Chapter 10. Discussion, News, Social Bookmarking, and Q&A Sites
Social conversation and sharing of information are basic elements of human discourse that have assumed even more importance in the digital age. Sites where users can discuss, become better informed, and catalog the information that most interests them are an important part of the social media scene and have growing importance to brand marketers.
Learning Objectives
After completing this chapter, students will be able to:
· Detail the typical structure of a discussion board
· Explain discussion board etiquette
· Provide a brief history of social news sites
· Describe how social news has evolved and its incorporation into other social media sites
· Describe social bookmarking and its importance to marketers
· Explain the purpose of a Q&A site
· Describe how to market with Q&A sites
· Discuss the future of discussion boards, social news, social bookmarking, and Q&A sites
Introduction
This chapter will discuss social media networks as a source of information for users and as a means to organize information. Discussion boards, social news, social bookmarking, and question-and-answer (Q&A) sites provide opportunities for marketers to engage with consumers in a social marketing campaign. In the early days of social media, the different social sites served a specific purpose; however, as social media sites have evolved, many have integrated new trends into their existing platforms. For example, Facebook promotes the use of Pages, which serve essentially the same purpose as a discussion board, and also has incorporated a trending feature for social news. Rather than focusing on which social media sites fit within a specific category, this chapter will discuss the tools available to social media marketers and use currently available platforms as examples.
People can find a variety of ways to meet other like-minded people and to carry on discussions. There are a number of types of social media platforms whose primary role is to facilitate discussions. In this chapter we will cover discussion boards, social news sites, social bookmarking sites, and Q&A sites. Some types of discussion forums are in decline and others are gaining popularity. Major change is occurring in this space because many platforms, from Facebook and Twitter to brand sites to government sites, have discussion boards that cater to the specialized interests and needs of their users.
The Evolution of Online Discussions
One of the earliest types of social media is the discussion board. A discussion board is a service where participants can exchange messages with each other. Organization of these messages may vary or be customizable by the individual user. Often a sense of community develops around discussion boards, which have regular members that share common interests. This sense of community can motivate either online friendships or feuds, depending on the tone and topics being discussed.
A discussion board is typically organized into groups based on topics of interest. A discussion group is made up of forums, which frequently arrange posts and replies about a specific subject in an indented hierarchical fashion so that users can easily follow the flow of a conversation. The treelike structure of a forum is called a thread because it reveals the chronological order of posts and replies in a forum. A moderator monitors and facilitates forum discussions, enforcing discussion board policies and rules. If users engage in abusive exchanges, known as flaming, or post inappropriate material, the forum moderator acts as an arbitrator to settle disputes and remove disallowed content and an administrator handles technical details.
Many of the major portal sites, such as Google Groups, Yahoo! Groups, and Microsoft’s Windows Live Groups, have discussion boards. Social media platforms such as LinkedIn have active discussion groups, but they usually require the user to join the site to search for groups and/or participate in them. LinkedIn now requires that a person be a member of a group to be able to participate in or even view a discussion thread. In addition, there are branded discussion boards, which are hosted by companies and nonprofits and which attempt to build online communities of brand enthusiasts and evangelists, facilitate customer support by answering user questions, and increase brand awareness. Government agencies also use discussion boards to answer questions and disseminate information. Specialized search services exist to help locate discussion groups, such as groups.google.com, groups.yahoo.com, and boardreader.com.*
Traditional discussion boards have declined in popularity over recent years. A popular discussion board for women iVillage was found in 1995 and by 2006 claimed 14.5 million unique visitors per month when NBCU bought iVillage for $600 million with the strategy of promoting the website on The Today Show. Unfortunately, for NBCU, many women started turning to other social media networks and iVillage is no longer in business.* The decline of discussion boards has received attention for several years. In an opinion column for The New York Times, Virginia Heffernan comments on the demise of iVillage and several other popular discussion boards. She also attributed the demise to the expansion of social media sites.* There are those who predict that discussion boards will see a revival in popularity. On socialmediatoday, Chris Abraham predicted that 2015 would be “The Year of Message Boards and Forums”;* due to concerns over cyber-bullying and privacy, thus, using a message board allows an organization to own the content as opposed to being in a community on Facebook. It allows the owner to have more control with guidelines and moderators who can address problematic discussants. A large scale revival of discussion boards would require a big shift in consumers’ online habits and by the end of 2015, there was no indication that his prediction was correct.
Discussions on topics now take place in many different forms on the Internet. Facebook Groups allow any person (administrator) to create a group that is focused on a topic and serves as a discussion board or forum. The administrator can set the group as open to all on Facebook or closed, which requires either an invitation or approval to join from a member. In a secret group, all posts can only be viewed by members of the group and members must be added by the administrator. These groups have been created for causes, political groups, movie lovers, and so on. Another alternative form of discussion board is provided by Twitter. Twitter Chats are sponsored by an organization during a specific time period during which people use a hashtag to comment on topics or answer questions provided by the organizer. Hootsuite recommends that the chats be curated using a platform such as Storify for future reference. Hootsuite hosts a #HootChat on Thursdays at 1 p.m. EST.*
Within the realm of higher education, discussion boards are growing especially for classes that are online. Professors use discussion boards to simulate a classroom environment for students who can’t meet due to geographic differences. Even classes set in a traditional setting are using discussion boards. This may be due to class size or content but regardless of the reason, professors have found that by using discussion boards they can require all students to engage in the conversation. Popular online learning management systems such as Blackboard have built in features that allow instructors to set up discussion boards. Some universities provide pedagogical instruction to professors who want to incorporate discussion boards into the classroom. Cornell University provides not only the resources but also recommendations for effective use of online discussion boards.*
Marketing with Social News and News Aggregation Sites
A social news site lets users submit links to news stories or other web pages to be ranked and displayed. Although every social news site permits users to submit content, sites differ in how they rank and display it. For example, Reddit and Newsvine organize content based on votes by readers, with the most popular articles appearing on the front page, while Slashdot and Fark use human editors to determine which articles show up on the front page.
Most social news sites also provide the means for readers to discuss and comment on articles. Several social news sites even let users vote on comments and then they rank and display the most popular comments first. As a consequence of user involvement in shaping the content of social news, these sites appear to be fundamentally altering the way news is consumed.* Today, instead of journalists or editors, readers are taking control of the news they view. News comes from many more sources than in the past, popularizing stories that traditional media outlets might not have deemed newsworthy. Since some social news sites let readers create custom views of the news or automatically personalize the news for them, users now have access to individualized news that features content relevant to that person. While social news sites share some characteristics, like any product or service, it is necessary to differentiate from the competition. While not an exhaustive list, the evolution of some of these social news sites will be discussed next with an emphasis on major changes.
Fark, which started in mid-1997 but which didn’t become active until February 1999, targeted a more general audience with what is often a humorous view of the news.* According to founder Drew Curtis, “[t]he idea was to have the word Fark come to symbolize news that is really Not News. Hence the slogan ‘It’s not news, it’s Fark.’ ”* However, when major events occur, such as 9/11, the site’s traffic spikes, and its discussion forums and news aggregation take the role of a more serious news outlet. * As shown in Table 10.1, Fark still numbers among the leading sites in the sector now generally referred to as social bookmarking instead of just news sites. In addition to the free site, Fark has launched two different forms of a subscription service. TotalFark has several additional benefits including content solely for subscribers and only these subscribers can vote. BareFark eliminates the sponsored ads for subscribers. The site now receives about 2.5 million visitors each month (Table 10.1).
Table10.1.Top 15 Most Popular Social Bookmarking Websites | October 2015*
	Site
	eBizMBA Rank among All Sites
	Number of Estimated Monthly Visitors

	1. Facebook
	       3
	900,000,000

	2. Twitter
	     12
	310,000,000

	3. Pinterest
	     23
	250,000,000

	4. Google+
	     26
	120,000,000

	5. Tumblr
	     33
	110,000,000

	6. Reddit
	   105
	110,000,000

	7. StumbleUpon
	   300
	  28,000,000

	8. Digg
	1,278
	    6,000,000

	9. MetaFilter
	2,066
	    4,500,000

	10. Newsvine
	2,082
	    4,000,000

	11. Folkd
	2,093
	    3,000,000

	12. Fark
	3,106
	    2,500,000

	13. Scoop.it
	5,654
	    2,000,000

	14. Slashdot
	6,024
	    1,600,000

	15. Delicious
	6,113
	    1,500,000


Source: http://www.ebizmba.com/articles/social-bookmarking-websites
Digg, which started in December 2004, was the first social news site to introduce voting on articles. The site lets users “digg” or “bury” articles, equivalent to voting up or down, respectively, causing the articles with the most Diggs to appear at the top. Burying an article does not decrease its popularity, but if an article accumulates enough buries, it will be automatically deleted.* Digg’s pioneering interface helped it become the dominant social news site during the last half of the 2000s. As you can see from Table 10.1, it far exceeds the older Fark site in terms of estimated monthly visitors.
Longtime rival to Digg, Reddit, was launched in January 2005. The site styles itself as “the front page of the Internet.”* Unlike Digg, the up- and down-votes of the community directly affect an article’s ranking. An “upvote” increases an article’s score, while a “downvote” decreases it. Top scoring articles appear on the front page of Reddit keeping it always fresh and interesting. Reddit was acquired by Condè Nast, owner of Wired and other magazines and websites, in October of 2006.* As shown in Table 10.1, Reddit is larger than both Fark and Digg as measured by estimated monthly visitors.
Reddit has faced some criticism for the rules regarding discussion boards and their content. The social news site allows users to create subreddits, which serve as discussion boards in the community. Over the years, there have been many criticisms of subreddits due to content that have included misogynistic or racist themes. In June 2015, CEO Ellen Pao announced that five subreddits had been deemed “hateful” and would be shut down. Reddit users did not respond well to what was considered a shutdown of free speech. This coincided with the firing of a popular Reddit employee, Victoria Taylor, who was responsible for overseeing several popular subreddits. Many subreddits went “dark” out of protest and the site went down significantly in the number of page views in less than a month.* By early July, Ellen Pao agreed to resign. In the technology world, some wondered if this would be Reddit’s “Digg moment.” The Digg moment occurred in 2010 after a major site redesign and policy changes caused a crash in site traffic from which it has never fully recovered.*
Reddit seems to have avoided major damage and in late 2015 responded by announcing the launch of a new website called Upvoted (Figure 10.1). The website features articles and videos that are based on popular Reddit posts curated by the website’s staff reporters and further developed. Upvoted will also feature branded content as advertising similar to what can be found on BuzzFeed. Unlike Reddit, Upvoted readers will not be able to post content, vote, or make comments on any stories.* This departure from the voting system that has contributed to Reddit’s success shows that social news is an ever evolving form of social media. It is too early to tell if Upvoted will be a success for Reddit or if this is a misstep. The history of social news sites indicates that readers will turn elsewhere if format changes are not well received and Digg serves as a good example. Digg was purchased by Betaworks in 2012 and is no longer considered a social news site, rather, it is a news aggregator with an editorial staff that curates the news and readers no longer vote. * News aggregators have staff that look for news from a variety of sources around the web, whereas a social news site depends on news from readers or use software with proprietary algorithms for searching for and curating content.
Figure10.1.Reddit Announces New Publication Upvoted
Source: http://upvoted.com/2015/10/06/a-redditorial-publication/
As with other forms of social media, social news is constantly evolving and is being incorporated into sites not solely dedicated to one form of information. BuzzFeed and Upworthy are two websites that have a hybrid form of social news. Alexa.com lists both as viral marketing sites with BuzzFeed at number 1 with an estimated 150,000,000 unique visitors per month and a global traffic rank of 129.* BuzzFeed and Upworthy have incorporated some of the features from social news sites into their platforms. BuzzFeed, a news and entertainment site that originally only posted content created by its staff, has added a community section that allows registered users to submit content. Readers vote using yellow buttons with labels such as LOL and WTF or with gifs. Upworthy focuses solely on news that has a societal impact. Articles are located by Upworthy curators as well as submitted by readers but readers don’t rank the stories.
BuzzFeed has emerged as a unique tool for marketers. The site describes itself as “the social news and entertainment company” and says it “is redefining online advertising with its social, content-driven publishing technology.”* Friskies cat food partnered with BuzzFeed to create videos that features an older cat explaining life in the home to a new kitten in a series called “Dear Kitten.” The videos have been very popular but what makes these videos so unique is that they are essentially a long commercial for Friskies. On BuzzFeed, the video authorship is attributed to Friskies as a “Brand Publisher.”* BuzzFeed has even partnered with President Barack Obama to create a humorous video of the president engaging in various activities including taking selfies and doodling on paper (Figure 10.2). The video’s purpose was to remind people that the deadline for enrolling in health insurance was approaching. The video was posted on BuzzFeed and was shown on television during the health care insurance sign-up period. It can be found within a press release on the WhiteHouse.gov site along with links that encourage the visitor to explore heath care options.
Figure10.2.The President Partners with BuzzFeed for Health Care Ad
Source: https://www.whitehouse.gov/blog/2015/02/12/president-obama-selfie-stick-and-healthcaregov
Perhaps the most powerful draw of marketing on social news sites is the incredible payoff to stories that become popular or end up on the front page.* Top stories may receive tens of thousands of views by a targeted, relevant audience. However, for every influential social news story, there are thousands that languish in obscurity with very few up-votes at all. Stories that remain on the bottom will receive little if any traffic. The feast-or-famine nature of social news can be either exhilarating or frustrating, so learning from the experience of others is essential to boost the chance of marketing success.
On social news sites, perhaps the most important determinant of an article’s success or failure will be the title. Many hurried users will vote a story up or down based solely on the title and never view the attached content. Make the title appeal to short attention spans because those tend to dominate the space on social news sites. To see what sorts of titles have generated a response, look at items from the Top News or front page of a social news site. What attributes do those titles have? Emulate the form of other successful headlines to hopefully draw traffic to new offerings.
In addition to a catchy title, some sorts of content are favored more by social news readerships. In particular, lists are a popular format because they are easy on the eyes and quick to read. BuzzFeed is generally credited with inventing the “listicle.” According to no less than the Oxford Dictionary a listicle is “a piece of writing or other content presented wholly or partly in the form of a list: a recent BuzzFeed listicle called ‘21  Pictures That Will Restore Your Faith in Humanity’ has attracted more than 13  million views.”* So popular are lists that they have become recognized as short-form content by many types of publications and have even stimulated research at the prestigious Poynter Institute, a journalism research and training organization. One of their researchers studied 10,000 BuzzFeed posts and found that 29-item lists got the most readership. He pointed out that in spite of this, BuzzFeed sells 10-item lists to advertisers along with video posts and other ad formats. The researcher asked BuzzFeed Editor-in-Chief Ben Smith whether the site used this type of data when creating posts. He answered that BuzzFeed doesn’t “engineer from a number” but instead tries to make posts exactly the right length for the content.*
In every case, whether a list or another format, content should be well spaced so that it can be skimmed easily and highlight the main points. Much like a successful blog or microblog post, social news content should be relevant, entertaining, and informative. These are the factors that may lead other members to up-vote a story.
Good content alone is not enough to reach the top of social news sites. The sheer volume of articles submitted is a barrier because the vast majority will never be seen. To increase an article’s visibility, having a good relationship with a power user, who can influence many others to view a story, is a big help. The article volume makes networking with other members a top priority on social news sites. Vote up submissions by other users with similar interests, and they may return the favor. Without genuine participation, it is unlikely a marketer will achieve her or his goals from social news; users who only submit their own content are quickly identified as spammers and ignored.* Avoid this pitfall by supporting others’ content frequently and building relationships with users to create a springboard for marketing messages.
Even if an article becomes popular and generates tens of thousands of visits to the website, not every one of those viewers will stay to look at the rest of the site or consider purchasing a product. Luckily, web traffic is only one potential benefit of social news as a marketing strategy. By providing space for discussion and comment by a wide reader base, social news can draw comments and input (much like a discussion board). It can also build an organization’s thought leadership by contributing valuable content to the community.*
Many conversations occur on social news sites, regarding breaking news and hot products, which cannot be found anywhere else. Observing and engaging in these discussions can provide an edge to any business.
In addition to broadly popular general-purpose social news sites that have been discussed above, there are also platforms targeted toward narrower audiences. New niche social news sites are being developed constantly. With some research a social media marketer can find social news platforms that will be receptive to almost any product. A combined approach, which uses both the large, mainstream platforms as well as specialty social news sites, will have the best chance of reaching target audiences. As with the other social media websites, many social news sites have incorporated social advertising in their platforms. This offers marketers another opportunity to use targeted advertising as well as sponsored content. BuzzFeed has shown that it is possible for brands to create content that is technically advertising but still appeals to social media users.
Marketing with Social Bookmarking and S-Ecommerce
“Social bookmarking is a way for people to store, organize, search, and manage ‘bookmarks’ of web pages.”* Most services allow users to organize their bookmarks using tags, which are simply single word descriptors that assist in categorizing the bookmarks. Users can search social bookmarking sites using the descriptor in order to find content and then can bookmark that content within their own accounts. Other terms for social bookmarking include folksonomy, collaborative tagging, social classification, social indexing, and social tagging;* however, social bookmarking is the term most commonly used by social marketers. A site called New Social Bookmarking Sites List contains a list of sites that accept external content according to the rules of each site. The entries are verified by the site and the list indicates whether they have pop-ups or they are sponsored sites. It also accepts new bookmarking sites.*
Many social media sites are dedicated solely to this purpose; however, as social media evolves, many other sites are incorporating the concept. You may have been surprised to see Facebook, Twitter, and Pinterest as numbers 1, 2, and 3 in Table 10.1, since they are not primarily social bookmarking sites. Their inclusion and high ranking is interesting since Facebook does allow users to see previous posts but it does not allow users to easily organize anything other than their own notes, photos, and videos. Twitter’s favorite’s feature also serves as a bookmark but also doesn’t make it as easy to locate a specific favorite. As the number 3 company on the list, Pinterest is the website that more people associate as a social bookmarking site, although it represents bookmarking of photos, not of textual content. Pinterest has made bookmarking even simpler by providing an easy to install button for toolbars.
As social bookmarking has become more popular, various social media sites have attempted to find additional ways to monetize their traffic. Social commerce or s-ecommerce is a subset of ecommerce that incorporates selling within social networks.* Various forms of s-ecommerce have been tried since ecommerce started but have not been successful. In 2012, Facebook launched Gifts. People could send their friends a gift through the site. Problems with suppliers led Facebook to switch to gift cards only format but eventually Facebook shut down Gifts.* In June 2015, Pinterest introduced a limited number of buyable pins for specific retailers, which allow users to purchase products from pins without leaving the site.* The buying opportunities are indicated by the price printed in blue as shown in Figure 10.3a. By July Facebook was testing the addition of a buy button, simply the word Buy* as shown in Figure 10.3b. In September Twitter began to test its own buy button, a blue Buy Now bar at the bottom of the Tweet screen.* Other platforms are expected to participate in the move toward social selling.
Figure10.3a.Pinterest Buy Screen
Source: https://www.dropbox.com/sh/aehf0cza9arch8s/AACjFMJ_jRWVIFiuE7BunKgEa/Product%20screens?dl=0
Figure10.3b.Facebook Buy Screen
Source: https://www.facebook.com/business/news/Discover-and-Buy-Products-on-Facebook-Test
Notice two things about these developments. First, all three examples were of tests, not full-scale rollouts to all business users of Facebook, Twitter, and Pinterest. The intent was to ensure that all systems were working properly and could handle the expected volume of transactions before the social commerce opportunity was offered to a larger set of brands on each platform. Second, the emphasis was initially on mobile. That is a strong hint that marketers believe that mobile is key to the future of social commerce. Social shopping holds a great deal of potential for social media marketers and could possibly open the door for future measurable ROI metrics. Even so, paid advertising on social platforms is still the greatest source of revenue for social media platforms as discussed in Chapter 3.
Personal Branding through Online Discussion, News, and Bookmarking
This chapter has focused on the various outlets online that people and organizations use to promote their opinions, news interests, and personal interests. Using these social media tools provides you with the unique opportunity to present yourself as an influencer or expert in an area of interest to others. In order to effectively position yourself, you should be careful when engaging in social conversations. Additionally, remember that as you make your personal brand more visible online, you need to be careful not to tarnish your brand by careless posting.
Lesson #1: Engage in professional discussions related to your career interests. The social media industry has many discussion forums that allow people to discuss current trends in social media and digital marketing. Consistent participation in a Twitter Chat is a good way to engage in a current conversation with industry experts. A thoughtful tweet could be a great way to impress someone within the industry. LinkedIn groups have discussions on specific topics. Discussions are only available to members. Join a group and over time, you could possibly find that your carefully written comments could even lead to current opportunities.
Lesson #2: Be careful of participating in discussions on controversial topics. Many people are very passionate about their political or personal beliefs. When you see a post or Tweet on a controversial topic, think twice before engaging in the discussion. If you decide to participate, make sure to be respectful of others in the discussion. Remember that even if you go back and delete comments, nothing is completely erased from the Internet.
Lesson #3: Your username will be associated with your post and you can’t control the comments of others. When uploading a story on a social news site think first about the content. Of course, there will always be those who write inflammatory comments, but some stories will be more likely to attract this type of user. Social issues and political viewpoints are very likely to lead to a hostile dialog among those commenting. Do you really want this type of discussion to be linked to your brand?
Lesson #4: Your bookmarks on your registered accounts are available for others to see. Bookmarking is a great way to save information for later. Bookmarking recipes, DIY ideas, and other interesting web pages is a great way to build a following. There is plenty of more “adult” type content available through bookmarking and avoid bookmarking this type of information. You will not be regarded as a professional if you link this type of information to your user name or account.
Lesson #5: Properly attribute the source of any content that you pin to your Pinterest or other bookmarking account. Always link back to the original.* An overview of U.S. copyright laws can be found on the website of Purdue University. Although it was written for their faculty and staff for educational purposes, their copyright tutorial is an excellent resource for anyone who is looking to use material created by others. Purdue University has an excellent resource for the layperson on copyright law.*
Lesson #6: Follow the rules of the bookmarking site. Know the rules of the sites that you are using. Pinterest will kick you off if you don’t follow their rules. Copyright infringement, spamming, and pornographic posts are just some of the posts that can get you kicked off of Pinterest.* It is your responsibility to know the rules of the different sites that you use.
Lesson #7: Show your expertise by using content curation. Creating content is not the only way to demonstrate your expertise. Finding content written by others and reposting it with proper attribution is a good way to establish your reputation. You can re-post the content within your own post to start a discussion. Many social media strategists will send a tweet with a link to a relevant article and add a comment at the beginning of the post. Posting an article to LinkedIn along with a meaningful comment is a good way to show your professional connections that you are staying current with your field.
Marketing with Q&A Sites
Q&A site lets people pose questions and receive answers back from anyone willing and (hopefully) knowledgeable enough to reply. Most Q&A sites can also provide fast answers by looking up questions that have already been asked; the other option is waiting to see if someone answers the query. While Q&A sites are primarily intended to deliver information, they can also be an avenue for SMM. However, Q&A sites are not an appropriate place to promote a product (unless, by some amazing coincidence, the marketed product happens to be the answer to someone’s question). Instead, members of Q&A sites gain a reputation for providing detailed and useful answers.* This process can be a natural way to demonstrate thought leadership and build trust in a brand through the knowledge of its spokespeople.
Sharing information through Q&A sites builds an aura of expertise especially because many services provide points or rankings to members who provide the best answers (either decided by community vote or chosen by the question’s asker). In order to build your reputation on Q&A sites, simply share answers in a thorough, detailed way. In addition to building a reputation, there are some tangible benefits as well. Q&A sites can help build links back to a personal profile or a product page, drawing more attention from the target audience. Beware, however, of many sites that offer to help build links through Q&A sites. These links may, at best, not be considered good quality by search engines and can harm the ranking of the site, not help it.
Some of the long-established sites in this space that are still active include Yahoo! Answers, Ask.com, and Answer.com. However, due to its distinct target market and format, the relatively young Q&A site Quora deserves mention. A combination of professional networking and an advice service, Quora presents unique opportunities for a social media marketer. Brands, however, cannot be directly involved on Quora. They might find a way to be indirectly involved as did President Obama, who in his continuing effort to promote health care insurance became a Verified Profile on Quora so he could answer health care questions there.*
Upon joining Quora, users are encouraged to follow areas and people of interest. The site is integrated with other social networking platforms such as Facebook and will suggest trends and contacts to follow based on prior connections. After following topics of interest, start observing what other users have posted. Members are encouraged to establish areas of expertise by answering questions and posting news. This practice makes Quora an excellent platform to get breaking information about specific industries.* Do not rush into asking questions immediately; first tap into the resources. Quora makes all of this as easy as possible by maintaining an active email program to inform users about trending issues in their areas of interest and, in general, to encourage them to participate. Providing valuable answers is the core of any successful Q&A site member’s strategy, and Quora is no exception. By communicating about topics with expertise and insight, social media marketers can establish themselves as thought leaders online.
Sprout Social pointed out that “as of April 2013, 83 percent of the top 100 brands had at least one discussion thread dedicated to them on the Q&A site.”* That makes Quora an excellent place for marketers to listen and perhaps to identify influencers or brand advocates. Be careful here, as on all sites, not to engage in overt self or brand promotion. Remember that Quora describes its mission as “The best answer to any question”* and conduct your participation accordingly.
Future of Discussion Boards, Social News, Social Bookmarking, and Q&A Sites
In their original form of stand-alone discussion sites, discussion boards are generally in decline. However, in a broader sense discussion boards have become a mainstay of many sites. For instance, online gamers love to discuss the gaming scene and their own play. Some companies have found discussion boards a great source of product innovation. Most online retail sites include discussion boards for posting consumer opinions and receiving company feedback for the benefit of their customers as well as for their own use.
Social news sites continue to gain ground over traditional news media outlets as new generations move from traditional news media to the Internet. In 2011 online news readership overtook newspapers for the first time* and for the most part that trend continues. Key findings from the Pew State of the News Media report for 2015 reflect a still-changing media scene both online and offline. These were the major points:
· Thirty-nine percent of digital news sites (which include the online properties of traditional media like CBS and the New York Times) get more of their traffic from mobile than from desktops. However, mobile users remain on the site longer.
· Traditional newspapers continue to struggle and cable news also showed a significant decline in prime-time viewership.
· Viewership is up for evening network news and for early evening and early morning local TV news.
· Downloads of podcasts were up a whopping 41%.
· Digital news ad revenue continues to grow but the traditional offline brands receive little of that revenue.*
As often happens Facebook and Twitter reflect these media trends. The proportion of their news that users get from these two sites is growing rapidly as shown in Figure 10.4. The fact that 63% of respondents got news from Twitter and Facebook is a surprise to many and a source of concern to some. It perhaps comes as no surprise, however, that many people keep up with so called breaking news on Twitter as it happens. This chapter has demonstrated that these two sites and others are moving aggressively to become major players in the social news and social bookmarking ecosystems.
Figure10.4.Percent of Respondents Who Get News from Facebook and Twitter
Source: http://www.journalism.org/2015/07/14/the-evolving-role-of-news-on-twitter-and-facebook/
For better or worse, news has not only become more digital but it has also become more personalized and social. As this chapter has pointed out, there are two basic types of digital news sites. One is driven by user contributions and user voting. Facebook and Reddit both provide examples of this type of news. The other type bears superficial resemblance to traditional news media in that employees who are professionals, usually either journalists or Internet experts, select the news to be published. It is not clear if one approach or the other will win out. Indeed, it is likely that both approaches will continue to thrive on various platforms. As of this writing, Twitter has a product called Moments in beta. It is “a feature that curates the day’s trending topics and news items into slideshows of image and video tweets with the occasional text posting.” According to the Twitter product manager, “It’s a way to explore content on the platform and not feel like you have to commit to following these people.”*
This chapter has shown that sites that help users catalog and keep track of content they care about are enjoying explosive growth. However, once again it is not the early bookmarking sites, which focused on individual productivity that are enjoying the growth. The growth is occurring on sites that allow users to share their favorite Internet content and to comment on it. That includes sites like Facebook and Pinterest as well as sites known for bookmarking like Reddit and Digg. Loren Baker, writing in Search Engine Journal says, “The positive effects of social bookmarking for publishers of news sites, blogs, and other web sites is outstanding. Social bookmarking can introduce sites to others with relevant tastes, drive traffic to your site, and [generate] valuable backlinks.” He points out that the data produced by social bookmarking is valuable to search engines, and he encourages marketer activity on sites selected for their relevancy.* Also writing about SEO, Deepak Panwar says that bloggers should always submit their posts to well-regarded bookmarking sites. It increases their brand awareness, improves their search engine rankings, and leads to higher Google Page Rank and domain authority, a measure of the name’s power.*
The original Q&A sites seem to have been undergoing traffic decreases in recent years. Whether newer sites like Quora can revive the Q&A sector is still an open question. Social media marketers must not forget, however, that whatever the platform used they must listen to customers’ issues and respond to them. They can also use sites like the ones described in this chapter to develop a reputation for expertise that will lend credibility to the companies they represent. Whatever the type of site, there are a set of basic best practices for approaching online discussions.
One problem that social media marketers are trying to solve is how to track shares of content that fall within dark social. Any website traffic that can’t be attributed to either a search engine or some other referral that includes a referrer tag is considered dark social.* When a person copies and pastes a link into a text, email, instant message, or even another app, the referral site tag is lost and the share isn’t tracked. People have many reasons for doing this that may range from wanting to keep the share to just one person, not wanting that particular story associated with personal social media or just convenience. A study by RadiumOne found that 32% of people only share through dark social.* Focusing on analytics can create a sense that every visit must be tracked; however, social media marketers should sometimes just be grateful that the content is being shared and that traffic to the website is occurring. At this point in time, there are no known methods for stopping dark social and even if one is found, consumers with privacy concerns will always find ways to keep their sharing private.
Best Practices for Online Discussions on All Platforms
While all the types of communications forums discussed in this chapter are generally open and welcoming to newcomers, there are some basic guidelines that all participants are expected to follow. Sometimes known as “netiquette” (a contraction of Internet and etiquette), these largely unspoken rules define interactions in online communities. In some cases the rules are enforced by a forum moderator or administrator and in others the community is self-policing. For those not observing these guidelines, the response from discussion board veterans is likely to be both swift and harsh. While different forums have variations on these general rules, what follows are some commonly accepted pillars of discussion etiquette, no matter which of the types of forums you are using.
Stick to the Topic
Discussions, or threads, always have a title and general topic that is obvious from reading just a few posts. This focus is essential for people to quickly gather specific information. Avoid tangents, chit-chat, or diversions from the main topic because they inconvenience other users. For general comments or discussion, seek out forums in the “off topic” section.
Search before Posting
Some forums see frequent repeats of common questions or have dealt with an issue in depth before. Prior to asking the community for an answer, search the forum to see if the topic has already been discussed. Most discussion boards have extensive archives that can be mined for information. Asking questions that have been answered before makes the poster seem lazy or inexperienced.
Use Good Grammar and Capitalization
Many forum users will employ Internet shorthand, loose grammar, or generally poor writing in their posts. For a social media marketer, however, this practice can damage a professional image or reduce credibility of the information presented. While minor grammar errors are easily forgiven, they should not impact readability. Having solid grammar, good spacing, and proper punctuation all makes a post easier and more enjoyable to read. For a similar reason, do not use ALL CAPITALS when posting; it is interpreted as shouting by forum users and will generate negative responses.
No Feeding the Trolls
In online conversations, a troll is someone who attacks or personally insults another user, driving a thread off topic with negative comments. Similarly, “trolling” may refer to posting unsupported, controversial claims intended to anger others and provoke a response. It should go without saying that a good social media marketer never resorts to trolling in order to get a point across. It is also best to avoid interacting with other users who are acting like trolls. The most effective response is to ignore them and refuse to give them the attention they are seeking. Without a response or someone taking the bait, users who troll usually become bored in time and go away.
Do Not Post Repetitively (or Double-Post)
If a question or comment does not receive a response on one thread, it is unwise to post it elsewhere. If both posts eventually generate comments, it splits the conversation and is inconvenient to view. Users find it annoying when someone litters a forum with comments that disrupt the flow of discussion. If a post has not generated immediate response, just wait. It is possible that no one is interested in responding at the time, and posting again will only aggravate those who were ambivalent to start with.
No Sock Puppets
According to The New York Times, a sock puppet is “the act of creating a fake online identity to praise, defend or create the illusion of support for one’s self, allies or company.”* Several large companies have attempted this tactic and have been caught. For savvy forum users, it is fairly easy to spot sock puppets or other fake accounts. It is better to endure some negative comments than destroy a brand’s credibility online by creating fake accounts. Platforms are also taking more notice, as when Reddit shut down some domains or Quora set up verified profiles.
None of these guidelines is groundbreaking, and many will likely seem obvious to the reader. Most online etiquette issues can be resolved with some common sense and by reading the rules of the discussion board before posting messages. With focus on relevant sites and content and with due respect for best practices of online conversations, marketers can make this platform a useful part of their digital media strategies.
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