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SOCIAL MEDIA & ROI:

The Real Measure of Success



Social media and ROI. In no other Web-oriented 
discussion will you find such polarized viewpoints
about what is measurable, what is immeasurable,
what is possible, and how marketers should define
“value.”

“Dell was able to generate $3 million from Twitter
alone!” some marketers shout, insisting that it is 
simple to measure ROI in social media.

“Social media is about conversation and you can’t 
directly quantify something that’s qualitative!” 
others protest, arguing for less financially focused
measurables.

The truth is that word-of-mouth marketing is the
powerful link between conversation and revenue,
and social media does indeed get that conversation
going. Just how powerful is word of mouth? 
Consider these statistics:

� 67 percent of all consumer decisions are 
influenced by word of mouth (MCKINSEY)

� 1 out of every 7 social conversations is 
word-of-mouth based (NORTHEASTERN UNIVERSITY)

� 90 percent of customers identify word-of-mouth 
as the best, most reliable and trustworthy source
about ideas and information on products and 
services (NOP WORLD)

� 56 percent of people have stopped doing 
business with a company that doesn’t respect
them (MOOD AND MINDSET STUDY CANADA)

With social media, you can control those word-of-
mouth conversations, help your customers feel 
respected, resolve disputes/misconceptions about
your company or product, and launch different 
dialogues about what you’re selling. In short, you’re
achieving brand credibility by investing in people’s
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friends, their most trusted source of marketing 
referrals. These efforts can very well lead to revenue,
but measuring the ROI of social media in traditional
sense of ROI and measurement is not an efficient 
exercise.

Instead, marketers must think differently in order to
extract the true value of social media. You’ve got to
set aside your traditional thinking about ROI and 
embrace the “new media” — blogging, social net-
working, and other online marketing vehicles. In his
bestselling book, “Meatball Sundae”, author and
marketing guru Seth Godin defines the “Meatball”
as the products and services that are essentials and
can be mass-marketed via traditional means. The
topping on his sundae is the sweet surprise delivered
by viral word-of-mouth marketing. He explains that
while we still need the fundamentals, it is the Web-
based extras that capture the market’s interest today:

“It’s not an accident that almost all the brands,
products, and careers that have succeeded
with the New Marketing are brand-new and
fresh. The New Marketing demands more than
a Meatball. It insists on the reinvention of the
entire organization and the products it creates.
Marketing is now…about the entire package,
What you say as much as how you say it.” 1

Before we go further, remember: This practical 
exploration won’t (and shouldn’t!) happen overnight
and does not require you to alter your business. In
fact, part of your success in social media will depend
on your ability to represent your company genuinely
and sincerely. Thus, you need to stay true to your
company morals, ideals, philosophies, and ethics.
The difference between social media and traditional
practices is that social media is much more transparent
and active. Participating in social media is like playing
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on the football team rather than shouting plays and
directing from the sidelines. It’s a space in which you
become an active member of conversations about
your company and industry in an effort to influence
and shape what’s being said – and you can start
small while still experiencing powerful results.

Let’s say you’re in the business of eco-friendly home
cleaning supplies. As a company, you already know
your unique selling proposition, your target audience,
your talking points, your customers’ pain points, etc.
These already-established elements influence your
approach to social media, so you can start with what
you’ve already got and what you already know. If you
know, for example, that environmentally conscious
moms with young children are your primary audience,
you may start exploring social media by reading
green parenting blogs and commenting on the posts
there. Simply reading blogs and message boards in

your given industry provides you with the opportunity
to join online conversations as a thoughtful participant.
Remember, social media is all about sincerity, so
jumping into a conversation with an immediate hard
sell of your product will turn people off. Instead, 
become a thought leader by answering people’s
questions (“Are the chemicals in my stain remover
harmful to my 3-month-old?”), resolving customers’
issues (“I’m sorry to hear that the spout on your 
window cleaner broke so soon after purchase! May I
offer you a coupon for 50 percent off your next pur-
chase from us?”), using trends/news to engage (“Did
everyone see the Today Show’s piece this morning
about the best cleaning products to use around 
newborns? Here’s a link.”), etc. These approaches
will build upon the knowledge you already have
among a savvy, info-seeking audience of potential
and future customers.

SOCIAL MEDIA & ROI: THE REAL MEASURE OF SUCCESS

MICHELLE KABELE  4



Once you’re comfortable with your status as an 
active participant, you can start writing a blog on 
the topic of eco-friendly home cleaning. Notice how
you wouldn’t write a blog about eco-friendly home
cleaning products. Rather than hocking your prod-
ucts exclusively, you would provide guidelines, tips,
information, trends, news highlights, and industry
developments in the field of eco-friendly home
cleaning. And yes, information about your products
woven in as well. Since today’s consumer is so 
hungry for information and research to help them
make a decision about a purchase, it’s important for
business to establish themselves as knowledgeable
and accessible online:

� 75% of US online adults are active online social
participators. (FORRESTER, 2008)

� Social networks and blogs are the fourth most
popular online activities, beating personal email.
67% of global users visit member communities and
10% of all time spent on the Internet is spent on
social media sites. (ECONSULTANCY, 2009)

� Online businesses lose as many as 67% of 
consumers due to a lack of online product 
information. (ALLURENT, JANUARY 2008)

� 42% of consumers said they prefer being able 
to find the answers they need online on their
own if they had a question or wanted help while
shopping online. (HARRIS INTERACTIVE, MAY 2007)

� 25% of search results for the World’s Top 
20 largest brand are links to user-generated 
content. (SOCIALNOMICS, 2009)

SOCIAL MEDIA & ROI: THE REAL MEASURE OF SUCCESS

MICHELLE KABELE  5



With statistics like these, it’s easy to see why it’s so
important to participate in social media. Thoughtful
content that you can provide on behalf of not just
your company but also your industry helps to estab-
lish your credibility and trustworthiness among 
potential customers. It just requires that you be a
good listener, a genuine person, and a thoughtful
participant. Doing so will lead to social media 
success and increased ROI.

Now, the key to actually measuring the success of 
social media and uncovering its true value is not to pit
revenue/ROI against qualitative/conversational value;
it’s to measure BOTH of these aspects of social media
and to understand how they work together.
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Impact
How did things improve 

in relation to how they were 
before social media?

ROI
What are the current 

statistics, rankings and 
quantifiable outcomes?



ROI is the return on investment – the quantifiable 
results that are achieved as a direct result of efforts. 
It other words, ROI is the outcome. It measures
whether or not your sales/revenue/profits increased,
whether or not the right people showed up, whether
or not audience behavior changed, etc.

Impact, on the other hand, is more about the output. It
asks whether or not your message was communicated,
whether or not you got the exposure you sought, or
whether or not your relationships improved.

As an example of ROI and impact in action, let’s say
you run a website that’s all about the latest technology
innovations in the distribution field. You decide that
your goal is to make your website a top destination
for information on the topic. To achieve this, you add
more content to your site regularly, frequently update
your blog with examples and product reviews, actively
participate in Twitter conversations, and add additional
site features such as a “Challenge Me” Q&A forum 

that generates inquiries from prospective end-users
looking for solutions that you can provide.

If you were measuring the impact of these efforts,
you’d want to know two things: First, did your site
traffic increase after implementing these efforts? 
Second, do people view your site as a top informa-
tion destination for the most current information?
[You can measure their attitudes with a simple
poll/survey.]

If you were measuring the ROI of these efforts, you’d
want to know two more things: First, does your site
appear as number 1 in search engine results pages
(SERPs) or among your competitors? Second, how
much time are visitors spending on your site?

Having statistics and analysis for both impact and
ROI helps strengthen your understanding of social
media, its effectiveness and whether or not you are
truly gaining anything from your efforts.
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Expecting instant results in the world of social media
is going to get you nowhere. “If traditional marketing
is a one-time, immediately gratifying purchase of
fruits and vegetables, social media marketing is the
ongoing cultivation of a garden which will produce 
a consistent harvest for years,” says marketer and
strategist Jamie Lee Wallace. “In the same way that
you wouldn’t expect a just-planted seed to provide

sustenance for your table, you shouldn’t expect 
social media engagement to immediately generate
new leads.”

This is where some marketers have trouble with 
ROI in social media. They want quick results, instant
analysis, and clearly defined returns. However, 
instant gratification simply doesn’t happen in social
media. This is why the very first thing that a social
media marketer must do is adjust his/her mindset to
create realistic expectations for not just what social
media can achieve, but when.

Once you accept that social media will not yield 
instant results, you face another barrier to measuring
ROI: It’s still tough to know whether social media
alone is responsible for a return. For example, if your
e-commerce site is noticing an increase in sales for
Product X after an integrated marketing campaign,
how can you be sure that the big blitz you did on
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“If traditional marketing is a one-time, 
immediately gratifying purchase of fruits and
vegetables, social media marketing is the 
ongoing cultivation of a garden which will 
produce a consistent harvest for years.”

-JAMIE LEE WALLACE, STRATEGIST & MARKETER

Difficulty in Social Media Measurement: Time & Attribution



Twitter contributed more than the national press 
release that you sent out? Or, as some cynics may
argue, that your tweets even contributed at all?

That answer lies in your social media analysis and
tracking. In addition to measuring social media’s 
impact and ROI, these next four tips will help you
create and measure a thoughtful social media 
campaign.

STEP 1: Determine What You’re Trying to Achieve

First things first: Determine your goals for social
media. What are you trying to achieve? What behavior
are you trying to drive or change?

Once you’ve determined your goal, consider exactly
how to reach that target through social media. If, for
example, you’d like to generate buzz around your
company’s new product, you could set up two 
measurable, time-restricted objectives:

1. Increase comments about Product X on
Twitter, YouTube, and Facebook by a 
combined 50 percent within three months.

2. Enlist five experienced bloggers to write
about Product X within the next six months.

These tasks will help you to focus your campaign 
and set you up for measurable success.

STEP 2: Gather Current Data

Since you need to measure the impact of your 
campaign against something, take some time to
gather current data, statistics, and general attitudes
before beginning any social media efforts. 

With our Product X example, you may send out a
consumer poll/survey to get feedback about Product
X, their perceptions and misconceptions, whether or
not they would purchase Product X right now, etc. 
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You could also check the sites set forth in your objec-
tives above (Twitter, YouTube, Facebook) to see how
many people, if any, are currently talking about Prod-
uct X. Along those lines, you would also do a blog
search to find out if any bloggers have written about
Product X prior to your social media campaign.

Once you’ve gathered your data, you’ll have a clear
picture of the current landscape prior to your cam-
paign and it will be much easier for you to cite quan-
tifiable results as a part of your social media efforts.

STEP 3: Choose Tools to Use

From Google Alerts and promotion codes to setting
up tracking links and bit.ly (shortened) URLs, you’ll
need to choose tools to help you directly link ROI to
social media.

Set up Google Alerts for “Product X,” set up Twitter
alerts for “Product X,” make sure you only use track-
ing links such as bit.ly URLs when you link back to
your website, include special social media promotion
codes so that sales can be tracked back to your ef-
forts, set up campaigns in Google Analytics so you
can see where visitors are coming from, add invisible
stat counters to your blogs, etc. 

STEP 4: Record Your Activity

As mentioned earlier, it can be difficult to attribute
results to social media alone, especially in an inte-
grated marketing campaign. In addition to setting up
the tools and tracking outlined in step 3, it’s also im-
portant that you maintain careful records and a time-
line of your efforts. This way, you can overlay certain
data to better understand the impact of social media
versus other marketing efforts, making the social
media contribution much clearer, both on its own
and as part of a group.
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Not sure where to start your social media campaign?
Begin with a blog — a new media marketer’s best
friend! Start or continue the conversation, inject new
ideas into current online chatting, and use the blog
to spark a buzz about your company, products, and
services.

When blogging, don’t just write about your company
and your products. Just focusing on yourself will 
be seen as a thinly veiled attempt at blatant self pro-
motion and will completely turn people off. Instead,
broaden your reach by writing about your industry 
as a whole. Cover trends, new developments, 
controversies, feel-good stories, etc. Once you’ve
got your blog going, spin off into additional social
media efforts. You can then create an ebook that
serves as an excerpt for the full-length book you are
(or should be) writing—and then blog about that,
too. In accordance with your measurable goals, 

encourage other influential people and bloggers to
endorse your book, link back to your blog or drive
traffic to the DVDs/webinars you’re hosting. Your
blog can even feature teasers that highlight the 
main points of your webinars or additional lectures.

How One Marketer Made This Work

Dan Schwabel is a leader in personal branding for
Gen Y. How did he get there?

Dan started by creating his website, www.personal-
brandingblog.com. He recruited other people to
write with him (people who would, in turn, direct
their own individual audiences to his branding site in
order to promote their own work; hence, the power
of having guest bloggers!). To gain more exposure,
Dan created his own award offerings and magazine
that are also promoted via his blog. He passed the
word around the blogosphere as well. He also wrote
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an ebook and gets other bloggers to promote/
endorse him. Having carved out a niche for himself
and pouring his efforts into social media, Dan has
become an expert in personal branding, landing 
interviews with big-name executives, hosting packed
seminars, and enjoying the financial success that comes
with it. ROI in this sense would be the number of: 

� book sales

� ebook downloads

� seminar attendees

� magazine subscription sales 

And it all sprouted forth from his blog, which he
launched into the world through a springboard of
blogger endorsement and word of mouth.
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Different companies have different goals and different
measurements for those goals. So in order to help
you determine your own objectives, let’s look at 
successful social media campaigns and how they
measured their own ROI and impact.

Burger King: Campaign to Increase Offline Sales

THE IDEA: Implement on a social media platform and

provide printable coupons to determine where

the sales originated.

THE CAMPAIGN: Encourage Facebook users to remove 10 of

their friends in exchange for a free burger.

SUCCESS METRICS GOAL

Monthly Sales $N monthly sales

Monthly Store Traffic % increase in store 

traffic over promotion period

Starbucks: Campaign to Increase 
Customer Satisfaction

THE IDEA: Use social media to find out what 

customers and prospects would like 

to see from you.

THE CAMPAIGN: Encourage people to share their “Starbucks

Idea” on a Starbucks landing page, complete

with polls, discussions, and contact forms.

SUCCESS METRICS GOAL

Amount of good suggestions N amount of suggestions

company hadn’t thought of collected per month

Amount of the above that and N amount that you 

company implements actually implement
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Copyblogger: Campaign to Increase Authority

THE IDEA: Start a blog that relates to your company with

content you’re an expert on; focus on the con-

tent first, promoting your company second.

THE CAMPAIGN: Started their own blog.

SUCCESS METRICS GOAL

Amount of influential blogs N pagerank by a certain date

linking to you

Your pagerank versus Nth pagerank relative to 

competitors’ competitors by date

Amount of organic traffic N% of organic traffic 

per month per month

Amount of traffic that $N per month attributable

converts to sales to referrals from blog
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Of course, as the discussion about word-of-mouth
showed us, there’s also an immensely intangible
benefit to social media: the value of conversation.

Connecting directly with the community, your 
customers and prospective customers allows you 
to do several things:

� Learn directly from them what they want 
to see from you

� Conduct informal market research about trends,
attitudes, and shifts in perception

� Solve customers’ problems faster and more 
efficiently than Customer Service departments 
(improving the customer experience and fostering
loyalty – possibly increasing the customer’s 
lifetime value)

� Aid in lead generation and conversion

� Increase site traffic and improve search engine
rankings

� Increase awareness about your company

� Influence your brand reputation
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“You really have to continue to nurture the
conversation, otherwise it just dries up  —
it’s like having a one-way conversation, and
if people aren’t listening, it does damage
to the brand.”

- LOU CUMING OF SOCIAL MEDIA 
MARKETING AGENCY DEI WORLDWIDE

The Value of Conversation



That said, simply putting yourself on social network-
ing sites isn’t enough. It’s the quality of the conversa-
tion that has the real power to make an impact. “You
really have to continue to nurture the conversation,
otherwise it just dries up – it’s like having a one-way
conversation, and if people aren’t listening, it does
damage to the brand,” says Lou Cuming of social
media marketing agency DEI Worldwide in an inter-
view with eMarketer.

Nurturing these conversations leads to increased
customer engagement, which you can also link to 
increased customer loyalty as well as netting new
customers. The value here is tremendous.

But is it also immeasurable?

Not quite. If you were to measure ROI for conversa-
tions, you’d have to start by collecting “data” on
your current situation. Take a snapshot. For example,

are you currently a part of the conversations about
your industry? How do people talk about you and
what are they saying about your competitors? To
measure your success, or impact, after implementing
a social media campaign, ask yourself whether or 
not you were able to participate in conversations
where you didn’t previously have a voice, build 
better relationships with your key audience, and 
start up a dialogue with customers.

The bottom line is that, as any good salesperson
would tell you, it takes time to build a relationship.
That relationship is what social media aims to create.
By showing progress in conversation and interaction,
your measurable results can prove that social media
leads to trusting relationships, loyalty and, yes, 
eventual sales/revenue/ROI.
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