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Executive summary

The social web has altered the role that marketing and advertising play in the lives of the consumers. The public talks more about brands than ever before; sharing opinions and thoughts on a worldwide basis. The dialogue is the new communication model and engagement and participation have become more important. However, organisations often fear the unknown and too few actually incorporate social media into their marketing strategy. Therefore, this dissertation focuses on answering the following central question: “How can organisations successfully build and market their brand, integrating social media into their marketing strategy?”.

     The rise of social media and the increased communication between consumers have resulted in the transformation of the media ecosystem. It has transformed into a transparent place where everyone can be an influencer and the consumer is the most credible source of information. New social media tools have been created. Each of these tools has its own features, but they all share five important characteristics: participation, openness, conversation, community and connectedness. 

     Social media tools provide innumerable opportunities for organisations to benefit from consumer conversations and offer perspectives for building and marketing brands. By analysing consumer conversation, organisations can get real-time insights in consumer attitudes, behaviours, needs and intentions. This is a major advantage, because the first step in building and marketing a successful brand with social media, is knowing and understanding the consumer. 

     Branding is about brand awareness, reputation, image and customer loyalty. The focal point is to understand how people perceive a brand and the associations they have with it. Professor David Jobber identifies seven main factors in building a successful brand: quality, positioning, repositioning, communications, first-mover advantage, long-term perspective and internal marketing. Building and marketing a successful brand requires a marketing strategy that addresses all of the above factors. The integration of social media allows for a practical approach to such a strategy, because of the opportunities it creates for all seven essentials of a successful brand. 

     By incorporating social media into the marketing strategy, organisations can contribute to a positive perception of their brand, by establishing, and more importantly, maintaining, brand loyalty and relevant relationships. However, the tools do only form a part of a complete marketing plan. Before the implementation process can start, it is advised to analyse all the different components and address them in a detailed marketing plan which analyses the situation and gives direction to the objectives and the strategy. As soon as a clear picture of the situation is presented, brands should consider how social media tools fit within their overall marketing mix of traditional communication tools. The next step is to decide on the appropriate tools and to integrate them into the marketing mix.

     It is recommended for brands to listen to customers and to firstly determine in which social tools they participate. Understanding what the customer needs and motivates is important in the first stage of the implementation process. From here, brands can start participating in the conversation as a contributor. Creating a profile on social networking sites can be a good place to start. Nevertheless, the recommendation to actively participate and interact applies to each social media tool. 
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Rianne Viveen
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1.
Introduction


In January 2008, PricewaterhouseCoopers (PwC) published a white paper called How consumer conversation will transform business. In this paper, the organisation writes that “the speed and scale of consumer conversation can redirect entire markets” (p. 4). According to PwC, “the new currency in advertising is the voice of the consumer” (p. 42). The power of communication between consumers has big influences on brands; people talk more about brands than ever before. Besides this, research has shown that people are more willing to buy a product which is recommended by other consumers: 78% of the respondents of the Nielsen Survey say that they trust the recommendations of other consumers (Nielsen, 2007, p. 1). The point is clear: it is not about advertising and one-way communication anymore; consumers are more in control of what they read, watch and hear. They want to talk to other people about their experiences, and more importantly, they want to be listened to by organisations, marketers and brands. The new communication model is the dialogue. Organisations should communicate with their customers and social media is the way to do this. According to Ignite Social Media, a social media agency, “social media enable companies to engage in a conversation with their customers in a meaningful, manageable way” (Ignite, 2008, “About Ignite” section, para. 1).

1.1 Problem Context

Social media is a trend in the field of marketing communications. Earlier research has shown that it is of great importance for organisations to embed consumer conversations in their marketing strategy. In our online and branded universe, this will only become more significant in the future. Unfortunately, too few organisations actually use social media tools to increase their connection with customers and build their brand. “Millions of dollars spent on marketing; just pennies spent really communicating” (Ignite, 2008, “About Ignite” section, para. 4). Therefore, this thesis will discuss how social media can contribute to building relationships, creating awareness and ultimately building and marketing brands. It will also consider possibilities for integrating social media into the marketing communications plan.
1.2 Research questions

The aim of this thesis is to answer the central question, which has been formulated as follows:

How can organisations successfully build and market their brand, integrating social media into their marketing strategy?

For clarification, a description of five significant keywords will be given firstly:

· Organisations: These can be big organisations or small ones. The belief that social media can be useful for every single organisation has resulted in the decision to keep the term broad. Nowadays, consumers can find almost every organisation online. Organisations do not need to have an enormous marketing budget to communicate with their customers through social media.  
· Brand: There are many different definitions of the word brand, but in the context of this thesis, the following one has been chosen: 
“A brand is a collection of perceptions in the mind of the consumer” (BuildingBrands, 2008, “Definitions” section - Brand).

This definition describes best that a brand is not the same as a product or a service. Besides, it shows that brand building is not only about the brand itself, but especially about the perceptions of the consumers. This should be considered carefully whilst answering the central question.

· Social media: On the internet, various definitions can be found, such as:
“An umbrella term that defines the various activities that integrate technology, social interaction, and the construction of words, pictures, videos and audio” (Kagan, 2008, p. 2) or “social media is people having conversations online” (Kagan, 2008, p. 3).

“Social Media is the use of electronic and Internet tools for the purpose of sharing and discussing information and experiences with other human beings in more efficient ways” (Parr, 2008, “Social media” section). 

“Media that users can easily participate in, share and create content for, including blogs, social networks, wikis, forums and virtual worlds” (Mayfield, 2008, p. 35).

In the context of this report, the following definition of Antony Mayfield (2008) will be used: “Social media is best understood as a group of new kinds of online media, which share most or all the following characteristics: participation, openness, conversation, community and connectedness” (p. 5). 

· Marketing: On his website, Philip Kotler (2008) says the following about marketing: "Marketing is not the art of finding clever ways to dispose of what you make. It is the art of creating genuine customer value" (Kotler, “Quote on Marketing”).
Social media is all about the consumer, the customer, and that is why creating value is so important. It is about two-way communication and not about ‘disposing’ products or services. 

· Strategy: The strategy defines how an organisation can achieve the (marketing) objectives that have been set. It gives direction to the (marketing) activities.
Johnson & Scholes define strategy as follows (as cited on BuildingBrands, 2008, “Definitions” section - Strategy): 

“Strategy is the direction and scope of an organization over the long term: ideally, which matches its resources to its changing environment, and in particular its markets, customers or clients so as to meet stakeholder expectations."

In order to find the answer to the central question “How can organisations successfully build and market their brand, integrating social media into their marketing strategy?”, the term social media needs to be clarified in detail. Moreover, the distinction between social and traditional media should be addressed. Besides, research needs to be conducted into the significance of consumer-to-consumer communication and the role social media can play in the process of brand building. To give an answer which is as complete as possible, the sub-questions below are formulated as a guideline and a structured approach to the answer. The following three chapters will each address a specific topic: An introduction to social media and its tools (chapter 2), consumer conversation (chapter 3) and integrating social media tools in the marketing toolkit for brand building purposes (chapter 4).
Sub-questions:
Chapter 2: Social media and its tools


· What is social media, compared to traditional media, from the perspective of branding? 

· How can the increase of social media best be described?

· What social media tools exist?

Chapter 3: The voice of the consumer in our branded universe

· What influences does communication between consumers have on brands?

· What can brands do with consumer-to-consumer communication?

· How can organisations create online word of mouth?
Chapter 4: Integration of social media for brand building purposes
· How can social media be beneficial to brand building? 

· Do social media increase the connection between a brand and a consumer? 

· How can social media tools be integrated into the marketing mix?

1.3 Research methodology & justification

Desk research has been conducted to learn more about the topics social media and consumer conversation in general. Since social media tools are online tools, a lot of valuable information can be found on the internet. Therefore, relevant data has been collected from online sources and reports and studies that have been published on the internet. Some of them also provide very useful statistics regarding the increase of social media. Besides this, several books have been consulted for information on the subject of word of mouth marketing and the creation of ‘buzz’. 

     Furthermore, qualitative research has been conducted in terms of an interview with Sonja Loth, who is active in the field of consumer-to-consumer communication, word of mouth marketing and brand activation. Ms. Loth used to work for AltaVista and MSN/Microsoft and at the time of the interview, she was the managing director of Hoera®, an advertising agency for consumer-to-consumer communication. The interview has given in-depth knowledge, which has especially been useful to complete the answers to the questions in chapter three and four (see appendix VI for the transcript of the interview).
1.4 Thesis outline

The following chapter takes a look at the rise of social media. Firstly, a comparison between social media and traditional media and the different roles they play from the perspective of branding is made. Moreover, a brief description of various social media tools and their features is given. The third chapter is called “The voice of the consumer in our branded universe”. This chapter discusses the shift in the way of communicating. Two-way communication is the trend and the consumer wants to be heard. The influences that consumer-to-consumer communication has on brands are illustrated. Alternatively, the chapter continues by considering what brands can do to give direction to the talking of consumers. In chapter four, the advantages of social media from a brand building angle are highlighted. Furthermore, this chapter explains how organisations can integrate social media tools in the marketing toolkit. Finally, chapter five gives an overview of the main findings of the research and the answer to the central question. This chapter also delivers a set of recommendations for the implementation of social media tools.
2.
Social media and its tools

Introduction

The role of media has changed. The web has consumed almost all the traditional media: television, print, radio and direct mail. In addition, marketing its role has changed. Marketers are no longer the only broadcasters. Social media enable consumers to generate their own content, which has significant effects on both traditional marketing and brands. This chapter will compare traditional media and social media from the perspective of branding. It will also discuss why social media has become important. Besides, various social media tools will be described in brief. Chapter four will deal with the integration of these tools into the marketing mix. 

2.1 Social media vs. Traditional media

Although the purpose of both types of media is similar, traditional media and social media differ from each other in terms of e.g. distribution and reach. Nevertheless, from the perspective of branding, especially the distinction regarding content and communication with the audience is significant. This is driven by the understanding that social media tools share five important characteristics: participation, openness, conversation, community and connectedness. In essence, these features reflect the biggest differences between traditional and social media. With the dialogue as the new communication model, the lack of control in social media might frighten marketers, however, it does represent “an unrivalled opportunity” (Interactive Advertising Bureau [IAB], 2008, p. 7). Traditional media hardly offer anything as far as consumer recommendation is concerned. Socialisation of the web has created “an environment where sharing opinions has never been so easy” (Universal, 2008, p. 26). Social media offer many tools, which has changed the so called consumer influence channels significantly. The table on the next page shows the difference between both types of media (Universal, 2008, p. 26).

     Consumer influence has become extremely important. Personal experience and personal recommendation are strong aspects of influencing that traditional media do not offer. Therefore, brands should see the increasing importance of being active in social media (Universal, 2008, p. 30). As far as sourcing information in concerned, low-involvement products and services are not the only categories that people research and review online. The number of people that research high-involvement products e.g. cars and property is noteworthy. Seen from a branding angle, this “demonstrates that consumer influence on the web is also impacting long-term branding” (Universal, 2008, p. 48).
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2.1.1 Communication

In terms of communication, the distinction between one-way communication and two-way communication is obvious. It is the monologue versus the dialogue. Engagement and participation blur the line between media and audience. In Marketing to the Social Web, Weber (2007) describes it as follows: “The idea of branding in the social web is the dialogue you have with your customer. The stronger the dialogue, the stronger your brand; the weaker the dialogue, the weaker your brand” (p. 15). Marketing to the social web means communicating in a different way; with an audience in a digital environment. Instead of broadcasting messages, marketers should become aggregators and talk with customers. They should participate in and encourage the dialogue. Social media “allow everyone to publish and to participate in multithreaded conversations online” (Weber, 2007, p. 5). In other words, social media enable the public to interact with the sender of the information. The social web enables both organisations and marketers as the consumer to do this on a large scale. 
2.1.2 User Generated Content 
User Generated Content (UGC) is also known as consumer-generated media (CGM) and “refers to any material created and uploaded to the Internet by non-media professionals” (IAB, 2008, p. 1). That is to say that social media allow everyone to be a content creator, which has changed the media landscape for good. From a branding point of view this means that consumers can share brand experiences on for instance review sites. These sites are not only relevant for consumers, but also for brands. The Nielsen study in 2007 showed that “consumer recommendations are the most credible form of advertising” (p. 3). For this reason, review sites and other UGC sites should be seen as “an important place for marketers to have a voice” (IAB, 2007, p. 2). Giving the audience a chance to freely post comments and opinions about their brand can be intimidating for organisations. Nevertheless, most review sites work with user agreements. For this reason, people cannot just submit content without agreeing to certain standards. In addition, the majority of the review sites include moderators who review comments and exclude violation of the user agreement. It cannot be guaranteed that people do not post negative comments, but advertisers “can reasonably assume that their ad will not sit next to profane or defamatory content” (IAB, 2008, p. 3).

2.2 The rise of social media 

The internet began to become a significant marketing environment in the 1990s. “It is rapidly growing more and more critical to marketing , but has shifted into a social digital space that I am calling the social web” (Weber, 2007, p. 14). According to Weber, the social web probably will not take over lives, but it will become “the primary centre of activity”. In other words, people will turn to the web for all the things that old media supplied: news, information, entertainment. In addition, the evolution of the web already brought new opportunities for people who had the knowledge to share their thoughts and opinions. Social media however “opened the door to consumer publishing and hundreds of millions have embraced it” (Universal, 2008, p. 6). The impact of the internet is incredible; in 2008 there were more than 1.5 billion people online. People now interact and communicate as a society and use the web to extend existing relationships. This shows that we do not only communicate with people we know, but also with total strangers.

     Additionally, people do not need to listen to certain media channels anymore. Since we can now all create content and distribute it to an audience, everybody can be seen as an influencer. Moreover, the possibilities to spread thoughts and opinions are unlimited because of the large number of tools that enable people to do so. “Simply the opportunity that it is possible for people to be an influencer” has contributed to the increased importance of social media (S. Loth, personal interview, December 19, 2008).

     In terms of distribution, particularly the innovative technology called RSS (Really Simple Syndication) “has increased the reach of blogs and podcasts and has given terrific impetus to social media’s evolution” (Mayfield, 2008, p. 9). RSS allows the audience to subscribe to content they are interested in, which means they do not have to search for it. Apart from this advantage for the receiver, RSS permits the sender to distribute content in a straightforward way. 

     According to Mayfield (2008), another reason why social media have evolved so quickly, is because it lets people be themselves. He argues that civilisations are built on e.g. sharing ideas, the search for potential friends or cooperation and collaboration to create art (p. 7).

2.3 Social media tools

The internet is becoming the most important marketing medium. It can be seen as the umbrella for all the different media (Weber, 2007 p. 11). With the growth of the Internet, marketing has changed as well. This period of marketing is referred to as both the era of the social web or Web 2.0. The social web has lots of potential for both marketers and consumers. In addition to email, many new tools have been introduced and they have developed themselves significantly. Mayfield (2008) distinguishes six kinds of social media: Social networks, Blogs, Wikis, Podcasts, Forums and Content communities. As an additional seventh type he mentions Micro-blogging (p. 6). All of them have their own tools and features, which will be discussed briefly in the following sections.

2.3.1 Social Networks
Social networking sites are online communities where individuals can build personal web pages and connect with friends, family, colleagues to share common interests or concerns, content and information. Examples of popular international social networks are MySpace, Facebook, Bebo and LinkedIn (Mayfield, 2008, p. 6). Online communities e.g. provide their members entertaining services and help them to expand their networks. For brands, social networks have great potential to extend their reach and to target audience by behaviour. Appendix I shows what the respondents of Universal McCann’s research do with their social network profile.

2.3.2 Blogs
Blog is short for weblog, a term which clarifies what a blog is: an online personal diary or journal, where the most recent entries appear first. In general, readers can subscribe for updates and they can leave comments. Blogs cover a very wide range of content. According to Mayfield, tone, topic, links and trackbacks, comments and subscription are features that make blogs noteworthy and different from other websites. Additionally, he makes a distinction between personal, political, business, ‘almost media’ and mainstream blogs. In the context of this report, especially business blogs can be seen as a marketing opportunity for organisations. Organisations can communicate with their audience in a less formal way. This can help “to give a human face and voice to the organisation” (Mayfield, 2008, p. 17). Bloggers are very active opinion and recommendation sharers, 28% have posted opinions on products and brands on their blog (Universal, p. 14). More information about posts on blogs can be found in appendix II.
2.3.3 Wikis
In short, “wikis are websites that allow people to contribute or edit content on them” (Mayfield, 2008, p. 19). An example of a very well-known wiki is Wikipedia, the online collaborative encyclopaedia. Since its creation in 2001, Wikipedia has become one of the largest reference websites, with more than 10 million content pages or articles in more than 260 languages (“About Wikipedia”, 2009, para. 2). Wikis are considered to be a “democratic manifestation of UGC”, since the whole world can share its expertise, knowledge and creativity through Internet collaboration (IAB, 2008, p. 5).

2.3.4 Podcasts
“Podcasts are audio or video files that are published on the internet and that users can

subscribe to. Sometimes ‘vodcast’ is used to specifically describe video services” (Mayfield, 2008, p. 21). Pod- and vodcasts can be listened to or watched at on the computer or they can be downloaded to an MP3-player. A well-known service for the iPod is Apple iTunes. Although people have been able to upload audio or video content to the web before, the fact that people can now subscribe to a pod- or vodcast, makes it a powerful form of social media. Again, the public is in control. People can watch or listen to content where and when they want to. In addition, the tool has a competitive advantage in terms of grabbing the audience’s attention. Mayfield (2008) states the following about this advantage:

The subscription feature means that people can build regular audiences and communities around their shows. It effectively puts private individuals or brands on a level playing field with traditional media organisations when it comes to competing for people’s attention with AV content online. (p. 21)
This type of social media can literally give an organisation a voice and even a face and is therefore an opportunity for companies to be transparent and address the public in a more informal manner. 
2.3.5 Forums
Internet forums are “areas for online discussion, often around specific topics and interests” (Mayfield, 2008, p. 6). This kind of online social media is the longest established one and is regarded as a both popular and powerful element of online communities. In contrast to blogs, forums do not have a clear owner. The sites have a moderator, who does not lead or guide a discussion on the forum, but who does remove spam or inappropriate posts. In other words, the discussion is started and led by members of the forum. Forums are “excellent areas for marketers to research opinions and general trends” (IAB, 2008, p. 1).

2.3.6 Content communities
As the name already suggests, content communities are “communities which organise around and share particular kinds of content” (Mayfield, 2008, p. 34). This is what makes them different from social networks. These networks allow users to share different types of content. Examples are Flickr, which forms itself around photos, YouTube (videos) and Digg (news).
2.3.7 Micro-blogging

“Micro-blogging is a tool that combines elements of blogging with instant messaging and social networking” (Mayfield, 2008, p. 27). An important feature is that the amount of content is really little (micro). Micro-blogging can be considered as instant published status updates. Twitter is the “clear leader in the micro-blogging field” (p. 27). On its website, this social media tool describes itself as follows: “Twitter is a service for friends, family, and co–workers to communicate and stay connected through the exchange of quick, frequent answers to one simple question: What are you doing?” (Twitter, 2009). 
2.5 Conclusion
The social web has altered the role that marketing and advertising play in the lives of the consumers. The internet has transformed the media ecosystem; it has allowed for new media tools to be created. Each of these tools has its own features, but they all share five important characteristics: participation, openness, conversation, community and connectedness. Social media tools are particularly different from traditional media in terms of content, since consumer influence has become increasingly important. 

3.
The voice of the consumer in our branded universe

Introduction

Two-way communication, multithreaded consumer conversations, User Generated Content, consumer influence: consumers have a voice as well. Where the previous chapter focused on social media, this chapter will take a look at consumer conversation. It will discuss if brands should engage in the dialogue with consumers. Additionally, it will treat the possibilities for organisations to give direction to the talking of people by creating online word of mouth. 

3.1 The dialogue

Traditional media provided companies with one-to-one feedback from consumers. However, in the era of social media, the community is the consumer. It is “socialization that has dramatically reduced the barriers to group communication and organisation” (PwC, 2008, p. 7). The monologue is a thing of the past and the so-called community dialogue brings prospects for brands, as will be discussed further on in this chapter. According to Sonja Loth, brands should only engage in the dialogue with consumers if they have something meaningful to say. In addition, deciding to engage, means making a promise that needs to be kept. Active engagement asks for people inside the organisation that have time to put effort into the conversation. This does not always necessarily mean that they have to speak themselves. By being an effective listener, brands can show the consumer that they care and that they are interested in what consumers have to say. To put it in another way, the dialogue should to be consumer-driven, not product-driven. Sonja Loth also argues that brands should be honest and transparent in their communication. She therefore highlights the importance of a management that completely supports the employees they point out to engage in an active dialogue (S. Loth, personal interview, December 19, 2008).

3.2 People talk about brands

In Marketing to the Social Web, Weber (2007) states that “the marketing worlds are pandemonium these days” (p. 7). He stresses that consumers have more choices, products, services, media, messages and more digital conversations than they have ever had. Communication between consumers has great influences on brands. In the first place, people talk more about brands than ever before. Remarkable might be that this is more often in a positive than in a negative way. People do not only use the web to complain. Secondly, consumer opinions are the most trusted source of information. Social media have changed the influencer landscape which is seeded by the consumer’s voice. 
3.2.1 The influence economy 
Opinions and thoughts can be shared easier than ever before, with the result that people have never talked about brands so much. They do not only have conversations inside their social network; there has been a democratisation of influence. Opinions and experiences are shared beyond social groups, in other words: worldwide. Never before, people have been exposed to so many opinions and recommendations, also from complete strangers. According to Universal (2008), this has brought major changes in the way people communicate:
The result is an influence economy that is forcing everyone in the public realm including the owners of products and brands to become more transparent, open, conversational and honest. They have to rethink the way that influence is distributed and the role of marketing communications.(p. 6)

     Besides the fact that the influencer landscape has altered, Universal (2008) additionally points out the following “five fundamental changes that every brand and marketer will have to acknowledge” (p. 8):

1. Anyone can influence anyone;

2. Friendship is no longer local or face to face;

3. Everybody is an influencer;

4. New super influencers rise above the mass (created by social media tools);

5. The new influence ecosystem has fundamentally changed how we buy products and services (there is a new level of transparency and truth).
     In conclusion, this means that consumers are not only the most credible source of information, but also the most important influencer. Therefore, brands having a specific target audience talking about them can contribute to a more effective communication strategy. Section 3.3 of this chapter will focus on how brands can give direction to the talking of people.

3.2.2 Benefitting from consumer voices
Because of consumer-to-consumer (c-to-c) communication, brands are able to obtain clear insights in the attitudes, behaviours, needs and intentions of their consumers. By knowing and understanding why consumers buy, organisations can make appropriate decisions.

     Product- and market-wise, businesses can use consumer-feedback to improve products (innovation), for sales targeting or to prevent performance problems (crisis management) from happening. Organisations can realise faster sales growth, reduced risk, more efficiency and better customer service since they can literally hear consumers “whispering about new and expanded markets and react to these shifts ‘ahead of the curves’” (PwC, 2008, p. 3). PwC especially underlines the benefits of engaging in the dialogue regarding innovation: “By engaging in a continuous dialogue with consumers before products are launched, companies can gain the benefits of new markets and new ideas and reduce the risk of product failures” (p. 48). This means that c-t-c communication can be a very valuable tool for niche marketing. It helps companies in the process of looking for potential new target groups (S. Loth, personal interview, December 19, 2008).

    From a consumer-based perspective, organisations can analyse consumer conversation and connect the information that is found about their own brands with trends in the market and social trends. As a result of combining different sources of consumer information, brands get a clear insight in the changing consumer profiles, which helps them to “better anticipate and respond to public opinion and consumer needs” and can lead to “better margins, a stronger brand, and reduced crisis management costs” (PwC, 2008, p. 59). 

3.3 How to give direction to the talking of people
However marketers cannot control the conversation any more, word of mouth marketing provides possibilities for organisations to give direction to the dialogue. In his book, Andy Sernovitz (2006) defines word of mouth marketing as follows: “Giving people a reason to talk about your stuff, and making it easier for that conversation to take place” (p. xxiv). Word of mouth itself can be seen as c-to-c marketing: conversations between consumers. When the marketer gives these consumers a reason or idea worth talking about it is b-to-c-to-c marketing (p. 4). 
     In order to get people talking, companies should earn the respect and recommendation of their customers (p. xxiv). According to Sernovitz (2006), there are the four rules of word of mouth marketing (pp. 9-12): Be interesting (or be invisible), make people happy, earn trust and respect and make it easy. 

     Creating word of mouth has everything to do with being worth talking about. In other words, being buzzworthy. Once companies have created a buzzworthy idea, the second step is to find ways to make this idea easy to share. This is where social media can play a role; it can be used as a communication tool for online word of mouth (S. Loth, personal interview, December 19, 2008). 

     Buzz is a sub category of word of mouth marketing and is referred to as all the word of mouth about a brand. More specifically, “it’s the aggregate of all person-to-person communication about a particular product, service, or company at any point in time” (Rosen, 2000, p. 7). In The Anatomy of Buzz, Rosen (2000) explains that word of mouth should be regarded as a part of marketing which involves many exchanges of information in the surrounding environment of the customers. Exchange of information is seeded by invisible networks in which buzz travels. These networks have always been important in the diffusion of products. They have become even more critical over the years. The author argues that “in order to compete, companies must understand that they are selling not to individual customers but rather to networks of customers” (pp. 13-14). This confirms the thought that advertising should not focus on influencing each customers individually, but “purchasing many types of products is part of a social process” (p. 6).

3.3.1 Understanding why people talk 
To give direction to the talking of people and to generate positive word of mouth, organisations need to understand what motivates people to talk. According to Rosen (2000), “understanding the motivation behind word of mouth is the first step in stimulating people to talk about your product” (p. 30). Knowing and understanding why people talk, enables organisations to respond accordingly. Different groups have different needs and wishes; they are probably not looking for the same information about a brand or product. It is therefore of great importance to take each group seriously and give them something to talk about. Sometimes spreading the message is not so difficult, it can be enough to deliver the right message to the right person (S. Loth, personal interview, December 19, 2008).
     In Chapter Three (pp. 30-36), “Why we talk”, Rosen discusses several reasons for people to talk. His main conclusions are that people talk because they are programmed to do so. He sees sharing information as an effective survival mechanism and as the most fundamental reason people talk. In addition, people talk to connect and “out need to establish alliances” (p. 31). People rely on others as sources of information. Rosen points out another reason: “we talk to reduce risk, cost and uncertainty” (p. 35). Asking for advice can save time and reduce risk. Consulting with others decreases feelings of uncertainty. In this case, people often rely on experienced customers. Additionally, Sernovitz (2006) distinguishes “three basic motivations that drive worth of mouth conversations” (p. 13): 
1. The stuff: it is about the marketer and the products;

2. Feeling good: it is about the talker;

3. Feeling connected, it is about the group of enthusiasts.

The Universal study echoes this, as can be seen in the figure on the following page (Universal, “What motivated me to share my opinion”, 2008, p. 31). A good personal experience (feeling good), a friend having a good experience (feeling connected) and a quality product (the stuff) are the most important factors for sharing opinions. In other words: “Satisfied customers who will spread word of mouth are the most powerful assets you have” (Sernovitz, 2006, p. 58). This is also the first rule of twelve rules which the author declares in ‘The Word of Mouth Marketing Manifesto’ (see appendix III).
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3.3.2 Creating online word of mouth 
A word of mouth campaign needs certain basic elements in order to be effective. These elements are what Sernovitz (2006) calls the five Ts of word of mouth marketing (p. 21):

1. Talkers: Who will tell their friends about you?;

2. Topics: What will they talk about?;

3. Tools: How can you help the message travel?;

4. Taking Part: When should you join the conversation?;

5. Tracking: What are people saying about you?.

According to these elements, organisations can create a straightforward plan and choose the most relevant techniques, as will be discussed in the next section.
Sernovitz states that there are three free and easy tools which will get organisations more word of mouth than anything (p. 120). These “Three Must-Use Word of Mouth Marketing Tools” are: Ask people to spread the word, put everything in an email and put a tell-a-friend link on every page of your website. Organisations can begin with applying these tools. Furthermore, using social media tools can create powerful online word of mouth. Online communities and online message boards (forums) can be considered “the high-energy homes of word of mouth” (Sernovitz , 2006, p. 138). Not only these forms of social media, but also social networks can be seen as influential tools for online word of mouth. Other social media sites, such as Wikipedia and Youtube also allow word of mouth to travel fast. In Word of mouth marketing: how smart companies get people talking, Sernovitz (2006) expresses his feelings about these sites being a temporary trend or not:
Some think that these consumer-created content sites are a passing fad, but I doubt it. Those websites mentioned above were all among the hundred biggest websites as of June 2006. This is where people are talking to each other. These sites are hotbeds of word of mouth. Much of the everyday conversation about products and services has moved to there, where it has been linked to, connected, and accelerated. It’s too big too ignore. (p. 139)

3.3.3 Getting to work
The first step in creating word of mouth marketing and giving direction to the talking of people, is for organisations to understand what word of mouth is and why people talk. The second step is to create a practical plan and apply the five Ts. Whilst doing this, the most suitable and relevant techniques should be chosen. The table below shows how the five Ts can be put into practice (Sernovitz, 2006, “Word of Mouth Marketing in Five Easy Steps”, p. 10). In addition, a worksheet for creating a practical word of mouth marketing plan is enclosed in appendix IV.
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3.4 Conclusion
In the era of the social web, the dialogue is the new communication model. People talk more about brands that ever before and engaging in the dialogue with consumers can be very beneficial to brands. Organisations should nevertheless only connect if they have a meaningful message to deliver and if they are able to keep the promise to engage actively. 

     The rise of social media and increased communication between consumers have resulted in an influence economy, where consumers have not only become the most credible source of information, but also the most important influencer.

     Because of the real-time insight in consumer attitudes, behaviours, needs and intentions, organisations can benefit from c-to-c communication from different perspectives. Social networks and social media sites can reach people on a very large scale. These sites have much potential as word of mouth tools and will only grow in the future. Getting involved in these tools is therefore something organisations cannot ignore. 
     Marketers controlling the conversation is not possible anymore, but word of mouth marketing can help brands to give direction to the talking of people. The first step in creating word of mouth is to understand what motivates consumers to talk. As soon as important reasons are identified, organisations can create a suitable plan and choose appropriate social tools and techniques to generate word of mouth.
4.
Social media in the brand building process

Introduction  

The two previous chapters have given insight in social media and the fact that it can be used as a tool for online word of mouth. The internet can turn everybody into an influencer, with the result that the consumer has become the most credible source of information. The topics social media and consumer conversation have been analysed, and the next step is to consider their possibilities for brand building purposes. This chapter will firstly take a look at the opportunities of social media from a brand building perspective. Moreover, it will discuss the elements of a successful brand. Finally, it will treat how social media fit into a marketing communications plan.

4.1 Social media & brand building

As discussed in chapter three, organisations can benefit from consumer voices both product- and consumer wise. Likewise, social media can be very a valuable tool for brand building, since it can help brands to present themselves. This is part of the key to brand building: “consistently presenting yourself the way you want people to think and feel about you” (Bradley, 2007, “You don’t need money to build a brand”, para. 11). What social media sites do in the first place, is bringing brands to the attention, which can result in new or increased brand awareness and familiarity. With social media, organisations are able to stimulate and involve the public. The next step in this process is that consumers become a fan of the brand. A fan has a certain interest in the brand, but is not yet an ambassador. An ambassador does also share his or her thoughts about the brand, without being paid for this. The ultimate effect that social media can have on brand building is to turn consumers into fans and fans into ambassadors (S. Loth, personal interview, December 19, 2008).
4.1.1 The power of perception

“A successful brand comes in two parts: recognition and feelings” (Garrett, 2007, para. 1). However most people associate brand building with the first part, the feeling part relates closely to the definition of a brand, which has been given in the first chapter of this dissertation. Both recognition and feelings strengthen a brand its perception in the mind of the consumer. Steven Bradley (2007, “You don’t need money to build a brand”, para. 2) points out the power of perception: 
Whether you realise it or not you’re building your brand with every action you take. You build it with the quality of your products and services, you build it with the way you treat your customers and clients, and you build it with every communication you have. People are forming thoughts and feelings about you every time they interact with you. The way you handle those interactions leads to a collection of perceptions about you, your business, and your products and services. 

This shows that the key to brand reputation and brand image is what people associate with a brand. Chapter three argued that brands should only engage in a dialogue if they find a way to be meaningful and relevant to the conversation. Nevertheless, if there is an opportunity to do so and a brand is able to participate with consumers “in areas they feel passionate about”, then a positive association with the brand can be created. This means getting insight into and benefitting from consumers core needs. Brands can engage their audience and speak with them in their language. “That process builds strong consumer loyalty far beyond just the delivery of the brand message through and ad” (Bunchball’s, 2009, “Interview on social media”, para. 2). 

4.1.2 Developing relationships

Social media allow customers to bond with their favourite brand, particularly because they can easily connect to the brand over and over again. When social media tools are being used to address a specific audience, opportunities for building customer loyalty and brand loyalty can be created. That is to say that brands can adjust their message and products according to the wishes of different target groups. Therefore, social media make it possible to build brands on a large scale (S. Loth, personal interview, December 19, 2008). Integrating the social web into marketing offers opportunities in terms of strengthening and expanding relationships with customers. With behavioural targeting, brands can provide more relevant information to develop relationships with its customers. Instead of reaching a mass audience, an actual relationship with a narrowcasted audience can be build (PwC, 2008, p. 43). Additionally, “the social web is a great tool for staying connected with distributors, technology vendors, manufactures, and other business partners” (Weber, 2007, p. 23). Online communities are as well useful to build partnerships with other stakeholders than customers, but also with press, bloggers; everybody who is an influencer. Appendix V contains a detailed overview of what companies can do to increase their level of engagement. 

4.1.3 Building a successful brand
Professor David Jobber identifies seven main factors in building a successful brand: quality, positioning, repositioning, communications, first-mover advantage, long-term perspective and internal marketing (BrandXpress, 2005, “7 Important Factors in Building Brand Value”). This section will discuss what social media means for these seven factors. 
     Quality is a vital element of a brand. Especially in the transparent world that is encouraged by social media. The Universal McCann study (2008) showed that a high quality brand is one of the most important motivations for consumers to share their opinion. Investing in a quality product has there for never been so important: 

Companies that invest in quality product will succeed and will get a much greater exposure through consumer content than their marketing budget allows; secondly it means that companies with a bad product or trying to cover up bad behaviour will suffer in the transparent world of the influencer economy. (p. 30)

     Strong brands have created a clear and credible position in the minds of consumers. In order to properly position a product or services, a brand needs to identify its advantages at first. Successful positioning means aligning these advantages with consumer needs and desires (Black, 2007, “The Seven Part Plan to Building a Brand”, para. 3). Social media tools can provide useful real-time insight into what consumers want, expect and need. The same applies to repositioning, e.g. when a brand is looking to adjust its market position according to changes in consumer preference (BrandXpress, 2005, “7 Important Factors in Building Brand Value”, para. 3). Understanding how consumers perceive a brand is essential in this case. On the whole, this applies for the element first-mover advantage as well. This is the possibility for a brand to be the first to move into a new market (Black, 2007, “The Seven Part Plan to Building a Brand”, para. 3). Organisations can analyse consumer conversations on the social web to gain knowledge regarding potential new markets.
     Before consumers can buy a product or make use of a service, they must become aware of it. For this reason, communication is critical in brand building. Social media tools offer innumerable opportunities for brands to be brought to the attention. Once brand awareness has increased, the brand its personality needs to be developed. Hence, only communicating the benefits of the brand is not enough. Brands should moreover constantly be able to deliver them (Black, 2007, “The Seven Part Plan to Building a Brand”, para. 5). Social media tools enable brands to interact and to show consumers their personality. 

     The need to invest in a brand over the long-term is of great importance. “Building customer awareness, communicating the brand’s message and creating customer loyalty takes time” (BrandXpress, 2005, “7 Important Factors in Building Brand Value”, para. 6). Integrating social media to meet long-term objectives can be a valuable asset for brand building. Consumer influence on the social web is impacting long-term branding, since consumers do not only use the social web to find and share information on low-involvement products (Universal, 2008, p. 48).

     Internal marketing means that the brand also needs to be marketed within the organisation, because everyone contributes to public perception of the brand. Employees are of great importance concerning brand image, identity, reputation and loyalty and they should therefore understand the brand its values and positioning (BrandXpress, 2005, “7 Important Factors in Building Brand Value”, para. 7). Because honesty and transparency play such a significant role in social media, this is even more important if an organisation decides to engage in a dialogue with its customers. Every department and every employee should be aware of this. Departments can become actively involved as soon as consumer conversation is analysed in order to improve e.g. sales, customer service or product development. According to Brian Solis (2008), the true value of becoming more socially aware and communicating this within the organisation, lies in the positive impact on every department. It is about creating “a more powerful, harmonious, and effective unity that together builds and nurtures a respected, active, and trusted brand” (“The State of Social Media 2008”, p. 5). 
     In order to build a successful brand, all of the above elements should be addressed properly. Integrating social media as a tool for brand building purposes provides practical opportunities for organisations for all seven factors. As soon as all the elements have been carefully considered, organisations can decide on which social media tool to address and how to integrate the appropriate tool into the marketing mix. 

4.2 Integration of tools into the marketing mix

The original marketing mix consists of four elements, often referred to as the four P’s of marketing: product, price, place (distribution) and promotion (communication). Sometimes, the following P’s are added to this list: people, physical evidence and processes. People can be interpreted as both staff and customers (Smith & Taylor, 2004, p. 7). In the perspective of this research and the role of consumer conversation, the additional P for people should be included in the original mix as well.

     Regarding social media and its tools, the fact that promotion has its own mix of communication tools (promotions mix or communications mix) is interesting. The figure on the following page shows how the communications mix feeds into the marketing mix (Smith & Taylor, p. 8). Smith and Taylor’s communications mix lists all of the communications tools that are available to a marketer. Communication is one of the elements of building a successful brand and social media can act as an overall and supportive tool for online communication where traditional, mostly offline, communication tools do not offer opportunities for organisations. The social media tools that have been mentioned in the second chapter can be integrated in the marketing mix in order to achieve specific communication and marketing objectives, e.g. for corporate identity or publicity purposes (blogs and podcasts), for the creation of word of mouth (social networks) or for sales promotion (forums). In the following section, the marketing mix will be discussed as a part the marketing communications plan.  

 The marketing mix


   The communications mix

4.3 Social media in the marketing communications plan

The conducted research has shown that incorporating social media can be beneficial for brand building and brand marketing purposes. Since the marketing strategy is only a part of the marketing communications plan, integrating social media for these specific objectives requires a structured approach to building a plan. The SOSTAC planning system can provide this. This system recalls the key components of a marketing plan (Smith & Taylor, 2004, p. 32):

S - Situation analysis: where are we now?

O - Objectives: where do we want to go?

S - Strategy: how do we get there?

T - Tactics: the details of strategy.

A - Action: or implementation – putting the plans to work.

C - Control: measurement, monitoring, reviewing and modifying.

     As soon as the situation has been fully researched and analysed, marketing and communication objectives can be set accordingly. Social media will probably provide more opportunities for communication objectives, since these objectives are in general more consumer and audience orientated. An example of such an objective where social media can support in achieving the goal is: To support the launch of a new H&M shop in London by generating at least 30 percent awareness by English H&M ‘fans’ on Facebook two weeks before the launch. The more detailed the objective is, the easier it is to choose the appropriate strategy and tactics. 

    In the first place, the strategy shows how the objectives can be achieved, but it also drives the tactics in the same direction (Smith & Taylor, 2004, p. 46). These tactics are the communication tools that are available in the communications mix, as discussed in section 4.2. Each of these communication instruments has its own strengths and weaknesses and will therefore not always apply to every organisation. Choosing the right tools depends on the objectives and the strategy, but also on the product itself (low- or high-involvement), the budget and, especially in view of this research, on the consumer. Integrating and blending multiple communication tools into the strategy provides opportunities for brands to respond to the dialogue as the new communication model. That is to say that traditional and social media complete each other in the communications mix. Building awareness for instance, requires advertising and PR which can happen both offline (television, radio, newspapers) as online (blogs, social networks, forums).

     The fifth stage of the plan is action, which can be seen as the implementation process of the chosen tactics. Planning is important in this stage, because each specific communication tool requires a detailed project plan including a timeline and explicit activities needed (Smith & Taylor, 2004, p. 50). The final chapter of this dissertation will deliver a set of recommendations regarding the implementation of social media tools.
     Measuring and monitoring communications effectiveness of a campaign aims at discovering whether the objectives have been reached. Evaluating the effects provides insights which can be learned from for the future. Smith and Taylor (2004) state that control includes multiple areas of market research and testing. Additionally, a control system includes the following six elements: quantified objectives, means of measuring, frequency of measurement, accountability, cost and action (pp. 51-52). Section 3.2.2 has showed that consumer conversation allows organisations to act according to real-time consumer insight. Moreover, the rise of social media has resulted in a more transparent media landscape. Engaging in the dialogue and participating in social media tools, enable organisations to monitor customer opinions about various topics related to their brand, for instance a new advertising campaign.  This means that the social web simplifies the possibilities for organisations to measure, monitor and control success.

4.4 Conclusion

A successful brand goes further than sales. It is also about brand awareness, reputation, image and customer loyalty. Branding is how people perceive a brand and the associations they have with it. By participating in the conversation with customers, marketers can make their brand more approachable and shareable. In order to build a successful brand, organisations should analyse the seven key factors of building a successful brand. The next step is to decide on the appropriate tools and to integrate them into the marketing mix and ultimately into the marketing communications plan. Social media tools allow for a practical brand building approach, however, integrating both traditional media and social media can complete the marketing mix.  

5.
Conclusion

Introduction

The last chapter of this dissertation gives a brief overview of the main findings of the conducted research. This will direct to answering the central question “How can organisations successfully build and market their brand, integrating social media into their marketing strategy?”. Moreover, a set of recommendations regarding the implementation of social media tools will be given. Finally, a list of golden rules has been formulated, which can act as an outline for brands.

5.1 The social web

The social web has altered the role that marketing and advertising play in the lives of the consumers. The media ecosystem has been transformed into a transparent place where everyone can be an influencer and the consumer is the most credible source of information. Never before, it has been so easy to share thoughts and opinions about brands on such a large scale, with the result that the voice of the consumer has become louder and increasingly important. The new communication model is the dialogue, which has great influences on brands. Engaging in the conversation can provide innumerable opportunities for brand building. Nevertheless, it is a process in which every step should be considered carefully. 

5.2 Integration of social media

Branding is about how the public perceives a brand. Social media allow organisations to acquire real-time insight in consumer opinions, attitudes, behaviours, needs and intentions. The first step in building and marketing a successful brand with social media, is knowing and understanding the consumer. Subsequently, specific target groups can be identified and organisations can decide on the appropriate methods and tools to reach them. Important to remember is that social media tools do facilitate the conversation, but that social media is in the first place about the people.

     Secondly, organisations should realise that a successful brand consists of the following seven vital elements: quality, positioning, repositioning, communications, first-mover advantage, long-term perspective and internal marketing. Building and marketing a successful brand requires a marketing strategy that addresses all of the above factors. The integration of social media allows for a practical approach to such a strategy, because of the opportunities it creates for all seven essentials of a successful brand.

     By incorporating social media into the marketing strategy, organisations can contribute to a positive perception of their brand, by establishing, and more importantly, maintaining, brand loyalty and relevant relationships. However, strategy and tools do only form a part of a complete marketing plan and before the implementation process starts, it is advised to analyse all the different components of a strategic plan. 

5.3 Recommendations for implementation

Successful implementation of social media tools for brand building and brand marketing purposes requires a detailed marketing plan which analyses the situation and gives direction to the objectives and the strategy. Brands should ask themselves how social media tools fit within their overall marketing mix of traditional communication tools. As soon as an organisation has a clear picture of these elements, decisions can be made regarding implementing the appropriate tools. 

     The research has shown that consumers talk more about brands and that they have become the most credible source of information. It is therefore recommended for a brand to listen to its customers and to firstly determine in which social media tools they participate. Doing this provides opportunities for organisations to define the target audience, but also assess the tools that best suits their objectives and the online conversations that are taking place. Before a brand decides to participate, it should understand its customer. What do they need? What does engage and motivate them?

     Participation is the second step the implementation process. The advised goal is to contribute to the conversation and to share information. For this reason, the message should be carefully considered. The conversation cannot be controlled anymore, but there are possibilities to give direction to the talking by creating online word of mouth. In general, a good place to start interacting with customers, is creating a profile on popular social networking sites. Profiles allow brands to share information and invite people to join. Nonetheless, the research has revealed that creating a profile alone is not sufficient. It is recommended to participate and to become an active member of the community. This can mean for instance joining groups in social networks, participating in forums with brand related topics, contribute to comments on blogs or podcasting or hosting a video blog. 

     In all cases of participation, the power of content in social media should be remembered. Content can activate and promote interaction and keeps the brand interesting for the audience. It should therefore be relevant and updated frequently. Key is that, in the first place, content should benefit the user, not the sender. Organisations can also offer tools that increase brand recognition, such as widgets to encourage people to look at brands. Brands can promote their presence in social media tools on their corporate website by offering RSS feed for their online profiles.

5.4 Golden rules 
The conducted research has shown that social media can be a very beneficial and practical tool for building and marketing brands. However, in order to be successful in implementing social media, organisations should always remember the following rules of thumb:
· Social media tools share five important characteristics: participation, openness, conversation, community and connectedness;

· Social media means transparency and honesty;

· The dialogue is consumer-driven, not product-driven;

· Being part of the conversation starts with effective listening;

· Controlling the conversation is not the objective;

· The goal is to engage (potential) customers, not to broadcast messages;

· Everybody is an influencer and should be encouraged to share opinions; 

· Content is king; organisations need to create compelling content to attract people;

· Organisations should be helpful and bring value to the conversation.
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