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When you hear the term “social media,” you may 
automatically think of Twitter or Facebook. You may even
think of blogs or viral videos. Or you may not think of 
anything at all.

So exactly what is social media and why should it matter 
to you?

Social media is the term used to describe user-generated on-
line content centered on peer-to-peer interaction. 
Examples include conversation forums, blogs, videos, 
widgets, blog comments, social networking pages, mes-
sage boards, images and pictures, etc. When a budding
photographer uploads a photo to a group on Flickr.com, 
he is participating in social media. When a drummer 
creates a MySpace page for his band, he is participating 
in social media. When a mommy blogger writes a new
blog post, she is participating in social media.

But if you are not a budding photographer, drummer, or
mommy blogger, does this mean social media still applies 
to you?

Absolutely!

Social media can be an invaluable outlet for businesses, 
corporations, and organizations because, put simply, it is 
a way for them to reach those consumers. After all, 75
percent of online U.S. adults are active social participators
(Forrester 2008), and social networks and blogs are the
fourth most popular online activities, beating our personal
email (Econsultancy 2009).



With today’s consumers being so technologically savvy
and hungry for information, social media also becomes a
natural vehicle for influencing consumers’ buying decisions.
In fact, it’s almost detrimental for a business not to be 
online! According to 2008 research by Allurent, online
businesses lose as many as 67 percent of consumers due
to lack of online product information. When you consider
that user-generated content makes up 25 percent of
search results for the world’s top 20 largest brands, it’s
easy to see why more and more companies are getting 
involved in social media.

How they are getting involved varies depending on their
industries and objectives, but in general, a thoughtful
three-step plan will help you develop a social media strategy
that will work for you and your business without requiring
any structural overhauls, brand new business plans, or 
alternative company objectives. Rather, this particular
three-step plan will work with your current business to
bring you social media success.
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Motivated by statistics such as those, companies use 
social media for a variety of reasons, including:

• To generate new leads and reach new customers

• To drive more traffic to their website

• To educate and inform customers

• To establish themselves as an industry thought leader

• To resolve disputes regarding their product 
or service and provide customer service

• To learn about the evolving needs, wants, 
and concerns of their customers

• To increase awareness about their offerings

• To influence their brand reputation



Don’t create a page for your company on every social 
networking site out there, don’t jump on Twitter and 
immediately start linking back to your company website,
and don’t start barging in on message boards with 
information about your products. In a word, don’t rush.

Before diving in to any social media efforts, you must
make plans to set yourself up for success.

Set Goals
To focus your efforts and help prioritize, you must first
think about what you hope to accomplish with social
media. (Make your goal or goals specific, measurable, 
realistic, and timely.) Once you’ve solidified your goal 
or decided what you hope to improve through social
media, do an analysis of your company’s current situation
regarding that goal to give yourself a baseline to measure
against after your social media campaign has launched. 

If, for example, your ultimate goal is to improve customer
satisfaction, you might send out a survey to your customers
to evaluate their attitudes and feelings toward your 
company’s ability to serve them. Do they consider you 
responsive? Knowledgeable? Accommodating? Record
your findings and trends to get a clear picture of your 
reputation, and use that as a starting point for creating
realistic goals for improvement.

Listen, Listen, and Listen Some More!
No matter what your goals, listening is the key to 

success in social media. To give yourself an edge in 
social media, it’s important to familiarize yourself with 
the landscape so you know where your audience gathers,
what they are talking about, what etiquette they may or
may not follow online, what kind of information they’re
looking for, etc.
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STEP 1: PREPARE AND PLAN



• Set up keyword alerts. The first thing you should do is

set up keyword alerts for both your company name and

your industry to be delivered to your email address. If

you are a reseller of patient ID printers for the health-

care industry, for example, you may set up alerts for

“printers,” “printing, “patient identification” and “health-

care.” Google Alerts (www.google.com/alerts) is a good

place to start, but you will also want to consider Twit-

ter’s TweetBeep alert service (www.tweetbeep.com),

Addictomatic (www.addictomatic.com), and Yahoo

Pipes alerts (http://pipes.yahoo.com/update_maker/

social_media_fire_hose). 

• Visit the places your audience goes. The keyword

alerts should help direct you to the blogs, communities,

and message boards that your target audience fre-

quents. Familiarizing yourself with these sites, their con-

tent, and visitors’ comments will help you assimilate

more easily when you enter the communities, and you

won’t stand out for all the wrong reasons.

• Create a social media editorial calendar. The appeal

of social media is timely, relevant content, but that

doesn’t mean you have to scour news sites just to find

something to talk about every day. Instead, a monthly

calendar can help you generate content ideas when

there’s nothing especially newsworthy to discuss. Think

about seasonal themes such as back-to-school or the

holidays, and look for relevant links, statistics, entertain-

ing stories, or helpful advice to share on those topics.

• Check out the competition. Savvy social media 

marketers keep a sharp eye on their competition. Set 

up alerts for their company names and make a habit 

of checking their Twitter accounts, blogs, and other 

social media outlets regularly. While you don’t want 

to copy what they are doing, this will help you keep a
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well-rounded view of what is going on in your industry

and give you alternative ideas for how to better approach

your consumers.

No matter what, always remember to keep an open mind
and to listen carefully to what everyone is saying. You’ll
discover how consumers view your brand (and your 
competitors’) and learn about the best methods for 
approaching your audience.

Determine Rules for Engagement
Listening and observing the communities you’re planning
to participate in will also help you devise a plan for your
rules for engagement in social media. It’s important to
come up with these guidelines to ensure that your staff is
consistent, professional, and compassionate in all of their
online interactions.

Your rules of engagement may include some or all of the
following.
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• Always be transparent. Never pose as a consumer or

try to trick the audience into thinking you’re someone

you’re not. 

• Never post anything you wouldn’t want the entire

world to see (because they might!).

• Don’t spam anyone. Barging into conversations you’re

not a part of by adding no value and just sharing links

back to your site is a huge social media sin. 

• Be human! Social media isn’t about logos—it’s about

people. Talk to people, not at them.

• Listen, listen, listen!

• Never badmouth the competition. It will seem petty,

and people will focus on the feud rather than your

products.

• Be accessible. If there is a dispute or a customer is 

unhappy, provide your email address and/or phone

number so you can tackle the issue more personally.

With the preparations and planning complete, you are
ready to go online and create your identity.

Of course, there are hundreds of social networking sites
and social media outlets you could join. DON'T. It will be
far too much to manage. Social media is about quality,
not quantity. Having your company name plastered all
over the Internet doesn’t do you much good or add any
value if you aren’t interacting with those that see it.

Instead, pick a few select places where you’ll establish
your online presence to get things started. When you 
created your goals and learned where your target 
audience tends to flock, you likely noticed some of 
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STEP 2:  ESTABLISH AN ONLINE IDENTITY



the same blogs and social networking sites popping up
over and over. This is where you want to go first.

When creating your accounts (which you’ll always want to
do, even if a site allows anonymous comments), create a
robust profile. Upload pictures—not images of your logo
but pictures of the person behind the account—and add
things like videos and links to showcase your personality.
It’s also a great idea to have your graphic designer get 
involved by creating a customized background image to
use on sites such as Twitter because the more visually 
distinctive your pages are, the more dedicated you’ll 
appear to other members.

Another great idea is to start your own blog, as this not
only shows your subject matter expertise, but also serves
as a social media platform in and of itself through the
blog comments section. This is a must if your social media
goal is to establish yourself as an industry thought leader.
Rather than writing about your products and doing any hard
sells, it’s a much, much better idea to write about industry
news, industry topics, industry trends, etc. Remember, 
people hate being “sold” to, so make sure your tone is con-
versational and your content is not overly self-promotional. 
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With your online identity and profiles created, you are
now ready to participate in social media. There are several
different ways you can do this, and it’s advisable to use a
combination of them. Remember, your keyword alerts will
also help point you to conversations that you may want to
participate in.

Microblogs (Twitter)
• Thank people for following you—it helps open up 

the conversation.

• Converse with people rather than constantly posting

links or things that don’t engage.

• Comment on your followers’ achievements, empathize

with their disappointments, or express your amusement

at things they say.

• Share links you think your audience will enjoy.

• Download a free tool such as TweetDeck (www.tweet-

deck.com) for Twitter to help organize, categorize, and

keep track of your followers to ensure you stay updated

on conversations going on around you.

Industry Blogs
• Add your thoughtful comments to posts that are rele-

vant to your business.

• Add your name, company name, and link back to your 

company in the signature of your comment.

Your Own Blog
• Ask questions at the end of your posts to encourage

comments.

• Post interactive polls (services like www.polldaddy.com

are free) to engage visitors who would rather click a

quick button than write a comment.
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• Respond to visitors’ comments to let them know you

read their thoughts and value their input—even if they

disagree with you.

• If commenters leave a link to their blog, visit and perhaps

leave thoughtful comments of your own on their site.

Social Networking Sites (Facebook/FriendFeed)
• Comment on your friends’ statuses!

• Post industry news and relevant links to your profile.

• Update your status when you have something thought-

ful or valuable to say.

• Add links to your Twitter account, blog, Flickr site, etc.

• Create a group that your target audience would want to 

join, and keep it updated with relevant news, articles,

and comments.

Photo/Video Sites (Flickr/YouTube)
• Upload your own photos and videos, and add 

relevant keywords to the tags so people can find 

them easily.

• Upload your media to groups to gain access to a 

like-minded audience.

• Comment on the photos and videos you enjoy.

Use your rules of engagement as a guide, and don’t be
afraid to intertwine some of these strategies. For example,
if you upload a new album to your Flickr account, you
may want to link to it from your Twitter account to let
your followers know that you’ve made an update.
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Taking Social Media Offline
As the nature of social media is building relationships, it’s
becoming more and more commonplace for folks to take
their connections offline in the form of an informal local
meet-up or a much larger national conference. This face-
to-face time is an invaluable element for companies par-
ticipating in social media. Twitter, specifically, is becoming
known for its “tweet-up” events held after work in local
restaurants and bars. This is a great way to make additional
connections and actively participate in “real life” conver-
sations in the community. As a business, you could even
host one of these meet-up events yourself, encouraging
your followers and other industry folks to gather one
evening for a meet-and-mingle happy hour.

Making the Commitment
Regardless of which social media platform you participate
in, the one thing  you must do is this: BE ACTIVE AND BE
CONSISTENTLY ACTIVE.

Social media is not something you can come back to and
check in once a month. To be successful, especially during
the beginning stages, you have to devote time each day—
several times a day—to participate.

If you follow these steps, you will be well on your way 
to an impressive social media presence with powerful
community and consumer connections.
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the realities and practicalities they face in planning and executing effective promotional, marketing, and sales campaigns. 

Michelle has an MBA from the J.L. Kellogg Graduate School of Management (Evanston, Ill.) and an undergraduate degree
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