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Benefits of social media marketing


The social media platform consists of web-based applications that allow companies to develop and share user-generated content. These applications have created several opportunities for marketers to create and share content and exchange ideas with their clients in interactive frameworks forms such as blogs, wikis, and social networking sites such as Facebook and Instagram. The concept of interactivity and co-creation of user-generated content between companies and clients helps to establish a relationship between organizations and individuals. From a marketing perspective, social media focuses on the dialogue between a company and its customers that forms around a product (Mohammadian & Mohammadreza, 2012). Such conversation on the social media platforms helps users to access promotional information about a product, make inquiries and learn from other people’s experiences with a product/service.

        
Marketing is an essential part of any business since it is through active marketing that companies establish relationships with potential customers and retain existing clientele. Arguably, the social media provides business entities an opportunity to meet and interact with their clients cheaply and faster. Toubia & Stephen (2013), add that social media marketing breaks down the geographical barriers that previously limited the marketing ability of small companies to reach the global market. All companies regardless of their size are now able to communicate with potential clients from all corners of the globe through interactive social media platforms such as Facebook chat. 

Apart from expanding the reach of companies, social media marketing also helps small businesses to get high visibility by advertising and running promotions on the social media channels (Toubia & Stephen, 2013). These channels are considerably cheaper than traditional advertising tools. In this respect, the growing popularity of Facebook and Instagram among other social media channels raises the market presence of small companies that cannot afford to market themselves in traditional media channels such as TV and newspaper which are more expensive. 

    
Indeed, one of the benefits of joining or creating a social network is because doing so nurtures a customized experience. The businesses involved in social media marketing build lasting connections with the consumers when an online community develops around the company. However, it might be challenging for marketers from organization lacking in direct contact with consumers to grasp this concept. Social media presence also increases the options for marketers to use in recruiting and managing customers and growing customer relationships within the online platform. As such, social media marketing facilitates global collaboration and sharing among users by making it easier for marketers to reach a geographically and socially dispersed group of customers with shared interests (Mohammadian & Mohammadreza, 2012). Additionally, these social platforms provide businesses with an extensive set of options such as forums, chats, messaging and tweets for communicating and collaborating with potential customers. 

    
Social media serves as a productive and useful tool for an organization to develop, sustain, and maintain an emotional and social relationship with its clients. In the long term, social media marketing is critical to establishing a stable and lengthy connection with a diverse client base. Whiting & Deshpande (2016), assert that the social media plays a crucial role in enhancing the customer experience and building sustainable relationships between a business and its customers. These channels allow companies to create, post and share target market-oriented content on social media. They further add that the high platform for consumers to engage with their preferred brands in the online setting helps to cultivate their interaction and involvement to build a sustainable relationship with a company.         

    
Moreover, social media marketing increases a firm's relationship with its customers due to the structures for real-time interaction with its customers. Using a chat platform, company representatives can reply to customers in real time on various issues facing them or answer queries about product and price offerings. As such, these platforms are critical to increasing customer satisfaction by giving them excellent customer experience without having to visit physical stores. The real-time online interactions with customers further provide adequate time for the company to rectify problems that clients might have experienced when using a product. Additionally, with potential clients getting answers to their queries in real time, the company lowers the turnaround time for customers to make purchasing decisions and closes more sales (Buzzeto-More, 2013). Likewise, the interactive social media platforms create an opportunity for consumers and a company to participate in discussions about improving the products or services from the feedback gathered from active users. 

    
Alternatively, social media marketing is effective in influencing customers at the different stages of the purchase process from identifying a need to actualizing the purchase. Additionally, social media marketing provides valuable feedback from customers which a company can use to make improvements to its product features, pricing or packaging. Meanwhile, an enterprise can use social media to change the perception of potential customers who are yet to decide on buying a product by providing instant clarifications on the clients' doubts (Saravanakumar & Sugantha-Lakshmi, 2012). Additionally, social media is beneficial in the value creation aspect of the business as it engages customers through their input when the venture seeks to expand operations into a new region or increase its product base. Conversely, companies get value from the direct feedback from customers which depicts the genuine acceptance of their product. 

    
Meanwhile, Buzzeto-More (2013), emphasizes that the social media arena further empowers companies to build progressive relationships of trust and authority with their customers. Indeed, major corporations can have their official social sites on Facebook and Twitter to be verified and authenticated. Consequently, customers on the pages have the guarantee that they are following the real company updates on their pages. An official Facebook or Twitter page for a company helps to enhance its brand name and image in front of customers and can serve the purpose of responding to queries by providing a personal touch to the company-customer relationship. Conversely, customer engagement on the social media platforms can also provide a more relaxed avenue for customers to vent their frustrations or rate service delivery. In the long run, the social media platforms build relationship marketing which is crucial for customer retention.  

    
Additionally, the social media also provides additional opportunities for a company to convert customers from the competition. Saravanakumar & Sugantha-Lakshmi (2012), note that social media advertising is flexible in allowing the company to make as many posts as possible on different issues that are captivating to customers. Consequently, a company can capitalize on a current event by making a post and allow the public to react. The images, blogs, and videos on the social media platforms help to gain a following from the public, and the positive reactions can lead to a successful conversion of the followers into clients. Indeed, social media marketing provides a comprehensive platform for interacting with all segments of the population and a massive following on the social media networks helps to build a successful brand name. 

    
Likewise, the social media channels provide room for increased brand recognition with the numerous opportunities for highlighting a company’s product features. A company’s social media networks provide additional channels to reach the younger segment of the population which is always online. The social media channels are valuable in reaching these new customers while also raising the company and brand visibility among existing customers (Whiting & Deshpande, 2016). For example, a frequent Facebook user could easily hear about a company and gain interest after getting an invitation from a friend to like it. Likewise, one might like a business and grow into a customer upon getting a notification from Facebook that most of their friends like the company. 

    
Another benefit of social media marketing is the ability to provide personalized customer approach to each member. Customers are increasingly on the lookout for companies that embrace technology but still offer humanized services. Toubia & Stephen (2013), acknowledge how the social media platforms enable a company to integrate the humanization element in reaching out to customers as they interact with actual human representatives that understand and can solve their problems. As such, more companies have official social media accounts to provide their clients with a customized experience.  The personalized experience through social media marketing improves customer satisfaction and helps in retaining the existing customers while also attracting new ones. Arguably, the company reviews on the company’s social media pages go a long way in encouraging new users to try out a product or use the company’s services. Moreover, with social media marketing, a company can provide individual attention to each customer to increase their satisfaction. Increased customer satisfaction would, in turn, build brand loyalty and eventually lead to overall company growth. 

        
Additionally, a presence on the social media guarantees more traffic for the company which increases its ability to get new customers. Arguably, the increasing number of social media users present an excellent opportunity for businesses to grow their company numbers. However, if a company fails to market itself on social media, it will limit its inbound traffic to the frequent customers (Mohammadian & Mohammadreza, 2012). Consequently, a company should embrace a social media presence to reach more people outside its loyal customer circle. Social media marketing is an addition to a firm’s marketing mix strategy and links more visitors to the company’s website. With the growing influence of the social media channels in different countries, Facebook has become a melting pot of different nationalities and cultures. Marketing on social media opens up a business to these wide varieties of potential customers. 

        
Also, social media advertising instigates impulse purchases and provides critical marketing intelligence sources of customers on their attitudes, interests, and values (Walker, Laberton & West, 2012). Likewise, online interactions between companies and social media users provide insights for product marketing. Elsewhere, Whiting & Deshpande (2016), confirm that social media marketing is a differentiating factor for brands in online interactive settings with consumers who engage with favorite brands on social media exhibiting stronger relationships with those brands, compared to those who have no such interaction on social platforms. Social media marketing helps to remind, inform, and entertain consumers about a brand name. As a result, social media marketing is beneficial in lowering the cost of customer acquisition by providing a faster platform for connections.  

    
Meanwhile, interactions with customers on the social media help a company to broaden its customer knowledge to serve them better. Whiting & Deshpande (2016), add that the social media creates room for customizing messages for particular customer groups hence creates higher customer loyalty. Meanwhile, companies serving niche markets continue to enjoy the benefits of social media marketing that helps them to reach their target audience by capitalizing on social media channels that comprise of people with shared interests. 

Risks of Social Media Marketing

    
However, social media portends several risks to companies with a significant risk stemming from the possibility of a business losing control over its brand image (Clark & Melancon, 2013). Indeed, the social media platform provides a platform for customers to give both positive and negative feedback on a company. When a considerable segment of the population has a negative perception of a company, they turn to the social media to condemn it and vent their dissatisfaction. Once a negative thread against a firm appears online, it has a high possibility of going viral and tarnishing a company’s image and cause severe damage to its reputation. Unfortunately, the relatively unregulated nature of the social media platforms means that false information targeting a business can spread within a short span of time before the post is pulled down. Additionally, even if the company comes out later to clarify on the false news, it might be late to rectify the damage caused by the incorrect information. In this era of fake news, companies are at risk of losing existing and potential customers due to saboteurs that might want to destroy the credibility of business through the social media.  

        
Another risk of social media marketing lies in building trust among clients. Indeed, the global reach of social media marketing opens new opportunities for fraudsters to create mirror pages of the parent company and use them to deceive unknowing customers. Although most of a company’s customers could have the ability to authenticate the official social media pages of their favorite company, some clients might fell prey to the fraudsters posing to be the company’s social media representatives. The increasing cases of online fraud on social media channels could, therefore, stifle some customers from using the social media channels. 

    
Meanwhile, when a company’s customers fall prey to impostors on social media, the company’s reputation suffers the most, and it has to work harder to win back the lost public confidence. A closely related risk for companies running social media marketing campaigns is the high risk of competition stealing client information and business strategies. According to Whiting & Deshpande (2016), the levels of theft could range from a close competitor emulating the tactics of the company to another company running the same promotions and post similar materials on their social media pages.

        
More recently, the growing influence of the social media has brought in a raft of new regulations that companies must abide by or risk liability cases. Companies using social media marketing post a variety of content online including information on their competitors and in the process can expose themselves to civil and regulatory liabilities in future (Buzzeto-More, 2013). Indeed, once information gets online a company will never be able to erase it, and even if the firm pulls down such information, the screenshots of the post can still circulate and cause harm to its reputation. Likewise, undisclosed marketing arrangements can lead to trouble as was the case with Sony when the Federal Trade Commission brought legal action against it for deceptive marketing on Twitter. The suit followed Sony's and the advertising agency’s failure to reveal their role behind a campaign on Twitter to boost Sony’s PlayStation. For this reason, companies must be aware of the legal risks that govern the internet space since information from the social media sites can come up as evidence during litigation. 

        
Additionally, companies using social media marketing must accept the risk that building a sustainable reputation on the social media takes time and maintaining relationships with customers can be challenging. Despite investing resources in social media marketing, human errors and customer complexity can still lead to failure of social media marketing (Clark & Melancon, 2013). Indeed, real-time interaction with customers gives room for potential human error which might lead to customer dissatisfaction. Since customers have a chance to rate a company based on their communication with their social media representatives, a company’s risks losing its relevance due to a few negative reviews by dissatisfied customers. Likewise, a business running social media marketing has no control over what people will say or think about it and might require additional resources to reclaim its image once its social media rating drops. However, the open social media channels such as Facebook give room for competitors to easily sabotage a company’s social media rating by continuously giving bad reviews on its products and services. 

        
Unfortunately, social media marketing also portends various unforeseen risks that might arise due to the continuously changing dynamics of social media use and trends. For instance, today's customers could be responsive to advertisements by a company appearing on a social channel. However, after a short while, the same demographic of customers could find the publications offensive and annoying and stop using that social media platform. Similarly, overt marketing on the social media platforms might be a turn off for customers and lead to falling use of the social media channel for a given target group (Walker, Laberton & West, 2012). Similarly, the messaging on posts, images appearing on the social media pages and interactive platforms could also determine if a company makes inroads into a new market demographic or loses its existing customers. One wrong post or image about a controversial event might cause apathy among existing company followers and lead to a loss of potential customers.

         
A related risk of social media marketing is the added responsibility of carrying a company’s position on sensitive issues. Since the public regards the information appearing on the social media pages as the company’s official position, a company must have full control over the information appearing on its social media platforms. However, the growing risk of hacking puts businesses in a desperate situation to secure information that appears on such platforms (Whiting & Deshpande, 2016). More importantly, information on the platforms must undergo cross-checking to ensure accuracy and a real reflection of the company’s position on important issues. Additionally, a company must put responsible people to manage the social media marketing platforms or risk leaking sensitive information to the public. Consequently, the people in charge of social media marketing must have high clearance levels to protect confidential company information that should not be in the public domain. 

        
Due to the risks in social marketing, firms that employ this strategy should adhere to regulatory requirements of collecting, processing, handling and storing data to minimize pilferage. A secure corporate network will help to prevent leakage of confidential client and business information. A company should also put precautionary measures to protect itself from incoming threats from cyber criminals by using high data protection protocols for sharing data. Given that the misuse of the social media channels poses a threat to a company’s reputation, there should be restricted access to the most critical areas including a structured approval process involving senior leaders to approve any communication on the platforms (Clark & Melancon, 2013). Meanwhile, regular audits of the security measures will help to identify gaps and improve the security measures to prevent external attacks and access. 

        
In conclusion, despite the risks facing companies that use social media marketing, the benefits far outweigh the challenges that a company could face. Additionally, a company can mitigate some of the risks by having a high clearance level for the persons in charge of the social media marketing. Meanwhile, precautionary safety measures against hacking such as having secure passwords for administrators will also limit sabotage and external infringement on a company’s social media platforms. Still, all the employees working in the department must undergo intensive training on handling customer queries, and messaging techniques to prevent offending the firm’s existing and potential clients. With the increased uptake of social media channels across all demographics, social media marketing will continue to grow due to its importance in creating a greater understanding of key customer segments. For this reason, more companies should adopt social media marketing for new ways of interactions to better understand customer needs, motivations, and desires while allowing them to improve their products and services, which in turn would raise sales, profit margin, and brand strength.
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