing consumption behavior is difficult, and
often done with such mindlessness that you do not even realize that you could be making
better choices. While individual users hold some responsibility in researching the products
that they buy online, the more pressure we can put on businesses, the more they will volun-
tarily increase their standards for sustainability. It would be great to live in a world where
individuals do not have to research every single product before purchasing because all busi-
nesses engage in ethical and long-term prosocial decision-making. Until then, it is our role
and duty as consumers to be mindful about the products we buy.

We are all consumers of products. We First thinking encourages you to think about how
your purchasing decisions influence the world around you. As a current or future social
media practitioner, it is likely that you will have a say in future business strategies of the
world. The next section explains the benefits of cause marketing, both on the world and on
the company’s bottom line.

Identification through Social Behavior

Mainwaring (2011) outlines a consumer evolution process to more responsible consumption
habits, which includes individual commitment, community engagement, promotion of val-
ues, driving awareness, thought leadership, building a community, and connecting commu-
nities.

Individual commitment is the stage in which consumers change their own habits through
more mindful shopping. They use the Internet to gain product information and investigate
the ways in which their habits influence the world around them. Next they enter the com-
munity engagement stage. Here, they find online communities and participate in online
conversations with like-minded individuals.

The third stage, promotion of values, is when consumers start to communicate with others
in their network about their values, beyond those who already agree. They begin advocating
through social media and taking real-life actions to push back on companies whose visions
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do not align. This leads to the driving awareness stage. Others outside of the cause encounter
these messages, which leads to an increased awareness. The activist’s individual social net-
work becomes more knowledgeable about the cause, as well as targeted organizations and
businesses. In this stage, the single vision has turned into a more collaborative effort among
a network.

Eventually, consumers become leaders and advocates for the cause. Next, they enter the
thought leadership process, where they produce arguments that others need to persuade the
public. These can take the form of books, articles, interviews, videos, webinars, blogs, and
tweets (Mainwaring, 2011). This process leads to building a community, where consumers
organize people to take collective action. This can occur online or offline. Finally, they con-
nect with other communities to synchronize efforts, which results in a strong social change
movement.

It is imperative for consumers to research and investigate the products that they buy in
order to understand the impact it is making on society. It is also a smart business choice
for corporations to brand themselves authentically through prosocial behaviors. Humans
identify emotionally with cause marketing, which can lead towards more loyal and long-
term behavior change practices. Communication professionals must take advantage of this
opportunity and fulfill our natural desire to positively impact the world.

Advertising has always engaged in lifestyle marketing, where messages tell consumers the
latest indicators of self-worth and social distinction and what makes “the good life.” Con-
sequently, consumers engage in status-conscious consumption where we desire to purchase
goods that meet these ideals (Keum et al., 2004).

We use consumption as a way to brand ourselves and the roles we play in society. Social
identity theory demonstrates how humans perceive themselves through their interactions
with others, the status of their network, and support from institutions (Ashforth & Mael,
1989). These distinctions are traditionally formed based on the community in which we
live. If you were unable to find acceptance in your local proximity, your social identity con-
sequently suffered. Social media has provided a space where individuals are able to find
community outside the boundaries of where they live.

Nonetheless, shared identity is something that is difficult, if not impossible, to achieve
with brands and corporations. After all, if humans perceive themselves based on inter-
actions, status and support, there is a natural power difference in the consumption pro-
cess. Consumers have always been at the bottom of the corporate relationship. Though
a free market society is built on the premise that everyday consumers play a role in
what is available and how much products cost, the process is complex. Consumers
are unlikely to feel as though they have power as they hand their money over to
corporations.

Social media has made great strides in transforming this relationship. We have discussed
how consumers now have participatory relationships with brands through social media.
They are now able to access, share and communicate with corporations. This helps us iden-
tify with businesses, as there is a real person responding (hopefully!) to social media mes-
sages.

Brands are also able to promote status in a way that members of our community are
not. It feels very different receiving a message from a major corporation, especially one that
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you identify with, than receiving a message from your friend. We get excited. We share the
experience with our network. This becomes a unique part of our life experience, and we feel
valued by the brand. This is a brand’s way of lending support, which increases identification
even more.

Think of the prosocial cause that you strongly identify with. Is it cancer research? Envi-
ronmental issues? Animal activism? There is a real-life experience that has made you pas-
sionate about that initiative. Maybe your mother was diagnosed with breast cancer, and
you were able to talk to others going through the same scary experience. Online commu-
nities are formed based on these mutual experiences. Individuals who have never met in
person are able to create and sustain relationships through these shared concerns Compa-
nies are now able to access these relationships and say “I care about that too.” Every time
you walk by a product that has “gone pink” in support of breast cancer research, maybe you
will think of your mother. This makes shopping a much more emotional experience. Hope-
fully, this message is delivered with an authentic narrative that extends beyond increasing
profits.

Humans have a natural desire to make a positive impact on the world. Volunteering
increases individual happiness, life satisfaction, self-esteem, and sense of control over life,
physical health and depression (Thoits & Hewitt, 2001). Consumers are able to experience
some of the emotional benefits of giving that they normally would not receive through tra-
ditional consumption of goods. This purchase satisfaction is longer-lasting as you feel pos-
itive feelings about your cause each time it is used. These initiatives are also able to create a
social experience, as you encounter others who have invested themselves in the same initia-
tives. This works best if a product is branded differently from traditional products, such as
pink awareness ribbons or yellow Livestrong bracelets. Maybe every time you see someone
wearing TOMS shoes you think more positively of them. They have branded themselves as
someone who cares about a cause and is willing to make purchasing decisions to make a
difference.

While there is much debate in the field about whether businesses are engaging in CSR
activities solely for profit sake, the positive potential for social change is there. Humans want
others to associate them as someone who cares about the world. This desire can translate
into purchasing products that are better for social good.

Case Study: Global Reporting Initiative

This chapter highlights the many ways in which consumers are putting pressure on
businesses to create a more mindful and sustainable marketplace. It is important to
highlight many ways in which businesses are taking proactive initiatives by creating
prosocial measures on their own. These businesses are paving the path towards good
capitalism for the benefit of society.

TOMS shoes is one example of a business with an authentic desire for change.
Their “One for One” contributory business strategy was one of the first of its kind:
with every pair of shoes purchased at TOMS, a pair of shoes is given to a child in
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need. This business strategy results in more than 10 million shoes donated, and col-
laborations with other organizations with similar initiatives (TOMS, 2016). Accen-
ture, an Ireland-based global management consulting technology service and out-
sourcing company, has been named one of the world’s most ethical companies by
Ethisphere consistently since 2006. Their website (Accenture.com) explains how the
business is built on 58 action statements that include working with the best peo-
ple, having respect for all individuals, and working with a vision for one global
network.

While there is much individual companies can do in the pursuit of more conscious
business practices, the most effective social movements are those done through col-
laboration efforts. Some of the biggest drivers for change include the United Nations
Global Compact (unglobalcompact.org), the International Organization for Stan-
dardization (ISO.org), the International Labor Organization (ILO), World Resources
Institute (WRI.org), and the Institute for Sustainable Communities (iscvt.org). One
organization that is regulated and organized by businesses around the world, and
which focuses on increased transparency and global social responsibility, is the
Global Reporting Initiative.

The Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) is a leading coalition in the fight towards
better guidelines for businesses to report economic, environmental, and social per-
formance (Hedberg & von Malmborg, 2003). Founded in 1997 by organizations of the
Coalition for Environmentally Responsible Economies, this nonprofit project aims
to create guidelines for what voluntary CSR programs should include (Globalreport-
ing.org).

The GRI sustainability reporting framework is based on a stakeholder network
of thousands of experts, in dozens of countries worldwide (Global Reporting Initia-
tive, 2009). These business leaders work together to determine how to best quantify
sustainable measurements and share recommendations for better business practices.
Sustainability reporting helps organizations recognize risk and opportunities. The
hope is that the results of these reports will help shape policy, and future strategy and
operations (Boulter, 2011).

The first step in the GRI process is for organizations to consider the sustain-
ability of their core product. How long do products last? Are there any harmful
side effects? How much waste is it contributing to society (Boulter, 2011)? Once
these items are measured, more can be done to minimize negative impacts on the
environment.

The hope is that as more businesses join GRI’s efforts, sustainability report will
become as routine as financial reporting (Global Reporting Initiative, 2009). It will
be natural for organizations to consider environmental impact, just as they consider
profit margins. Currently, a better balance must be met between individual and col-
lective interests and GRI is one step towards doing so. This will benefit companies,
civil society organizations, organized labor, and the financial sector (Brown et al.,
2009).

Nonetheless, the GRI struggles with mutually competing expectations, as many
problems arise with increased transparency (Brown et al., 2009). Businesses are likely
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to become competitive with the process, which can be a good thing for better reg-
ulations or lead towards inaccurate reporting (Levy et al., 2010). Currently, there
is little governance or oversight into how companies independently measure their
efforts according to the standardizations put forth. These are understandable chal-
lenges, given the structure and innovative nature of the initiative. Each year these
concerns are better addressed as the network continues to grow. The potential for
future standards and regulations is hopeful.

The GRI’s mission states that transparent and accountable disclosure will bene-
fit consumers and businesses alike. A sustainable global economy should combine
long-term profitability with social justice and environmental care. This allows com-
panies the ability to better measure and report their sustainability performance in
a more uniform manner. An increase in transparency will strengthen the trust that
stakeholders and consumers have in one another. The more businesses that align with
GRI, the less work consumers will have to put into investigating products before con-
sumption.

Discussion questions

1 How does the Global Reporting Initiative align with the principles of We First
marketing?

2 Why is it more important than ever for companies to consider increased trans-
parency about the sustainability of their products in the age of social media?

3 What are the biggest opportunities for a uniform GRI process? What challenges
will they have to overcome in the future?

Summary

This chapter further demonstrates how organizations looking to incorporate prosocial mar-
keting into their business strategies should highlight diffusion, community and mobilization
for consumers. There must be clear diffusion of information regarding the authenticity of
prosocial initiatives. Companies should share their story about why they have chosen to
get involved with the movement that they have selected. There are numerous examples of
companies successfully providing this narrative for consumers online.

Brand narratives are very important to how audiences emotionally connect with your
company. The McDonald’s website shares the story of the first Ronald McDonald house
opening in Philadelphia in 1974, and how it led to their mission to create, find and sup-
port programs that directly improve the health and well-being of children (RMHC, 2013).
Apple’s website includes an interactive section where users can see a visual timeline for how
every product is produced and distributed, and why this transparency is important to them
(Apple, 2013). Coca-Cola’s website shares the personal experience of individual team mem-
bers and their transformation from being hired, to their shared vision with the brand’s com-
mitment to partnership between business, government and civic society (Knoll, 2013).
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These narratives help consumers identify more strongly with the cause. It is also impor-
tant for companies to provide as much transparency as possible about the production,
consumption and profit of products. Remember that consumer trust increases with the
amount of information provided by the company. It should be made as easy as pos-
sible for consumers to identify what impact the company’s efforts are making in the
world.

Community is an crucial part of the We First business and consumer experience. It is
the responsibility of each consumer to determine which social issue they identify strongest
with and join online communities that share in that vision. By becoming more mindful in
product choice, consumers advance on the customer evolution process, which helps spread
awareness and puts pressure on organizations to make smarter production and distribution
decisions. If we all used the power of collective community, it would take less research and
mindfulness to make conscious consumer decisions.

Finally, mobilization is the third essential element of the behavior change process. It is
not enough for users to care about certain prosocial issues, but this concern must trans-
late into real-life action. Every small mindful purchasing decisions become a part of routine
and habit. Eventually, these small changes evolve into personal advocates for change. Social
media makes it easier than ever to investigate the impact your purchasing decisions make on
the world. Investigate sustainability and environment indexes, and be willing to align your
money with your value system. Mobilization allows consumers to join with other organiza-
tions and collaborate for change. These small real-life mobilization efforts will translate into
substantial social changes.

When We First asked “Is this the world you want?” we likely all considered our own life
experiences. There is something in all of our lives that we wish could be better: a family
member not to be sick; education not to be so expensive; maybe more time to spend with
friends. We have the ability to use social media to help change some of these scenarios.
While it is always important to take a step back and look at what we can improve about our
own lives, it is refreshing to see that future generations are taking the time to look at the lives
and societies around them as well. It is probably the time to ask “Is this the world that they
want? Is this the world that they deserve?” Your everyday actions hold potential in making
things better for everyone.

This chapter discusses ways in which the We First movement changes the structure and
power between companies and consumers. It introduces the small changes that individuals
can make to be more mindful of our environment. It discusses the responsibility consumers
now have in choosing and researching prosocial initiatives that are of interest them. Finally,
it explains how humans identify stronger with cause marketing than they do with traditional
marketing.

Social media has made a huge impact on the relationship between corporations and con-
sumers. This book has highlighted ways in which it has influenced other areas of our lives as
well, including the public health industry, civic engagement, and the products we buy. It is
not just communication and marketing practitioners that prove interested in these changes.
Nearly every field has been impacted by changes in audience communication and expecta-
tions through social media. Let’s explore some of these areas and argue for a general frame-
work for social media scholarship in Chapter 19.
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Key Takeaways

1 In an increasingly globalized society, it is difficult to ignore the way everyday pur-
chasing decisions influence societies around us. This has caused consumers and
business alike to start shifting decisions from what is in their best interests to what
is best for society.

2 Social media is the key to We First thinking because it allows users to seek infor-
mation, communicate with brands, and unite for collective action.

3 Brands are beginning to build prosocial programs in response to an increased
consumer push. The most successful programs are those that are authentic, trans-
parent and accountable.

4 Users have the ability to do more research on the brands that they purchase. This
investigation can uncover cause washing, local washing, and green washing of
products by businesses looking to make a profit without an authentic concern for
the cause.

5 Consumers are willing to spend more money on products that align with their
own social values. This helps companies make a profit while making more respon-
sible decisions and helps consumers brand themselves as prosocial conscious con-
sumers.
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19
Arguing for a General Framework
for Social Media Scholarship

Learning Objectives

After reading this chapter, you should be able to:
1 Understand the six paradigms of communication theory.
2 Explain Potter’s general framework for mass media scholarship.
3 Identify key intersections of social media scholarship.

Introduction

This book has examined the many ways in which audiences utilize social media plat-
forms to meet their own lifestyles and needs. It has identified ways in which marketers
are able to craft social media messages and create strategies to incite behavior change.
Chapter 18 examined the field of communication for development and social change. It
reviewed the diffusion–participation continuum and examined how users and organiza-
tions are able to create We First messages for social change to lead to a stronger return on
investment.

This knowledge is essential for any social media practitioner looking to make mindful
communication decisions in today’s digital era. This understanding should not emerge as
a silo of information, disconnected from its historical trajectory. Social media practition-
ers must understand the roots of social media scholarship and how it fits into the overall
framework of communication and mass media scholarship.

Strategic Social Media: From Marketing to Social Change, First Edition. L. Meghan Mahoney and Tang Tang.
© 2017 John Wiley & Sons, Inc. Published 2017 by John Wiley & Sons, Inc.
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This chapter examines social media scholarship through an inverse triangle of informa-
tion by examining the six paradigms of general communication theory. This knowledge is
crucial in the recognition of the various ways in which communication practitioners have
come to understand the role of the audience. Second, we look at mass media scholarship
specifically, including a definition and conceptualization of the industry, message produc-
tion, and its impact on society. Finally, we explore how social media scholarship is unique
in the many ways it intersects each of these arenas.

Theory makes it easier to understand why a social media endeavor proves successful or
not. A strong understanding of theory will set you apart from other individuals on the social
media job market because it allows you the ability to make mindful decisions regarding your
audience, and makes you much more valuable than a professional who is only familiar with
social media marketing cases and the various tools of social media technology. Let’s begin
with an examination of the communication discipline as a whole.

The Six Paradigms of Communication Theory

Six paradigms of communication theory are essential to our understanding of effective com-
munication: social psychological theories, psychological models, drama theories, audience-
centered theories, contextual theories, and hybrid models. Each of these paradigms posit
theories based on their understanding of the role audience members play in the commu-
nication transactional process, ranging from passive consumption to active involvement
(Sood et al., 2003). Once we understand the differences between them, a better understand-
ing will be gained of the foundation of social media scholarship.

Social psychological theories

Social psychological theories address individuals’ psychological beliefs and perceptions
about their environment, whereby human behavior is the result of an interplay between the
person, culture and society. Perhaps the most prominent social psychological theory is Ban-
dura’s social learning theory (later developed to social cognitive theory). This theory explains
how humans learn through modeling the behavior of others, even modeling behaviors we
see through media. Here, people are viewed as self-developing, proactive, self-regulating,
and self-reflecting, not just reactive in nature (Bandura, 2004). This is the foundation of
most research and communication practices interested in using media for behavior change.
Based on this understanding of the audience, social learning theory posits individuals as the
producers of social systems, rather than merely products. Individuals are able to compre-
hend and regulate their environment and make meanings regarding what they see (Bryant &
Oliver, 2009). Through these experiences, people process symbols and “transform transient
experiences into cognitive models that serve as guides for judgment and action” (Bryant &
Oliver, 2009, p. 95). How influential experiences prove depends on personal determinants,
behavioral determinants, and environmental determinants.

Social learning theory explains how individuals learn to communicate through modeling
the behaviors around us. Most often, our first communication pattern models those of our
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primary caregivers. However, as we grow up and our world gets bigger, so do our schema for
interpretations. We do not just learn to behave based on the behaviors of our parents and
primary caregivers. Instead, friends, teachers, and even media role models begin to influ-
ence how we behave. As a future social media strategist, it is important for you to understand
these schemata of interpretation, because it helps explain how difficult it is to persuade audi-
ences through media messages alone.

Schema theory illustrates how individuals base behavior on existing life experiences. With
each new experience, we organize our behavior according to similar events that will be used
in subsequent interaction. For example, one of the first relationships most people form is
with their mother. When she is happy, babies tend to be happy. One day, the baby may
throw a cup onto the floor while mother is feeding. She consequently gets upset and yells,
causing the baby to become upset and cry. Based on the premise of schema theory, next
time we have the urge to throw a cup on the floor, the baby will remember the schema
of the previous negative exchange and learn not to follow through with this disruptive
behavior.

As we get older, our primary caregivers become a less and less important part of our
schema. Mother may tell a young child never to touch a hot stove. This warning should
be sufficient to influence a child’s behavior during formative years, but eventually children
begin branching out and peers became a stronger presence in their life. If peers begin urging
the child to touch a hot stove and the mother is not around, the child may be tempted to
touch the stove despite previous cautions. The content of the message and relational history
remain the same, but the influence on child behavior changes. With this understanding of
social learning theory and the concept of schema, we can see how difficult it is for a simple
message to cause direct behavior change. The process is transactional not linear in nature.

Some parenting messages are strong enough to provide children with a schema that will
overcome any amount of peer pressure. This is difficult to achieve because children do not
always look up to their parents. The process of symbolic role modeling, where humans tend
to model behaviors from those whom they admire most, is imperative to understanding the
effects of communication. By viewing corrective adjustments of others during behavior pro-
duction, we learn through modeling. Thus, we may not necessarily need to experience those
same behaviors in order to make a change (Bandura, 2004). Instead, we see that someone
who is similar to us had success when behaving in a certain manner, and those lessons then
become a part of our own cognitive process.

Social psychological theories account for the premise that individuals with limited
schema, such as children, or individuals with a dysfunctional upbringing may be more prone
to model media messages than those with more positive schema to draw from. They sug-
gest that people are more likely to model behavior if they identify with the character they are
viewing, and if society would value the outcomes (Bryant & Oliver, 2009). Here you can see
how each individual would interact with and respond to media messages very differently
from one another. For example, in 2011, Mark Twitchell was dubbed the “Dexter Killer”
after stating that he was inspired to murder after watching the fictional television character
serial killer in the series Dexter (Quigley, 2013). Social psychological theories help explain
why one person can watch a violent episode of television and it has no effect, and someone
else can watch the same episode with great effect.
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Psychological models

Not all communication paradigms are based on the assumption of individuals’ psycholog-
ical beliefs and perceptions about their environment. Psychological models are based on a
cognitive processing model. Here, individuals are exposed to a mass communication pro-
gram and this exposure is used to predict subsequent behavior interactions. It is a much
more direct media effects model. A prominent example of a psychological communication
model is the elaboration likelihood model (ELM). ELM recognizes that media does hold the
power to sway audiences in identical manners. The extent to which media is able to per-
suade depends on whether the messages are effective in changing attitudes and whether
these attitudes influence behaviors (Bryant & Oliver, 2009).

According to ELM, people are persuaded through central or peripheral routes of per-
suasion (Petty & Cacioppo, 1981). The central route to persuasion is when a person draws
upon prior experience and knowledge counter to the messages that they are receiving. Once
feelings regarding the message are determined, the final step involves integrating the new
thoughts into their cognitive structure (Bryant & Oliver, 2009). The peripheral route of per-
suasion is when a person’s ability to process a message is low, or when they are being a
more passive audience (Bryant & Oliver, 2009). Researchers found that people persuaded
through peripheral routes are usually only persuaded for short periods of time. Attitude
change through peripheral routes tends to be based more on passive acceptance or rejec-
tion of simple cues and have a less well-articulated foundation (Petty & Cacioppo, 1981;
Bryant & Oliver, 2009). This process is generally referred to in propaganda research.

Herman and Chomsky (1988) developed a propaganda model that presents four factors
which determine what is newsworthy in society:

� the size, concentrated ownership, owner wealth, and profit orientation of the dominant
mass media firms;

� advertising as the primary income source of the mass media;
� the reliance of the media on information provided by government, business and experts,

that is funded and approved by these primary sources and agents of power, that use flak
as a means of disciplining the media;

� anticommunism as a national religion and control mechanism.

Clearly this model is based on the notion that media has potential to influence and possess
great power over audiences. However, social media makes it possible for news stories that
do not match these four factors to become viral. The notion of passive audience acceptance
or rejection of media messages is outdated, but there are still many benefits to considering
the cognitive processes of audiences through psychological models

Drama theories

Drama theories are based on a paradigm that examines the roles people play or the scripts
that they follow in their daily lives. The assumption of this paradigm is that audiences have
specific emotional reactions to different storylines, and that these reactions influence the
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way they exchange ideas and opinions on real-life issues. The presentation of a message is
intrinsically as important as its content. An example of a drama theory would be Bentley’s
dramatic theory.

Bentley’s dramatic theory suggests that media producers should utilize structure as the
framework for creating character archetypes in dramas. This theory breaks theater genre
into five categories: tragedy, comedy, tragicomedy, farce, and melodrama (Bentley, 1967).
Each of these categories has their own structure and effect on audiences. This includes pro-
viding specific and easily recognizable tones, anecdotes and characters (Singhal et al., 2004).
These patterns are similar to narrative media created all over the world, in books, theater,
television programs, and movies. Tensions between protagonists and antagonists help guide
audience members through their own evolution towards the adoption of desired behavior
changes. Here, individuals follow patterns of behavior based on the role that they see played
out in narratives, in media, and in their daily lives.

Audience-centered theories

Audience-centered theories examine how audiences interact and react to media messages.
This paradigm views the audience as having a much more active role in the media selection
and interpretation process. An early example of an audience-centered theory is uses and
gratifications theory, which explains why and how people actively seek out specific media in
order to satisfy their specific needs.

As discussed in Chapter 5, uses and gratifications theory has been a major mass commu-
nication perspective over the last quarter-century due to its view of the audience as an active
agent in the media consumption process, rather than a passive consumer. This perspective
stresses the impact of individual differences on media uses and effects by assuming that
unique social and psychological circumstances help shape user needs (Haridakis, 2006). It
represents one of the oldest continuous programs of research in the discipline of commu-
nication (Sherry, 2001).

Uses and gratifications theory also suggests that audiences engage in media through a
process named niche-picking. Niche-picking refers to the tendency of individuals to choose
environments that are most comfortable and of use to their own lives and goals (Sherry,
2001). Audiences are motivated to seek media outlets that gratify their needs for infor-
mation, entertainment, social interaction, and escapism (Henke, 1985). This media selec-
tion is significantly goal directive and purposive. People typically choose to participate in
particular media in response to their personal expectations or desires, often leading them
to dramatic programs centered on tragic characters. Bryant and Zillmann (1994, p. 453)
explain how “seeing misfortunes befall others and seeing them suffer from it thus may make
viewers cognizant and appreciative of how good they have it. And such positive feelings
accrue to seeing tragedy strike, in reality or in fiction, tragedy becomes appealing.” Motiva-
tions influence audience media selection, use, exposure and, ultimately, effects (Haridakis,
2006).

Uses and gratifications theory is a critical precursor to audience reception research.
The theory presents audience as a goal-directive and active user. It shifts power
away from the media text and regards the audience as unique active individuals who
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interpret texts according to their own life experiences and needs. These are the basic foun-
dations of participatory audience research that focuses more on audience dialogue, exam-
ines culture identity, and looks at local and unique decision-making processes (Petraglia,
2007).

Contextual theories

Current contextual theories are those that take a social constructivist approach, where
meaning is made through the interaction of audience, content, and media and points to
the sociocultural context. Rather than viewing the audience as the self-selecting body, out-
side environments become critical to behavior change. An example of a contextual theory
is the theory of hegemony, where dominant culture maintains dominant position through
the use of institutions such as media (Sood et al., 2003). The basis of contextual theories is
that audience involvement is multidimensional and serves as media for prompting behav-
ior change. The more involvement and active role audiences play in the media reception
process, the larger potential for behavior change (Sood, 2006).

Contextual theories examine humanistic and critical perspectives focused on power and
dominance structures. One of the earliest examples of a contextual theory is the agenda-
setting theory. Agenda-setting theory indicates the ability of a media source to influence
its audiences to think about a particular issue. Media does not tell “viewers what to think”
but they are persuasive in “guiding viewers what to think about” (Holbrook & Hill, 2005,
p. 278).

Media agenda, public agenda, and corporate agenda are dominant structures often
advanced through the agenda-setting process (Carroll & McCombs, 2003). This selection
process is what makes agenda-setting potentially persuasive. The process of disseminating
information from the press to the public gives an issue salience and is the core mechanism
of the agenda-setting process (Kiousis, 2003). Studies have shown that the public’s concern
over particular issues fluctuates greatly according to the amount of attention it is given from
media outlets.

An example of agenda-setting theory was evident during the “summer of the shark”
(McCarthy, 2001). On July 6, 2001, a shark bit off the arm of an 8-year-old boy on a Florida
beach. This sparked an international media frenzy, and shark attacks became front-page
news everywhere. The process of a media outlet choosing to report on shark attacks over
other incoming news stories is the process of agenda-setting. Media were not relaying
untruthful information or directly warning the public that sharks were more dangerous than
before, but that was the message its audience received by the extra coverage.

Audiences were exposed to an overwhelming amount of shark attack stories. Therefore,
they prioritized shark attacks as an important issue. However, the number of shark attacks
that occurred that summer was actually below average. Media did not provide its audience
with a viewpoint through which to examine the incoming messages. Simply by giving more
attention to an issue, the public’s concern rose. While generally traditional media outlets
have served as the gatekeepers of information, everyday audiences are beginning to have
more power to set the agenda through social media. This has created many opportunities
and challenges for social media marketers like you.
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Hybrid theories

Finally, hybrid theories of communication utilize a combination of elements from the
other five paradigms. This approach tends to combine linear direct effects models of
communication with more active audience participation assumptions, and generally result
in a communication intervention or campaign with a limited number of resources and
challenges (Phillips, 2011). Chapter 16 introduced the entertainment-education approach
to behavior change, a hybrid communication model. While hybrid theories are generally
more difficult to monitor and evaluate for causation, they present a strong yield for behav-
ior change when implemented appropriately. This requires a strong understanding of all the
other five paradigms.

Each of these six paradigms of communication theory (social psychological theory, psy-
chological models, drama theory, audience-centered theory, contextual theory, and hybrid
models) has very different assumptions of how audiences interact with media texts. How-
ever, regardless of where you situate yourself as a social media specialist, it is important to
note that when communicating, regardless of the platform, messages must be constructed,
disseminated and consumed with the intended audience in mind. The more you are able to
account for an audience’s own individual experiences and preferences, the more powerful
your message becomes.

A General Framework for Mass Media Scholarship

The field of media research covers vast areas through various and often-competing
approaches. Potter (2013) identified 10 individual definitional elements of mass media. In
order to be considered mass media, all 10 of these elements must be met. They are outlined
in Table 19.1.

Table 19.1 Synthesized working definition of mass media. Source: Potter, 2013. Reproduced
with permission of John Wiley & Sons.

Sender of messages:
� is a complex organization or institution, not an individual
� use standardized practices to mass produce the messages and disseminate them
� have an awareness of specific niche audiences and actively promotes itself in order to attract as

many audience members of that niche as possible
� condition audience members for habitual repeated exposures
Audiences members:
� are widely dispersed geographically, i.e., not all in one place
� are aware of the public character of what they are seeing or hearing
� encounter messages in a variety of exposure states but most often in a state of automaticity
Channels of message dissemination are technological devices that:
� make messages public, i.e., available to anyone
� extend the availability of messages in time and space
� can reach audiences within a relatively short time, even simultaneously
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Traditional mass media research offers a medium-by-medium examination of print, elec-
tronic, and new media (Sterling, 2011), which makes the discipline seem disconnected, with
little sense of who we are and what unites us, and does little to examine the deep and chang-
ing impact of media on society. Potter (2009) attempts to create a more unified approach to
mass media research in his book Arguing for a General Framework for Mass Media Scholar-
ship. Through an extensive examination of five decades of research in the field, he identifies
patterns and synthesizes interconnections among scholarship. He argues that

all media research should focus on the ways media channels are used, how audiences choose
certain media and media messages, and how they process meaning from those messages, and
how those messages shape their knowledge, structures, attitudes, beliefs, emotional reactions,
and behavioral patterns over time (Potter, 2009, p. 18).

We should look at media scholarship more broadly, and build a general framework to
guide our practice.

Potter’s (2009) synthesis identifies four main facets of mass media scholarship: organi-
zations, audiences, media messages, and effects. The organization approach examines the
institutions and media organizations by defining the business, marketing and employment
strategies of media companies and services. This approach examines the structure of various
media channels and the relationships within the institution. The audiences approach exam-
ines audience behavior and the concept of what is an audience. This includes cognitive algo-
rithms, audience filtering of media messages, and the changing meaning and construction
of audience. The media messages approach reviews the formulas and conventions of media
content. This includes the creation of marketing strategy and message design. The effects
approach examines the multiple effects line of thinking, conceptualizes media influence and
effects, and discusses the design of media effects studies (Potter, 2009; Sterling, 2011).

This general framework provides an integrated explanation of mass media as an indus-
try, the messages that are produced and marketed, the audiences for those messages, and
the effects of those messages on individuals and larger social structures (Potter, 2009). It is
through this lens that the social media concepts of this book have emerged.

Parts I and II of this book examined how individuals utilize various social media plat-
forms, why they choose them, and how they interpret messages given their individual life
experiences. We learned the complex process of audience negotiation and the difficulty in
inciting persuasion through social media messages. The concepts of diffusion, community,
and mobilization were offered to help you balance your need for control with the possibility
for behavior change given this knowledge.

Part III of this book focused on how social media practitioners are best able to create
messages according to this knowledge to influence human behavior change. Through an
understanding of social media business models and marketing strategies, you learned to
incite behavior change in audiences in order to meet the objectives of your organization.
Part IV of this book discussed how to use this knowledge to create social good and aid
behavior change in a globalized stage.

The future of scholarship and communication/marketing endeavors should cross bound-
aries between different media facets in order to produce more compelling results (Sterling,
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2011). Thus, as a social media practitioner, you should be aware that it is important that
you understand where your assumptions fit within these frameworks, and keep your social
media strategy in an integrated approach. Before completing your social media endeavor,
consider the following action plan.

Media Scholarship Action Plan

1 Understand your assumption of the role audience members play in the commu-
nication process based on the six paradigms of communication theory.

2 Identify in which of the four main facets of the media communication process
your social media endeavors reside.

3 Seek out ways in which your work is able to cross boundaries between various
media platforms, alternative facets, and different disciplines in order to produce
more complete and compelling results.

Key Intersections of Social Media Scholarship

The previous sections have offered a critical assessment of communication and mass media
research. This assessment illustrates that social media scholarship is a dynamic academic
discipline. Despite the varying strands of communication studies, there are many points for
possible convergence. While mass media has traditionally been seen as its own area of focus,
this section calls for social media scholarship to be seen as a more integrative area of study
by offering ideas and direction for future social media research.

Each paradigm of communication scholarship has been interested in the impact of social
media technologies. Scholars from disparate fields have examined social media practices,
implications, culture, meaning of sites, and user engagement through various methodolog-
ical techniques, theoretical traditions, and analytic approaches (Ellison, 2007).

For example, social psychological theories have examined an individual’s perceptions
about a particular social media platform (Miller & Morris, 2014; Ruckert et al., 2014); psy-
chological models have examined how exposure to a social media could be used to predict
subsequent behavior interactions (Chen & Ku, 2012; Lowry et al., 2012); drama theories
have examined the way social media users are influenced in real life by online narratives
(Penner, 2014; Ji & Raney, 2015); audience-centered theories have examined why audiences
use social media messages (Chen, 2011; Smock et al., 2011); and contextual theories have
examined how people make meaning through the interaction with social media content and
other social media users (Meraz, 2011; Johnson, 2013).

Though these are ways in which each paradigm of communication scholarship has incor-
porated social media technologies into their research, it is not the best strategy for advanc-
ing our understanding of its impact. Together as a discipline we must challenge the current
state of our divided assumptions. A more integrative and hybrid approach to social media
scholarship will help us to understand its role more completely.
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A strong social media scholarship framework should mirror Potter’s (2009) approach and
provide an integrated explanation of social media as an industry, the messages that are pro-
duced and marketed, the audiences for those messages, and the effects of those messages on
individuals and larger social structures.

Much of social media research discusses the benefits of interactivity and participa-
tion. However, a reliable, valid, and empirically derived instrument of social participa-
tion has yet to be developed. Many of the instruments being used have been designed
for traditional mass media technologies. Social media proves different and it is necessary
that we have a valid and reliable way to examine audience use and preferences, media
structures, and the concepts of diffusion, community and mobilization of social media
messages.

It is also imperative for scholarship to embrace a one-to-one model of the communication
technology. Not all social media platforms are designed for the one-to-many mass audience.
In fact, many of the newest social media applications, such as Snapchat and Messenger, are
designed for more personal communication between friends, rather than mass dissemina-
tion to a larger audience. This mirrors interpersonal communication structures much more
than mass media scholarship. Therefore, future research should integrate this area of com-
munication research into social media scholarship if appropriate. This may require some
disconnect from mass media research.

Much more work needs to be done to design an effective monitoring and evaluation
system for social media endeavors. Chapter 12 discussed the importance of holistic mea-
surement that includes both quantitative analysis and qualitative audience reception mea-
surement. This triangulation approach will allow a much more nuanced understanding of
the audience social media experience, including overall generalizations and distinct outlier
behavior.

Additionally, the discipline needs more longitudinal scholarship. Long-term impacts of
the technology are unrealized, as the technology is just too new. We have limited under-
standing of who is and who is not using these sites and why (Ellison, 2007). Future schol-
arship should include large-scale quantitative and qualitative research, with richer ethno-
graphic research on populations more difficult to access, in order to help us better under-
stand the long-term implications of these tools.

In the classroom, professors must consider the idea of social media scholarship and con-
tinue to be open to data sharing, democratization of expertise, and alternative models of
peer review and reputation management (Greenhow & Gleeson, 2014). Otherwise, social
media will continue to be seen as something unscholarly. We must continue to highlight the
relationship between scholarly work, industry practice and society, without pitting scholars
who embrace innovative methods against more traditional practices.

Finally, and perhaps most importantly, social media is the most fragmented experience
of all the media technologies. It is important to understand that most individuals are access-
ing social media on the go while multitasking with many elements of their everyday lives.
Controlled experimental settings and self-report surveys may not capture the true essence
of this mobile and integrated experience. It is important for researchers to design more
studies that use noninvasive tracking and observation methods. Online and offline behav-
iors are interconnected, and it is time that we study them accordingly.
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For one researcher to incorporate all these assumptions and alternative designs in a sin-
gle research agenda would be impossible. However, your role as a social media practitioner
is to understand the various communication paradigms, identify where your assumptions
regarding the audience and technology align, and actively seek out collaboration with those
that think differently. As many mass media programs pair off from the communication dis-
cipline, we believe that the future of social media scholarship is strongest when we advance
knowledge as a united front.

Case Study: CIRCLE

CIRCLE, or Center for Information and Research on Civic Learning and Engage-
ment, conducts research on the civic and political engagement of young Americans
(www.civicyouth.org). This initiative was established in 2001 in an attempt to change
public discourse on how young citizens engage in civic and political life with the goal
of developing programs that foster civic learning and engagement in democracy.

Oftentimes, public discourse surrounding young citizens posits the demographic
as apathetic towards public affairs, having a low sense of efficacy, and filled with neg-
ativism (Pinkleton & Austin, 2004). This initiative is interested in utilizing media
messages to inspire a more proactive and positive behavior change in young audi-
ences. Based on the transactional model of communication defined in Chapter 1, it
is understood that media messages should be constructed not just on the producer’s
own goals, but based on the needs of the target audience. Additionally, barriers such
as competence, access and relational history must be considered.

Because of society’s current discourse regarding younger generations, the target
audiences of CIRCLE proves interesting. They have been described as having the low-
est trends of civic engagement and social capital in history (Putnam, 2001). CIRCLE
aims to change public discourse and press coverage about young citizens by alter-
ing the way that people think about civic education and engagement. Its research
found that today’s generation is still participating in civic activities, just in a different
manner through social media. Today’s digital natives prefer to participate through
interdisciplinary and community-based means.

For example, one youth initiative highlighted on the CIRCLE website is Youth
Dreams, a group of middle school students. These students felt as though there was a
lack of organized activities available to them and decided to create a youth-run center.
Through their collective efforts, they have raised over $900,000, served 618 individu-
als, and completed 17,578 community service hours (Youth Dreamers, 2014). Though
this may not be considered civic engagement in the traditional sense, it highlights the
potential of project-based, community-building initiatives that do not fit the tradi-
tional mold for social change.

Many modern citizens feel fulfilled by engaging in civic engagement through tech-
nology. In 2009, over $4 million were donated to charities through mobile text-based
campaigns (Choney, 2010). Much of the money donated to Youth Dreamers is done
so through the PayPal feature on their website. Individuals also use social media

http://www.civicyouth.org
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platforms to bring awareness about causes or health issues that are important to them.
Social media provides the opportunity to share stories and pictures of initiatives close
to their hearts. This is an example of how social media is able to transform social
change programs for the better. Moreover, it illustrates how participatory commu-
nity mobilization through hybrid approaches is the key to positive social change, and
is more possible than ever before due to social media.

Discussion questions

1 How might the younger generation target audience of CIRCLE impact behavior
change outcomes? How could producers use social media to better market this
audience in their communication strategy?

2 It is argued that youth may feel a sense of gratification by engaging in civic engage-
ment through technology, rather than traditional means such as volunteering or
voting. Which of the six paradigms of communication theories does this audience
selection process most closely align? Why?

3 Much debate centers around how technology influences users in a positive or
negative manner. Based on what we know about communication studies mod-
els and paradigms, how can you explain the positive impacts of CIRCLE on
society?

Summary

The field of communication is huge, with many points of distinction and intersection. Strong
social media practitioners need to understand their place within the historical trajectory.
By understanding the roots of social media scholarship, one is able to make more mindful
decisions about message strategy.

This chapter presents the six paradigms of general communication theory, the definition
and conceptualization of mass media scholarship, and the many ways in which social media
scholarship intersects each of these arenas to guide future practice and research. Though the
field is still too new to conduct a large-scale of analysis such as Potter’s (2009) framework for
mass media scholarship, many of the patterns emerging are similar. This includes looking at
social media as an industry, the messages that are produced and marketed, the audiences for
those messages, and the effects of those messages on individuals and larger social structures.

Future social media scholarship should include a more integrative approach across com-
munication paradigms, test new empirical theories and measurements, embrace more inter-
personal communication research, design more effective and longitudinal monitoring and
evaluation systems for social media endeavors, incorporate social media scholarship in the
classroom, and study social media use in more natural, noninvasive and fragmented set-
tings. These changes will put us one step closer towards creating a general framework for
social media scholarship.

Now that we have a more thorough understanding of the theories that guide social media
strategy and practice, let’s turn our attention to the future of social media. Chapter 20 focuses
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on how marketing strategy and social participation will change in the coming years. Many
of the points of distinction outlined in this chapter will become blurred in future practice.
Based on this understanding, the structural principles of Web 3.0 technology will be iden-
tified, and recommendations for social media practitioners will be offered.

Key Takeaways

1 Six different paradigms of communication theory – social psychological theory,
psychological models, drama theory, audience-centered theory, contextual theory
and hybrid models – help explain how audiences interact with and are influenced
by media texts.

2 The strongest social media strategies integrate hybrid approaches into their cam-
paigns.

3 There are four main facets of mass communication: organizations, audiences,
media messages, and effects. Practitioners should cross boundaries between each
in today’s digital landscape.

4 Integration requires consideration for media industries, social media messages
produced, marketing strategies, audiences reached, and societal effects.
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20
The Future of Social Media

Learning Objectives

After reading this chapter, you should be able to:
1 Identify changes to the upcoming social media landscape.
2 Explain the possibilities of a Web 3.0 environment.
3 Integrate future social media technologies with caution into your business

strategy.

Introduction

A 2012 Gallup survey reports that social media marketing is not as powerful or as persuasive
a business force that many companies had initially hoped (Elder, 2014). Despite spending a
projected $15 billion by 2018 on social media advertising (Gallup, 2014), research demon-
strates how consumers are still primarily turning towards friends and family when seeking
advice about the products they buy. Most social media users are not interested in following
social media updates regarding products or companies. What do these results tell us about
the future of social media marketing? Is the idea of a social media brand advocate just a
myth in the industry?

Based on everything that we have learned about the complicated process of using media
messages to inspire human behavior change, these findings make sense. Individuals use
past experiences as a guide for future action, and friends and family members provide
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much stronger schemata for interpretation than media content. These findings also demon-
strate just how incorrectly social media practitioners have been utilizing the technology to
increase their return on investment.

If the focus of a marketing campaign still primarily resides in the quantity of connec-
tions, rather than the quality of connections with your consumers, social media is not being
utilized to its full potential. “If companies want to acquire new customers, their best bet is
to engage their existing customers and inspire them to advocate … customer engagement
drives social engagement” (Gallup, 2014, p. 3). Brands must personalize themselves and
build a relationship with customers. Social media marketing is not the same as advertising,
and so the same century-old principles should not apply.

Just when one company successfully develops a marketing campaign that yields a high
return on investment, several other copycat campaigns will undoubtedly emerge. For exam-
ple, in 2010 Old Spice launched a video response campaign where, over the span of 48 hours,
actor Isaiah Mustafa answered real-life questions from audiences on Twitter, Facebook, Red-
dit, and blogs while standing in a shower. The social media campaign was a hit, resulting in
nearly 200 response videos that were viewed over 4 million times (O’Neill, 2010).

Cisco recognized the success of this participatory social media approach and released
their own version of the YouTube response project. Their campaign featured “Ted from
Accounting.” Just like the Old Spice campaign, Cisco asked audiences to send in tweets and
then responded to them through personalized videos. The campaign fell short, with only
18 videos uploaded over 24 hours with 2750 views (O’Neill, 2010). This demonstrates how
unpredictable successful social media marketing can be.

Just like social connections, companies cannot fake relationships online. Authenticity and
trust are crucial to the audience identification process. You can probably tell when individ-
uals in your own life are not being true to themselves. It is easy to detect a fraud. Remember
that campaigns exist as part of an ever-changing social media landscape. What worked for
one company last month is not likely to work again today. It is important for you to always
be forward thinking.

Chapter 19 argued for a general framework for social media scholarship and practice. It is
time to turn attention towards the future of social media marketing. This chapter provides
upcoming innovations to the social media landscape, discusses the possibilities of a Web
3.0 environment, and provides general conclusions and recommendations for the future of
social media marketing.

If nothing else, these Gallup survey results tell us to be cautious about overstepping the
promises of social media. Just because the technology makes it easier than ever to form con-
nections, it also makes it easier for audiences to ignore them. Social and behavior changes
are difficult to establish, and the only thing worse than developing an unsuccessful market-
ing campaign is to miss out on the conversation altogether.

The Future Social Media Landscape

It would prove impossible to predict all the new media changes that we will see in our life-
time. You should be cautious with any reference that claims to have all the answers to what
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a future technological landscape will look like. This section aims to explore some emerging
technology trends that today’s practitioners should consider when integrating and develop-
ing business models. These include mobile marketing, stand-alone applications, wearables,
and visual social media. While this list is nowhere near exhaustive, these trends have already
proven huge game changers for the industry.

Mobile marketing

Mobile marketing is a two-way or multi-way communication between an organization and
its customers using a mobile device (Shankar & Balasubramanian, 2009). Chapter 8 intro-
duced the appeal of location-based marketing through mobile devices. This type of market-
ing focuses on culture, personalization, interactivity, socialization, and localization (Bauer
et al., 2005). Because of the prominent diffusion of mobile technology, which has now
reached a level of saturation where there are more mobile phone subscriptions than peo-
ple on earth (BBC, 2013), high-speed wireless technologies are undoubtedly the future of
marketing.

Mobile users are able to access information and communicate with companies at any time
and any place (Scharl et al., 2005). Part of the appeal of mobile marketing is based on the
concept of permission marketing, where users have opted in to receive promotional messages
from companies. This approach is very different from the spam and one-to-many model
of traditional mass media advertising. Additionally, mobile devices are rarely used by any
other person than its owner (Bauer et al., 2005). This makes it a perfect tool for customizing
and personalizing brand content. Users are able to select the information that they want to
receive, and producers have a better sense of the individual, not mass, audience that their
content is reaching.

Stand-alone applications

Given the popularity of mobile marketing, producers of social media content must ensure
that it is distributed in accordance with audience needs and expectations. Stand-alone appli-
cations are a single-function mobile service that does not need to interact with or be bundled
with any other application in order to function correctly. Users tend to select stand-alone
applications in order to more efficiently structure online content that they access regularly.
Today, mobile applications do not need to be developed based on a website. Popular appli-
cations such as Snapchat, Vine, Instagram, and Tinder are all examples of successful stand-
alone applications that serve one function for users (Wilson, 2013).

The popularity of stand-alone applications is due to their reliability and ease of use. Addi-
tionally, today’s mobile users wish to compartmentalize their sharing across different groups
as much as possible (Nieva, 2014). Privacy is of greater concern than ever, especially since
the line between public and private is becoming increasingly blurred. This change in audi-
ence is discussed in more detail in the conclusion and recommendation section. Stand-alone
applications make decisions about content sharing easier. Each time a new function is added
to software, producers risk slowing down or complicating this process. Today’s mobile users
enjoy the simplicity of tasks and prioritize usability (Wilson, 2013).
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Wearables

Being able to customize content on mobile devices is not enough. A recent trend in the
industry is the development of wearable technology. Wearables is the product of conver-
gence between nanotechnology and an expectation of increased mobility from users that
allows hands-free interaction worn as clothing or jewelry (De Freitas & Levene, 2003). Users
of wearables do not have to pull out and log into a mobile device each time they wish
to access content. Instead, the technology is already integrated into something that they
are already wearing. Applications for wearables are now even being developed that can be
woven into the thread of textiles (Cranny-Francis, 2008). Messages disseminated through
wearables are integrated into users’ daily lives the same way that an individual speaking to
them would be.

It is estimated that the wearables market will reach $6 billion by 2018 (Kelly, 2014). Pop-
ular wearable products that have hit the market already include Fitbit, a bracelet that wire-
lessly tracks fitness goals and other customizable personal health and body metrics; the Sony
SmartWatch, a watch that connects to Android smarthphone technology to display SMS,
social networking feeds and personal phone calls; and of course Google Glass, a wearable
computer that functions through hands-free voice commands that can be worn like a reg-
ular pair of reading glasses. These products take advantage of many of the customizable
and personal attributes of mobile technology, but with an increase of discretion for wear
and use.

Visual social media

While social media is defined by the ability to facilitate dialogue between users, the future
of networking resides in users’ ability to communicate through visual images, rather than
text-based communication. Pinterest is noteworthy for being one of the first social media to
promote visual content over text (Ottoni et al., 2013). Video and photo-sharing applications
such as Vine, Instagram and Snapchat have also grown in popularity, while social media sites
such as Twitter and Facebook have redesigned so that their text-based status update features
can be more compatible with videos and photos. The newsfeed that you access on these
sites is much more visual now than five years ago.

This push towards visual communication is a response to the fast-paced mobile social
media audience. Text-based networking requires more contemplation before acting, which
is not as suitable for today’s technology (Correa et al., 2010). People are posting mes-
sages on the go through mobile technology, which does not facilitate the same format
for reading and creating text-based blogs when they sit down in front of personal com-
puters. Consider how much more difficult it is to read a blog or news article on a mov-
ing bus than it is in your office. It is important for future social media practitioners to
condense their messages with less text and more images in order to support the mobile
environment.

Based on these changes to the future social media landscape, it is recommended that
practitioners follow a four-step action plan when integrating new media technology into
their existing marketing strategies.
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Integrating New Media Technology Action Plan

1 Create content based on the principles of mobile marketing: individualized cul-
ture, personalization, interactivity, socialization, and localization. Rather than
reformatting website content for a more simplistic mobile structure, social
media content should be specifically designed for the purposes of mobile
marketing, and include more interactivity, customization and personalized
updates.

2 Do not try to do too much with mobile application features. Just because a func-
tion is offered on your website, it does not mean that it needs to be included in
your mobile application. Always ensure that usability and simplicity are the pri-
mary drivers for application development. If there is a function of your content
that is slowing down or complicating this process, consider removing it or creat-
ing a subsequent application where interested users are able to utilize this feature
separately.

3 Consider how users of your product access content in their everyday lives. Audi-
ences are likely busy and multitasking with multiple other items. Be sure that your
content is less interruptive, responsive to their personalized needs, and provides
instant gratification for what they are seeking. Be respectful of your audiences’
time.

4 Be as minimalistic as possible with content design choices. All text-based format
should follow the micro-blog rule of 140 characters or less. Show, instead of tell,
through images or videos whenever possible. Facilitate a forum where users can
share their experiences through pictures, rather than stories.

You will notice that each of these new technological functions offer the advantages of
customization, mobility, and user-generated content. While these are all functions of a Web
2.0 environment, some argue that their domination is a product of an emerging new media
(or new new media) era. This increase in mobility of the Internet has led to an increase
in sociogeographic activities, from geo-caching to mobile social networking, described as
Socio-Mobile Web 3.0 (Katz & Rice, 2002).

While these features will continue to be built upon, there is much debate about what
to call the upcoming third-generation web environment. John Markoff first introduced
the concept of Web 3.0 in a 2006 New York Times article (Markoff, 2006), but the ref-
erence was met with backlash and confusion from other professionals in the industry
(Lassila & Hendler, 2007). For simplicity’s sake, this book will utilize the terminology of
Web 3.0 with the understanding that there is not widespread agreement about what the
upcoming web generation will be called. What’s important is not how it is referenced, but
what it offers to users and producers of media content alike, as well as its influence on
society.
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Web 3.0: Asynchronous Mass Delivery

Remember from Chapter 2 the differences between a Web 1.0 and Web 2.0 environ-
ment. Web 1.0 views the audience as large, anonymous, heterogeneous, and promotes
communication across a one-to-many unidirectional model (Pearce, 2009). Web 2.0
brought much advancement for audience interactivity and participation, including the abil-
ity for social networking, interaction orientation, personalization, customization, and user-
added possibilities (Cormode & Krishnaumurthy, 2008; Wirtz et al., 2010).

These advanced technological features have influenced audiences and society in many
ways. We have discussed the shift in power from media producers to everyday audiences.
These changes have been significant, and result in a globalized society where individuals are
more connected than ever before, which brings new opportunities for online collaboration
among users. This trend will only be magnified as we look ahead to the future of social
media marketing.

One key function of a Web 3.0 environment identified by Markoff (2006) is the idea of
a semantic web. The semantic web is a collaborative movement that provides a common
framework for data to be shared and reused across applications and community bound-
aries. Though semantic technologies have been around since 2000, the World Wide Web
Consortium is now developing proposed standards for the industry to follow. The function
of a semantic web encourages users to find, share and combine information more easily, as
well as be more easily interpreted by machines to advance more useful Internet structures
(Hendler, 2008). It reorganizes and structures online content so that users anywhere in the
world are able to collaborate on projects.

Whereas Web 1.0 and 2.0 were embryonic, formative technologies, Web 3.0 promises to be
a more mature web where better “pathways” for information retrieval will be created, and a
greater capacity for cognitive processing of information will be built (Giustini, 2007, p. 1273).

These features allow users to share, produce and expand upon content more easily than
ever before, which will undoubtedly influence culture and society just as much, if not more,
than the Web 2.0 transition.

One area where users may change behaviors is the way in which we gather and retrieve
information. The information age granted opportunities to seek out content based on our
own needs and gratifications. If you are at a dinner party and there is disagreement about
which celebrity is starring in this summer’s blockbuster, any person with a smartphone
device is able to look up the information for instant gratification.

Today’s users learn by browsing, searching and monitoring the web. The semantic web
will change this process. Audiences in a Web 3.0 environment will learn by telling the Inter-
net what we are interested in, ask it what we collectively know, and use it to apply our col-
lective knowledge to address our collective needs (Gruber, 2008). This information will be
more customized and reactionary based on our needs. Rather than simply retrieving infor-
mation from an all-knowing source, the process leading up to the conversation becomes
important. Multiple users will be able to provide answers that are more relevant to the cul-
ture and environment in which they were sought.
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It is unclear just how Web 3.0 will influence society. However, we do know that many
of the promises of Web 2.0, especially with regard to power redistribution, have not been
maximized. One reason for this may be the exaggerated promises of social media market-
ing opportunities for businesses. It is important that the same mistakes are not repeated
as we look towards the future of the industry. There are many areas in which practitioners
should be cautious regarding integrating technology in future strategies, including the use
of interruptive technology and audience privacy concerns.

Conclusions and Recommendations

Current technological trends often guide marketing decisions. Marketing practitioners are
eager to integrate the newest innovations into their business strategy. Today, this means
the increased mobility, interactivity and customization brought by social media. Social
media marketing allows increased audience participation. The more your customer is able
to engage your product, the better the result. However, it is important to note that even the
greatest advances to the consumer experience can become overwhelming and cumbersome
when they reach a certain point of saturation.

The tipping point of push

Mobile marketing provides the ability to reach consumers where and when you wish. As a
marketer, you no longer have to wait for your customers to turn on the television or radio
in order to distribute your message. Consumers are constantly engaging online content,
often through social media sites, providing endless opportunities to connect with them.
Mobile applications make it easier than ever to reach audiences because, generally, users
have voluntarily sought out a media structure that makes it easier to receive notifications
about your product.

One way in which marketers have capitalized on mobile technology is through the use of
push notifications. Push notifications are a feature of mobile applications which users install
that periodically disseminates notification messages from notification services. Generally,
the architecture of these push notification services have eliminated the needs of applica-
tion servers to keep track of information, as content producers decide which information
is noteworthy for users, and sends interruptive updates to a mobile device (Bell et al., 2011;
Namiot, 2013). Consumers tend to agree to these push notifications as part of their user
terms and conditions statement.

Maybe you are tired of visiting your bank’s online website and logging into your personal
account each and every time you need an update. You download the bank’s mobile applica-
tion to set preferences for customizable features, including a daily push notification that tells
you the balance of your bank account every morning. Because this is information that you
were already likely seeking each morning, you are generally satisfied with the push feature.

As we look ahead at a social media landscape where mobile devices and wearable tech-
nology are the norm, there is more opportunity for these push notifications to be sent based
on the GPS coordinates of consumers (Sohn et al., 2005). Your bank may be able to tell when
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you are using a competitor’s ATM and send you a push notification to alert you of the prox-
imity of one of their own. Location-based GPS push notifications are designed so that you
receive information when you need it most.

Many mobile applications have already taken advantage of these GPS-based push noti-
fications. The coupon and discount service RetailMeNot sends notifications to users when
they are in close proximity to a store that is offering a discount through their service. The
Starbucks mobile application will send users an update if they are close to a Starbucks café.
The location-based check-in application Foursquare will keep track of events and promo-
tions of nearby bars and restaurants. These notifications are useful to customers if they are
delivering information that users are interested in and have chosen to receive. However, the
more marketers begin to incorporate push notifications into their mobile content, the less
influential they will seem.

Increased mobility comes with increased interruption of our daily lives. For the most
part, individuals do not like being disturbed when they are in the midst of doing something
else. Mobile technology has already made it easy for one friend to interrupt a conversation
that someone is having with another friend through phone calls or text messaging. This
disturbance will prove even more frustrating when the interruption comes from a marketer
rather than a personal contact.

Users are increasingly bombarded with devices that interrupt. Even if content producers
are just trying to be helpful, users take purposeful actions to block these alerts (Picard & Liu,
2007). We may have initially thought that we would want to be alerted every time we are
near our favorite coffee shop, but these notifications become too exhausting when they are
distributed between alerts from our favorite clothing and shoe stores, car dealer and movie
theater as well. There is a tipping point to the potential of push notifications. The newness
and innovation of being alerted based on GPS location is beginning to wear off, and users
will soon regard interruptive mobile technologies in the same manner they do traditional
spam marketing.

Be sure to offer users the ability to easily turn off push notifications to prevent your mes-
sage from becoming a part of the marketing noise. Resist the temptation to send multiple
push notifications to users who have opted in, even if you are able, because the end result
is that your audience will begin to associate your product with feelings of resentment and
annoyance.

Having companies know everything about our purchasing behaviors, preferences and
GPS location is scary to most consumers. While it may have been easy at one time to
dismiss privacy concerns of mobile technologies, today’s consumers are becoming more
conscious about the security of their digital imprint. The evening news is constantly filled
with stories of Internet privacy gone wrong. It is important for marketing practition-
ers to begin taking issues of customer privacy more seriously as they design marketing
content.

Privacy concerns

The millennial generation is frequently criticized for being flippant about the amount
and type of information that they share through social media. Growing up in an age of
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social media, they are used to sharing stories, photos and videos of everyday interac-
tions. However, research demonstrates that this generation has become increasingly pro-
tective of their online privacy (Ma, 2013), a refreshing trend for consumers and producers
alike.

As the Internet and social media become less of a new phenomenon, users are learning
how to navigate some of its biggest threats. Users want the ability to control when, to what
extent, and how information about their lives is communicated to others (Ellison et al.,
2011). This requires a strong understanding of media literacy.

Media literacy is defined as the ability of users to critically access, analyze, evaluate,
and create messages in a variety of forms (Livingstone, 2004). Audiences must acquire the
knowledge to utilize the Internet confidently, competently and safely. Many school programs
are beginning to integrate a media literacy curriculum into their lessons (Hobbs, 2010), sug-
gesting that the next generation of web users will be even more concerned and knowledge-
able about issues surrounding their privacy and security.

Gone are the days where businesses could post multiple pages of user agreements about
their product and expect audiences to blindly accept the terms and conditions without
reading. Today’s audiences are more cautious than ever about these contracts. Addition-
ally, social media provides endless resources for others to decipher what is really written
into the contract even if you do not have the time. The power of social media gives con-
sumers a stronger voice when they don’t like the privacy policy implemented by online
organizations.

In 2012, the popular photo-sharing application Instagram created a new intellectual prop-
erty privacy policy. This policy asked users to agree to grant Instagram the right to sell
users’ photographs without payment or notification, including for advertising purposes
(McCullagh, 2012). Several industry blogs deciphered the changes to the privacy policy and
cautioned users against agreeing. The outcry became public and viral. Just 24 hours later,
Instagram backed down from the policy changes, thanking users for their feedback and let-
ting them know that “We’re listening” (Instagram, 2012).

Trust is a critical piece of marketing and you do not want to be caught in a situation
where it appears as though you are trying to be sneaky or put something past your audiences
without their knowledge. Your audiences should be your primary focus, and every decision
you make should be for their benefit.

Companies should never sell customer information to third party organizations. If you
do, it is important that you are upfront with users about your intention. Do not be surprised
when they go somewhere else though. Ensure that your software is secure and that every
measure is taken to protect customers against hackers. The next generation of consumers is
willing to switch products or services because of privacy concerns faster than any previous
generation (Morgan, 2014). Be certain that your audiences are confident in the security of
your organization. If they are not, they will certainly be able to find an alternative space to
take their business in today’s digital landscape.

By successfully navigating the amount of interruptive technology and privacy concerns
integrated in your business strategies, you can better ensure that audiences associate your
brand with feelings of trust, respect and commitment. This is key to nurturing your lifelong
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brand advocates. As the online environment moves towards increasing collaboration, it is
important that you see your audience as a critical factors in your own success. There is much
to learn from how other businesses manage their audiences. Let’s examine how Facebook,
one of the longest lasting social networking sites, has been able to constantly revamp their
business model and retain users for over 10 years.

Case Study: Looking Ahead at Facebook

Facebook began in 2004 as a social networking site designed to “give people the power
to share and make the world more open and connected” (Facebook, 2014). During its
inception, Facebook was structured as a virtual space where college students could
connect with, or find out more information about, other registered college students.
Over time it has transitioned into a multifunctional platform that is open to everyone.
It currently has more than 1 billion active users.

The main design of Facebook includes a self-selected user profile picture, an “About
Me” section where users can write a brief biography about themselves, and a wall
where friends can post comments to each other. Items are disseminated through
a Newsfeed that allows users the ability to choose how they would like to receive
updates from the individuals that they follow. Many additional features have been
added to the site as well, including the ability to poke, like, check-in, share videos,
play games, or chat privately with friends.

One of the greatest appeals of Facebook is how every user is able to utilize the social
networking site differently from one another. Maybe you are hooked on an integrated
social game, while your friend is someone who loathes receiving game requests from
others. Some users primarily use Facebook to share news stories, while others only
post pictures. When designing a mobile application for users, producers of Facebook
had to determine how to provide users the ability to customize content according to
their own needs.

Unfortunately, the mobile application has been one of the greatest challenges for
Facebook. In 2012, the application held a two-star rating in the United States iTunes
store, with over half of the ratings falling below one star (Mobtest, 2012). Users com-
plained the application was slow, inconsistent, and did not work properly. The mobile
experience of using Facebook was much less satisfying than accessing the social net-
working site through a personal computer.

Facebook recognized these challenges and issued a statement explaining how chal-
lenging it was to create a profitable business model involving mobile applications,
stating

If users increasingly access Facebook mobile products as a substitute for access through
personal computers, and if we are unable to successfully implement monetization strate-
gies for our mobile users, or if we incur excessive expenses in this effort, our financial
performance and ability to grow revenue would be negatively affected (Couts, 2012).
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The company was struggling with meeting audience expectations, and maintaining
a profitable business model.

Nonetheless, the appeal of mobile technology for audiences could not be ignored,
especially since over half of the monthly active users who access Facebook do so
through their mobile devices (Mobtest, 2012). The company needed to come up with
a solution to their mobile problem or risk frustrating and losing users.

In 2012 Facebook bought Instagram, a stand-alone mobile photo-sharing service.
The premise of Instagram is relatively simple. Users could take pictures with their
mobile phones, filter them through the application, create a brief caption for the
photo, and then share with friends that follow them. The features of Instagram are
much less customizable than Facebook.

During its inception, the application could only be accessed and used through
mobile devices. Users could not use the platform through personal computers.
Receiving updates from other users could only be done in chronological order, where
users received photos from other users based on the time that they were posted. Users
could not sort or rank-order friends in order to structure content. There were no
alternative interactive functions, such as the ability to privately chat or share with
other specific users. The application also had no integration of content with external
software.

Despite its simplicity, Facebook’s acquisition of Instagram has proven largely suc-
cessful. It was estimated that Instagram generated more than $250 million in revenue
in 2014, and has been cited as “the most powerful social media platform in the world”
(Goel, 2014). Producers have been able to design a mobile application that success-
fully meets audience expectations and integrates a profitable business model through
a relatively simple premise.

Perhaps it is because of Instagram’s lack of features that it has grown so popular
with users. The mobile application is fast, reliable and easy to use. It is designed very
differently from the multifunctional mobile application of Facebook. The appeal of a
stand-alone application with fewer functions has not been lost on Facebook creator,
Mark Zuckerburg.

During the 2014 earnings call, Zuckerburg explained how roughly half of Face-
book’s total monthly users utilize a stand-alone service, Facebook Groups, for
setting up customized spaces for interactions and sharing (Miners, 2014). By
allowing users to directly access the Facebook features of their choice through
stand-alone applications, mobile applications could receive direct advertising rev-
enue, and have faster and more reliable software. This stand-alone application
initiative is the primary focus of growth for the immediate future of Facebook
(Nieva, 2014).

The social networking site has already moved towards removing the private chat
feature, Facebook Messenger, from its main mobile application, and asked users
to install a separate application if they wish to use this feature instead (Smith,
2014). True to this vision, Facebook has also acquired WhatsApp, a private mes-
saging application service for smartphones, and Oculus VR, a virtual reality gaming
platform.
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This move towards stand-alone mobile applications for Facebook suggests that
while today’s users expect to have more options than ever before, an easy, fast and
reliable interface structure is still the priority for audiences. The one-stop model of a
multifunctional application has lost its appeal with users. If the structure of content
is frustrating or difficult to navigate, audiences will go elsewhere for content. Pro-
viding audiences the ability to choose which features they most wish to use, and an
interface that focuses on these choices, is critical to the success of future social media
businesses.

Discussion questions

1 How might a stand-alone application relieve some of the frustrations users feel
towards larger applications? As a practitioner, is it better to focus on usability or
additional features for audiences?

2 Facebook displays content according to an algorithm that determines the impor-
tance of user content. A user’s Instagram feed displays content chronologically.
Looking to the future of social media, what are some advantages and disadvan-
tages of each structure of dissemination?

3 Facebook’s move towards stand-alone applications prove that sometimes less is
more. When might a multifunctional application be more appealing to mobile
users?

Summary

It may seem discouraging or risky to begin a career in a field as dynamic as social media
marketing. However, this book attempts to provide the foundational tools for practition-
ers to apply to any digital landscape. What is most important is not how technologi-
cally savvy or advanced your marketing team proves. Instead, it is your ability to focus
on fostering human relationships and connections. A 25-year meta-analysis demonstrates
how the most successful health campaigns are those which incorporate theory into their
design (King, 1999). The same is true for any campaign that is interested in influenc-
ing audience behavior. Theoretical principles should guide every marketing decision that
you make.

Part I of this book suggested that social media messaging decisions should be guided by
human behavior change literature. The principles of diffusion, community and mobiliza-
tion should be integrated into every content decision that you make. Find the appropriate
balance between audience participation and control over your message based on your busi-
ness goals. No campaign should begin without a strong audience analysis or end without a
strong formative audience evaluation.

Part II further explained how and why online users choose, disseminate and share media
messages. It highlighted the importance of creating messages that audiences strongly iden-
tify with, as well as the importance of integrating these messages within a media structure
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that promotes interactivity. If the content of your message does not seem to be working
in the ways in which you anticipated, this section offers some structural reasons why. The
active within structures paradigm is a nuanced way to view social media audiences and will
set you apart from other professionals in the field who are simply trying to disseminate their
message to sell a product.

Part III of this book offered tips for increasing business revenue and return on investment
through social media marketing and business models. Not only did this section include
emerging methods by which businesses are capitalizing on the changing industry, but also
offered ways in which these strategies should change the approach to targeting audiences.
While media messages traditionally target mass audiences, this section shows the impor-
tance of finding your product niche – the smaller the better. Communicating with individ-
uals instead of large audiences will help transform customers into brand advocates for your
product.

Part IV of this book applied the theoretical human behavior change principles to proso-
cial initiatives, such as health campaigns, civic engagement, communication for develop-
ment, and entertainment-education interventions. Social media offers greater opportunity
for equalizing power inequities. One of the most important lessons learned is that the strat-
egy for promoting social change is no different from getting an individual to like your Face-
book page or buy your product. Humans make decisions about their everyday lives in the
same manner. A strong understanding of behavior change theories will help you persuade
any audience.

Part V of this book discussed the importance of integrating a socially responsible mes-
sage into your marketing strategy. As businesses become more social in nature, users begin
to view them as more human. By authentically incorporating a prosocial cause into your
social media messages, consumers are better able to see the lifestyle of your brand – the
passions and causes that you care most about. This transition from a business to a prosocial
brand is imperative for surviving in a world where increased transparency is an expectation
from audiences. Finally, Part V also offered alternative recommendations for the future of
social media marketing, and suggested that social media is unpredictable and constantly
evolving.

While this book offers recommendations for future practitioners, it is not meant to
serve as an exclusive reference. Perhaps the greatest responsibility of a social media prac-
titioner is staying up to date with industry news. This field is exciting and offers many
benefits, such as an outlet for creativity, flexible hours, and portable offices. Take advan-
tage of the social media industry’s largest advantage, the plethora of resources and mentors
available.

Social media practitioners are drawn to social media because they love connecting with
other individuals. This is the foundation of social media technology, and it should be the
foundation of your goals, both professionally and personally. The line between public and
private is becoming increasingly blurred. It is important that you take these concepts and
apply to branding your social media site. Remember, many of the suggestions offered in this
book can easily be applied to your personal social media brand as well. Perhaps it can be
used to persuade someone that you are the perfect candidate for the social media position
of your dreams.
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Key Takeaways

1 There are many changes emerging in the social media landscape, and it is your
duty as a practitioner to stay connected to the industry. The future of market-
ing should include increased customization, mobility and user-generated content
through mobile marketing, stand-alone applications, wearables, and visual social
media.

2 Regardless of the social media landscape, content and message decisions should
be guided by human behavior change theories. The process by which humans
make decisions will never change, and a strong understanding of foundational
communication principles will prepare you for a lifetime career in the industry.

3 There is much debate about what to call the third-generation web environment.
However, regardless of its title, future marketing strategies should be built around
the principles of semantic web, user collaboration, and collective intelligence.

4 Practitioners must be cautious about using too much interruptive technology in
their campaign design. Today’s Internet users are much more concerned about
privacy, and this should be the focus of future business strategies as well.

5 Be innovative. Keep calm. And embrace all the opportunities and challenges of
social media marketing and social behavior change.
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