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Social Media and Your Targeted Audience
As millions of people use the web for conducting detailed research on products and services, getting involved in political campaigns, joining music and film fan clubs, reviewing products, and discussing hobbies and passions, they congregate in all kinds of online places. The technologies and tools, which many people now refer to collectively as social media, all include ways for users to express their opinions online:
· Social networking sites like Facebook, Twitter, and LinkedIn help people cultivate a community of friends and share information.
· Blogs, personal websites written by somebody who is passionate about a topic, provide a means to share that passion with the world and to foster an active community of readers who provide comments on the author’s posts.
· Video and image sharing sites like YouTube, Vimeo, Flickr, SlideShare, and Instagram greatly simplify the process of sharing and commenting on photos, graphic images, and videos.
· Chat rooms and message boards serve as online meeting places where people meet and discuss topics of interest, with the main feature being that anyone can start a discussion thread.
· Review sites such as Yelp, Rotten Tomatoes, Amazon, and TripAdvisor are places where consumers rate products, services, and companies.
· Wikis are websites that anybody can edit and update.
· Social bookmarking sites like Reddit allow users to suggest content to others and vote on what is interesting.
· Mobile applications with GPS-generated location services add the component of identifying exactly where each user is in the world.
What Is Social Media, Anyway?
Since social media is such an important concept (and is so often misunderstood), I’ll define it:
Social media provides the way people share ideas, content, thoughts, and relationships online. Social media differs from so-called mainstream media in that anyone can create, comment on, and add to social media content. Social media can take the form of text, audio, video, images, and communities.
The best way to think about social media is not in terms of the different technologies and tools but, rather, how those technologies and tools allow you to communicate directly with your buyers in places where they are congregating right now.
Just as a point of clarification, note that there are two terms that sound similar here: social media and social networking. Social media is the superset and is how we refer to the various media that people use to communicate online in a social way. Social media include blogs, wikis, video and photo sharing, and much more. A subset of social media is social networking, a term I use to refer to how people interact on Facebook, Twitter, LinkedIn, and similar sites. Social networking occurs when people create a personal profile and interact to become part of a community of friends and like-minded people and to share information. You’ll notice throughout the book that I use both terms. This chapter is about the larger concept of social media, whereas in Chapter 14 we dive into detail about social networking.
I’m fond of thinking of the web as a city—it helps make sense of each aspect of online life and how we create and interact. Corporate sites are the storefronts on Main Street peddling wares. Craigslist is like the bulletin board at the entrance of the corner store; eBay, a garage sale; Amazon, a superstore replete with patrons anxious to give you their two cents. Mainstream media sites like the New York Times online are the newspapers of the city. Chat rooms and forums are the pubs, saloons, cafés, and coffeehouses of the online world. You even have the proverbial wrong-side-of-the-tracks spots: the web’s adult-entertainment and spam underbelly.
Social Media Is a Cocktail Party
If you follow my metaphor of the web as a city, then think of social media and the ways that people interact on blogs, forums, and social networking sites as the bars, private clubs, and cocktail parties of the city. To extend the (increasingly tortured) analogy even further, Twitter can be compared to the interlude when the girls go to the ladies’ room and talk about the guys, and the guys are discussing the girls while they wait.
Viewing the web as a sprawling city where social media are the places where people congregate to have fun helps us make sense of how marketers can best use the tools of social media. How do you act in a cocktail party situation?
· Do you go into a large gathering filled with a few acquaintances and tons of people you do not know and shout, “BUY MY PRODUCT!”?
· Do you go into a cocktail party and ask every single person you meet for a business card before you agree to speak with them?
· Do you try to meet every single person, or do you have a few great conversations?
· Do you listen more than you speak?
· Are you helpful, providing valuable information to people with no expectation of getting something tangible in return?
· Or do you avoid the social interaction of cocktail parties altogether because you are uncomfortable in such situations?
I find these questions are helpful to people who are new to social media. This analogy is also a good one to discuss with social media cynics and those who cannot see the value of this important form of communication.
The web-as-a-city approach is especially important when dealing with people who have been steeped in the traditions of advertising-based marketing, those skilled at interrupting people to talk up products and using coercion techniques to make a sale. Sure, you can go to a cocktail party and treat everyone as a sales lead while blabbing on about what your company does. But that approach is unlikely to make you popular.
Guess what? The popular people on the cocktail circuit make friends. People like to do business with people they like. And they are eager to introduce their friends to one another. The same trends hold true in social media. So go ahead and join the party. But think of it as just that—a fun place where you give more than you get. Of course, you can also do business there, but the kind you do at a cocktail party and not at the general store. What you get in return for your valuable interactions are lasting friendships, many of which lead to business opportunities.
This chapter is an introduction to the concepts of social media. In subsequent chapters, I go into much greater detail about blogs (Chapters 5 and 15), video (Chapters 6 and 17), and social networking (Chapter 14).
“Upgrade to Canada” Social Program Nabs Tourists from Other Countries
The travel market is crowded. Consumers have lots of places to find information about places to visit. In this environment, the best content and the companies that are most engaged with social networks can win the day.
Canada Tourism engaged travelers with a terrific social networking program called “Upgrade to Canada.” Representatives from Canada Tourism intercepted travelers at the Frankfurt and Lyon airports and tried to persuade them to switch their holiday plans, on the spot, to visit Canada instead. People had only a few minutes to consider the offer. Fortunately, many of them were open to the serendipity of a real-time travel change, and they spontaneously changed their travel destinations.
Canada Tourism then created real-time social content about the travelers and their experiences once they arrived in Canada, and the tourists themselves eagerly shared on their own social networks, including Twitter, YouTube, and Facebook.
“The results were extraordinary,” says Siobhan Chrétien, regional managing director for Canada Tourism. “Not only were we able to share firsthand the travelers’ stories with the world, but online we received further upgrades from over 100 countries by travelers who switched to Canada.” Social networking drove awareness of Canada as a destination. Canada’s share among competitive destinations increased by a remarkable 21.5 percent.
I love the idea of requiring people to make a decision in just a few minutes. The real-time nature of how people then share their experience separates “Upgrade to Canada” from other social media campaigns from tourism organizations.
“No matter how sexy a destination is, promoting a country for tourism purposes has its challenges,” Chrétien says, “especially with the world now being a smaller place with many travel options and competing experiences and destinations. The traveler of today and of the future has a vast array of options. It is not enough to run slick ad campaigns or hope that price alone will drive a sale and convert a tourist. The traveler needs to be inspired, motivated, influenced, and in some cases convinced on the spot that the time is now to make the trip!”
Smart organizations understand this new world and build a buying process around the realities of independent research and the power of social networks. Instead of generic information dreamed up by an advertising agency, they tell authentic stories that interest their customers. Instead of selling, they educate through online content. Instead of ignoring those who have already made a purchase, they deliver information at precisely the moment customers need it.
It’s not just travel destinations that can benefit from social engagement. Every market is influenced by what people are saying on social networks: the good, the bad, and, in some cases, nothing.
Social Networking and Agility
Social networking allows companies to communicate instantly with their existing and potential customers. That Canada Tourism built an entire awareness campaign around real-time strategies shows the power of instant communications. Yet many organizations don’t respond to people quickly on social networks.
I’m a “Pro” user of the Hightail file sharing and storage service. I’ve been a loyal customer since January 2009, paying more than $100 a year for my premium services. I received an email offer from Hightail with the subject line “Complete your list with our great discount.” The offer promised if I would “Upgrade to Hightail Professional” that day, I’d get 50 percent off the annual subscription price. Hightail subscription plans had confusing names: Hightail Professional is an upgrade from the Hightail Pro service I was using at the time.
The offer sounded good, so I clicked the “Get the deal” button.
However, when I logged into my Hightail account to complete the transaction, I got a nasty error message: “Your account does not meet the prerequisites for using this SKU code.”
This was frustrating, so I tweeted a message to Hightail (@HightailHQ) and waited for a response. And I waited some more. When I didn’t hear from them for three days, I chose to look into competing product offerings from other companies.
When responding to a negative comment in a social network, it is best to reply quickly, honestly, and in the same medium.
Not responding quickly is a huge missed opportunity. When you reply to user messages in real time, not only do you keep the customer up to date, but you also show the world through your public feed that you’re engaged. When customers are happy, they keep their product longer, they spend more money over time, and they share their happiness with others, either in person or on social networks. Hightail missed an opportunity to engage with me. And there’s no doubt that some of my more than 125,000 Twitter followers noticed Hightail’s lack of interest in responding to a customer.
The team at Hightail did finally get back to me and worked with me to solve the problem. I remain a customer, but it wasn’t a pleasant experience.
Contrast the long delay at Hightail with an experience around the same time with @JetBlue. In this case, I received a reply in just two minutes. Talk about speed! No wonder JetBlue has nearly two million followers on Twitter—it communicates in real time.
When Social Networking Doesn’t Work: The Cannabis Business in America
In this chapter and throughout the book I talk a lot about how social networking is a great way to reach buyers. But occasionally a market exists where social networking is not appropriate.
As American voters pass referenda permitting the use of medical marijuana and legalizing it for recreational use, many businesses have cropped up to service this emerging market. As I write this, 33 U.S. states have legalized medical marijuana, while 11, plus Washington, D.C., have legalized recreational use. However, because it is still illegal at the federal level, laws often forbid the use of social networking to market products from this fledgling industry.
“Marijuana from a marketing perspective is fascinating, because you can’t market in the usual way. It’s illegal,” says Larry Schwartz, president of Cannabiz Media, the most comprehensive source for U.S. marijuana licensing information. Data from Cannabiz Media helps journalists, regulators, researchers, businesspeople, and investors understand and operate confidently in the evolving U.S. marijuana marketplace.
When Schwartz first started to market his business, he tried to run Google AdWords and Facebook Ads but was quickly rejected by both companies. Twitter and Instagram also forbid such advertising.
Google’s representative emailed Schwartz: “Thank you for calling the Google AdWords Welcome center. I looked into and tried to see if there was a way that I could help you to be able to advertise with AdWords. However I was unsuccessful in my pursuit. Google won’t allow your website to be advertised with AdWords. While your Business model is solid and company is legal it does fall into Dangerous products or services. With that being said, your ads can show organically. The Search Console will assist you [sic] Organic ad results.”
“We realized we had to go the old-fashioned route,” Schwartz says. “In the marijuana business, believe it or not, print magazines are huge. I think there are about 20 magazines in this space, titles like Cannabis Business Times, Marijuana Business Magazine, and Marijuana Venture. So for us, our marketing strategy quickly became trade shows, getting out our own email list, and bartering with these magazines and trade show providers. We’ve got deals with all the big guys now where we trade them our database for free ads and trade show booth space. This was the way everyone marketed 15 or 20 years ago!”
Most of the online action happens on more specialized marijuana search engines and review sites. “Dispensaries are the ones who need to advertise to consumers,” Schwartz told me. “And each state has different laws regulating marketing. For instance, in Connecticut and Massachusetts if you put a website up, the state has to approve it. It gets complicated and there are a lot of really strange laws. Now people are bypassing Google and the other traditional search engines and they’re using weed search engines like Leafly and Weed Map to find dispensaries, strains, news, all sorts of information. These are big marijuana search engines, and that’s where consumers are going.”
Schwartz’s business is booming. Whenever companies want to enter the cannabis business in a new state, there is a whole new set of laws to deal with. And those laws are constantly changing. Schwartz’s business tracks all of those new and changing laws and regulations.
“This business is going to go through a gold-rush mentality,” Schwartz says. “It’s like the dot-com boom starting in 1995. When California legalizes marijuana it will double the size of the market. And then we’re going to have a big bust. Then we’ll come back again, just like the Internet business over the past 20 years.”
As new states permit medical marijuana or legalize cannabis for recreational use, there are more and more people who want to grow the plant as a business. And with that an entire industry has grown to service cannabis entrepreneurs. As a marketer, I am fascinated by the business-to-business marketing strategies these companies must use.
“We are witnessing a dramatic shift within the USA. Cannabis can now be grown out in the open and with commercial greenhouse methods,” says Tom Springer, founder and president of NurserySource. Springer’s company has been selling RediRoot root development containers and GroPro root development fabric bags since 2010. The products help growers’ profitability by increasing their yield due to root health.
“The changing state laws have certainly encouraged us,” Springer says. “But since we manufacture an agricultural product, we have needed a few years of field testing to make sure our products worked as well in developing cannabis roots as they do developing shade tree and conifer roots.”
Springer faced a number of marketing challenges. “Suppliers who service cannabis growers are quickly learning how to service full-scale and open commercial enterprises who are paying hefty tax rates,” Springer says. “This is entirely different than servicing a more clandestine, black market group of growers utilizing cash for all their supplies. Cannabis farming is maturing at a rapid rate, and grow equipment suppliers are watching margins shrink and sales channels constrict. The market is hyperdynamic, and numerous people will be getting rich over the next few years. And a ton of people will go broke. Companies wishing to stay in this market long-term must utilize good business principles to survive.”
It’s rare that a market emerges from nothing and grows into a multibillion-dollar industry in a few short years. And just as we saw in those early Internet days, the rules of marketing in this industry are still being written. I expect that over time the cannabis business will be marketing via social media like so many other industries, but for now marketers like Schwartz and Springer must use more traditional marketing strategies.
The New Rules of Job Search
Company lost its funding. Outsourced. Caught in a merger. Downsized. Fired. It seems like every day I learn of another person who is in the job market. Usually that’s because when they need a job, all of a sudden people jump into networking mode, and I hear from them after years of silence. Hey, I’m okay with that; it’s always good to hear from old friends. And I’ve been fired three times, so I certainly know what it’s like to be in the job market.
Since looking for a job is all about marketing a product (you), I wanted to include a section in the book for those of you who are currently in the job market, soon to graduate from college or university, or otherwise looking for a career opportunity.
If you’re like the vast majority of job seekers, you’d do what everyone knows is the way to find a job: You prepare a resume, obsessing over every entry to make sure it paints your background in the best possible light. You also begin a networking campaign, emailing and phoning your contacts and using networking tools like LinkedIn, hoping that someone in your extended network knows of a suitable job opportunity.
While many people find jobs the traditional way, social media allows a new way to interact and meet potential employers. The old rules of job searches required advertising a product (you) with direct mail (your resume that you sent to potential employers). The old rules of job searches required you to interrupt people (friends and colleagues) to tell them that you were in the job market and to ask them to help you.
As people engage with each other on social media sites, there are plenty of opportunities to network. Just like at a physical cocktail party, if you are unemployed and looking for work, the people you meet may be in a position to introduce you to that perfect employer. The converse is also true: Smart employers look to social networking sites to find the sort of plugged-in people who would fit in at their company or in a certain job. In fact, on the day that I wrote this, a friend asked me to tweet a job opportunity. Had you been watching my Twitter feed that day, perhaps you’d have a new job now.
To find a job via social networks, you have to stop thinking like an advertiser of a product and start thinking like a publisher of information.
So you want to find a new job via social media? Offer information that people want. Create an online presence that people are eager to consume. Establish a virtual front door that people will happily link to—one that employers will find. The new rules of finding a job require you to share your knowledge and expertise with a world that is looking for what you have to offer.
How to Find a New Job via Social Media
It’s not just travel destinations, cosmetics, and air travel that can be promoted via social networks like Twitter. It’s also you and your career. Let’s look at how people use social networks in the job market. David Murray (@DaveMurr) says that after being laid off, he immediately did the traditional things, updating his resume and calling a bunch of contacts. But he eventually realized that he would also have to change gears and pay attention to blogs, social networks, and online communities. Murray already had a Twitter account, so he reached out to his Twitter followers and publicly announced that he was looking for work.
“I guess you could say I used a new tool for old-school networking,” Murray says. “The response was overwhelming, and I received several leads and opportunities that were far more fruitful than my previous attempts.”
Murray then hit on a creative way to use Twitter Search1 in his job hunt. “I came across a comment from Chris Brogan [@ChrisBrogan] on how he used Twitter Search to keep track of his tens of thousands of followers using RSS feeds,” Murray says. “So I simply began entering keywords in Twitter Search like ‘Hiring Social Media,’ ‘Social Media Jobs,’ ‘Online Community Manager,’ ‘Blogging Jobs,’ and so on. I then pulled the RSS feeds of these keyword conversations and made it a habit to check these first thing in the morning every day.”
Bingo. Murray came across lots of conversations related to his keywords, and if something sounded like a good fit for him, he took the liberty of introducing himself via Twitter. “Many times, the jobs had not been officially posted,” Murray says.
How cool is it that on Twitter you can express interest in a job opportunity that hasn’t even been announced yet? It’s like getting inside information!
Hired. It didn’t take long at all for Murray to land the ideal job. His example is of someone who had already established himself in his career; he was looking for a new job because of a layoff. But what about new (or soon-to-be) university graduates searching for an entry-level position?
When Lindsey Kirchoff was a graduating senior at Tufts University near Boston, Massachusetts, she started a terrific blog called How to Market to Me.2 In her blog, Kirchoff offers her opinions on how to market to millennials like herself. “The blog is my opinion,” she says. “It’s about the advertisements that ‘get’ me as a collegiate and 20-something consumer—the companies that understand my values, participate in my humor, and reach me when/where I’m most likely to need them. It’s also about companies that don’t do any of those things and how they can better reach me (and people like me) in the future.”
She used her comments on other people’s blogs, her Twitter feed (@LindseyKirchoff), and other social networking tools to share her ideas about how companies should market to people like her—a focus that also served to showcase her understanding of marketing.
At the time, Kirchoff was on the hunt for a job upon graduation, hopefully at a mid-to-large marketing firm with a strong entry-level program. Soon her active social networking led to discussions both online and in person with marketers at a Boston-based software company. Partly based on her solid understanding of social media as demonstrated by her blog and use of Twitter, Kirchoff was hired full-time and started working soon after graduation.
What Kirchoff and Murray both did was to show potential employers that they were available and ready to contribute. They put their enthusiasm and expertise out there to make themselves stand out from the other candidates, who would simply send a paper application or CV.
Some people might argue that this technique works only to find jobs related to social media and marketing (like Murray and Kirchoff did). While it’s true that social-media-savvy people are often the first to use these techniques, I’m convinced that they would work for many other kinds of job seekers. These days, Twitter is used very widely, and tweets like “I’m looking for an accountant to join my London office” appear frequently. You should be monitoring what people are saying in your field. Plus, if you’re an accountant, salesperson, or production manager looking for work, then you’re really going to stand out from the crowd of 1,000 resumes if you use social media to find a job.
As long as we’re discussing social media and job searches, here’s an important consideration: What comes up when you Google your name with the name of your most recent employer? Potential employers do that all the time. And you can influence what they see! Remember, on the web, you are what you publish.
Social Networking Drives Adagio Teas’ Success
As social networks become more important for organizations of all kinds, the challenge becomes how to integrate them effectively. Adagio Teas,3 a family-owned gourmet tea company founded in 1999, has used social networking to become the most popular online destination for tea enthusiasts. Social sharing and crowdsourced product creation aren’t “bolted-on” strategies at Adagio Teas. Unlike at most companies, social networking is a critical component for driving business.
I learned about Adagio Teas from my daughter, Allison. She’s a loyal customer and eagerly shared with me how the company works. As of this writing, Adagio Teas sells a remarkable 68,050 blends of tea. The vast majority of blends are created by its customers either for their own enjoyment (think private blends) or as a blend that is sold to others on the site. Creating blends via crowdsourcing is a brilliant strategy for driving social interaction, because people are eager to share their creations on networks like Facebook, Twitter, and Tumblr.
“The idea of customer-created blends came from growing up in a Russian background,” says Ilya Kreymerman, chief technology officer and  member of the family that founded and runs Adagio Teas. “Tea was always something that was in the house, and when my mom and dad had company over, they would always drink this blend of tea that my mom made herself. So the idea of having people create these unique blends was second nature to us. We found a way that people can not only make it but also share with friends, the same way that my mom would share it when people came over. The idea is not just making it for yourself but making it for yourself and for a large community.”
Avid tea connoisseurs can search the database for a perfect blend, or, as with Amazon’s bestseller list, browse teas based on popularity and customer reviews. That’s another important social aspect: Like popular authors on Amazon, those who create delicious blends build a following with Adagio Teas customers, driving sales with their ratings and reviews. If you like a blend, you can see what other blends that creator has made. Repeat customers can create a profile to keep track of teas they enjoy most, and they can also add teas they want to try.
For example, a top-ranked tea as I write this, Sherlock, is a blend by Cara McGee: “All at once exotic and mysterious and perhaps a little bit insane, with a lingering hint of smoke. Inspired by BBC’s Sherlock, which I am in no way affiliated with. This is created purely for my own enjoyment. Ingredients: Lapsang souchong, Assam melody, Oriental spice.”
McGee uploaded a video where she talks about the blend. There are also customer reviews and social sharing tools that include Facebook (with over 1,000 likes), Twitter, Tumblr, and Pinterest. The Sherlock blend is part of a theme that Adagio calls Fandom Signature Blends, which also include such teas as Avatar, Big Lebowski, Doctor Who, Harry Potter, and many more blends based on popular movies, TV shows, and books.
“A lot of what drives people to buy the tea is not really the tea itself—it’s this story around the tea,” Kreymerman says. “You take a pot of tea and infuse it with a character or TV show or video game and suddenly people have an attachment. You’re piggybacking on their love for a specific character. Instead of it just being a cup a tea, it’s now got all of this background and emotion baked in.” And people are naturally eager to talk on Facebook, Twitter, and other social networks about tea that has a connection to the books, movies, and TV shows they love.
Another social aspect kicks in when customers add friends to their profiles. If you log in to Adagio Teas with a Gmail account, you can instantly find out whether one of your contacts also has an Adagio Teas profile. Or if you’re reading a review and like someone’s taste in tea, you can friend that person.
With all the sharing going on with customers at Adagio Teas, it’s no surprise that the company itself is active on social networks. It has an excellent Tumblr blog4 (“The official blog from the people behind Adagio”), and is active on Twitter (@AdagioTeas, 29,000+ followers), on Facebook (72,000+ likes), and on other social sites.
“People historically have spent a lot of money to advertise products,” Kreymerman says. “But we never use traditional marketing, advertising, things like that because it’s incredibly expensive. You’re kind of shooting in the dark. I think the more interesting thing is to provide customers with value by putting the money towards a really interesting site or really interesting idea or making their experience better instead of just kind of directing them towards your store. We listen to the audience, and a lot of our good ideas come from listening to what people are talking about on Twitter and Tumblr. And once in a while, we hear the same question coming up over and over again and realize that we have to address it.”
And Adagio Teas really is active, using social networks to communicate with customers. The mistake made by so many other companies is just using social media like Twitter as a one-way broadcast advertising channel. For example, @AdagioTeas tweeted: “We are developing a wish list feature & would love feedback. Would you use it as a bookmark for yourself, or as a list to help guide others?” A follow-up tweet thanked customers for their suggestions, announced the launch of the wish list, and prompted further discussion.
People love this kind of interaction and happily talk up organizations that provide it. For example, @jamieworley tweeted: “It’s so cool that @AdagioTeas sends me twitter DMs to let me know where my tea shipment is!” And it is cool. I wish some of the companies I frequently do business with used Twitter Direct Messages (DMs) to communicate.
Over the Thanksgiving holiday, Allison made her own blend because she wanted to have interesting Christmas and holiday gifts for family and friends. The “Create a Blend” widget is really easy to use. Many people love mixing teas, and Adagio has made it fun and easy to mix different flavors to create a unique and tasty blend: You name your creation and choose the types of teas and the percentages of each. You then have an opportunity to create a custom label, either simple text or something much more elaborate.
Here social networking pops up yet again, because you can upload a Facebook photo to be part of your custom label. Instead, Allison made a hand drawing for her label, which she scanned and saved as a JPEG and then imported into Adobe Photoshop. There she added text before uploading the image to the Adagio Teas app. Her “scottea dog” blend is “Just a cute jumpy Christmas blend of assam melody, hazelnut, and peppermint.”
Another fun social aspect of Adagio Teas is that the creator of a custom tea earns points whenever a customer buys that blend. Points can be used to get discounted or free tea. This encourages social sharing by people who create blends—when their new blends are ready to be sold, many people will tweet about them, or post an image of the label with a link on Facebook, or make a Tumblr post talking about the blend. After all, it’s in their best interest to do so.
By building social networking features into all aspects of the customer experience, Adagio Teas drives business success. As customers talk about teas on social networks, fan their favorite blends, or even create their own to share with their friends, new people learn about the company. It sure beats traditional advertising to get the word out.
Social media sites are places where people congregate to discuss things that are important to them. Where are people discussing your industry and the products and services you offer? If that place already exists, you should monitor it and participate as appropriate. If it doesn’t yet exist, consider starting a place for colleagues and customers to meet and revel in information that is important to your market.
Now let’s turn to blogs, another form of social media.
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Blogs: Tapping Millions of Evangelists to Tell Your Story
Blogging is my front door. Since 2004, my blog1 has been where I post my ideas, both big and small. There’s no doubt that my blog is the most important marketing and PR tool I have as a professional speaker, writer, and advisor to companies. Even after more than a decade and some 1,500 blog posts, I’m always surprised at how effectively this tool helps me accomplish my goals.
My blog allows me to push ideas into the marketplace as I think of them, generating instant feedback. Sure, many blog posts just sit there with little feedback, few comments, and no results. But I learn from these failures, too; when my audience doesn’t get excited about something, it’s probably either a dumb idea or poorly explained. On the other hand, some posts have had truly phenomenal results, quite literally changing my business in the process. I’ll admit that my ravings about the importance of my blog may sound over the top. But the truth is that blogging really has changed my life.
The first time I shared my ideas about the new rules of PR, in a post on my blog that included a link to an e-book I had written, the reaction was dramatic and swift. In the first week, thousands of people viewed the post. To date, more than a million people have seen the ideas, hundreds of bloggers have linked to them, and thousands of people have commented on them, on my blog and others’ blogs. That one blog post—and the resulting refinement of my ideas after receiving so much feedback, both positive and negative—created the opportunity to write the book you are now reading. As I was writing the first edition of the book during much of 2006, and the six subsequent editions since then, I continually posted parts of the book, which generated even more critical feedback—many thousands of comments—that made the book much better.
Thanks to the power of search engines, my blog is also the most vital and effective way for people to find me. Every word of every post is indexed by Google, Bing, Yahoo!, and the other search engines, so when people look for information on the topics I write about, they find me. Journalists find me through my blog and quote me in newspaper and magazine articles without my having to pitch them. Conference organizers book me to speak at events as a result of reading my ideas on my blog. I’ve met many new virtual friends and created a powerful network of colleagues.
As I write and talk to these corporate audiences and other professionals about the power of blogging, many people want to know about the return on investment (ROI) of blogging. In particular, executives want to know, in dollars and cents, what the results will be. The bad news is that this information is difficult to quantify with any degree of certainty. For my small business, I determine ROI by asking people who contact me for the first time, “How did you learn about me?” That approach will be difficult for larger organizations with integrated marketing programs that include blogs. The good news is that blogging most certainly generates returns for anyone who creates an interesting blog and posts regularly to it.
So what about me? My blog has gotten my ideas out to tons of people who had never heard of me before. It has helped me get booked for important speaking gigs around the world. I’ve determined that about 25 percent of the new speaking business I’ve brought in during the past 10 years has been either through the blog directly or from purchasers who cited the blog as important to their decision to hire me. Consider this: If I didn’t have a blog, you literally wouldn’t be reading these words, because I couldn’t have been writing this book without it.
Will writing a blog change your life, too? I can’t guarantee that. Blogging is not for everyone. But if you’re like countless others, your blog will reap tremendous rewards, both for you personally and for your organization. Yes, the rewards may be financial. But your blog will most certainly serve you as a valuable creative outlet, perhaps a more important reward for you and your business.
Why You Still Need a Blog in the Age of Social Networking
Before we go deeply into blogging examples and how-to, I want to answer a common question about whether blogs are still relevant. Social networking sites are excellent ways to market your products and services, and I will be discussing them in detail in upcoming chapters. Depending on your marketplace, Facebook, Twitter, YouTube, LinkedIn, Tumblr, Snapchat, or any of the many thousands of other social networks might be right for you. But for long-term marketing success for your business and your personal brand, you need a blog or similar permanent content site that you own and control.
The problem with social networks is they come and they go. You simply cannot rely on the companies behind social networks to be there forever. And you can’t trust that those companies will be active over the long haul to display your content in the way you originally intended (Facebook comes to mind here). Always remember, the social network owns your content on each platform, not you.
As I mentioned in the introduction, Google Plus launched in mid-2011 and became the fastest growing social network in history. However, in 2019, less than a decade after launch, the service shut down. All the content tens of millions of people had posted on G+ disappeared. That’s not the first time a popular social network closed. Several years ago, Twitter announced it would shut down its social video app, Vine. Rats. I had used Vine a number of times and found it to be a fun way to share six-second videos. But many people invested way more time than I did, some spending hundreds of hours creating and curating a social presence there. All that work was lost in an instant.
Many people have said to me, “Blogs are dead.” Nonsense. Your blog, or similar informational site with content you own and curate, is never going to go away. If you have a custom URL, it’s your content real estate that you can own forever.
Unlike most social networks, the search engines index content from your blog—and that traffic goes to you. For example, people visit my blog every day from search engine hits on posts I wrote more than a decade ago! How cool is that?
Your content on most social sites like Facebook and Snapchat simply won’t appear in search engine results. (A notable exception is YouTube, which is owned by Google.) Don’t give all your content resources to the social networking companies, which can do with them anything they choose.
The rest of this chapter describes more about blogs and blogging. You will meet successful bloggers who have added value to their organizations and benefited themselves by blogging. I’ll describe the basics of getting started with blogs, including what you should do first—monitor the blogosphere and comment on other people’s blogs—before even beginning to write your own. The nitty-gritty stuff of starting a blog, what to write about, the technology you will need, and other details are found in Chapter 15.
Blogs, Blogging, and Bloggers
Weblogs (blogs) are a popular way to create content because the technology is such an easy and efficient way to get personal (or organizational) viewpoints out into the market. With easy-to-use blog software, anyone can create a professional-looking blog in just minutes. Most marketing and PR people monitor what’s being said about their company, products, and executives in this important medium. A significant number of people are also blogging for marketing purposes, some with amazing success.
I have found writing (and revising) this chapter to be a challenge because there is great variance in people’s knowledge of blogs and blogging. So with apologies in advance to readers who already understand them, I’d like to start with some basics.
A blog is just a website. But it’s a special kind of site that is created and maintained by a person who is passionate about a subject and wants to tell the world about his or her area of expertise. A blog is almost always written by one person who has fire in the belly and wants to communicate with the world. There are also group blogs (written by several people) and even corporate blogs produced by a department or entire company (without individual personalities at all), but these are less common. The most popular form by far is the individual blog.
A blog is written using software that puts the most recent update, or post, at the top of the site (reverse chronological order). Posts are tagged to appear in selected information categories on the blog and often include identifiers about the content of the post to make it easy for people to find what they want on the blog and via search engines. Software for creating a blog functions essentially as an easy-to-use, personal content management system that allows bloggers to become authors without any HTML experience. If you can use Microsoft Word or buy a product online from Amazon, you have enough technical skills to blog! In fact, I often suggest that small companies and individual entrepreneurs create a blog rather than a standard website because a blog is easier to create for someone who lacks technical skills. As the lines between what is a blog and what isn’t blur, today there are thousands of smaller companies, consultants, and professionals who have a blog but no regular website.
Many blogs allow readers to leave comments. But bloggers often reserve the right to remove inappropriate comments (spam or profanity, for example). Most bloggers tolerate negative comments on their blogs and don’t remove them. I actually like some controversy on my blog because it can spark debate. Opinions that are different from mine on my blog are just fine! This might take some getting used to, especially for a traditional PR department that likes to control messaging. However, I strongly believe that comments from readers offering different viewpoints from the original post are actually a good thing on a blog, because they add credibility to your viewpoint by showing two sides of an issue and by highlighting that your readership is passionate enough to want to contribute to a debate on your blog. How cool is that?
A Blog (or Not a Blog)
Before we look at some examples, I’d like to comment for just a moment on the term blog. The term sometimes carries negative connotations among people who have heard of blogs but do not make an effort to read them regularly. These folks assume that blogs are frivolous and without value. When I ask people in my live presentations if they read blogs, the show of hands tells me that half the audience does. I am certain that this number is wrong. Many more of them, I’m convinced, do read blogs but don’t realize what kind of content they are reading when they land on one. They usually find their way there via a Google search or a link suggested by a friend, colleague, or family member, but since they didn’t seek out blog content intentionally, it doesn’t occur to them that that’s what they’ve found.
What’s more, too many people are still hung up with outdated, artificial demarcations between “mainstream media” and “blogs,” arguing that one is more legitimate. This leads to flawed marketing and PR strategic decisions.
This is especially true of many (but not all) public relations agencies whose representatives do their clients a disservice by focusing on one form of media over another.
That’s nonsense. The distinctions have nearly disappeared, and smart individuals and firms have already eliminated this prejudice.
Whenever this subject pops up, I’m prompted to ask a series of questions that I hope illustrate the changes afoot:
· What is a blog?
· What is an online news site, like the HuffPost?
· What do we call it when a print newspaper like the New York Times or a television network like the BBC publishes an online news site?
· What do we call it when readers can post comments on an online story from a magazine?
· What do we call it when a reporter for the BBC maintains a blog?
Guess what? It’s all just media—real-time media in this case.
The Huffington Post is technically a blog. It is written on a blogging platform, so there is no significant difference between when I write an article for the Huffington Post and when I write a post on my personal blog (no difference but the size of the audience, that is).
The Huffington Post is a blog. But it’s one of the most important news sites on the web, with an Alexa ranking as I write this of 200. That ranking places the blog in the top 200 most popular sites of any kind in the world.
The Huffington Post is a blog. But it won the Pulitzer Prize in the category of national reporting for senior military correspondent David Wood’s 10-part series about wounded veterans, “Beyond the Battlefield.”
The BBC is mainstream media, but readers can comment on stories. Thousands do, just like on the Huffington Post.
The New Yorker is a magazine, but people can share links to stories within the magazine’s website, using widgets for Facebook, Twitter, LinkedIn, Pinterest, and Tumblr.
The difference between mainstream media and the blogosphere has blurred, and this blurring has important implications for your business. When your buyers search Google or another search engine for information related to your business, they don’t really care if the top results come from a “news site” like the BBC, a “blog” like the Huffington Post, or your own blog or content-rich website. So you need to eliminate the bias.
When buyers ask a question on social media, they are happy when someone sends a valuable link to information on the web. They don’t scrutinize what’s recommended to them and dismiss the blog content and only read newspaper and magazine articles. They’re happy for an article that educates and entertains, wherever it comes from.
The best marketing and PR strategies must include creating your own content, including text, video, and images, and should also include strategies for getting noticed by important voices so they write about you. And getting noticed comes back to the content you create.
If you find in your company that you’re encountering resistance to starting a blog, perhaps you shouldn’t call it a blog at all. Instead, you could speak with your managers about starting a regularly updated information site or creating ongoing content for your buyers in order to help drive sales. I’d say this renaming could even apply to the links from your main site to your blog. Rather than a link on your homepage to “Our Blog,” you could link to the name of the blog (without using the actual word blog) or to something like “Our Industry Commentary” or “Our Latest News.”
Content is content, no matter what it is called. If you are creating valuable information to market your business, don’t let the term blog hold you back.
California Lawyer Blogs to Build Authority and Drive More Business
Mitch Jackson, senior partner and trial lawyer at Jackson and Wilson, uses his blog as a way to connect with his existing clients, to reach the marketplace of people who are considering hiring an attorney, and to provide information on legal cases to journalists looking for expert opinions.2
“We’ve been online since 1996 with our first site, and I started blogging soon after,” Jackson says. “I find it’s really important to post with the perspective of ‘How is this helping the client? How is this helping the customer?’ So instead of blogging about a legal issue or rule, that same blog post has to be written in more of a story fashion that immediately connects with potential clients and solves problems.”
For example, Jackson wrote a powerful blog post titled “How This California Law Firm Handles Bullying Cases.” The post was inspired by stories such as that of 12-year-old Rebecca Sedwick, who was bullied and terrorized relentlessly for months both online and offline. After texting a friend that she couldn’t take it anymore, Rebecca jumped to her death from a cement factory tower.
In the blog post, Jackson shares several methods and suggestions to help people deal with bullies. In particular he focuses on the legal issues for those whose families are affected and how you can work with the police and perhaps hire a lawyer. As Jackson explains in his post, “What this post is about is how to come down hard on a bully and shut things down. It’s a no-nonsense approach to taking control and playing hardball to stop the bully from harming your child, or, if something has already happened, how to hold a bully legally responsible for his or her misguided and wrongful conduct.”
Jackson says that his ideas often come from interaction with clients. “A good source of blog material comes from prospective clients asking the same questions, and so we use that as an opportunity to turn it around and try to provide a detailed response,” he says. “The bullying issue started to get lots of attention a couple of years ago, and we took the time to put together that blog post. Now, several years later, we probably get two or three contacts a day on this bullying issue.” Because Jackson’s firm can’t help the vast majority of people who read the post and contact him, he has a list of resources he points people to for more information.
News stories are another source of posting ideas. Jackson likes to write about things that are on people’s minds. “It seems like every single moment, something happens on the news that has a legal angle to it, where I can share my two cents’ worth on the blog,” he says. “People with legal questions now turn to Google to get answers. Blogging allows us to be the firm that helps and provides solutions. It’s all about client engagement and meeting the expectations of the online consumer. Blogging allows us to do just that.”
Jackson says many members of the general public have an incorrect preconceived notion of who lawyers are. “Blogging allows us to show our human side and share our families and passions,” he says. “My blog is a digital resume for clients, referring attorneys, insurance claims adjusters, and opposing counsel to review and base their interactions on. They need to know we’re established, have a successful track record, and are willing to take our cases to trial. And reporters searching for information, interviews, and quotes land on blog posts and then [reach out to us].”
Jackson is one of very few lawyers who blog. Most businesspeople make excuses for why they can’t get involved in blogging. Not Jackson. “How can you not find the time?” he asks. “This is what’s necessary to connect with consumers, with potential clients today. This is what customers and clients are looking for. They’re looking for information. It’s an opportunity to strengthen the business, to strengthen my connections with existing clients and potential clients. It’s an opportunity that I’m not willing to let fall by the wayside.”
There’s no doubt that for Jackson and for many other bloggers, the effort pays off in new business. “We have cases right now, and we’ve had cases in the past, where clients have come to us because of a blog post that they read,” he says. “There are a couple of cases that stand out in my mind where, because of a blog post, the clients came in, retained us, and we were able to obtain seven-figure settlements and verdicts for the clients.”
Jackson uses his blog to help others and build relationships with his existing and potential clients, as well as the community and the media. He provides answers, resources, and solutions to the public. And it grows his business as a result.
The remainder of this chapter provides more information on blogging and how to understand blogs as a marketing and PR tool. Then Chapter 15 will be a step-by-step plan for you to create your own blog.
Understanding Blogs in the World of the Web
Blogs are independent, web-based journals containing opinions about anything and everything. However, blogs are often misperceived by people who don’t read them. Journalists as well as public relations and marketing professionals are quick to dismiss the importance of blogs, because they often insist on comparing blogs to magazines and newspapers, with which they are comfortable. But the blogger’s usual focus of promoting a  single point of view is dramatically different from the journalist’s goal of providing a balanced perspective. In my experience, blogs are deemed bad or wrong only by people who do not read them regularly. In journalism school and on their first beat assignments when they begin their careers, aspiring reporters and editors are taught that stories are developed through research and interviews with knowledgeable sources. Journalists are told that they can’t express their own opinions directly but instead need to find experts and data to support their views. The journalist’s craft demands fairness and balance.
Blogs are very different. Blogging provides experts and wannabes with an easy way to make their voices heard in the web-based marketplace of ideas. Companies that ignore independent product reviews and blog discussions about service quality are living dangerously. Organizations that don’t have their own authentic and human blog voices are increasingly seen as suspect by many people who pay attention to what’s being said on blogs. But as millions of independent voices shout and whisper all over the Internet, certain mainstream media and PR people still maintain rigid defensive postures, dismissing the diverse opinions emerging from the web’s Main Streets and roads less traveled.
Many people prefer to box blogs into their existing worldviews rather than understand blogs’ and bloggers’ unique roles on the web. Often people who don’t understand these roles simply react with a cry of “Not real journalism!” But bloggers never claimed to be real journalists; unfortunately, many people continue to think of the web as a sprawling online newspaper, and this mentality justifies their need to (negatively) compare blogging to what journalists and PR people do. But the metaphor of the web as a newspaper is inaccurate on many levels, particularly when you are trying to understand blogs. It is better to think of the web as a huge city teeming with individuals, and blogs as the sounds of independent voices, just like those of the street-corner soapbox preacher or that friend of yours who always recommends the best books.
Should you believe everything you read on blogs? Hell, no! That’s akin to believing everything you hear on the street or in a bar. Thinking of the web as a city rather than a newspaper and of bloggers as individual citizen voices provides implications for all Internet citizens. Consider the source (don’t trust strangers), and find out if the information comes from the government, a newspaper, a big corporation, someone with an agenda, or some banker’s ex-wife who is just dying to give you $20 million.
Blogs and bloggers are now important and valuable sources of information, not unlike your next-door neighbor. Take them with a grain of salt, but ignore them at your peril. Just remember that nobody ever said your neighbor was the same as a newspaper. The challenge for marketers and PR people is to make sense of the voices out there (and to incorporate their ideas into our own). Organizations have the power to become tremendously rich and successful by harnessing the millions of conversations found in Web City.
The Four Uses of Blogs for Marketing and PR
As you get started with blogs and blogging, you should think about four different ways to use them:
1. To easily monitor what millions of people are saying about you, the market you sell into, your organization, and its products.
2. To participate in those conversations by commenting on other people’s blogs.
3. To work with bloggers who write about your industry, company, or products.
4. To begin to shape those conversations by creating and writing your own blog.
There are good reasons for jumping into the blog world using these four steps. First, by monitoring what people are saying about the marketplace you sell into as well as your company and products, you get a sense of the important bloggers, their online voices, and blog etiquette. It is quite important to understand the unwritten rules of blogging, and the best way to do that is to read blogs.
Next, you can begin to leave comments on the blogs that are important for your industry or marketplace. That starts you on the way to being known to other bloggers and allows you to present your point of view before you create your own blog. Many organizations cultivate powerful relationships with the bloggers who write about their industry.
You should work with bloggers so they know as much as possible about what you do. Finally, when you feel comfortable with blogs and bloggers, you can take the plunge by creating your own blog.
In my experience, corporate PR departments’ concerns about blogs always focus on issues of actually writing them. But if you’ve monitored blogs and know that there are, say, a dozen influential bloggers writing about your market and that those blogs have thousands of loyal readers, you can show a PR person the importance of simply monitoring blogs. Some of the more popular blogs have readerships that are larger than that of the daily newspaper of a major city. PR people care about the readership of the Boston Globe, right? Then they should care about a blog that has a similar number of readers. If you become known within your organization as an expert in monitoring blogs, it is a much smaller leap to gaining permission to create your own.
Monitor Blogs—Your Organization’s Reputation Depends on It
“Organizations use blogs to measure what’s going on with their stakeholders and to understand corporate reputation,” says Glenn Fannick, vice president of business operations at Dow Jones. “Reputation management is important, and media measurement is a key part of what PR people do. Companies are already measuring what’s going on in the media; now they need to also measure what’s going on with blogs.”
Text-mining technologies extract content from millions of blogs so you can read what people are saying; in a more sophisticated use, they also allow for measurement of trends. “You can count massive numbers of blogs and look for words and phrases and see what’s being said as a whole,” Fannick says. “You really need to rely on technology because of the massive volumes of blogs and blog posts out there. There is an unprecedented amount of unsolicited comments and market intelligence available on blogs. It is a unique way to tap into the mind of the marketplace. It is an interesting and fertile ground.”
As a starting point, all marketing and PR people need to go to search engines and run queries on their organization’s name, the names of their products and services, and other important words and phrases such as executives’ names. I can’t imagine an organization that wouldn’t find value in knowing what’s being said on blogs about it or its products or the industry or market into which it sells.
More sophisticated marketers then start to analyze trends. Is your product getting more or fewer blog mentions than your nearest competitor’s product? Are the blog posts about your company positive or negative in tone? How does that compare with the ratios from six months ago? “It’s naive to think that what your stakeholders think is not important,” Fannick says. “Opinions are offered on blogs, and understanding the sum of those opinions is very important. You can’t just make decisions on what you think your products do; you need to make decisions on the perceptions of what people are actually doing with your products. Seeing the blogosphere as a source of market intelligence is now vital for companies.”
So become an expert in what’s being said about your organization on blogs. There has never been a better time for marketers to get a true feel for what’s going on in the real world. Bloggers provide instantaneous and unsolicited comments on your products, and this free information is just waiting for you to tap into it.
Comment on Blogs to Get Your Viewpoint Out There
Once you’ve got a sense of who is out there blogging about your company, its products, and the industry and marketplace you work in, it’s time to think about posting comments. Most blogs have a feature that allows anyone to comment on individual posts. Leaving comments on someone’s blog is one of the best ways to participate in a conversation. You have the opportunity to offer your viewpoint, adding to the ongoing discussion. However, it takes an understanding of blogs and blogging etiquette to pull it off without sounding like a corporate shill. The key is to focus on what the blog post says and comment on that. As appropriate, you can point to your blog (if you have one) or your website as your contact information, but make sure that in addition to contact information you provide some content of relevant value.
One of the currencies of social media is that when you participate, people find out who you are. When you leave a comment on someone else’s blog post, you can link to your profile on the web. All the blogging tools have a place where you can leave a virtual calling card, your own web URL where people who read your comment (especially the blogger) can find out who you are and perhaps contact you.
If you have a blog, then you’re all set—just include your blog URL in that comment field. However, most people don’t have a blog. What the heck do you do then?
I’ve seen many solutions, most very limiting:
· Leave no URL (in which case nobody can find you).
· Leave a LinkedIn or Facebook profile URL (this has limitations, because people must ask to be connected to you to see your full profile).
· Leave a company homepage (this shows your affiliation, but nothing about you personally).
I’ve found an alternative solution that works very well. Create a public about.me3 profile for yourself and then use that as the URL that you point people to when you leave a comment on a blog or join a social networking site like Twitter. You can include a photo, a bio, and contact details. It’s really cool—and the basic version is free.
Once you’ve got a public profile, use it as your calling card all over the web. Here’s just one example: Link to your profile from your Amazon review page so the authors of the books you review can see who you are.
Bloggers Love Interesting Experiences
Many organizations have had success setting up blogger days, where influential people in their industry get the chance to spend all or part of a day with the company. In fact, any citizen journalist should be invited to attend, including those who have a video series or podcast show. On blogger days, guests are given information about new product releases, treated to lunch with employees, and perhaps given an opportunity to meet with the CEO or other executives.
For example, Christopher Barger, as director of global social media at General Motors, organized an opportunity for bloggers and other influential people to test-drive the not-yet-released Chevy Volt electric car at the South by Southwest conference. This event resulted in hundreds of blog posts and thousands of tweets.
Or consider the U.S. Marine Corps’s Marine Week, held at various locations throughout the year. I attended one in Boston where bloggers and members of the media were given an opportunity to take a 20-minute flight  in a V-22 Osprey tilt-rotor aircraft. The flight originated at Hanscom Air Force Base in Bedford, Massachusetts, went out into suburban Boston, flew over downtown, and returned. Unlike on commercial aircraft, we were encouraged to use our wireless mobile devices throughout the flight. It was very satisfying to live tweet while flying. I and many other participants blogged about the flight, generating awareness for the Marines.
If you don’t have a hot toy to give people rides in, you can still organize a dinner for bloggers to meet with executives at your company. Or perhaps you can invite a small group of them to a special webinar for the exclusive announcement of a new product offering. Some companies offer sample products to influential bloggers. These outreach programs are critical to providing bloggers with the information and sense of connection that will help them tell your story for you.
How to Reach Bloggers around the World
Global technology PR agency Text 100 examined the communications preferences of bloggers across the globe. The agency’s web-based survey was designed to clarify bloggers’ relationships with PR people and corporations. Some of the findings in the survey of 449 bloggers from 21 countries are worth noting as you contemplate how you will engage with bloggers. The good news is that more than 90 percent of the bloggers surveyed welcome contact from representatives of companies in the area that they write about. However, the way that you approach those bloggers is important.
“Bloggers are united in their desire for distinctive content, particularly around new product developments and reviews, feedback on content posted on their blog, and interviews with key people,” says Jeremy Woolf, global social media lead for Text 100. “Photographs are the most frequently used form of supplied content, followed by charts and graphs, and video.”
However, Woolf says the study reveals that the bad habits of the PR profession don’t work in trying to pitch bloggers. “PR professionals are failing to read the blogs and truly understand their target bloggers’ communities,” he says. “They seem to expect bloggers to post corporate material, demonstrating a lack of understanding of the medium and the very reason why bloggers blog.”
There’s no doubt that the vast majority of bloggers welcome contact from organizations. But to be successful, company representatives need to treat bloggers as individuals and to provide them with valuable information that complements the work they’re already doing on their blogs. Don’t just blindly send them corporate press releases, which are ineffective at best and may even diminish your organization’s reputation with the people you’re trying to reach out to.
Do You Allow Employees to Send Email? How about Letting Them Blog?
Chapter 15 presents everything you’ll need to know to start your own blog. If you already know that you are ready, feel free to jump ahead to learn about how to decide what to blog about, what software you’ll need, how to find your voice, and other important aspects. If you’re still considering a blog for yourself or your organization, you might be hesitant because of fears that blogging isn’t right for your organization.
As I work with companies to help develop a blog strategy, I see much consternation within organizations about the issue of allowing people to blog (or not) and allowing them to post comments on other people’s blogs (or not). It’s been fascinating to both observe and participate in the debate about blogs in the enterprise. Just like the hand-wringing over personal computers entering the workplace in the 1980s, and also echoing the web and email debates of the 1990s, company executives seem to be getting their collective knickers in a twist about blogs these days. Are you old enough to remember when executives believed email might expose a corporation to the risk of its secrets being revealed to the outside world? Do you recall when only so-called important employees were given email addresses? How about when people worried about employees freely using the public Internet and all of its (gasp!) unverified information?
It’s the same debate all over again today with blogs and other social media. On one side of the corporate fence, the legal eagles are worried about secrets being revealed by their employees while creating content or commenting on blogs. And on the other, there’s the feeling that much of the information being created today is not to be trusted. Corporate nannies want to make certain that their naive charges don’t get into trouble in the big, scary world of information.
Well, we’re talking about people here. Employees do silly things. They send inappropriate email (and blog posts), and they believe some of the things on TV news. This debate should be centered on people, not technology. As the examples of previous technology waves should show us, attempting to block the technology isn’t the answer.
So my recommendation to organizations is simple. I’d suggest implementing corporate policies saying such things as that employees can’t sexually harass anyone, that they can’t reveal secrets, that they can’t use inside information to trade stocks or to influence prices, and that they shouldn’t talk ill of the competition in any way or via any media. The guidelines should include email, delivering a speech, writing a blog, commenting on blogs (and online forums and chat rooms), and other forms of communication. Rather than focusing on putting guidelines on blogs and other social media like Facebook and Twitter (the technology), it is better to focus on guiding the way people behave. However, as always, check with your own legal advisors if you have concerns.
Some organizations take a creative approach to blogging by saying that all blogs are personal and the opinions expressed are of the blogger, not the organization. That seems like a good attitude to me. What I disagree with is putting in place draconian command-and-control measures saying either that employees cannot blog (or submit comments) or that they must pass all blog posts through the corporate communications people before posting. Freely published blogs are an important part of business and should be encouraged by forward-thinking organizations.
Not Another Junky Blog
Tania Venn is director of PR at 1-800-GOT-JUNK?, the largest full-service professional junk removal company in the world. She oversees a team that creates content with a focus on reaching customers who may not think that they need a junk removal service. “Once they hear about what junk removal could do for them and how it could impact their lives, they become interested in our service,” she says.
Venn and her colleagues work to identify the kind of information that would be valuable for buyers as they create content for the 1-800-GOT-JUNK? blog.4 They then use their Facebook page and Twitter feed (@1800GOTJUNK) to let their followers know about new posts.
“We think about what’s relevant,” she says. “That could be tips and suggestions for people on getting their space back. It could be about decluttering. We also focus on environmental sustainability: what happens to the stuff we haul away and creative ways to reuse junk.”
They also create timely content (I’ll talk more about this technique in Chapter 21 about newsjacking). “When the holidays are coming up, we’ll post about making space to have your in-laws over and making room for new things you might get as gifts,” Venn says. “And with New Year’s, everyone has resolutions. We know that the top 10 New Year’s resolutions include ‘getting organized’ and ‘simplifying.’ We also look at what’s trending. For example, there is a trend called ‘trashion,’ where people make fashion out of trash, so we’ll write about that.”
Because it is written for buyers, the 1-800-GOT-JUNK? blog focuses on people’s real junk problems, rather than egocentric advertising messages. “We know there’s an emotional component to getting rid of the stuff that you have,” Venn says. “Our customers have an emotional release and an amazing magical feeling of ‘That crap is not there anymore’ when their junk is taken away. They don’t realize until it’s gone how good it feels. We hear it time and time and time again from our customers. So we build that into our blog because it’s what customers are looking for.” The 1-800-GOT-JUNK? business is a franchise model, so the content they create also appeals to franchisees who learn about clever ways to market in their local area.
When you focus on buyers’ problems as you create content, you’ll often write about something that doesn’t relate to what your organization actually does. This is true for 1-800-GOT-JUNK? as well.
“We might talk about how to set up your own garage sale,” Venn says. “That wouldn’t get us business necessarily, but we’ve got the experience and we can share that with people. We know that readers may not be able to afford our service right now, but someday they will be able to. They’ll have learned something from us that can help them out: something that can help them get rid of some of their junk, but they can do it themselves.”
Venn knows that the content published in the 1-800-GOT-JUNK? blog and shared on Facebook and Twitter is working because she uses analytics to measure success. “I look at how many people view our blog on a daily basis and a weekly basis,” she says. She also pays attention to any content that becomes particularly popular with readers. “We’ve learned that we need to create content in order to be recognized on the web. It’s a way of engaging with customers. It’s a great way to get information directly to whom you want to reach rather than going through the media.”
Get Started Today
There’s no doubt that every organization should be monitoring blogs to find out what people are saying about it. I find it fascinating that most of the time when I mention a company or product on my blog, I do not get any sort of response from that organization. However, maybe 30 percent of the time, I’ll get a comment on my blog from someone at that company or a personal email. These are the 30 percent of companies that monitor the blogosphere and react to what’s being said. You should be doing this, too, if you’re not already, because you’ll instantly be ahead of 70 percent of your competitors.
It’s also clear to me that in most industries and product categories, early bloggers develop a reputation of being innovative. There are still opportunities for first-mover advantage in many blog categories. Once you’re comfortable with reading and commenting on blogs, get out there and start your own! Chapter 15 contains all the information you’ll need to get going.
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The Content-Rich Website
If you’ve read from the beginning of the book, at this point you might be tempted to think that each of the media that innovative marketers use to reach buyers—blogs, podcasts, news releases, and all the rest—is a stand-alone communications vehicle. And while each certainly could be a self-contained unit (your blog does not need to link to your corporate site), most organizations integrate their online marketing efforts to help tell a unified story to buyers. Each medium is interrelated with all the others. Podcasts work with blogs. Twitter feeds point people to other company information. Multiple websites for different divisions or countries come together on a corporate site. No matter how you choose to deploy web content to reach your buyers, the place that brings everything together in a unified location is a content-rich website.
As anyone who has built a website knows, there is much more to think about than just the content. Design, color, navigation, and appropriate technology are all important aspects of a good website. Unfortunately, in many organizations these other concerns dominate. Why is that? I think it’s easier to focus on a site’s design or technology than on its content. Also, there are fewer resources to help website creators with the content aspects of their sites—hey, that’s one of the reasons I wrote this book!
Often the only person allowed to work on the website is your organization’s technology expert, who in the early days was called a webmaster. At many companies, these kings of technology focus all their attention on cool software plug-ins; on HTML, XML, and all sorts of other ’MLs; and on nitty-gritty stuff like server technology and Internet service providers. But with a technology person in charge, what happens to the content?
In other organizations, technology pros are pushed aside by graphic designers and advertising people who focus exclusively on creating websites that look pretty. At these organizations, well-meaning advertising agencies obsess over hip designs.
I’ve seen many examples where site owners become so concerned about technology and design that they totally forget that great content is the most important aspect of any website.
Thus, the best websites focus primarily on content to pull together their various buyers, markets, media, and products in one comprehensive place where content is not only king but president and pope as well. A great website is an intersection of every other online initiative, including podcasts, blogs, news releases, and other online media. In a cohesive and interesting way, the content-rich website organizes the online personality of your organization to delight, entertain, and—most important—inform each of your buyers.
Political Advocacy on the Web
The Natural Resources Defense Council (NRDC) is the nation’s most effective environmental action organization. According to its website,1 the organization uses law, science, and the support of 2.4 million members and online activists in its work to protect the planet’s wildlife and wild places and to ensure a safe and healthy environment for all living things. Some of the things that make the organization interesting are the vast amount of web content available on its site, the various media that its marketers deploy, and the tools it provides to online activists and political bloggers to spread the group’s message. The professionals at NRDC, which was named by Worth magazine as one of America’s 100 best charities, know that more than one million members are the best storytelling asset available. By developing a terrific website to enlist people to donate their online voices, NRDC expands the team and its message-delivery capabilities considerably.
The site includes environmental news, resources, and information on topics such as clean air and energy; clean drinking water and oceans; wildlife and fish; and parks, forests, and wetlands. In addition, it offers online publications, links to laws and treaties, and a glossary of environmental terms. NRDC delivers the organization’s message via audio, video, and text and also encourages others to support the cause through giving their time and money and through reusing online content.
“I came to NRDC from NPR initially, doing media relations,” says Daniel Hinerfeld, associate director of communications for NRDC. “But because I’m in the L.A. office and we have entertainment industry contacts, I’ve started creating multimedia content for the site. We have a video called Lethal Sounds,2 narrated by Pierce Brosnan, that was my first big taste of multimedia.” The video, which has been a hit on the festival circuit, details evidence linking sonar to a series of whale strandings in recent years. To encourage people to take action, the landing page for the video has multiple widgets and tools. From this page, viewers can easily send messages to elected officials, donate money, and send online postcards to friends. Links to additional content, such as an NRDC press release titled “Navy Sued over Harm to Whales from Mid-Frequency Sonar” and a detailed report titled “Sounding the Depths II,” are just a click away. All this well-organized content, complete with easy ways to link to related information and to share content on blogs and with friends, is pulled together on the site and contributes greatly to the NRDC leadership position. And online content experts at NRDC are constantly looking for new ways to deliver their important messages.
“We created a podcast channel with broadcast-quality, journalistic-style packages,” Hinerfeld says. “Our communications strategy is not just to reach the media, but to also reach the constituents directly.” Hinerfeld draws extensively from his experience at NPR when he produces shows for the NRDC podcasts. “I always try hard to include points of view that are at odds with our own,” he says. “I think it makes it more interesting, and it reinforces our own position. For example, when we conduct interviews with our own staff, we challenge people with difficult questions, not just softballs, much like a journalist would. Going this route makes it authentic. People don’t want PR; they want something that’s real.”
Hinerfeld says that multimedia is very exciting because it gives NRDC an opportunity to reach younger constituencies. “I’ve come across people who are huge consumers of podcasts, and many listen to them during long commutes,” he says. “We use this sort of content to bond with people in a different, less wonky way. We also profile our younger staff members, which is a way to personalize the institution.” Many staff members have social networking profiles and use them to spread the word as well.
Within the news media that cover environmental issues on Capitol Hill, NRDC is very well known. But the site content, the audio and video, and the site components that are offered to bloggers to spread the message (and cause it to go viral) make the organization much more approachable, especially to online activists and the younger Facebook generation. The NRDC staffers are active participants in the market and on the sites and blogs their constituents read. All these efforts make their content authentic, because it is contextually appropriate for the audiences the group needs to reach.
Content: The Focus of Successful Websites
The NRDC site is an excellent example of a website that is designed to reach buyers. For the NRDC, the buyers are the more than one million members, advocates, and activists who use the site to work to protect the planet’s wildlife and wild places and to promote a healthy environment.
Unfortunately, the vast majority of sites are built with the wrong focus. Yes, appearance and navigation are important: Appropriate colors, logos, fonts, and design make a site appealing. The right technologies, such as content management systems, make sites easier to update. But what really matters is the content itself, how that content is organized, and how it drives action from buyers.
To move content to its rightful place in driving a successful marketing and PR strategy, content must be the most important component. That focus can be tough for many people, both when their agencies push for hip and stylish design and when their information technology (IT) departments obsess about the architecture. It is your role to think like a publisher and begin any new site or site redesign by starting with the content strategy.
Reaching a Global Marketplace
In recent years, I’ve delivered presentations in many countries, including New Zealand, Malaysia, India, Turkey, and Trinidad. As I traveled to my keynote speeches in each of the Baltic countries (Latvia, Lithuania, and Estonia), I was struck by how plugged in to the web their residents are. My high-speed connections in this part of the world were much faster than in most parts of the United States.
The incredibly successful marketers I met in each of these small countries impressed me greatly with their outward thinking. When you live in a country like Latvia, your home market is tiny, requiring you to sell your products and services internationally. It also requires that you think deeply about your buyers in the global marketplace.
Consider LessLoss Audio Devices,3 a company based in Kaunas, Lithuania. LessLoss creates amazing (and fabulously expensive) high-end audio products and has become famous among rabid audiophiles worldwide for power cords, filters, cables, and other equipment. LessLoss sells all over the world, and its site has a deliberately global focus. The e-commerce and search engine optimization (SEO) platform is managed by Globaltus, also a Lithuanian company.
The LessLoss site includes amazingly detailed information about the audio devices, together with terrific photos. For example, there’s an essay on “The Concept of Noise,” which details why a sound-preserving technique known as power filtering is important. After all, when you sell power cables that can cost a thousand U.S. dollars, they had better be good. (And it’s probably a good idea to explain why they’re so good.)
“It is amazing how people from such a small country can reach customers worldwide and prove to be well respected,” says Tomas Paplauskas, CEO of Globaltus. “The power of the Internet gives the opportunity to reach huge markets. Just imagine how few of these amazing power cords you could sell in Lithuania. There are no more local businesses—all businesses are global.”
I think there is an important lesson here. We can all learn from the successful companies in these small countries, companies that have created content-rich websites to reach a global audience. And we can all reproduce their success. The marketplace is the outside world, not just your home city, state, or even country.
Make Your Site Mobile Friendly
As people use mobile web browsers on their iPhones, Androids, or other devices, it is important that your site be mobile friendly—displaying content quickly and optimizing it for viewing on smaller screens. Many sites still don’t have a mobile-friendly architecture, so those organizations miss out on opportunities to sell to the many people now accessing their sites from wireless devices. Your site should have different sets of HTML code that recognize what kind of device visitors are using (computer or mobile) and display the site in the best format.
“It is important to make sure the mobile content loads quickly,” says Jim Stewart, CEO of Stew Art Media, a Melbourne-based web development and SEO firm. “People accessing your site with mobile devices are doing so wirelessly, and it’s costing them money in their data plans. You want the site to load quickly for them. And they’ve got a much smaller screen. We’re almost back to the days of the early web, when smaller, ‘lightweight’ pages were better.”
Stewart says that designing pages for mobile display requires rethinking the sort of content you offer. “You should display the most crucial information that you would think someone coming in through a mobile device would want,” he says. “It might be the menu if you’re a restaurant, or it might be the booking number. In Australia over 25 percent of PayPal users have made a purchase using a smartphone. If you use Google AdWords you can now target mobile users directly and place a clickable phone number in the ad so they simply call through to your business, bypassing your website entirely. We had a car dealership client that used this method and had an amazing result.”
As you’re developing content for mobile devices, remember that search engines have a separate ranking system for mobile. That means there are implications for the SEO strategies that will get your site ranked highly. “Google has Mobile Google, which is a different version from the normal or classic Google,” Stewart says. “It’s designed and marked up differently, and Google gives preference to sites that are mobile friendly. For example, make sure that Google understands where your mobile content is by setting up what they call a site map for mobile users. This map will be different from the site map for normal users. And if the site is about a local business, you need to use geographic descriptors. For instance, many buyers just type ‘flowers’ into Mobile Google, and quite often they will get Google Places information in the results. That’s because Google has made an assessment that people want that information locally or close to them, or they want a business that services their particular area.”
Here are three things you can do right now:
1. Make sure your site is mobile compliant. You need the pages to load properly in mobile devices.
2. Create a mobile site map so the search engines can index your pages for mobile browsers.
3. Use few words and small graphics. People don’t read much on mobile devices and they want the data to come quickly.
The challenge is to understand this new landscape so you can get your business into the mix at that precise moment of decision. I chose to work with experts and it was the right decision for me. Don’t miss out on opportunities to sell to the many people now accessing sites and searching for products and services like yours from wireless devices.
Putting It All Together with Content
As you’re reading through this discussion of unifying your online marketing and PR efforts on your website, you might be thinking, “That’s easy for a smaller organization or one that has only one product line, but I work for a large company with many brands.” Yes, it is more difficult to coordinate a wide variety of content when you have to juggle multiple brands, geographic variations, languages, and other considerations common to large companies. But with a large, widely dispersed organization, putting it all together on a corporate site might be even more important because showing a unified personality reaps benefits.
“The key is the collaboration between the different business units, the corporate offices, and the departments,” says Sarah F. Garnsey, head of marketing and web communications at Textron Inc.4 “At Textron, each business has its own independently operated website, which makes coordination difficult because each is a well-defined brand that may be more familiar to people than our corporate brand.”
Textron Inc., a global company with yearly revenues of $13 billion and more than 35,000 employees in 33 countries, is recognized for strong brands such as Bell Helicopter, Cessna Aircraft Company, and E-Z-GO (golf carts). The company has several dozen websites, typically for the individual brands, such as Bell Helicopter.5 “Through search logs we learned that many people were searching for product and business information on the corporate [Textron] site,” Garnsey says. “That was a wake-up call for us, because we had thought that people were going to the business sites for this information. So we’ve built out the corporate site with more content about each of the businesses.” On a visit to the site, I was able to watch a video featuring the CEO of Cessna Aircraft,6 check out a lot of great photos of the products, and read feature stories about employees such as John Delamarter, who’s the program manager of Lycoming’s Thunderbolt engine and who discussed his pride and pleasure in his work. Textron has a well-organized online media room, and because the company’s stock is traded on the New York Stock Exchange, there is also an investor relations section on the site.
“We work with the businesses to showcase interesting things, and we try to have fresh content on the site and update it with new weekly stories,” Garnsey says. “But the content is only as good as the management of the content and the processes. With a large site, rigor of process is required that many companies might underestimate. It takes coordination and management. For example, I can’t make the content in the recruiting section of the site compelling unless I get the complete cooperation of the human resources department. People had grown to believe that you just throw the content at a webmaster and it all just works. But it doesn’t—the days of the guy with the server under the desk are over.”
Garnsey has a set of processes and procedures to make certain that the Textron site meets the needs of buyers and that everything on it works well, and she has a small team that works with her to coordinate with the people who manage division and product company websites. “We have a content management process to make sure everything is fresh, has been reviewed, and is passed by legal,” she says. “But a primary component is that we make sure that the voice of the customer is captured and built into all of our electronic communications. We work on how to draw users into the content and use the site to form a relationship with them. Even if they don’t purchase something from us right away, maybe they will become interested in the company stock or in something from one of the brands like Cessna.” To make sure the site follows best practices, Garnsey brings people into a lab for annual usability tests and research. “We also do an audit of all of our dot-com sites every year to make sure that all sites comply with the standards,” she says. “And each year we hold a web summit of all the Textron people working on web initiatives from all over the company. We try to foster a community of people who otherwise would have no reason to speak with each other because the individual businesses don’t have a lot in common.”
Great Websites: More Art Than Science
The more I research websites—and I’ve checked out thousands over the past several years—the more I realize that the best ones unite many important factors in a way that is difficult to describe. They just feel right—as if the creator of the site cares a great deal and wants that passion to shine through. Like a sprinkling of fairy dust, the effect is important but indescribable. However, I’m convinced that the key is to understand buyers (or those who may donate, subscribe, join, or vote) and build content especially for them. So how do you create such a site?
Putting it all together to achieve this effect requires a combination of talents. I’ve found that the best websites are built by a team of people who collectively are skilled in the following areas: graphic design, content creation, platform-specific development, search engine optimization, and project management. Almost nobody can do all this alone, so a team approach really is the best way to build an effective website.
If you’re a solopreneur or a small business leader or owner building a website, you’re likely going to need to seek some outside help, perhaps hiring freelancers to help you.
Here are some notes on the five skills:
1. Graphic design: Graphic designers have an eye for the visual elements that make up a site. They are skilled at translating the attributes of an organization to the web by working with such elements as color, images, and spatial relationships. I love great graphic design and am in awe of the professionals whose skills leap off the screen.
2. Content creation: Content is what goes onto the individual pages, including text, videos, infographics, photos, and other images. It’s the primary subject of this book. I’ve been writing and speaking about the importance of content in marketing for 20 years now, and it is still the most overlooked element of most sites. You can be on top of design, development, and SEO but still let bad content creep onto your site. If you don’t have content creation skills on hand, I’ve long recommended you hire a journalist (see Chapter 23 for specific advice).
3. Platform-specific development: Your developers’ job is to bring the designers’ and content creators’ work to life via code that will be sent to users’ browsers. Usually this happens with the help of particular web publishing platforms. Your developer(s) should have expertise in the platform you will be using. My sites and blog are built on HubSpot, so my developer needs to know the ins and outs of HubSpot’s features and peculiarities. Make sure the site they develop looks beautiful on the smaller screens of mobile devices.
4. Search engine optimization: People who are skilled in SEO make certain your site sends all the right signals to the search engines. SEO optimization helps your content get indexed and returned in searches related to what your company does or offers. There’s much more about SEO in Chapter 22.
5. Project management: The person who orchestrates the website project brings together and leads the team with the skills. The best person for this work is somebody who knows intimately how the website will help drive action, such as by educating, selling, or driving donations. A working knowledge of the other four skills is ideal, so that the leader can give clear and sensible directions and feedback.
These five areas of skill are very different, so get the people you need and make sure they’re clear on their responsibilities and how they’ll work together.
A friend alerted me to one of his favorite companies, saying, “You should check out WaterField Designs.” My friend said they make all kinds of bags and sleeves for just about any device. At the time, I was tired of the same old black ballistic nylon bags everybody sells, and I wasn’t interested in luggage companies that compete on price and rely on a rudimentary photo or two and some poorly edited copy about a bag’s features.
The moment I saw the WaterField Designs site,7 I was hooked! The company and products were perfectly aligned to my lifestyle and to me. It was as if they knew me.
As I was reviewing the site, I became convinced that this site was created by a team with all of the skills I’ve identified. It’s not a coincidence when a site feels like it was created especially for you. It means somebody understood the buyer persona you belong to, somebody created content tailored to that persona, somebody designed text and visuals to present this content effectively, somebody . . . well, you get the idea. The team did its job, and what they created together is so much more effective than a simple product pitch. When I end up somewhere that educates and informs me with a video, a few blog posts, or maybe a Q&A with some instructive photos, I’m ready to make a buying decision in just a few minutes. And guess where I’m inclined to buy? Yes, with the place that educated me.
The WaterField Designs site is compelling in so many ways. As I name a few of the elements I really like, notice that what draws me in is the content, but also imagine the other work that brought that content to my screen.
Hey Gary: The WaterField Designs founder, Gary Waterfield, is very visible. In fact, a link to his email is on every single page. In the Our Story page, we learn: “Gary Waterfield started the company in 1998 with these principles which still guide us today: Make products you can be proud of, treat people with respect, and exercise kindness—we’re all human. You won’t find corporate intrigue, shareholder revolt, or venture capital drama at our modest headquarters. Instead you will find pot-luck lunches, group outings, and the occasional employee celebration.”
Real-time products and real-time content on the blog: I love the fact that WaterField Designs brings its new iPhone cases to market just hours after Tim Cook and the Apple team unveil the products. WaterField Designs was even featured on ABC World News Tonight because it had new model cases ready so quickly. And, of course, it tells the story on its blog.
Six-word reviews: Showcasing happy customers is always a challenge for any company. I love how WaterField Designs has a page with what look to be hundreds of six-word reviews. For example: “Enjoy unholstering your Mac through security.—Raymond S., Australia.” I submitted my own: “Note to wife: ‘No! It’s mine!’”
Photos: The images of the products in use are beautiful, showcasing them in a way that makes me want to buy a bunch of them. Each product has multiple product images, so you can see detail from many different angles.
Videos: The products have videos where a WaterField Designs employee, perhaps Gary himself, describes what goes into the item. The iPad Smart Case video has had almost 80,000 views as I write this. Remarkable.
I was glad to be turned on to WaterField Designs. Not only do I find the web content compelling, but I also love the products. I quickly purchased one of the bags (the Franklin Tote). After having used if for several months, I was still thrilled with my purchase so I went back and purchased a backpack and a small bag for my power cables. Organizations filled with people who take the time to understand the needs of buyers they wish to reach, and then develop information to educate and inform those buyers, are more successful than organizations that just make stuff up.
Effective sites like WaterField Designs draw on the passion of the people who build them, and reflect the personality of someone dedicated to helping others. As you develop content to further your organizational goals, remember that a successful approach is often more art than science. The content you offer must have distinctive qualities, and your personality needs to show. A well-executed website, like a high-quality television program or film, is a combination of content and delivery. But on the web, many organizations spend much more time and money on the design and delivery aspects than on the content itself. Don’t fall into that trap. Perfecting that critical mix of content, design, and technology is where the art comes in. Adding personality and authenticity and reaching particular buyer personas make the challenge even more daunting. Just remember: There is no absolute right or wrong way to create a website; each organization has an individual and important story to tell.
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Marketing and PR in Real Time
In mid-2019, I was flying on the American Airlines shuttle from Boston to New York. Soon after takeoff, we hit a flock of geese.
The pilot declared an emergency, and we landed 11 minutes later back at Boston Logan airport. As soon as I deplaned, I shot from the terminal window a photo showing blood and feathers on the nose and windscreen of the plane. Then I posted it on my Twitter1 and Instagram feeds: “A first for me in something like 4 million air miles. We hit a goose on takeoff and the skilled @americanair pilots brought us back for an emergency landing.”
About 30 minutes later, American Airlines tweeted back to me: “We have some of the best captains in the business! Thanks for hanging in there with us today.”
While I was pleased to see American Airlines get back to me in real time, I never imagined that my photo would soon become famous.
I’ve learned that the news media continually tracks air traffic control chatter. When our pilot declared an emergency, news editors around the world instantly knew something was happening. The word “emergency” gets their attention. Instantly, reporters began scrambling for information, anything that could help tell the story.
Because my tweet used the word “emergency” and I tagged American Airlines, a real-time search let members of the media know we had landed safely. My tweet also provided a photo of the plane with blood and feathers on it, ready for news outlets to publish.
Throughout the day, I received requests to use the photo from CBS-TV, NBC-TV, ABC-TV, WBZ-TV, WPIX, Boston25, The Weather Channel, USA Today, the New York Post, and others. And after eventually landing in New York, I did a television interview for ABC-TV that aired on World News Tonight, the U.S. network’s national evening news.
Fortunately, our air emergency was handled skillfully by the American Airlines pilots. Nobody was injured—except the poor geese, who never had a chance.
When we landed back at Logan Airport, American Airlines readied another airplane, transferred our bags, and re-boarded us. The ground staff did a fabulous job getting us moving again with minimal delay.
As the adrenaline of the emergency wore off, I reflected, as I often do, about the power of instant communication. Think about it: The pilots instantly got the support they needed to make an emergency landing, news editors were notified of the emergency as it happened and connected with resources for reporting it, and yours truly happened into a chance to appear on national network television and in national newspapers. Friends and clients around the world saw that, and it grew my reputation as somebody who knows how to get noticed online. That marketers can tap into this power represents an incredible opportunity to grow your business.
Real-Time Marketing and PR
In a world where speed and agility are now essential to success, most organizations still operate slowly and deliberately, cementing each step months in advance and responding to new developments through careful but time-consuming processes. Most companies cannot respond quickly to an opportunity because they are operating under the old rules of controlled engagement planned well in advance. But the Internet has fundamentally changed the pace of business, compressing time and rewarding speed.
Real time means that news breaks over minutes, not days. It’s when people watch what’s happening on social networks such as Twitter, Facebook, and YouTube and cleverly insert themselves into stories. Real-time urgency is also important in customer service, where organizations fix issues instantly rather than taking the typical days or weeks to respond to a complaint. Real time means companies develop (or refine) products or services instantly, based on feedback from customers or events in the marketplace. In all aspects of business, anyone who sees an opportunity and becomes the first to act on it gains tremendous advantage.
The idea of real time—of creating marketing or public relations initiatives as well as responding to customers right now, while the moment is ripe—delivers tremendous competitive advantage. You’ve got to operate quickly to succeed in this world. These ideas are the subject of my book, Real-Time Marketing & PR: How to Instantly Engage Your Market, Connect with Customers, and Create Products That Grow Your Business Now. This chapter highlights some of the tactics that you can use to instantly engage your buyers when they are eager to hear from you. If you’ve read Real-Time Marketing & PR, you might want to read on anyway because the stories here are not in that book.
My first job was on a Wall Street trading desk in the 1980s. I witnessed real-time technology transforming financial trading into a game where instant information informs split-second decisions worth millions of dollars.
Traders desperately search their real-time newsfeeds and analysis tools for an angle, any angle. Who’s the president meeting with today? Is there any disruption in the energy markets, perhaps because of unrest in the Middle East? What’s happening in Japan? Germany? The United Kingdom? As they pore through data and news, the traders are poised, ready to commit huge sums of money when the moment is right.
It has taken decades, but the impact of the real-time revolution is now being felt in all industries, including marketing and public relations.
We can react instantly to what’s happening in the news, just like a bond trader. We can engage members of the media on their timetables, precisely when they are writing stories. But we’ve got to develop a business culture that encourages speed over sloth. The MBA-style approach of working from spreadsheets that predict what to do months into the future is no help when news is breaking in your industry right now.
In the emerging real-time business environment, size is no longer a decisive advantage. Speed and agility win the moment.
As financial market players know, advantage comes from being the first to react to market opportunities. The same thing is true for all companies. If you’re first to engage the market, people notice, and your offering gains valuable attention. If you react early and connect with customers as their concerns arise, they see you as thoughtful and caring. And the mainstream media are always looking to cover the latest trend or fast-moving company, so you’re likely to get much more coverage if you operate in real time.
John Green Thumps Tom Cruise
Tom Cruise was everywhere on television the first week of June 2014. He was promoting his new megabudget sci-fi spectacular, Edge of Tomorrow. Cruise deployed the tried-and-true method in which the film’s star goes on the entertainment television shows and late-night talk shows.
Cruise used old marketing and PR techniques to promote his big-budget film.
Meanwhile, The Fault in Our Stars was released that same weekend.
John Green, the author of the New York Times bestseller of same name, rallied his fans to become #TFIOS brand ambassadors. These #FaultFanatics talked up the film on social networks in a big way. They drove the small-budget film to number one in the box office on opening weekend.
The Fault in Our Stars earned an estimated $58 million at the box office (against a film budget of $12 million), crushing Edge of Tomorrow, which generated about $29 million (a poor opening weekend against a $178 million budget).
John Green fans, who loved The Fault in Our Stars book, drove the real-time box office success. And it was thanks to Green’s dedicated online outreach.
Throughout the year leading up to the release, Green communicated to his fans as insiders, providing all sorts of details on the process of creating the film version. Whenever anything important happened in production, Green shared the news in real time.
Green had already sold the film rights and told fans that he had no financial incentive in ticket sales. He talked up the movie because he liked it. Through his Tumblr blog, Twitter account (@johngreen), video channel, and websites, Green made fans feel a part of the process.
“I think a big thing is John acted like us, the fans, rather than as a celebrity to promote the fandom involved in the movie,” my daughter Allison explained at the time of the release. “He encourages people to make art and music and responses to his book. Some of those he reblogs on Tumblr. He is very open in communicating with his fans like they are his equals, which fosters community.”
His video of the movie premiere is a great example of how Green brings fans along on the real-time ride. In the video you are with him as he arrives, walks the (not) red carpet, and mugs for photographers.
Rallying the fans works for any business. When your better-funded competitors are focused on traditional marketing and PR, why not bypass them and talk directly to your audience instead? Get in the moment and communicate instantly. Share what you’re up to as it happens, in real time. You can thump your competitors, too—even if they have a lot more money.
Develop Your Real-Time Mind-Set
When I speak with people about the ideas of real-time marketing and public relations, they understand that our access to today’s communications tools means we can communicate immediately. Twitter allows instant dialogue with buyers. Blog posts help you get your ideas into the marketplace right now. And monitoring tools like Google Alerts and TweetDeck provide up-to-the-second knowledge of what people are saying about you, your company, and its products. However, while people do generally understand the situation, many have difficulty adopting the personal and corporate mind-set and habits required for success. Too many individuals, and the organizations they work for, take the cautious and careful approach: Always wait and see, and always check with the experts before acting on an opportunity. Unfortunately, this typical behavior will lose you the advantage.
As an example of one organization that has developed the mind-set required for success, consider the GolinHarris approach of what the company calls “The Bridge”—a network of real-time storytelling centers staffed in the Americas, Europe, and Asia-Pacific. This Wall Street trading room approach is exactly what I’ve constantly talked about, and I’m excited to see it being implemented, so I connected with Jim Dowd, executive director of national media for GolinHarris International, a communications firm and part of the Interpublic Group, to learn more. “We use The Bridge as a listening outpost, but we are doing it a little differently because we have the mainstream media folks and the digital folks working side by side,” Dowd says. “So we are not just looking at social media, which is obviously the flavor of the day. Digital and mainstream are literally sitting next to each other and they are coming up with ideas and are pitching media together, and that is where we have seen just terrific traction.”
For example, on the day that then first lady Michelle Obama announced a new food pyramid called MyPlate, the GolinHarris team watched the press conference live on CNN looking for ways to get their clients into the emerging memes. “We are watching all the activity online and took an idea to Hartz to create a food pyramid for dogs,” Dowd says. The client loved the idea and reacted quickly, and the team generated some attention as a result.
With most clients working at a glacially slow pace, requiring lengthy legal and PR client-side reviews, I wondered how GolinHarris is able to get speedy sign-offs on ideas generated from The Bridge. “Yeah, approval is always tricky, particularly with legal departments,” Dowd says. GolinHarris works with clients to develop topics ahead of time in anticipation of potential stories so that they can work quickly. “With clients like McDonald’s we have general topics that we predict, like if something comes up about the Happy Meal. McDonald’s have preapproved that we can have certain conversations about Happy Meals with language we can go out with.”
The Bridge is set up just like a 24-hour Wall Street trading desk, with three regions—Asia, Europe, and North America—passing the work around the globe. “We are truly doing it globally,” Dowd says. “We are 24/7 so we will scour the landscape the first few hours of the day here in New York, then we will pass all of our results and insights on to Chicago and Chicago to L.A. And, you know, the whole notion of offices and cubes may go away. It’s exciting to be able to walk in The Bridge and literally see what is going on.”
When you have a real-time mind-set and the tools of a facility like The Bridge, then newsjacking becomes second nature. (Newsjacking is inserting your ideas into a breaking news story by writing a real-time blog post or shooting a video to interest reporters and generate coverage. I discuss newsjacking in detail in Chapter 21.) “Our client Autotrader.com challenged us to make them the leader in all of the post–Super Bowl auto commercial coverage,” Dowd says. Autotrader did not advertise during the Super Bowl but wanted to generate a bunch of attention anyway—a classic newsjacking strategy.
Autotrader’s analysts worked with GolinHarris to create data on consumers’ real-time search patterns during the Super Bowl. They used data from the Autotrader.com site and correlated that to the times auto commercials aired, looking for lift (how much of a boost in search activity each vehicle got in the hour after its ad appeared). They provided the resulting data to the media, who used it in stories like “Acura NSX Won Big with Super Bowl Spot, Survey Says,” which appeared on the Wall Street Journal site.
“There are lots of clients who love the notion of The Bridge and real-time marketing and what we are doing but aren’t jumping on it out of fear—fear of the unknown, fear of the new,” Dowd says. “A lot of our clients are still quite old school and traditional.”
There’s nothing like success to break down the fear barrier. Dowd cites Dow Chemical as a noteworthy GolinHarris real-time success. The company is very careful with stories related to such topics as chemistry or chemical engineering or stem cell research, but that doesn’t mean it can’t engage in real time.
“We were in The Bridge tracking that President Obama was going to give the Teacher of the Year Award and we were watching live on CNN,” Dowd says. “And it was a chemistry teacher who won that award so we immediately got approval from Dow Chemical to go ahead and offer up public congratulations to the teacher, and that resulted in some nice coverage. Even with the trickier clients there are always topics that will work.”
The real-time mind-set recognizes the importance of speed. It is an attitude to business (and to life) that emphasizes moving quickly when the time is right.
[image: The figure illustrates how the real-time mind-set recognizes the importance of speed.]
Don’t get me wrong. I’m not saying you should focus only on the now and not plan for the future. Developing a real-time mind-set should not feel like an either-or proposition; you can and should do both.
Real-Time Blog Post Drives $1 Million in New Business
Imagine that you’re among the first to know that a huge company is about to acquire one of your competitors. What would you do right now?
Not tomorrow. Now!
How about writing a blog post about it in real time?
That’s what Eloqua CEO Joe Payne did when he learned that Oracle, a software giant, was to acquire the assets of marketing automation company and Eloqua competitor Market2Lead. A colleague mentioned the acquisition, and as soon as Payne confirmed the news on the Oracle website, he started working on his blog post.
The Oracle announcement,2 which was located in a difficult-to-find part of the company’s website, contained only a terse one-paragraph announcement: Oracle has acquired the intellectual property assets of Market2Lead, a provider of demand generation and marketing automation software. Market2Lead’s technology helps companies improve demand generation to increase sales and marketing effectiveness. Oracle plans to integrate Market2Lead’s technology into Oracle CRM applications. The financial details of the transaction were not disclosed.
Payne realized that there was a tremendous opportunity right now to write a blog post. He figured that if he hadn’t known about the acquisition, then others probably didn’t know, either. “The announcement was buried on the Oracle website,” he says. “No one else had found it yet.” Payne had a unique opportunity to define what the deal meant to the market.
In his post “Oracle Joins the Party,” Payne wrote, in part: I expect Oracle’s entry to make a major difference in the attention paid to this sector. It’s going to open marketers’ eyes, and, as a result, expand the market. This is exactly the type of movement this industry needs. You see, the potential market for lead management systems is less than 10 percent penetrated.
Payne chose to write a high-level blog post that talks about what the acquisition meant to the market for this kind of software. “We needed to give people information they could sink their teeth into,” he says. “And it was picked up very quickly by the media because of what I wrote. News organizations immediately wrote their own stories and blog posts, and they quoted my post as if they had done an interview with me.”
Can you see what Payne did? Oracle announces an acquisition but provides almost no details. The media are hungry for something to say and someone to quote. Bingo, a Google search pops up Payne’s post, and now reporters, analysts, and bloggers have an authority to cite in their stories.
As a result of this real-time market commentary, Eloqua became an important part of the resulting stories published in outlets that included Bloomberg Businessweek, InfoWorld, Customer Experience Matrix, PC World, and Customer Think.
But Payne and the Eloqua team didn’t stop there. The next step in this real-time outreach was to alert existing and potential Market2Lead clients to Payne’s blog post. “Eloqua salespeople who had lost a deal to Market2Lead immediately sent emails to each customer, linking to the blog post,” he says. “In many cases, we broke the news to those clients that their marketing automation company had been acquired. We outlined what the change would likely mean to them. That gave us credibility with the clients and hurt Oracle and Market2Lead, because they were not the first to describe to their buyers what the deal meant.”
The Eloqua sales team then offered a money-back guarantee to any Market2Lead customer who wanted to switch to Eloqua. “We wanted to take away the friction of moving,” Payne says. “The tone of the offer was designed to be helpful and informative, to let people know ‘We’re here, and we would love to have your business.’” And the guarantee meant that if customers were unhappy with the switch, Eloqua would give them their money back.
Eloqua salespeople began hearing back right away. “Market2Lead clients responded by email and said things like, ‘We didn’t know this—thank you very much’ and ‘Hey, we should talk.’” Soon these Market2Lead clients were engaged in discussions about moving their business over to Eloqua.
Payne says that within two weeks, Eloqua closed a deal with software company Red Hat that was worth more than $500,000 over two years. It also closed with TRUSTe, a major Internet privacy services company. The half dozen new Eloqua customers gained from this real-time communications effort combined to generate just under $1 million in business—all business directly related to Payne’s real-time blog post. “There are other intangible benefits you can’t put a price on as a real-time marketer,” he says. “We got tremendous credibility in our industry for being a trusted source of news and information. People like that we are straight shooters.”
Because Payne’s post and the resulting media stories are all indexed by Google and the other search engines, people looking for information about the transaction even months later still found Eloqua in the thick of the discussion. If you’re an analyst combing the marketing automation industry, or if you are evaluating marketing automation platforms, Eloqua moves to the head of the pack.
I’m constantly amazed at what a real-time blog post can do. In this case, it generated a million dollars’ worth of new business! When everyone else is pitching the media using traditional methods, why not frame the discussion happening right now with your own well-placed commentary on the news?
There’s an interesting footnote to this real-time story. Soon after, Oracle acquired Eloqua in a transaction worth $871 million. Based on the market valuation of the company and annual revenue, that one blog post was worth an extra $10 million to the sale price. Not bad for one real-time blog post.
The Time Is Now
As you develop your own real-time mind-set, be on the lookout for ways to engage your marketplace when the time is right. There are many ways to communicate instantly, and the tools and strategies will be different for each situation. Let’s take a look at some of the ways you can engage in real time.
Create Advertising Based on Real-Time Events
In a world of boring advertising campaigns, real-time marketing and PR get noticed. During coverage broadcast on NBC of the London Summer Olympics, AT&T ran several near real-time ads involving swimming that astonished me. The ads showed a young person watching the actual footage of a world-record swim from the day before on a mobile phone. You see the NBC clip of the world-record finish and hear the actual commentary. Then you realize the young person is a swimmer and is writing the new world-record time with the word “goal” on a whiteboard at home.
One AT&T ad was Ryan Lochte’s world-record 400-meter Individual Medley where he beat Michael Phelps.
A few nights later the AT&T ad was even better because Rebecca Soni had broken the 200-meter breaststroke world record the day before in the semifinals. The near real-time ad ran the next day immediately after the finals, which she won beating her own world record. These commercials related directly to the Olympic event results from the previous day and therefore generated more interest among viewers than the standard TV spot.
Respond to Citizens Right Away
While I was in Kolkata (Calcutta), India, several people told me about the remarkable use of Facebook by the Kolkata Traffic Police. Amazingly, as I write this, more than 200,000 people “like” the Kolkata Traffic Police Facebook page.3
In a world where many are skeptical about social media and real-time communications (dismissing tools like Facebook as “for kids”), the Kolkata Traffic Police serve citizens in the way they prefer—via social media and in real time.
The Kolkata Traffic Police Facebook page includes traffic status updates, such as “Traffic along R B Connector & P C Connector are heavy due to water logging” together with detailed reports posted as photos. This one had 119 likes and 46 comments such as: “immensely helpful.:) Thanks a ton KTP” and “This is very proactive. Thank you, Kolkata Traffic Police!” Can you believe that people are fans of the police and are thanking them in public?
In real time, citizens can use the page to lodge complaints and the police will follow up. Many such complaints are about the widespread problem of taxi drivers’ refusal of certain fares. With Facebook, a complaint is lodged (people upload photo and video evidence to Facebook) and the police follow up with the result of the inquiry. For example:
@Akhil Malik. As per your Facebook complaint regarding taxi refusal vide memo No F/B-58 dated – 11.01.13, this is to inform you that the driver of the cabs (WB04D8217 & WB04D5996) have been prosecuted. . . .You may be asked to appear before Ld. Court, if required. Thanks & regards.
This serves as a transparent way for the police to show in real time the work they are doing and also publicly calls out the offender if caught. And over time, as taxi drivers figure out what’s going on, the problems should diminish.
Like! I just love this real-time use of social media. So do the citizens of Kolkata. The effort serves as positive PR for the police. Heck, if a police force can use Facebook for real-time communications at work, why are so many organizations still fearful and saying “no”?
Create a Real-Time Application
Hagerty Insurance Agency is a specialty provider of insurance for classic cars. The company created the free smartphone app Hagerty Insider to provide valuation tools for classic car enthusiasts. The app helps them easily find their car’s value and better understand trends and changing prices in the marketplace.
The real-time component comes as a built-in classic car auction tracker. At the auctions that are a regular and captivating aspect of this hobby community, the app provides updated details of each vehicle offered for sale. The listing includes the current high bid amount and the car’s sold or unsold status. This allows people who don’t attend the auction in person to follow results as they happen.
For serious classic car collectors, Hagerty Insider is especially valuable when the community gathers in Scottsdale, Arizona, each January for a series of major auctions: Barrett-Jackson, Bonhams, Gooding, and RM Sotheby’s. Since many of these auctions are held concurrently, people can use Hagerty Insider to monitor current prices and make better informed bids.
Offering Hagerty Insider free to collectors gets the Hagerty Insurance Agency name in front of buyers at the exact moment when they are doing what they love. The exposure from this and other marketing initiatives inclines collectors to choose Hagerty when they make a new purchase. This strategy has made them the number one classic car insurance company in the United States.
Donate Your Product to Those in Need
It has been estimated that more than a billion people worldwide witnessed part of the live broadcast of the dramatic rescue of the 33 Chilean miners in October 2010. Recall that they had been trapped in the darkness of the underground mine for many weeks.
Thus, many of those billion people also saw the Oakley sunglasses the miners were wearing as they emerged into daylight. That’s because Oakley donated the sunglasses, which provided the miners’ sensitive eyes with protection from ultraviolet light.
No matter how you choose to measure it, the benefit of such a marketing coup is enormous. According to research done for CNBC by Front Row Analytics, just the worldwide television impact alone generated $41 million in equivalent advertising for Oakley.
To succeed with a real-time product donation like Oakley did, you need to be aware of what’s happening in your market category and be prepared to spring into action at a moment’s notice.
Tweet Thoughts to Your Market When They Are Watching
As HBO was replaying his 1997 movie Private Parts, radio personality Howard Stern popped onto Twitter and offered a real-time running commentary on the movie. It wasn’t planned or announced. You had to be there. He tweeted about 100 times with fun insider observations.
Lucky fans who were (1) watching the movie on HBO, (2) simultaneously monitoring Twitter, and (3) following Stern were in the real-time loop.
Many had their questions answered live, as in this reply from @HowardStern: “Giamatti was brilliant. made it all so easy. RT @burtmania How was it working with Giamatti before he was such a well-known actor?”
The buzz generated by Stern prompted many fans to tweet their friends and encourage them to tune in and see what he had to say about the movie.
While very few people have an audience as large as Howard Stern’s, we all have opportunities to use Twitter to comment in real time as something is happening in our marketplace. Perhaps you can offer running commentary on a speech at an industry event. Or maybe, like Stern, you can live-tweet comments about a television show as it is broadcast. I’m imagining a clothing designer commenting on the fashion at the Academy Awards or a golf coach offering real-time commentary on an important tournament.
Comment on Regulatory Change in Your Industry
Officials from the U.S. Federal Communications Commission (FCC) were holed up in meetings to discuss the issue of bill shock, the surprise a consumer experiences when receiving a mobile phone bill with much higher charges than expected. While the meeting was taking place, Jeff Barak of Amdocs, a company that provides customer care, billing, and order management systems for telecommunications carriers and Internet services providers, posted: “No need to be (bill) shocked” on the company blog. Barak argued that it’s actually in the mobile phone service providers’ interest to work with customers to avoid bill shock, because preserving customer loyalty is so important in a highly competitive market.
This clever tactic works because people interested in the potential legislation that might emerge from a meeting of government officials are eagerly looking at the news for any real-time updates. So when a company like Amdocs comments, the information gets picked up by those people’s real-time Google Alerts.
Amdocs was rewarded soon after, when Penton Media publication Connected Planet devoted an entire blog post to the Amdocs position in a piece called “Not Being Shocked by Bill Shock.” Reaching an important industry journalist in real time gets you noticed. Plus, the relationship that’s built lasts much longer than just that moment. After the meetings were completed, the FCC published its proposal for new rules requiring companies to notify customers when they are about to exceed plan limits and incur extra charges. Anyone researching the proposal could come upon the Amdocs piece as well.
As we saw in both the Eloqua and Amdocs examples, your blog is a great place to add your take on a story as it is breaking. But don’t just write the post and walk away. Alert people to the information by tweeting about it, posting it in your company’s online media room, or sending a link to the journalists who might be interested.
Use a News Release to React to Another Company’s Announcement
While busy at an industry conference, Richard Harrison, president of email marketing technology company SMTP.com, learned that Amazon.com had just announced that it was entering the email delivery market. Harrison decided to put out an immediate press release with the headline “SMTP, Inc. Welcomes Amazon to the Email Delivery Market.”
He received a call from a reporter at online industry trade publication ClickZ right away, and soon a story appeared featuring his take on the announcement and looking at how it might affect email service providers (ESPs): “Will Amazon’s Commodity E-Mail Service Harm ESPs?”
Harrison’s take on the experience? “It’s all about momentum,” he says. “It’s hard to create momentum on your own as the small guy, but if someone else creates it, the sooner you can ride it, the more you can benefit. Like momentum stocks, you don’t know how far they will go, but the sooner you buy, the more you make.”
* * *
These are just a few examples to get you thinking about the power of real-time communications. As I’ve studied the phenomenon of instant engagement, I’ve noticed that speed is typically an advantage that the smaller, nimbler outfits have over the larger ones. If you’re an upstart in a competitive industry, real-time marketing and public relations allow you to compete and win. They even permit one person with a computer or mobile phone to start a movement to help thousands of people in time of need, making a huge difference in the world.
Snapchat for Business
Live-streaming and short-form video applications for smartphones have become exciting new ways to share interesting aspects of life and business and gain new followers and customers as a result. The most popular applications include Instagram video, Twitter video, Snapchat Stories, and Facebook Live. You’ll learn more about Facebook Live in Chapter 17.
These applications are used to share with the world what you’re seeing right at this moment, so others can experience it with you in real time (in the case of the streaming apps) or nearly real time (in the case of short-form video). These apps can turn anyone into a citizen journalist. And for marketers, they open up the possibility of sharing all kinds of information that can serve as marketing content. A live operation at a hospital, a tour of a home for sale, a peek backstage at a rock concert, a coach’s pep talk before the big game, or a product design meeting at company headquarters all become shareable in an exciting and intimate way.
Snapchat has exploded in popularity since its launch, surpassing 150 million daily active users. The company went public in March 2017 with a $30 billion valuation. This free iOS and Android mobile app can send video, images, and texts between friends. The Snapchat app offers similar features to Twitter, Instagram, and Facebook, but with a twist: The messages disappear immediately after viewing. Snapchat is a way to chat with people without creating any lasting evidence of the discussion. The Snapchat logo is a ghost because it is ephemeral—now you see it, now you don’t.
While the basic Snapchat service is interesting as a real-time communications tool, it doesn’t work for marketing and PR because of its one-to-one limitation. However, Snapchat Stories has emerged as a fascinating way to communicate with a market in real time. Snapchat Stories allow you to string video Snaps together to create a narrative, which becomes available either to your choice of Snapchat friends, to a customized group, or to all Snapchatters. The Snaps can be built around photos or short videos. You can choose from a variety of filters to modify the photos, and you can add text or draw in several colors as well.
When you add a Snap to your Story, it “lives” for 24 hours before it disappears, making room for new content. Your ongoing Snapchat Story displays these moments in the order you experienced and shared them, so it essentially becomes your personal feed of things that have happened to you in the past day. You can continually add to your Story, creating a rolling update in which older Snaps disappear after the 24-hour limit is reached. Or you can simply create one-off Stories for special occasions.
Because Snapchat Stories disappear after a day, there is much more of a real-time feel to the service. With video sharing on other services, your videos live on. That means there’s no incentive for people to view them right away. Snapchat Stories hark back to the old days of television before VCRs and DVRs. If you didn’t watch live, you’d never be able to see the show.
Rebecca Korn is a financial advisor and business strategist with Northwestern Mutual who uses Snapchat to generate new business. On Snapchat she’s @Brkorn and goes by the wonderful handle Financial Fashionista. “When I first got started on social networks, I used ‘Financial Fashionista’ because I wanted to hide behind something just in case I totally messed it up,” she says. “But inadvertently I created this personality for people to identify with, and it made finances less intimidating.”
Korn makes a point of asking her clients’ kids what the popular social networks are and then she gives them a try. That’s how she got started with Instagram and Snapchat several years ago. “For a while I just couldn’t figure out how to use Snapchat specifically for business because I could see a lot of my friends posting things like pictures of their kids,” she says. “But then I started using it to show people that being a financial advisor is not sitting in an office all day and going home at 3 p.m. and that’s it. Some nights, I stay here until 10 or 11 at night. I’ve been here on Saturdays, and my clients follow me on Snapchat and they say, ‘Oh my gosh, I had no idea how much dedication it takes to be a financial advisor.’”
Besides showing the behind-the-scenes reality of how a financial advisor works, she also shares valuable information that people can use. “I use little tidbits like ‘the three top reasons when you should speak to a financial advisor’ and create a Story around that. People’s attention spans are very short these days, and I find that creating a short little Story generates interest. Social networking is all about value. I can teach you how to read a financial statement so you can learn about rates of return and what that actually means for you over the next 30 years of investing. If you watch my Snap Story, I revisit that often. It provides extra value. And even if you’re not my client, I want to make sure you’re okay.”
Korn says that she never actually sells from Snapchat. Rather, people who watch her Story sometimes ask her a private question. She always replies, and that sometimes leads to them asking about her services. “I just give them my phone number and we go from there,” she says. “One of those was someone I would call an elephant, because he had about $1.5 million in assets that he brought to me after we met on Snapchat, so that’s pretty huge. I have clients who are business owners and physicians that also came through Snapchat, which is very surprising. I think that people underestimate Snapchat because they think it’s all millennials, but the median age that I’m experiencing is about 42. They have families and many are on Snapchat because of business.”
Crowdsourced Support
I followed with interest the terrible flooding situation in and around Brisbane in Queensland, Australia, several years ago. And I also followed the remarkable story of Baked Relief, a crowdsourced support group that emerged to help those affected.
Baked Relief is a movement of thousands of people who bake and cook. They provided home-prepared food to people directly affected by the floods, as well as to volunteers, emergency workers, and the military. The Baked Relief movement was started by Danielle Crismani. “I was just watching the stuff on the news,” she says. “I thought, ‘Oh gosh, all these people are sandbagging. I wonder what I could do.’ I can’t go and sandbag, but I wasn’t going to sit around.” So she tweeted to tell her followers that she was about to take cupcakes to the volunteer sandbaggers working near her home.
The next day, she used the #bakedrelief hashtag on Twitter and was surprised that many others started to use it as well, building on her idea of helping those affected by offering their own support to the volunteers and emergency workers. A real-time movement began, which Crismani then poured all of her energy into. “I got onto Twitter and said, ‘Hey, if you’re stuck at home and you can’t go to work, how about you bake for the SES [State Emergency Service] and take some stuff down to the people that are sandbagging?’ Then I got on Facebook and did the same thing,” she says.
Several days later, #bakedrelief was so popular that it was the second-highest-trending hashtag (the second most popular topic discussed at the time on Twitter) in Australia, with #qldfloods (the hashtag used for general information about the floods) in the number one spot.
Things happened quickly, and it soon became apparent that matching thousands of people who were willing to help with those who needed it was too difficult to manage on Twitter alone. “There were a lot of people who wanted to get more involved,” Crismani says. “We needed a base to be able to record lots of information every day. So instead of people constantly contacting us through Twitter asking, ‘Where do I take my three batches of biscuits?’ we needed somewhere to link to and say, ‘For this morning, this is where the food needs to go. Come back at midday, and we’ll update the blog and this is where the food will need to go then.’”
Once the need was identified, a bakedrelief.org site was developed extremely quickly using a WordPress platform. “Kay, one of the women who worked very closely with us, just did the site up. She called me and said, ‘I’ve got a surprise for you. Have a look in your inbox.’ When I got to my inbox, there was the link to the bakedrelief.org [site]. She said it took her like 45 minutes to do it up. We made a few changes over time and added a few things, but we needed something simple.” I love that the site was made so quickly. Most people, when considering a new website, imagine months of work, but this took just 45 minutes. The site provides details for those willing to volunteer and those in need. It also accepts cash donations from people (like me) who are far away from the devastation and cannot donate food.
Crismani launched an “.org” site to communicate quickly in this time of crisis. When important news affecting your organization breaks fast, sometimes the best way to connect with customers and the media is to quickly build a new website in real time. An “.org” domain name is an excellent option in this case because it has an inherent reputation of trust, integrity, and credibility.
The key with bakedrelief.org was to get the new site up very quickly, right at the time when people were eager to locate credible information on the breaking issue.
Many people blogged and tweeted to spread the word, and soon Australia’s national mainstream media picked up on the movement. Even people outside the area jumped in to help, with some driving for hours to deliver food. One group, Funky Pies, drove up from Sydney (about 1,000 kilometers, a 12-hour drive) to deliver their pies to volunteers, people working at Queensland Police, and an evacuation center.
During this period of time, Crismani was working 20 hours per day on Baked Relief. “I was going to sleep for four hours or so and then waking up and doing it all over again every day,” she says. “I hadn’t properly eaten with a knife and fork for two weeks.”
The Australian government got involved in the movement when Deputy Prime Minister and Federal Treasurer Wayne Swan started talking up Baked Relief. “There was bakedrelief.org on the homepage of his website,” Crismani says. “You’d click on it, and it’d give you all the information. And whenever you’d call his office, they would answer the phone with ‘Hi, you’ve reached the office of Treasurer Wayne Swan. If you’re phoning about Baked Relief . . .’ We had a big laugh. He called me up, and he said, ‘How do you like the treasurer working for you?’ That was funny.”
Soon after, Anna Bligh, the premier of Queensland, used Twitter (her Twitter ID is @theqldpremier) to set up a meeting with Crismani to discuss community recovery and assistance for families of those affected. “The premier wanted me to meet with her team to tell them my ideas,” Crismani says. “That meeting happened with the head of the Department of Communities and the premier’s director-general, and the concerns of the residents of the Lockyer Valley and in the cyclone areas of Far North Queensland were expressed by me during that meeting. All coordinated via Twitter!”
One person with an Internet connection and a Twitter feed started a movement by communicating in real time. Her efforts helped thousands and were recognized at the national level in Australia. That’s power that you have, too. “You can motivate other people; your reach is far broader than you think,” Crismani says. “I think it is pretty amazing, and I’m really proud of what’s happened. It has taught me the power of social media. I will not be so blasé about it all now!”
This story is a great example of the power of real-time crowdsourcing using social media. No traditional advertising, media relations, or marketing techniques were used. The entire effort was crowdsourced in real time.
Crowdsourcing involves taking a task usually performed by one person or a few people and distributing it among a crowd of people—outsourcing it to a crowd—via online social networks and in real time. There are many ways that organizations are tapping the crowd to perform tasks more quickly or cheaply than by using traditional techniques. During live broadcasts, programs like American Idol and Britain’s Got Talent get audiences to evaluate performers by calling a special phone number or texting their votes. The best example of an enormous crowdsourced project is Wikipedia, the free online encyclopedia that anybody can add to or edit.
Or consider the revolution in Egypt that toppled the Mubarak regime in 2011 after 30 years in power. The protest movement was crowdsourced using a Facebook page called “Kullena Khaled Said”—initially administered anonymously by Wael Ghonim, a Dubai-based Egyptian citizen—to organize people and direct them to the places where demonstrations were to take place. “Kullena Khaled Said” eventually grew to 2.6 million likes, and posts on the page during the early 2011 protests routinely had a million views and thousands of comments. Ghonim’s fascinating 2012 memoir Revolution 2.0: The Power of the People Is Greater Than the People in Power: A Memoir is well worth checking out if you’re interested in learning more about the role of Facebook in the Egyptian revolution. Ghonim, who at the time was employed by Google, was eventually arrested and spent more than a week in prison. His book reads like a spy novel as he describes the ways he hid his identity and had people help him with the Facebook page even when he was unable to administer it.
Just think—if crowdsourcing is powerful enough to bring together tens of thousands of people to help during a natural disaster or even force a government out of power, it has tremendous potential for any business.
Real-time marketing and public relations deliver a decisive competitive advantage to those organizations that engage quickly. It doesn’t matter what business you’re in; these ideas can work for you, too.















image1.jpeg
Few companies operate
effectively in the present

Typical companies only draw from \\" ,‘,/ Typical companies only plan

experiences in the distant past \ business far into the future
o

2YEARS 2YEARS





