Engaging Consumers through Social Networks 

HIGHLIGHTS

•   "Since the first three cavemen stood around a fire, we’ve had social networks," said Scott Donaton, publisher, Advertising Age. He noted that the newly found "user-empowerment” inherent in social networking has forced a shift from the traditional intrusion model to an invitation model.    

•  When asked what the future holds for social networking, Babs Rangaiah, Director of Media & Entertainment, Unilever USA, said: "Commercialism will play a role. There was a time when Google said there would never be advertising."  He added, marketers need to devise programs for the brand that "penetrate the culture."
•  "There will be much more impact from real world, offline community.  We are living out lives in front of screens," and he added, "We are going to see pushback against screens, screens, screens," said Scott Heiferrman, co-founder and CEO, Meetup.

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
Moderator Pam Talbot, president and CEO of Edelman U.S., opened the panel by discussing the prominence of social networks.  She challenged the audience to consider a political campaign today that does not factor in the power of social networks.  Talbot noted that the Edelman Trust Barometer showed that people trust people "most like me."  .

Talbot then asked each panelist "What is a social network?"  

Donaton from Ad Age:  Since the first three cavemen stood around a fire, we’ve had social networks.   

Rangaiah from Unilever:  Corporate people would say MySpace and Facebook; but he said the space s much broader and includes photo-sharing, video-sharing and peer-to-peer.”  
Heiferman from MySpace:  He started with a quote from the classic movie "Network":  “There’s some actual real life going on here!”  People are running the hell away from media and finding things between each other.  Students are obsessed with Facebook because it isn’t media, “there some actual real life going on here.”

Meetup is not a social network; they are on a mission to create local community groups everywhere about everything.  Their goal is to organize the world's people.  

Talbot asked, "How can marketers use social networks to create buzz without scaring off the users?"

 

Donaton.:  "End-user empowerment to give the user control over how, when and if they interact with media. How do you go from an intrusion model to an invitation model of marketing?  Marketers have to learn how to let go and let others shape who you are.  Can you create a space for people to come to and then let an honest conversation take place? " 

 Talbot to Rangaiah , "Scott  (Donaton)  just said that marketers are scared, what do you say?"

Rangaiah:  I agree with Scott (Donaton) 100%.  It’s difficult to play in these communities if you aren't honest.  As a brand, it’s best to create campaigns that “penetrate the culture” and leverage community behavior.  Dove and Axe have over 300 groups on Facebook and MySpace.    Wisk created a space for an “America’s Messiest Kid” contest where people uploaded a photo of child into the cover of Sports Illustrated for Kids.  You allow consumers to take your content and advertise people. Build your brand in a way that makes people want to play. 

Talbot asked Heiferman, "How do you make money? What do you tell companies?"

 

Heiferman:  “We don't run ads.  Our service is so good that people pay for it.  Every Meetup has an organizer and every organizer pays a small fee.  Used Craigslist as an example of how a non-commercial site can be successful.  When Meetup went from free to fee.  When it was free, 95% of groups were bad.  We decided to make the fee $10/month to organize, and two years later we are seven times larger than they were when it was free.”

 

Donaton:  “It is not an either/or situation.  The idea that digital success is feasting on the bones of analog forbearers is crazy. People aren't fleeing from YouTube because there is now advertising on it.  You will decide as a consumer if you will interact with a brand.”

 

Talbot asked Rangaiah:  "When consumers interact with a brand, does it affect consumer behavior?"

 

Rangaiah: The biggest most successful campaigns have included consumers.” He used the last two years of Dove as an example that it has lead to business increases.

 

Talbot asked all the panelists, "What happens next?"

