


“Dr. Kim’s Social Media Campaigns (2nd ed) offers a delightful guide for brands 
and companies to effectively use social media to connect and engage with 
stakeholders and audiences. Informed by recent research and infused with 
numerous real-world examples, this text is a must-read primer for anyone 
who is interested in digital strategic communications or looking to design 
data-driven social media campaigns.”

— Rita Linjuan Men, University of Florida, USA

“The key strength of this book is its focus on using social media to build com-
munities, cultivate relationships and generate engagement between brands 
and their followers. It is this attention to two-way communication and rela-
tionship-building that is the foundation of any successful social media cam-
paign. Social Media Campaigns demonstrates Dr Kim’s expertise as a leader 
in social media education.”

— Karen Sutherland, University of the Sunshine Coast, Australia

“A go-to book for me and my students for years. In the new edition of Social 
Media Campaigns, Carolyn Mae Kim remains true to what I loved about the 
first edition: The emphasis on the importance of learning the timeless skill of 
strategic planning and helping readers develop a social mindset that prioritizes 
ethics, relationships, and critical thinking. In this text, Dr. Kim masterfully 
looks beyond the surface of changing trends and tools … Bravo, Dr. Kim!”

— Matthew J. Kushin, Shepherd University, USA

“A great balance between research and practice in social media, which is 
refreshing and wonderful to see. I highly recommend adding this new edition 
to your library – it’s a must have.”

— Karen Freberg, University of Louisville, USA
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This new edition continues to give students a foundation in the princi-
ples of digital audience engagement and data metrics across platforms, 
preparing them to adapt to the quickly evolving world of digital media. It 
takes students through the processes of social listening, strategic design, 
creative engagement, and evaluation, with expert insights from social 
media professionals. Thoroughly updated, this second edition includes:

• new strategies to guide students in the initial campaign planning 
phase

• added content on influencers, social care teams, and newsjacking
• coverage of research evaluation, the implications of findings, and 

articulating the ROI
• expanded discussion of ethical considerations in campaign design 

and data collection and analysis.

The book is suited to both undergraduate and post-graduate students as 
a primary text for courses in social/digital media marketing and public 
relations or a secondary text in broader public relations and marketing 
campaign planning and writing courses.

Accompanying online resources include chapter reviews with sug-
gestions for further resources; instructor guides; in-class exercises; a 
sample syllabus, assignments, and exams; and lecture slides. Visit www.
routledge.com/9780367896201

Carolyn Mae Kim is an associate professor of public relations at Biola 
University, USA. Her research specialties include credibility, digital 
strategy, media ecology, and public relations education.
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This book is dedicated to the colleagues and students who have made 
my experience working in and researching social media both rich and 
rewarding. I am grateful for the opportunity to provide a second edition 
and hope that it will give something meaningful back to the community 
of people who have made my experience in social media so impactful.
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Preface

The world of social media changes rapidly, with updates constantly 
happening as new platforms launch and tools are developed. For 

professional communicators, social media competency is now an entry-
level expectation, and seasoned professionals are expected to possess the 
skillsets needed to provide high-level analysis, planning, and strategy 
for digital communication. Each year, as I teach the future public rela-
tions professionals of our industry, and as I consult with clients on their 
digital needs, I notice something that seems to happen consistently: the 
latest trends in social media often seem to obscure strategic planning. In 
other words, in a quest to stay up-to-date, we forget core principles of 
how social media leverages relationships, expands communication, and 
emboldens our publics to maintain connection.

This text was never about showcasing the latest trends, tools, or apps. 
In all honesty, what is current as I write this will likely have changed 
by the time you are holding this book. But what I believe is going to 
remain relevant, and has a tangible impact on professionals and brands, 
is the foundational structure of social media and relationships that we 
can then adjust to whatever the latest applications in social media may 
be. With the writing of this second edition, there have been updates to 
particular parts dealing with statistics and some references to new brand 
activities in social media. However, what makes me most excited in this 
text, and what I hope you find most beneficial, is the examination of 
deeper elements of social media. For example, we’ve seen a change to the 
overall approach of social media, with people going to dark social and 
messaging as ways to interact, versus public engagement (which is why 
Mark Zuckerberg talks about the future of social being private). This 
transformation also helps highlight why social care is a growing structural 
and behavior change that brands are adopting as social media becomes 
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more intertwined with every element of organizations. There’s also a 
need more than ever before for brands to be strategic in stakeholder rela-
tionship management, viewing campaigns as part of a stewardship pro-
cess, rather than stand-alone communication efforts to reach the public. 
We’ve also seen organizations embracing new habits such as newsjacking 
in order to break into conversations that are trending, or the efforts to 
use influencers (from macro to nano) in order to expand engagement. 
These are significant shifts not simply in a tool but in a behavior that have 
pivoted the entire approach people take to social media.

As I wrap up writing this second edition, my hope is that it will 
help all of us professional communicators to humanize communication 
in digital spaces by ethically and strategically creating dynamic con-
versations in social media with our stakeholders. After all, it’s all about 
people. We should do this well.

xvi



C H A P T E R  1

Introduction: Social Influence
Understanding the Development, Value, and Role 
of Social Media for Organizations

Organizations are operating in a new social paradigm. Brands can no 
longer expect to control, dictate to, or push a conversation onto the 
public. Rather, they must engage with the public, creating a two-way, 
relevant conversation in order to thrive in today’s social world.

Out of the world’s 7.8 billion people, the internet has 4.54 billion 
users, with 3.72 billion active social media users.1 To help give 

context to the power and reach of social media, between October 2018 
and October 2019 there was an average of 10 new social media users 
every second.2 In the world of public relations (PR), marketing, and 
communication, it is more important than ever that professionals have a 
strategic understanding of how to utilize social media effectively. There 
is, however, a significant difference in how the public perceives organi-
zations engaging on social media and how the brands themselves per-
ceive social media engagement. Despite nearly 90% of social media users 
indicating that they have used social media to personally communicate 
with a brand, there is a gap in the perceived quality of interactions. 
Whereas 80% of companies indicated that they provide “exceptional 
customer service,” only 8% of their customers agreed.3 Social media is 
a critical component of brand communication, particularly given the 
amount of time people invest not only online, but in social media spe-
cifically. That’s why it is so important that brands get it right when it 
comes to developing social media communication and thriving brand 
communities.

Having a purposeful design for social media has the potential to 
ignite powerful conversations among key stakeholders. As social media 
has developed as a communication channel, and organizations have 
matured in their approach to social media community engagement, 
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the methodology for using social media as a platform also needs to 
change. Although every organization, online community, and social 
media campaign will have its own unique flavor, there is, neverthe-
less, a unifying model that underlies social media campaigns, fostering 
strategic engagement. This model provides a framework in which all 
the creative, individualized approaches to social relationships can take 
shape. Organizations that are the most successful users of social media 
campaigns, however, not only understand the process of a social media 
campaign, but also the way social media should be integrated into the 
entire organization’s ethos.

SOCIAL ORGANIZATIONAL CULTURE

There is a significant difference between brands that infuse social strat-
egies into the entire organization and those that use them only in social 
media campaigns for communication purposes. Michael Brito4 differ-
entiates these two concepts as a “social brand” versus a “social business 
strategy.” Whereas a social brand uses social technologies to communi-
cate with its key audiences, a social business strategy is a “documented 
plan of action that helps evolve and transform the thinking of an orga-
nization bridging internal and external social initiatives resulting in col-
laborative connections, a more social organization, and shared value for 
all stakeholders.”5 Figure 1.1 illustrates what a historical approach to a 
business model looks like. Each department in the organization is sepa-
rated by its individual roles, responsibilities, and objectives. While they 
all jointly support the success of the business, they individually specialize 
in only their specific purpose.

Today’s business environment, however, is not a static one in which 
key stakeholders can be approached in a mechanical way, with each 
department solely responsible for only its area. Departments can no lon-
ger function in a silo without interacting with each other to support the 
needs of key relationships. Publics expect brands to be holistic, con-
necting across multiple departments and with multiple people in order 
to provide the best solution for each stakeholder’s need. For example, 
if someone contacts the brand through Twitter about a concern with 
billing or with a product, it is important that the social media team 
communicates with the other department in order to get an answer and 
response to the individual. Research indicates that 83% of people who 
reach out on Twitter and get a personal response back from the brand 
report that they felt better about the company, which is key to maintain-
ing a positive reputation, and are likely to continue doing business in the 
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future, resulting in loyalty among stakeholders.6 However, simply giv-
ing the phone number or email address of the other department to the 
person on Twitter, instead of providing the answer, gives the impression 
that interaction between departments does not occur. The message that 
is being sent, then, is that the business is not actually relational internally, 
but simply wants to give the impression that it is relational. Today’s social 
business is all about connecting and relating, both internally with oth-
ers in the organization and externally with audiences and their needs. 
This model is illustrated in Figure 1.2, which shows how the various 
departments not only surround and support the vision of the brand, but 
also help each other. Social organizations are brands that recognize social 
interaction as a core approach to business, rather than social media as a 
tool to accomplish business, and thus experience the power of authentic 
relationships with key stakeholders.

Figure 1.1 The Historical Business Model
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For a brand to be social requires an entire paradigm shift in business 
and structure. Jay Baer7 points out that organizations now need to operate 
with a “friend-of-mine awareness,” recognizing that, in today’s world, 
people do business with brands with which they have relationships. “Like 
never before in the history of business, our personal and commercial rela-
tionships are merging and entangling, line for line, pixel for pixel.”8 He 
goes on to describe an approach that he has named “Youtility”:

Youtility is marketing upside down. Instead of marketing that’s 
needed by companies, Youtility is marketing that’s wanted by 
customers. Youtility is massively useful information, provided for 
free, that creates long-term trust and kinship between your company 
and customers. The difference between helping and selling is just 
two letters. But those two letters now make all the difference.9

Figure 1.2 The Social Business Model
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In order to achieve this Youtility approach to an organization, Baer10 
suggests that organizations have to recognize that publics want self-serve 
information, allowing them to get all the details they need whenever 
they are looking for them. In addition, they expect brands to oper-
ate with radical transparency, giving answers and information before 
they are asked for, and real-time relevancy, which utilizes technology 
and engagement to connect with key stakeholders in meaningful ways.11 
Essentially, the new paradigm of business in today’s social world is all 
about people. We need to go back to the basics, valuing and investing 
in relationships with people connected to our brand. For a brand to 
be truly social, therefore, people have to matter: At every level and in 
every decision. Social organizations do not just use social media as a tool 
to communicate. Social organizations operate in an entirely different 
framework than historical models, they operate in a social paradigm of 
business, placing people and their needs/desires/values front and center 
in business operations and decisions. Social media, then, should serve as 
an indicator of the relational priorities of the brand within the digital 
world, not as the only source of relational interaction that occurs within 
the organization.

The Crisis of Trust

People do business with organizations that they trust—with people that 
they trust. In a world with more competition than ever before, and thou-
sands of options for people to choose between, relationship becomes the 
defining factor in business. Unfortunately, despite trust being the corner-
stone for ongoing relationships with key stakeholders, there are countless 
examples of organizations that have defrauded and lied to the public. 
We’ve seen this across sectors such as NGOs, for-profit organizations, 
governments, and the media. The multiple examples of broken trust 
between organizations and the public have helped create an environment 
with a dramatic decline in trust, leading Edelman to declare a global crisis 
of trust.12 This broken trust and lack of transparency within business have 
led the public to have a deep-seated distrust of organizations.

The crisis of trust can be defined as the developing belief that orga-
nizations are deceitful or inauthentic in their communications and rela-
tionships with the public. Rohit Bhargava13 identified this issue as the 
believability crisis. Bhargava traced the development of our “society of 
distrust” by exploring the role of propaganda, unethical marketing and 
PR, and the introduction of mass communication to overwhelm mar-
ketplaces with those who could pay the most having the loudest voice. 
This method, ultimately, ended up treating people like commodities 
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rather than valued relationships. With trust in all institutions at an all-
time low, “people are less likely to trust anyone or anything.”14 He sug-
gests that, when communication is humanized, focusing on individuals 
and relationships, three important elements are reintroduced: purpose, 
empowerment, and appreciation. The development of this personal rela-
tionship through those three elements has the power to rebuild trust 
between brands and the public.15

In the last several years, there have been strong indicators that brands 
have an opportunity like never before to rebuild trust with the public. In 
2019, almost three out of every four people believed that CEOs of orga-
nizations should lead the way in making change for society rather than 
waiting for the government.16 In addition, PR scholars have increasingly 
identified publics who actively change behavior, communication, and 
engagement based on social issues.17 As brands leverage social media to 
humanize communication with their brand communities, providing an 
opportunity to connect on issues that matter to their stakeholders and 
also on ways the brand itself is contributing to society, organizations 
have the potential to turn the tide on the crisis of trust.

In conclusion, while brands today are operating in a time of deep 
mistrust among the public, owing to the unethical and harmful practices 
that have come to light in the last several decades, social organizations 
are able to directly counter the believability crisis by building meaning-
ful and authentic relationships with individuals. This commitment to 
relationships that provide value and are built on trust is the heart of the 
social principle.

THE SOCIAL PRINCIPLE

A key tenet of social media engagement concerns relationships. Social 
engagement is driven by connection and community. When organiza-
tions enter the social environment, they must keep these facts in mind 
to be effective in social spaces. Social media is not just a tool—it is a 
tangible expression of an organizational commitment to trust and value 
in relationships that is the heart of the social principle. The social prin-
ciple is simply this: The fluid nature of social media is designed for and 
sustained in relationships through two-way communication around topics 
of mutual interest that is initiated, created, and driven by users. When 
organizations realize that social media is not a publicity tool used to plas-
ter information in front of users, but rather a dynamic communication 
platform to foster two-way relationships in an unscripted environment, 
they are positioned to truly ignite their social communities.
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In order to fully explore the social media model in today’s organiza-
tional environment, it is helpful to understand how online communities 
developed. Equipped with an understanding of the background and his-
tory of how brand communities and organizations on social media have 
advanced, as well as what has led to developing relationships in social 
spaces, the full value of this book’s proposed social media model will 
take on much more meaning.

EXPERT INSIGHT
Karen Freberg, Ph.D.

What brands do you see as leaders in the social media 
world and why?

I have been a fan of the brands that have really been invested in 
engaging with their fans. Aviation Gin has become one of the top 
brands for me—which is funny since I am living in the bourbon 
capital of the world here in Kentucky! They really do great things 
for their fans on and off social media—speaking to the level of 
investment they have on the relationships they have with their 
community. I also have to say the work Steak Umm, Applegate, 
Cinnabon, and Chipotle have been doing have been tremendous 
as well. All are food brands—but they really create exceptional 
online and offline experiences with their content.

What do you think is one hallmark competency social 
media professionals need to succeed?

Writing is absolutely key. However, it’s not just about writing on 
one platform, but evolving your writing skills to fit the platforms 
as they change. Plus, we have to look at writing in different cir-
cumstances and timing. Social media is a real-time form of media, 
so we have to be able to write content effectively in a few hours to 
a few seconds.

What are some key considerations for brands on social 
media who want to be effective?

Planning and strategy are still at the heart of what makes brands 
successful on social media. You do not have to be on all platforms, 
but you want to be there to engage on the platforms where your 
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audiences are located and communicating on. It’s about preparing 
for various situations and being creative yet strategic in how you 
approach each situation.

With the constantly changing landscape of social media, 
how can organizations stay relevant?

Social media is a living, breathing platform, and brands have to 
continue to educate themselves to be on top of the growing changes 
and shifts we are seeing in the field. Building a strong community 
of influencers and educators to help share knowledge and trends 
with each other is essential to stay ahead of the game as well.

Why do you think social media is so powerful in today’s 
culture?

Social media has allowed the individual user to bypass gatekeep-
ers to formulate their own media channel. We are able to share 
content and connect with people in real time and break down 
the traditional barriers of communication that have been around 
for decades. While there are lots of great opportunities that make 
social media powerful, we also have to consider the challenges it 
has raised and how it is a powerful, and sometimes dangerous, plat-
form and community. It’s about understanding the balance of what 
makes social media powerful—the positives and the negatives.

What are some of the biggest challenges for brands when 
they build brand communities in social media?

I’d say trying to be something you are not. It’s about being true to 
your values and unique characteristics as a company and brand that 
is appealing to people. Audiences want brands who are authentic 
and transparent with their actions and communication. It’s not all 
about promotion and one-way communication; rather it’s really 
about being active, engaged, and listening to be part of the dia-
logue. Social media is interactive, so if brands establish themselves 
on a particular platform, they have to be engaged and invested in 
formulating and developing the community. Also, brands have to 
recognize if they are on social media platforms, they are essentially 
on rented property (e.g., FB, IG, Twitter, Snapchat). We have to 
follow the rules, terms of service agreements, and changes that 
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follow on the platform. Engaging on these platforms is one thing, 
but realize you have to have an integrated approach that balances 
shared/earned media along with owned and paid media.

What do you see as the next big thing for social media and 
brands?

The next big thing for social media will not necessarily be a new 
platform, but perspective. We are still thinking social media will 
either solve all of our problems, or be the death of our work. Social 
media is all about community building and relationships—and 
those who do not understand the long game for being successful 
in social will lose. Sure, you will still be getting people to create 
content to get their 15 seconds of fame—but those who under-
stand how and why we use social media will be successful in the 
future. Platforms will change, but the mindset of understanding 
human behavior, motivations, and attitudes will not.

What does it take for a brand to truly be social?

Social media is indeed a lifestyle, and a brand that embraces this 
throughout their company and among their employees is going 
to be successful. I have seen brands that are as engaged online as 
they are offline. This is one thing I do look for when it comes to 
strong social media communities and examples to share with my 
students in the classroom. It comes down to the time, effort, and 
investment digital and social media managers have embraced in 
the social landscape. I have to say there are several brands who 
excel in this arena like Hootsuite, Sprout Social, GM, Skype, and 
Under Armour. However, sports organizations and teams are ones 
who I look to as strong examples of embracing social throughout 
the organization, community, and team. Teams like the Dallas 
Mavericks. Team USA, Golden State Warriors, USA FIFA Women’s 
World Cup team, XGames University of Nebraska, and Oklahoma 
Sooners are pretty exceptional in how they have embraced this.

How can social media teams work to minimize crisis or 
brand risk within social media?

Great question! I think it comes down to crisis prevention and plan-
ning. Social media is changing, and we have to look at the potential 
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DEVELOPING AND DEFINING ONLINE COMMUNITIES

The online world has brought in a new focus for PR and marketing—
social media communities. Unlike previous types of publics or stake-
holders, communities on social media are non-geographically bound 
groups of people connected through a common social media platform. 
Much of the world is now connected within and across online commu-
nities through various social media platforms.

In one of the first studies dealing with online communities, 
 Rheingold18 pointed out that the concept of a virtual world is noth-
ing new. In fact, in 1968, researchers for the Department of Defense’s 
Advanced Research Projects Agency (DARPA) initiated what would 
become the first online community and the internet: ARPANET. 
These DARPA researchers speculated that communities in the future 
would not depend on geographic location but rather on common inter-
ests.19 This is exactly what the current culture of social media embodies. 
People can create online communities, or what Seth Godin20 coined as 
“tribes.” A tribe is “a group of people connected to one another, con-
nected to a leader, and connected to an idea … A group needs only two 
things to be a tribe: a shared interest and a way to communicate.”21 With 
the internet, the ability to connect and have shared interests and ideas is 
easier than ever. There is no longer a need to depend on a physical, geo-
graphic location in order to form communities of people interested in 
a common focus. Instead, webs of connections form virtually as people 
interact in social environments on the internet.

Rheingold22 defines virtual communities as “social aggregations 
that emerge from the Net when enough people carry on those public 

good and challenging situations that can arise online. There are 
some situations we can’t always plan for, but there are others we 
can, so it is important to educate, train, and implement these pro-
active practices before an issue transforms into a crisis online.

Connect with Karen: @kfreberg; www.linkedin.com/in/karen-
freberg; www.facebook.com/karen.freberg

Karen Freberg is an assistant professor at the University of Louisville and 
adjunct instructor for the Integrated Marketing Communications Graduate 
Online Program for West Virginia University

https://www.linkedin.com
https://www.linkedin.com
https://www.facebook.com
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discussions with sufficient human feeling, to form webs of personal rela-
tionships in Cyberspace.”23 This is an important definition as it focuses 
on the idea that the very fabric of an online community is the develop-
ment of personal relationships. Social media’s power emerged from and is 
sustained through personal connection. Bagozzi and Dholakia24 further 
clarify the term virtual communities with the definition of “mediated 
social spaces in the digital environment that allow groups to form and 
be sustained primarily through ongoing communication processes.”25 
As with the previous definition, this articulation of a virtual community 
highlights engagement and sustained two-way communication. Many 
similar definitions hit on the main concepts of the internet being a space 
utilized by individuals to form relationships and communicate with oth-
ers in the social community.

While brands recognize that social media is a place to share infor-
mation and to build connections within a community, there often seems 
to be confusion on what qualifies specifically as social media. Before 
one can strategically design a campaign for social media, one must be 
able to define social media. This places limits and parameters on what 
will be included within a social media campaign, as it specifies the type 
of technology, platform, and communities that social media campaigns 
will engage.

Social Media Defined

To help differentiate what qualifies as social media, versus new media 
or emerging media or wearable media, it is helpful to refer to a definition 
given by Boyd and Ellison.26 They defined social networking sites (social 
media) as:

Web-based services that allow individuals to (1) construct a public 
or semi-public profile within a bounded system, (2) articulate a list 
of other users with whom they share a connection, and (3) view and 
traverse their list of connections and those made by others within 
the system.27

Similarly, Kaplan and Haenlein28 provided an abbreviated definition of 
social media as “a group of internet-based applications that build on the 
ideological and technological foundations of web 2.0, and that allow the 
creation and exchange of User Generated Content.”29 The core assump-
tions regarding social media, therefore, are that (1) content is user gen-
erated, user controlled and user shared, and (2) that this exchange takes 
place via a platform on an internet site.
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Development of Social Media

The first social media platform that matched the description given ear-
lier began in 1997 with the launch of Sixdegrees.com. Although this 
platform was unable to sustain business and closed in 2000, it was the 
catalyst for the start of LiveJournal, Ryze.com, Friendster, and many 
other similar services.30 In the years that followed, popular platforms 
such as Myspace, Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, Snapchat, and TikTok 
have emerged. Each offers a unique flavor and approach to online com-
munity building.

In the last several years, social media technology has created new 
ways for individuals to interact and share information, such as by using 
stories, tweets, posts, and messages in a variety of in-app communica-
tion options. These new methods of interacting and sharing have altered 
the way that organizations or brands engage with publics. On a daily 
basis, “billions of people create trillions of connections” through social 
media.31 It’s helpful to give some context to this statement in order to 
really understand the gravity for brands and social media communi-
ties. While the average user spends 142 minutes on social media daily, 
those who are 16–24 tend to spend closer to 3 hours every day on social 
media.32 The most common reason people give for being on social media 
is that they are looking for entertainment.33 With videos being the top 
social media content in 2019,34 three out of four people watch videos 
online weekly, and 55% report watching daily.35 Estimates suggest that, 
by 2022, more than 80% of customer internet traffic is going to be driven 
by videos—which makes sense, as nearly 92% of mobile users opt to share 
videos with others (and, thus, have a likelihood of sharing engaging, 
branded content with their networks).36 When we say people are con-
nected, though, it’s not just thanks to watching videos or sharing them 
with friends. Messaging is a significant part of social media. Facebook 
owns the two largest messaging platforms in the world: Messenger and 
WhatsApp. People are using messaging apps to send 41 million messages 
every minute, and, on Messenger specifically, 5 billion emojis are sent 
daily.37 In short, when we say “people are connected” on social media, 
we’re talking about the fact that people are creating and sharing content 
with their networks at staggering rates every minute of every day.

Building conversations in social media with brand communities so 
that individual users are discussing the brand and its value is particu-
larly effective because people are “more trusting of their own opinions 
and the opinions of their peers” as a result of the social media land-
scape.38 This focus on “bottom–up,” or user-generated, conversations, 
as opposed to organization-dictated messaging, is reflected in the fact 
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that publics have become active participants in the creation of brand 
messages, products, and causes. Users, therefore, are no longer merely 
consumers—they are invested publics who help shape the organizational 
culture and conversation.

It is the experience individuals have through social media that 
organizations need to focus on and understand in order to best con-
nect with their social brand communities. To successfully interact with 
publics’ social media experiences, Kietzmann, Hermkens, McCarthy, 
and Silvestre39 suggest looking at seven key parts: (1) identity, (2) con-
versations, (3) sharing, (4) presence, (5) relationships, (6) reputation, and 
(7) groups. These seven parts are directly tied to either individuals 
(identity and reputation), functions of social media (conversations 
and sharing), or formations of publics within the social media sphere 
(presence, relationships, and groups). Bringing these areas together in 
one brand community necessitates a strong commitment to the purpose 
of social media: relationships.

The truth is, discussions taking place about brands through social 
media highly influence public perceptions of an organization or brand. 
In fact, today’s media landscape makes the old adage “perception is real-
ity” truer than ever before. The impact of perceptions received via social 
media is why both intentionality and consistency are essential to reach-
ing publics in a noisy world. No longer are brands solely concerned 
with people who are in close physical proximity to the organization—
rather, publics are diverse groups who actively engage in the online 
world, transcending traditional geographic boundaries and time-zone 
limitations. Developing a platform in the digital environment requires 
constant focus on publics who are non-geographically bound, creating 
dynamic engagement that initiates in the social community itself.40 This 
also makes Godin’s41 concept of tribes foundational for understanding 
of social media publics. Remember, Godin defines an online public, or 
tribe, as “a group of people connected to one another, connected to a 
leader, and connected to an idea … A group needs only two things to 
be a tribe: a shared interest and a way to communicate.”42 Groups’ shared 
interests are core components of online communities. By finding a way 
to use social media platforms to reach these tribes, social media profes-
sionals enhance relationships and build credibility.

Brand Communities

The term “brand community,” originally used in relationship market-
ing theory,43 refers to the formation in the digital world of a group of 
people around a brand, organization, or cause. Whereas some online 
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communities are unified around topics or mutual interests, brand com-
munities unite around joint loyalty to an organization as their mutual 
interest. The main idea behind brand communities and management of 
digital relationships is that organizations need to sustain strong relation-
ships by utilizing technology to meet publics’ desires and needs in order 
to thrive.44 It is within this effort that brand communities are sustained.

Muniz and O’Guinn45 describe a brand community as a “specialized 
non-geographically bound community, based on a structured set of 
social relationships among users of a brand.”46 Again, relationships are a 
key component of any online community. Brand communities are made 
up of the relationships not only between publics and an organization or 
brand, but also between individuals who are affiliated with the brand 
community.47 This means there is great value not only in the brand-
to-public relationship, but also in the relationships of various online 
community members with each other within a brand community. In the 
digital world, brands are able to develop a more robust “brand per-
sonality” that allows users to be more engaged with, and attached and 
attracted to, the brand.48 Additionally, activities that take place within 
a brand community can generate value and energize the relationships 
around a brand.49 Building commitment in social media communities 
is critical for relationships between brands and organizations to thrive.

Commitment in Brand Communities

Previously, many organizations considered power and persuasion key 
functions of interacting with publics.50 In today’s networked world of 
social media, however, it is committed relationships that are the key. 
Morgan and Hunt51 pointed out that, “commitment and trust is central 
to successful relationship” building.52 Every organization needs relation-
ships to thrive, and every relationship needs commitment and trust. They 
described commitment as an “ongoing relationship with another [that] is 
so important as to warrant maximum efforts at maintaining it.”53 This 
is very similar to Moorman, Deshpandé, and Zaltman’s54 definition that 
says, “Commitment to the relationship is defined as an enduring desire 
to maintain a valued relationship.”55 The main idea, then, is that commit-
ment in brand communities is the dedication of both the public and the 
brand to the value of the relationship and an intentional effort to main-
tain it. The end goal is not simply a transaction or bottom-line financial 
gain. The goal of social media commitment is to sustain the valued rela-
tionships developed in the brand community. Commitment, however, is 
dependent upon trust in an organization or brand, something that is more 
difficult thanks to the crisis of trust, which was previously discussed.
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Trust in Brand Communities

Organizational interaction with publics should be founded on trust, 
with the goal of creating mutually beneficial relationships.56 Gundlach 
and Murphy57 suggest that trust is the cornerstone of all long-term rela-
tionships between organizations and publics. Without trust, relation-
ships erode and eventually disappear. Many additional studies have found 
that trust is the primary determining factor for a long-term committed 
relationship with an organization or brand.58 This is why Berry59 says 
that, “the inherent nature of services, coupled with abundant mistrust in 
America, positions trust as perhaps the single most powerful relationship 
marketing tool available to a company.”60 Trust is the crucial ingredient 
for relationships to last.

Essentially, trust is a belief that the organization or brand is reliable 
and has integrity.61 Without that belief, relationships will fail. Social 
media has incredible potential to allow individual users to spread the 
message of an organization or brand, including the integrity and depend-
ability of that brand, to a large number of people by simply sending a 
tweet, posting a photo, or uploading a video. The kind of power that 
individuals exert through social media makes it all the more important 
for organizations or brands to build and maintain publics’ trust. This trust 
directly enhances the organization’s credibility. When this happens, the 
potential for effective social media engagement is established.

Listening in Brand Communities

Developing a thriving brand community in social media also necessi-
tates a commitment from brands to authentically listen to stakeholders. 
This is the first step in increasing dialogue between organizations and 
stakeholders, or developing engaged brand communities. However, 
this kind of dialogue needs to break the traditional paradigm many 
employ on social media that is focused primarily on communicating 
organizational information and instead shift to engaging in listening, 
which will allow organizations to identify and effectively respond to 
the beliefs of their publics.62 Macnamara63 suggests that we need to 
actually develop an “architecture of listening” instead of the “archi-
tecture of speaking” that seems to be what most brands are adopting, 
which is an idea that Chapter 2 will explain further. When brands, 
instead, focus on ethical and purposeful listening to their stakeholders 
prior to jumping into the conversation, they have the opportunity to 
really model what Taylor and Kent64 suggested as the core compo-
nents of engagement which “assumes accessibility, presentness, and a 



SOCIAL INFLUENCE16

willingness to interact.”65 In summary, any thriving brand community 
that is seeking to build trust and commitment must first be built on the 
foundation of listening.

DEVELOPING ENGAGEMENT WITH SOCIAL MEDIA 
COMMUNITIES

Social media professionals have dedicated considerable resources to 
understanding how to develop engagement in social media commu-
nities. With so many functions and measurements available in social 
media, understanding what makes engagement powerful is critical in 
campaign development. In other words, rather than simply getting peo-
ple to see a post or view a story, brands want to have people interact 
with the content. The greater effort required of a person to interact 
will equate with a quality of “engagement” (which influences social 
algorithms that are discussed later in this book). For example, beyond 
simply seeing a post, when someone comments on it or reposts, the 
brand community has a more robust dialogue. When brands use cam-
paigns that involve personalized interaction (such as using a particular 
hashtag on a post), they can leverage the true value of engagement as 
people are creating user-generated content instead of simply consuming 
brand-made content.

Social media clearly has had a dynamic impact on organizations. 
As a result, the way social media professionals approach relationships, 
dialogue, and credibility has been the focus for many scholars and prac-
titioners. In 2010, Smith proposed a “social model” of interaction for 
social media and PR:

In this social model, public relations-related activities are initiated 
by an online public, facilitated by the communication technology, 
and based on user interactivity (or the searching, retrieval, and 
distribution of information online). Whereas other online models 
consider the organization as source, in the dialogic web model (Kent 
et al., 2003), social public relations are based on user-initiation, and 
comprise three concepts: viral interaction, public-defined legitimacy, 
and social stake.66

In other words, PR in the social media world rests on the understanding 
that conversations, activities, and dialogue are driven by publics and 
not organizations. This is, as mentioned earlier, the core fabric of what 
drives and sustains social media communities.
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Realizing that developing relationships through social media is 
pivotal to the growth of trust, relationships, and the perception of an 
organization’s credibility, many professionals have proposed theories to 
support social media interaction. For example, Kerpen67 identified that 
listening, authenticity, transparency, and honesty are key factors in suc-
ceeding in the world of social media. Penenberg68 developed the term 
“viral loop” to describe the value of customer dialogue, activity, and 
interaction on social sites. This loop is what Penenberg suggests busi-
nesses must develop not only to survive, but also to grow in the new 
digital world. This theory supports the overall development and histor-
ical nature of social media. In addition, Shih69 argued that organizations 
must understand the “flattening effect” of social media which gives voice 
to publics that might have been less vocal or less likely to engage in a 
relationship with the brand previously.70 These studies, as well as many 
others, have found that, just as was the case with traditional media and 
with organizational spokespeople, social media has specific dimensions 
that enhance relationships between an organization and their publics. 
Transparency, two-way dialogue, expertise, and consistent interaction, 
for example, are factors of social media that directly impact the develop-
ment of organizational relationships. Additionally, the way an organiza-
tion develops a presence and the process used to engage publics through 
social media are crucial. This includes determining which platforms are 
best for the organization’s or brand’s specific goals and audience, creating 
engaging content for the platforms, and understanding how to correctly 
use and analyze data from the digital environment to further develop 
and enhance relationships.

Social Media Tactics

Social media tactics tend to be what people most often think of when 
considering how brands can use social media. Thoughts such as “launch 
a contest” or “show a behind-the-scene video” often quickly surface in 
conversations. That is because tactics can often be the most visible part 
of a campaign—they are what brands do in social media. The focus on 
tactics and the approach to using social media is an important area of 
study both for professionals and academics. Expertise in social media, 
however, is when brands recognize that tactics must be born out of spe-
cific strategies and objectives set by the organization. It is not a haphaz-
ard string of activities, but rather a specific engagement fueled by the 
research and design of the overall campaign.

One way brands develop tactics is by understanding how the culture 
of a social media community influences existing and new members in 
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order to create engagement. Schau, Muniz, and Arnould71 found that, 
“If firms give consumers the opportunity to construct brand communi-
ties and the freedom to modify their products,” the organization “should 
foster or sponsor social networking practices to build and sustain the 
community and to inspire further co-creation.”72 In other words, the 
ways that online communities develop around an organization or brand 
can create patterns of interaction that contribute to publics’ perceptions 
of the organization or brand. When this happens, not only does the 
brand gain value, but value is also given back to the publics. An exam-
ple of this can be seen in Starbucks’ classic example with the #ProTip 
social media campaign. They regularly post tips and insights on how to 
order drinks or get the most out of a Starbucks experience using #Pro-
Tip They have shared things such as “#ProTip: Your local Starbucks 
can grind coffee for almost any brewer and filter. And it’s free!”73 and 
“#ProTip: Add a pump of caramel to your #icedcoffee, sing, dance, have 
an awesome day.”74 What happens with these types of tweets, however, 
is the real value. Members of the brand community add their own tips, 
such as “#ProTip: When the sun is out, add a pump of vanilla syrup to 
your iced coffee. #CoffeePairings.”75 Starbucks as a brand created value 
by providing tips that the community wanted. This ignited conversa-
tions within the community, causing users to generate their own con-
tent and create value for other users by sharing useful tips. This creates 
value for the brand and for the community.

THE NEED FOR MORE THAN JUST TACTICS

The growing focus on interactivity and customer care via social media 
may be why there are so many resources based on tactical approaches to 
maintaining a strong business presence in social media. A key ingredient 
in truly leveraging the power of social media for organizations, however, 
is to move beyond tactical understanding and into a paradigm of process. 
This was the point Jonathan Becher, CMO of international software 
provider SAP, made when he argued that social media is an enabler, but 
not the goal itself.76 Often, organizations are eager to jump into the 
social media world because it is what people expect, because there is the 
potential to create engagement, or simply because it is “the thing to do.” 
The reality, however, is that social media should be approached more 
holistically, with careful consideration given to the vision of the organi-
zation and the potential of social media to enhance its vision.

In the last decade, multiple resources have provided counsel on how 
to capitalize on social media to build relationships, foster business return 
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on investment (ROI), and develop social communities. This focus on 
social communication is indicative of not only the opportunity available 
to organizations in the social world, but also the expectation from pub-
lics that businesses will utilize social media channels. This expectation 
aligns with many brands, as 91% of retailers use two or more social media 
platforms, and 81% of small and medium business are also found on social 
media.77 The world of social media is also highly lucrative, with brands 
investing $90 billion in social media advertising in 2019. With the rise 
in the number of brands on social media, the public has also increased 
its expectation and understanding of that interaction—one study found 
that four out of five people think that social media has provided greater 
accountability for businesses, and 55% of people have used social media 
to call out a brand in order to gain a response or resolution to an issue.78 
Just as brands are working to create brand community engagement in 
social media, the public expects that organizations will also engage with 
questions, criticism, feedback, and comments. This two-way dialogue is 
critical to meet relational expectations between a brand and the public.

Strategic social media plans involve much more than simply link-
ing together tactics that other organizations have found effective. They 
are about the art and science of weaving together a brand community 
and an organization into a thriving, growing conversation in the social 
environment.

DEVELOPING A SOCIAL MEDIA PROCESS

Some may think that the dynamic nature of social media creates an 
environment that really cannot be mapped or placed in a planned pro-
cess. After all, social media is about fluid conversations and relation-
ships, not controlled propaganda or behavior. Because of this, it may 
seem contrary to the essence of social media to consider a model that 
would structure approaches to social media. The concerns regarding 
maintaining the flexibility and interactive nature of social media are real 
and important. However, while it is true that social media, by its very 
nature, is a vibrant environment with publics generating and driving 
the conversation, it does not follow that a model cannot be proposed by 
which professionals can strategically design campaigns for social media 
that support the overall organization’s vision. Social media is no longer 
a new platform or an “arriving” way for organizations to communicate. 
It has arrived. What we see now in the social landscape, therefore, is a 
developing and maturing of frameworks that organizations can use to 
fully engage with social media communities.
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Social media’s very fiber is that it enables dynamic conversations 
based on relationships. But the truth is, if an organization is not inten-
tional about being present in those conversations, developing mean-
ingful connections with key publics, it is very likely that the two-way 
dialogue and relationship will never thrive. Business is busy. Deadlines 
must be met. Without a dedicated focus on relationships within social 
media, the essence of the platform (relationships) gets altogether lost. 
It becomes an afterthought rather than the primary focus. When that 
happens, the value of social media to support the vision of the brand 
also diminishes.

In light of this, not only does a framework, or model, for social 
media campaigns allow professionals to better plan, prepare, and align 
their social media campaigns with the larger vision of the organiza-
tions for which they work, it also enables them to enhance the quality 
and value of social media within a business context. In the early days 
of social media, many perceived it to be of little bottom-line value in 
helping a business succeed. In recent years, however, organizations are 
requiring that social media professionals prove that the social initiatives 
help business objectives and relationships. A model that strategically out-
lines approaches to social media engagement by organizations empowers 
professionals to have a framework within which they can illustrate the 
value of social media for a brand. Research, design, engagement, and 
evaluation are all key components of a model for social media cam-
paigns. Otherwise, social media activity becomes simply that: activity. 
It is not a uniquely crafted plan that has a strategic purpose. This is what 
Gary Vaynerchuk, founder of VaynerMedia, highlighted when he said, 
“There is no ROI in anything if you don’t learn how to use it.”79 We 
must know how to strategically leverage social media, not just the ways 
we can string together numerous tactics.

In addition to providing a framework to show the value of social 
media to an organization, a model also helps establish a framework 
within which brands can operate in ethical and transparent ways. Indi-
viduals in social communities expect personal, transparent, and genuine 
engagement. Sometimes, these expectations can seem to hinder organi-
zations’ primary interest in social media: to succeed as a brand. There 
are limited time and resources, leaving brands appearing inauthentic or 
uninterested in two-way connections in social media. This tension is 
precisely why social media experts are needed! It is the ethical respon-
sibility of a social media strategist to harmonize the commitment to an 
organization’s vision, resources, and capabilities with the staunch dedi-
cation to authentic and trusted engagement within a brand community.
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Four-Step Process

The aim of this book is to explore a model for social media campaigns 
that provides a blueprint for professionals. Although the reality of the 
social world dictates a certain level of fluidity and uncertainty, sometimes 
even chaos, when engaging in social media campaigns organizations that 
utilize a strategic process to develop an effective framework for cam-
paigns have a stronger capacity to leverage the potential of social media.

This book proposes a four-step process, which should guide social 
media campaigns. Although every campaign needs to have its own creative 
flair and original engagement, genuine expertise also recognizes that there 
are key elements, or steps, in social media campaigns. The four steps used 
to develop structure in a way that professionals can purposefully design 
and engage with audiences around organizational objectives are: (1) listen-
ing, (2) strategic design, (3) monitoring and interaction, and (4) evaluation 
(see Figure 1.3).

Listening

The first step in any social media campaign is to listen. Think of this step 
as the research phase of the campaign process. In this phase, it is important 
to understand not only how to listen in the social media environment, 

Figure 1.3 The Social Media Four-Step Model
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but also to what one should be listening. The world of social media is 
littered with content. Expertise in social media, therefore, extends past 
one’s ability to listen and into the ability to proficiently determine what 
to listen for and how to interpret that information in a meaningful plan 
for the organization.

Strategic Design

After listening, the second step is to design the campaign. The goals, 
objectives, strategies, and tactics are all directly related to the infor-
mation gathered in listening. During this step, professionals map out 
the entire social media campaign. The functionality and capabilities of 
certain platforms, as well as key business considerations that must go 
into every campaign, are considered. The strategic design and focus are 
then married in creative engagement pieces designed to ignite connec-
tion and conversations within brand communities. In addition, ethical 
foundations to guide strategic design are crucial to developing strong 
plans, ensuring that interaction is not dissected from a commitment to 
the quality and value of relationships.

Monitoring and Interaction

Once a strategically designed campaign is created out of solid research, 
the next step is to implement the campaign. As with any marketing or 
PR campaign, however, one cannot simply activate it and walk away. 
Professionals must fully monitor and engage with the campaign through-
out its life cycle. Within this step, it is vital that professionals interact and 
monitor so that campaign adjustments can be made, accountability of the 
value of social media within the organization is strong, and, ultimately, 
the two-way dialogic nature of social media is protected. The process of 
monitoring and engaging relates directly to our social principle—social 
media is about relationships, not preprogrammed content that is pushed 
out without any live-time interaction.

Evaluation

Although analysis will naturally happen throughout the course of the 
campaign delivery (Step 3), it is important to clearly assess the effec-
tiveness and growth opportunities of a campaign when it is complete. 
Evaluation requires measurement across social media platforms and a 
solid attribution strategy to be established for the value of social media 
in an overall digital campaign. The opportunity to evaluate a campaign 
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is truly where social media professionals can highlight the value to the 
organization. It allows for the clear articulation of ROI and contribution 
to the organization’s vision.

KEY CONCEPT SNAPSHOT

1. Today’s brands operate in a society that has deep mistrust of organiza-
tions. In order to address this, brands must build authentic, committed 
relationships based on trust.

2. The historical development of social media as a communication plat-
form is uniquely poised to address the issue of mistrust by facilitat-
ing two-way dialogue between organizations and key stakeholders. 
This communication is most powerful when purposefully designed, 
yet placed in a framework that allows freedom for interaction to be 
adapted and customized.

3. The social principle: The fluid nature of social media is designed for 
and sustained in relationships through two-way communication around 
topics of mutual interest that is user-generated, created, and driven.

4. When organizations embrace the paradigm that social media is not 
simply a tool for publicity, plastering information in front of users, 
but rather a dynamic platform to foster two-way relationships in an 
unscripted environment, they are positioned to truly ignite their social 
communities.

5. Brands can use the four-step social media model to build dynamic cam-
paigns that truly leverage the power of a social community: (1) research, 
(2) strategic design, (3) monitoring and interaction, and (4) evaluation.
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Social media expertise stems from informed decisions leading to stra-
tegic design. The ability for a social media professional to discover 
needed information, determine how to understand the context of that 
data, and provide meaningful application into a social media cam-
paign is paramount.

The first step in developing a social media strategic campaign is to listen. 
This listening or formative research phase is where social media 

strategists collect the data required to make informed decisions that 
will form the foundation for a campaign. There are two primary areas 
involved in the listening stage: the foundational background and the 
social landscape. Both will be addressed in this chapter.

Before we explain how to use listening as a research function, how-
ever, it is equally important to explain the ethical and foundational role 
of listening in PR and strategic communication. Once the foundation 
is established (or the why brands should listen), then understanding the 
tools and process (or how the technical side of listening in social media 
occurs) will come much more naturally.

LISTENING IN ORGANIZATIONAL STAKEHOLDER 
RELATIONSHIPS

PR and marketing scholars suggest that trust is the cornerstone for all 
long-term relationships—the kind we want with the public for our 
brands both online and offline.1 But, as was noted in the previous chap-
ter, trust in institutions is declining globally, leading to what many 
have called a crisis of trust.2 It has been suggested that organizations 

C H A P T E R  2

Step 1: Listening
Developing Research, Discovering Data, 
and Applying Meaning
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can overcome this crisis and rebuild trust through the act of authenti-
cally listening to stakeholders and key publics.3 The issue is, however, 
that most organizations seem to not understand what a genuine pos-
ture of listening is. Rather, listening is used simply as a tool to figure 
out how best to speak, interact, and engage. This is why Macnamara sug-
gests that many organizations are using an architecture of speaking rather 
than an architecture of listening as their foundation for interacting. In 
fact, research suggests that organizations are using an 80:20 (and some a 
90:10) ratio of speaking to listening.4

When considering how much emphasis is put on communicating, 
it is surprising that brands (and education for future professionals) often 
place so little emphasis on not only how to listen but why we should 
be listening. Listening can be defined as “the practice of giving rec-
ognition to others’ right to speak, acknowledging and understanding 
others’ views, paying attention to others, interpreting what others say 
fairly, and responding appropriately.”5 Thus, professional communica-
tors need to understand that listening is other focused. It is about the 
public and understanding, rather than about the organization and posi-
tioning future communication.

To clarify, understanding the societal expectations of PR profes-
sionals and strategic communication leaders is helpful. While PR has 
undergone several models of practice,6 the modern application positions 
the discipline as part of a profession that has a social contract with 
society.7 This social contract brings responsibilities regarding ethical 
behavior, contributing towards good in society, and serving as an orga-
nizational conscience.8 Thus, in the world of social media, listening 
helps professionals understand the public’s values, beliefs, needs, and 
opinions. This knowledge is used to help build relationships. The focus 
is on the relationship rather than on manipulating behaviors to align 
with organizational needs. Being a scientist of people and artisan of 
relationships in the world of social media is not an easy task—it is far 
easier to treat listening as some practice that is all about gathering data 
on a stakeholder in order to reach the persuasive end of communica-
tion. Keeping the act of listening as a deeply human function, however, 
is a skill that organizations need. Brands in today’s environment need 
professionals who can ignite brand communities and develop authentic 
relationships, and it all starts with genuine listening. This kind of dia-
logue needs to break the traditional paradigm of being primarily about 
communicating organizational information and instead shift to engag-
ing in listening that will allow organizations to identify and effectively 
respond to their publics.9
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FOUNDATIONAL BACKGROUND

In preparing to craft a social media campaign that truly enhances an 
organization’s goals, it is vital to have a strong understanding of the 
organization itself. This is because separating the vision of the organi-
zation from social engagement will significantly limit the full potential 
and influence social media provides as a relationship-building platform. 
Social media is an extension of communication from the organization 
toward its publics—it is rooted in a commitment to relationships and 
dialogue. To segregate social media from the rest of the organization, 
making it a tool that only gets used each time a brand wants to publicize 
information, reveals a deep misunderstanding about the purpose of social 
media. Thus, a truly powerful approach to social media requires brands 
to connect the vision of the organization to its social media efforts. An 
organization’s social media strategy, therefore, should be born out of 
the organization’s mission and value. If an organization leverages social 
media well, it can be a natural extension of the organization into the 
social media world, uniquely planned to support the brand’s needs.

Mission Statement

Before developing a plan to build relationships and engage with the com-
munities that are connected to the business, it is crucial to first under-
stand why the organization exists. The first step, therefore, in formative 
research is to review the brand’s mission or vision statement, value com-
mitments, and even strategic plans. It is helpful to analyze and apply these 
to the social media process as this will provide the direction for the social 
media strategy. After understanding the purpose of the organization, it 
is also important to evaluate how the organization functions in order to 
truly leverage the power of social media within the brand’s structure.

Key Data Application: Social strategists recognize that all campaigns, 
strategies, and tactics in social media should relate to the brand’s vision. 
Informed social media engagement relates to the core essence, or mis-
sion statement, of the brand.

Organizational Structure

After developing a solid understanding of what the organization is about 
and what differentiates it from any other business, the next step is to 
identify the structure of the organization. When it is time to develop 
key messaging and communication maps that include all relevant par-
ticipants from the organization, knowledge of how management is set up, 
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how departments are structured within the organization, and who is 
responsible for each component will be important. Be sure to pay special 
attention to the marketing, PR, communication, and information tech-
nology (IT) departments’ structures. All of these departments tend to be 
required in developing an effective and integrated social media campaign.

Discovering Support for Social Media Team Structure

Part of what occurs during the listening phase of a social media campaign 
is the process of gathering information on what kind of social media team 
or structure would thrive within the organization. To gather the best 
information possible on what kind of social team structure will work, it 
is important to look at: leadership, key players, and required skills.

Leadership

Organizations that truly desire to engage the powerful potential of social 
media to build key relationships must recognize that this starts at the top 
of the organization. It needs to be presidents and CEOs that lead the orga-
nization into a social culture. Jim Claussen,10 Senior Strategy Manager 
for Social Business at IBM, identifies the kinds of leaders that organiza-
tions need today as “blue unicorns.” He defines blue unicorns as “the rare 
leaders who are transforming their leadership for today’s connected social 
economy.”11 Although some brands may argue that having leadership that 
is social is not a necessity, Ted Coiné and Mark Babbitt12 suggest that, in 
the future, “An engaging presence on social media will not just be ‘nice 
to have,’ it will be considered a leadership competency.”13 In recent years, 
both stakeholders and key leadership have recognized the value of social 
media. Research into active social media use for CEOs indicates that 82% 
of employees and 71% of consumers indicate a higher trust in organi-
zations that have leaders who are active on social media. Additionally, 
research also indicates that senior leaders understand the value, with 76% 
of CEOs who use social media indicating that it helps display brand inno-
vation and 69% believing that it enhances the organization’s credibility.14

Part of the organizational structure research on leadership should 
reveal whether the top leader(s) in the organization are active on any social 
media accounts and review what level of engagement they seem to have 
with social media communication. In addition, time should be taken to 
meet with the leaders to understand their view of the role and value of 
social media in the life of the brand and their personal dedication (or hes-
itation) to be involved in social communication. One important concept 
to get a feel for is whether or not top the leadership is willing and ready 
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to maintain its own social media activity. Although some leaders seem to 
express commitment to social media by being willing to allow a social 
media team to run their personal social media presence, this approach to 
social media engagement for leadership is not advisable. Coiné and  Babbitt15 
highlight this kind of approach as an “insincere social leader,” likening it 
to the absurd idea of sending a proxy to a business dinner, dressed up like 
the CEO, speaking like the CEO, and introducing himself or herself as 
the CEO, but not actually being the CEO.16 A brand leader would never 
embrace that kind of inauthentic communication with publics in face-to-
face settings. It should not be acceptable in social media either.

Key Players

The social media team or department of an organization will likely be 
divided into two groups. The first group is what Michael Brito17 called 
the “Social Business Center of Excellence (CoE).”18 The people who 
constitute the CoE for an organization need to be individuals who have 
leadership influence and the ability to apply action to organizational 
behaviors and who are deeply committed to the integration of social 
media as part of organizational life. The CoE needs to comprise indi-
viduals who play a leadership role in the organization’s business behav-
iors and communication. For example, key people to include would be 
the head of marketing, the director of PR, the top research analysts, 
the manager of IT, and the social media director. The CoE’s role is to 
envision the potential for complete social integration within the orga-
nization, understanding the power of two-way dialogue throughout the 
lifeblood of a brand: from employee orientation to customer interac-
tion, from leadership communication to the brand ambassador program. 
Instead of simply seeing social media as a tack-on to communication 
efforts or a secret weapon to drive sales, the CoE comprises social vision-
aries who lead the way for an organization to integrate the power of 
two-way dialogue in real-time communication via social media into 
the core practices of an organization. The goal of the CoE is to succeed:

at changing organizational behavior—the way it thinks, 
communicates, and markets to customers. In doing so, the 
members must adapt and change their own behavior at the same 
time. They must become change agents if they truly want to see 
the transformation come to fruition.19

So that the best people are on a CoE team, it is crucial that research is 
done to understand which departments within an organization carry 
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out certain responsibilities (such as technology roll-outs, communica-
tion with clients, communication with customers, employee relations, 
etc.). Then, the individuals within those departments who have the 
capacity, authority, and vision to be part of the CoE must be identified. 
The second group is made up of the individuals who are tasked with 
maintaining and engaging the organization’s social media platforms. In 
the research phase of a social media campaign, it is important to identify 
whether the organization has resources for a team to be employed, the 
number of positions available, and the skills or qualifications that are 
needed. In order to identify what kind(s) of people are needed on a social 
media team, identifying key skills is necessary.

Skills

It is crucial to determine what skills may already be available for the team 
in existing staff or structures, what skills may be lacking, and what team 
structure might work for the given organization’s long-term approach 
to social engagement. In describing the skills/staff members needed for 
real-time marketing campaigns in social media, Chris Kerns20 suggests 
the following areas: program lead, creative lead, copy lead, social lead, 
and analysts. Real-time responses will be covered later, but this struc-
ture is a helpful starting point for identifying key areas that a social team 
needs. The reality is that some organizations may have the resources 
to employ a team of social media pros, letting extraordinary expertise 
and specialization be part of each job description. Other organizations 
may be lucky if they have one or two people working on social media. 
Whether it is a team of 100 or a team of one, a strong social media team 
needs people with the following skills:

Leader: Each social media team needs a leader. Whether they are called 
the program lead, social media director, or some other title, the key 
responsibilities of this individual are to lead the strategy for social 
media engagement on behalf of the organization, to advocate for 
social integration across the brand, and to guide the other mem-
bers of the social team. People who fill this role need not only key 
competencies in social media, but also business acumen. This person 
should have strategic foresight, be able to skillfully articulate the value 
and need for social media within the CoE and to upper manage-
ment, and have a strong grasp of team dynamics and people skills. It 
is their job to develop, lead, and manage the social media strategy and 
also to encourage the individuals on the social team to develop as 
professionals.
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Word Artisans: Social media should be engaging, punchy, and to-the-point. 
Word artisans can effortlessly engage in 140 characters and can also 
weave together a beautiful post to accompany an infographic on Face-
book. Grammar, style, and vocabulary are core parts of this skill. Word 
artisans are the kinds of people that you could listen to all day simply 
because the way they communicate is unique, it catches your ear (or 
eye) and takes a new approach even when talking about a common 
topic. In the research phase, take time to identify who should be the 
word artisan for social media campaigns. If there is not a set position in 
social media, is there someone on the team who is a natural with words? 
Perhaps the communication or marketing department has an individual 
who would take on the responsibility of helping craft messages.

Creative Gurus: Visual engagement is on the rise in social media. Insta-
gram, Snapchat, and TikTok—these are all media that rely solely on 
the power of images and videos. As was noted earlier, video is sig-
nificant to the future of social media. Thus, this person should not 
only understand images, but have the ability to create engaging and 
relevant video content. Some teams may find that this role is actually 
one that needs two distinct individuals—one for images and one for 
videos specifically. It is most likely that more visual-based platforms 
are on the horizon, poised to be the most prominent social media 
platforms available. Having a creative guru on the team, therefore, is a 
must. Sometimes, the creative guru and the word artisan are one and 
the same person—and other times, someone who is fantastic with 
the written word seems to struggle with finding that perfect image 
(or filter). As with the word artisan, be resourceful in identifying who 
would be a potential fit for this needed skill on the social media team. 
Additionally, do research on apps, tools, and subscriptions that are avail-
able to help the social team succeed. The marketing or PR department 
may already have a subscription to an image library that is available for 
use, or perhaps the organization has other processes to develop creative 
pieces across the brand. Be sure to have done enough research to iden-
tify each resource available to help the creative guru succeed.

Social Designer: The social lead is relied upon to marry the power of a post 
with the potential of a platform. They are tasked with identifying the 
right type of content and topic for the right platform, working closely 
with the other members of the team to strategize creative ways to 
capitalize on certain social media functions (such as a story versus a 
snap in Snapchat, or the reason one might choose to run a Twitter 
chat or provide a Facebook giveaway). On smaller teams, this skillset 
is placed with the social media director, as they formulate the overall 
strategy and help guide the other members of the team toward success.
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Data Analyst: This will be discussed in greater detail later, but each social 
media team needs an analyst. The ability to gather data, apply that 
information, and adjust social media initiatives is a must in today’s 
social world. As with other skills that the team needs, the data pro 
may be combined with some other skills into one job description. 
Alternatively, the data might come from a variety of other places, such 
as working closely with marketing research or the website analyst to 
help interpret the data. Whatever model best serves the size of organi-
zation, regular review and application of data is crucial.

Once the skills, positions, and people who should be part of a social 
media campaign have been identified, the next area to collect data on is 
the overall communication from the organization.

Key Data Application: Strategists use data from organizational structure 
research to determine the level of support for social media integration into 
the core processes of a brand, as well as the appropriate type of social media 
team to create in order to help a brand thrive in the social environment.

Communication Audit

Social media communication should harmonize with other communication 
platforms and initiatives from the organization. A communication audit is a 
comprehensive analysis of all the information being communicated by the 
brand and a review of the intended audience and desired outcome expected 
from sharing that information. Create a list that identifies all the ways that 
the public is communicated with by the organization. Be sure to classify 
the type of communication platform (such as a newsletter, media relations 
efforts, community events, etc.), the intended audience (employees, con-
sumers, donors, etc.), the frequency of the communication (such as how 
often the website is updated, when consumer emails are sent, or the tim-
ing of speeches by the CEO), and the person or department responsible for 
developing and managing the specific communication piece. The next step 
in formative research is to understand any policies that guide organizational 
activities or procedures developed to structure the communication process.

Key Data Application: Data from communication audits display the 
tapestry of ways that key publics are being communicated with, informing 
key elements of message structure and timing within a campaign’s design.

Policies and Procedures

Having identified the core vision for the organization, how it is struc-
tured, and how it communicates to all publics, it is also helpful to 
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understand any existing policies or procedures that will impact the social 
media campaign design.

Employee Handbook

Reading through the organization’s employee handbook will provide a 
lot of insight into the culture of the organization. It should also clarify 
expectations of employees, responsibilities for employees, and, poten-
tially, any information that already exists about how employees are 
trained on interacting via social media. Ideally, social media training 
will be part of every new employee training seminar, as well as incor-
porated into a regular rotation for existing employee training to make 
sure everyone is aware of policies and guidelines. This will be discussed 
in greater detail in Chapter 3.

Key Data Application: The way in which employees are introduced, 
trained, and encouraged to share their stories on social media directly 
influences the brand’s voice and influence in social media. Understand-
ing the role of employees in a brand’s social media voice provides key 
insights into designing campaign tactics.

Brand Guide

The marketing or PR department for the organization will likely have 
this on hand. It will include all the guidelines for colors and font choices 
with the brand logo, instructions on messaging or positioning, and 
information on the brand persona. Understanding the brand persona for 
the organization is crucial in social media. Moving forward with design-
ing a social media campaign, it is important to ensure that the voice and 
personality that are portrayed in social media reflect the organization in 
a unified manner, consistent with other communication pieces. People 
should not experience one kind of organization if they come by the 
offices and another when they visit the social media profiles. Thorough 
familiarity with the brand guidelines will lead to a higher likelihood of 
success in unifying the brand persona both in social media and in other 
communication outlets. A more detailed process to develop and design 
specific communication messages for social media in line with the brand 
persona is discussed in Chapter 3.

Key Data Application: Social media is one way in which a brand com-
municates, not the only way. Familiarity with the brand’s requirements 
and voice allows social media initiatives to enhance branding and con-
nection rather than creating a division between the brand’s presence on 
social media and its presentation on other platforms.
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Crisis Response Plan

It is important that a social media strategist has access to the organiza-
tional crisis response plan. During a crisis, social media needs to fully 
align with the larger crisis response of the organization. It may be that 
the organization has already identified the role and functions social 
media will fulfill in a crisis, but, if that is not the case, it is important for 
the social media team to be aware of the entire crisis plan so that a fully 
integrated social media crisis response document can be developed. The 
process to develop and design a crisis response is explained in Chapter 3.

Key Data Application: Every organization will face crises, and social 
media will play a key role. Crisis plans allow social media teams to be 
prepared and equipped to engage in a crisis, rather than their being forced 
to respond in the moment, which often leads to increased problems.

Market Research

Reach out to the marketing department to get the latest market research 
for the organization. This will identify key audiences that should be 
considered in social media. Although it may be that not all of the 
audiences identified in the market research apply specifically to social 
media, the strategic insight gained from reviewing the market research 
for an organization will save a lot of time in developing a social media 
campaign that aligns with the overall communication efforts of the 
organization.

Additionally, within the market research report, or potentially 
housed in another more specific report produced by the marketing 
department, specific ROI metrics may be identified for types of behav-
iors. For example, the marketing department should have a report that 
clarifies what the value of a name for someone who signs up for a news-
letter is for the brand, the value assigned to leads generated for cer-
tain types of sales, or the lifetime value of a new donor. Whatever the 
organization is measuring and assigning value to, be sure to have a full 
list and details on the exact ROI numbers. These metrics are crucial 
in the next stage (designing a strategic plan) as they allow the social 
media strategist to understand any tangible, bottom-line goals that can 
be linked to social media activity.

Key Data Application: The marketing team will have a wealth of 
information on key publics. Although not all of it will be applicable, 
social strategists glean key points from these reports and apply them 
to the publics who are active on social media in order to create a more 
effective campaign design.
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Search Engine Optimization and Website Analytic Reports

Although it may seem like search engine optimization (SEO) and web-
site analytic reports are not areas social media professionals must be 
versed in, the reality is that SEO is highly influenced by social media. 
In addition, social media optimization is a growing focus within the 
industry as platform algorithms are having a greater influence on social 
media reach. There is a wealth of information available in both the SEO 
and the analytic reports. For example, in the SEO report, it is possible to 
identify the keywords and phrases that drive the most traffic and the top 
pages that are optimized on the website. These findings are significant 
to the organization and so allow a social strategist to understand key-
words that are important to be integrated into social media and poten-
tial webpages that are most effective to link to from social media. Even 
if in-depth analytics have not been set up, a basic analytics report can 
provide insight into the demographics of your online audience, typical 
actions (also known as conversions) such as purchases or sign-ups, the 
typical online path people follow when exploring the website, and social 
media traffic sources. This is just a small portion of what is available in 
these reports. In order to effectively create a strong listening strategy and 
develop a strategic campaign that relates to the larger goals of the orga-
nization, be sure that a thorough review of both documents is completed 
in the formative research phase as it provides a strong platform to move 
forward with social media design. After all the information available on 
the organization’s background and processes has been gathered, it is now 
time to develop formative research in a social media context.

Key Data Application: The SEO and web analytic reports provide 
key details regarding the online behaviors of audiences. Social strategists 
apply this information to the unique needs of social media brand com-
munities in order to design engaging and effective digital tactics.

SOCIAL LANDSCAPE

Having completed the foundational research as preparation, it is now 
possible to effectively survey the social landscape in the context of its 
application to an organization. In this phase of the listening (research) 
stage, the goal is to identify what conversations are taking place on social 
media that may be relevant to the brand, who is having those conversa-
tions, and ways that the organization might engage with that dialogue. 
It is important to remember that even in listening, which can often seem 
removed and objective rather than relational and engaged, social media 
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is about humanizing communication. Listening, then, is not cold and 
mechanized, but rather about understanding and seeing the people who 
are important to the brand. Dave Kerpen advocates for the power of 
social listening, saying,

Listening is the single most important skill in social media, and one 
that’s easy to forget once you get started with all of the sexier, more 
exciting things you can do. So, whatever you do, once you start, 
never stop listening.21

Key Listening Phrases

The first step for this stage is to identify all the categories to listen to on 
social media. Some people identify these as “keywords.” A keyword is 
more than simply a single word, however. It can be an entire phrase. The 
idea is to write out what words or phrases someone in social media may be 
using to discuss topics that pertain to the organization or brand. Keywords 
will fall in to two categories: specific and generic. The SEO report gath-
ered earlier will likely have a list of keywords already used by the orga-
nization. This can be very useful in creating a social media list as it will 
save time and a great deal of research. Identify specific words to search for 
that will open up opportunities to join social conversations. In addition, 
keywords are concepts that people type into a search bar in social media 
in order to find conversations related to things they care about. When 
making a keyword list, it is important to consider not only what the orga-
nization thinks are important conversations, but also what social media 
users would think of when trying to reach information available from 
your organization. Remember, organizations are not starting a conversa-
tion on social media—they are joining the conversation. This means they 
must be able to find out where the conversation is taking place and who is 
participating. This is where specific and generic keywords come into play.

Specific

Specific keywords are those words or phrases that are unique to the 
organization. They may include the names of key people, such as the 
president or CEO, the name of a specific product or service, or the com-
pany’s tagline or slogan. If the brand has launched any specific PR cam-
paigns or marketing initiatives, it is also useful to include those phrases 
or keywords in this list. Keep track of every keyword in a document to 
apply to later strategy.
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Generic

Keywords or phrases that fall into the generic category are a goldmine for 
many brands. However, organizations often forget to create a generic key-
word list and only focus on the specific terms that apply only to the brand. 
Thus, they miss out on some very relevant and vibrant social conversations. 
When developing a generic list, identify categories that publics connected 
to the organization deeply care about. For example, a coffee company 
could identify generic keywords such as “coffee brewing,” “coffee beans,” 
and “coffee grains.” Although these are not specific to any individual coffee 
brand, people who drink coffee would likely engage with those topics.

The goal is to identify what online communities care about and 
want to be discussing. The brand is joining a conversation with people 
who have a mutual interest. What brought the social media community 
that the brand cares about together into a virtual tribe and provides a 
commonality that connects? When those areas are identified, the generic 
keywords are developed. Think through words and phrases that relate to 
the industry, services, products, and vision.

Key Data Application: The key listening phrase list will provide valu-
able data on what topics are most meaningful and the many types of 
words that people use when joining these conversations. When it comes 
time to craft messaging, this information informs content design.

Conversations on Platforms

Having developed a robust list of what phrases and words are relevant to the 
organization in the social media landscape, it is now time find out where these 
conversations are taking place. There are a number of tools that are available 
to do this. Many may choose to listen to platforms by using the search func-
tions available on each social media site. For example, it is possible to use the 
advanced search on Twitter to find specific conversations. Social strategists 
may also choose to do a similar search on Facebook, narrowing the conver-
sation by top posts or people or even photos. Carefully analyze the data to 
ensure that the data are not simply a review of information from people that 
the organization is somehow connected to through social media (people 
that the brand likes, friends, followers, etc.). Do a public, or all-user, search.

Many people prefer to use tools that aggregate data from several plat-
forms to ensure a more robust analysis and save time. Hootsuite is one of 
the leading platforms for this type of research. Several other platforms (at 
the time of this book’s writing) include Social Mention, Topsy, and Tweet-
Deck. The value of having a place that analyzes multiple social channels at 
once is that it allows identification of not only the genres of conversations 
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taking place on social media with specific keywords, but also the quality 
of the conversation, who is participating, and how it compares with other 
platforms, in an expedited fashion. The goal is to use these real-time data 
to make informed decisions in building a strategic campaign.

Using these tools, go through all the relevant conversations that are 
taking place on the social platform. By adding a column next to each of the 
keywords previously identified, keep a list of which platforms have the larg-
est conversation around a given topic or keyword. For example, it could be 
that, on Twitter, people are more interested in certain topics than they are 
on Facebook. These data can provide key insights that can help in the devel-
opment of a stronger message map. In addition to the platforms and con-
versations taking place, identify who participates in the conversations and 
who has the largest impact when they interact. These people are known as 
influencers and are key individuals to connect and interact with throughout 
social media initiatives. Finally, be sure to note the tone of the conversations. 
People may have a positive tone, generally, when talking about a specific 
brand name but a negative tone with some of the generic topics. Again, this 
will come in handy in developing messaging for social media.

Key Data Application: Key listening phrases reveal what conversa-
tions are taking place, and the conversation platform research reveals 
where those conversations are happening. These data help in crafting the 
appropriate type of content for the right kind of platform in a campaign.

Brand Community Dialogue

When it is understood what conversations are taking place and who is 
participating in the general social media landscape, it is time to examine 
the online communities for the brand. There are several steps to take 
when evaluating the climate of social media communities.

Conversation
Topic

Which
Platform?

What
keywords?

What times
do they
interact?

With whom
do they
interact?

In relation
to the
brand?

In relation
to the
topic?

In�uencers

Tone

Figure 2.3 The Social Conversation Checklist
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Key Data Application: Audience analysis, content evaluation, com-
munity interaction, and brand dialogue provide key insights into the 
way two-way interaction is driven and sustained within a brand com-
munity. This information should be applied when crafting campaign 
messaging in order to ensure robust engagement is created in campaign 
tactics.

Audience Analysis

The very first place to begin is to understand who is involved in the 
organization’s social media communities. In an audience analysis, brands 
create a profile of key publics by providing basic demographic and 
behavioral information that helps brands to identify the appropriate 
platforms and methods for engagement. The previous reports from 
the marketing department on market research will be helpful with this 
step. That report will detail the general audiences for the organization, 
usually identifying the primary and secondary audiences for a brand. 
In addition, the reports should provide general information about key 
audiences, including details such as demographics, which communica-
tion channels are most effective for reaching specific audiences, and the 
behavioral analysis of the audience.

It is also helpful to review the website analytics report that should 
be able to identify which social media sites are sending visitors to the 
organization’s website; what those visitors are doing once they reach the 
website; whether they complete an action that is valuable to an organi-
zation, which is a concept known as converting individuals (sign up for a 
newsletter, purchase a product, etc.); and any other online trends that are 
monitored by the organization. All of this information should be com-
piled to provide a complete analysis of the audiences on social media.

Key Data Application: Having reviewed the general audience research 
for the organization, compare those findings and data with the current 
social media community in order to understand what values and content 
are most meaningful for the social media community. There are several 
ways to analyze a social media audience, including:

• Comparing the geographic region of the various platforms’ online 
communities to the geographic regions of the general audience 
analysis from the organization. Next, dive deeper into the market-
ing analysis regarding behaviors and communication preferences for 
individuals from those various regions identified as active in social 
media to apply that information into message design within the 
campaign.
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• Analyze the demographics such as age and gender from the web-
site analytic report for all users who arrive at the website from 
social media platforms. Determine the typical needs of those users 
(which pages were they going to, what content was available) and 
the behaviors of those users (whether they converted, stayed on the 
page, shared any content). This information will pinpoint some of 
the key values for the brand’s social media community and how 
those can be highlighted within a campaign.

• Review the user paths, or the order of pages that users view on a 
website, of the individuals coming to the website from social media 
channels. Do they seem interested in specific sections of the website? 
If so, that may identify specific information needs of the social media 
audience. Do they seem to jump from page to page rather quickly, 
but eventually take an action? If so, that may indicate that social 
media posts prepared them in advance to convert, and the users are 
more interested in a behavioral objective once they reach the website.

It is important to remember that, although detailed analysis of the general 
audience for the organization through marketing will provide analysis 
of online community behavior, a social strategist’s ability to integrate 
that understanding of typical online behaviors with the brand’s social 
media community will be crucial. The social media community will 
be unique. Through audience analysis, identify which people from the general 
audience of the organization are using social media, what they are using it for, and 
what actions they take or behaviors they demonstrate as a result of that interaction.

Content

The next area to review is the kind of content that has previously been 
posted in the social media channels. Develop an in-depth understanding 
of each platform. Review whether there is a rhythm to the split between 
original content in posts and curated content, whether posts are from 
partner organizations, and how often content is discussing topics other 
than the brand itself. Identify how frequently content is posted, and 
whether there seem to be specific genres that are typical on the plat-
form. Keep note, as this will clarify previous social media engagement 
approaches that will help inform future action.

Key Data Application: Social media campaign development needs a 
historical understanding of how information was shared previously with 
the brand community. Each platform’s historical content and data distri-
bution plan need to be analyzed in order to effectively design a content 
calendar that resonates with the brand community.
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EXPERT INSIGHT
Stephen Waddington

What do you think is one hallmark competency social 
media professionals need to succeed?

Professionals need to be actively engaged in using social forms of 
media. A basic understanding of theory is important, but there is 
no better way of understanding how content, conversations, and 
networks work than creating content and being active on networks.

What is the value, if any, of listening in social media before 
launching into a campaign?

It is absolutely critical. Social media activity should start with lis-
tening. Whatever your market, product, or service, you’ll almost 
certainly find relevant conversations taking place around the social 
web. These will provide useful information for your organization.

Are there areas you’ve identified as the bread-and-butter for 
brands to focus on when doing research before a campaign?

Start with Google. There is then a huge third-party market of tools 
that you can use as the entry point to understand where the conver-
sations relevant to your organization are taking place and what peo-
ple are talking about related to your organization, brand, or market.

Do you have any tips or strategies for how social media 
professionals should sort through the data gathered in 
social media listening in order to make meaningful appli-
cation to campaigns?

Surface the key issue relevant to your organization, its market, 
products, and services. Rank these by topic pulling out the top 
three to five issues. Then, for each topic, determine how your 
organization can add value to the conversation. These are the areas 
that you should focus on when developing content.

How can brands identify which influencers are most 
important for their social media efforts?

A network typically consists of content creators (1%), curators or 
editors that share content (9%), and consumers (90%). There’s a 
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burgeoning third-party tool market to help map and understand the 
make-up of networks and identify creators, curators, and editors. 
Typically, individuals are ranked for context, reach, and resonance.

What’s something that is often overlooked but could pro-
vide a lot of value for brands in the listening phase of social 
media?

There’s often a lack of rigor to planning in public relations. Practi-
tioners jump directly to a network without properly interrogating 
whether it is the most appropriate form of media for their public. 
My recommendation is always to follow a formal planning process.

Is there some example of the power of listening in social 
media that you’ve experienced as a professional?

There are lots of excellent case studies, but my personal favorite is 
the Harry Potter franchise. Listening by W20 Group identified 43 
influencers responsible for conversation and content sharing online. 
Its work now focuses promotional activity on this community.

What are the trends that you see in how brands are listen-
ing to stakeholders in social media and analyzing those 
conversations?

Progressive organizations use social media to listen and engage 
with their publics as an always-on activity. This provides useful 
insight and an early warning of issues arising among key stake-
holders, including customers and staff.

What do you see as core standards and practices for brands’ 
research practices in social media?

Start by mapping your social media footprint and determine how 
listening could help your organization. Social media listening can 
be used for research, customer insight, product development, cri-
sis, issues management, and to identify influential stakeholders.

Connect with Stephen: @wadds; https://uk.linkedin.com/in/
stephenwaddington

Stephen Waddington is Managing Director at Metia and a visiting profes-
sor at the University of Newcastle

https://uk.linkedin.com
https://uk.linkedin.com
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Community Engagement

As the entire point of social media is to be social, evaluate whether the 
brand community is interacting with the content in any way. Keep in 
mind that different types of engagement carry different “values” in the 
social world. For example, when someone likes a photo on Instagram, it 
is a fairly easy action to take and, therefore, carries less weight or value. 
When someone comments, however, it takes a little bit more work on 
his or her part and, therefore, carries more weight. Actions that take 
more work on the part of a brand community in social media tend to 
indicate a deeper commitment to or passion for the topic, brand, or con-
versation. These actions by community members influence algorithms 
on many social media platforms and impact whether content will be 
shown to the larger social media community.

Understanding Social Algorithms

There are many factors to consider in brand engagement. But it is abso-
lutely critical to understand the way social algorithms work and how 
they influence social media strategy. The social algorithms are mathemati-
cal equations designed to evaluate the quality of content posted by brands 
and determine which content receives more prominent placement in 
social media streams. Social media expert Rohit Bhargava22 illustrated 
the importance of social algorithms when he pointed out that 90% of 
Facebook users do not return to a fan page once they click the ‘like’ 
button, and only about 16% of a page’s updates are seen by the page’s 
fans. The goal of social media campaigns is to fully engage a brand com-
munity with relevant and thriving conversations in which they want to 
participate, and brands can only do this well if content is optimized and 
performing well according to social algorithms.

In order to understand social algorithms, we should first review 
the basic premise of SEO, which established the foundation for today’s 
modern social media algorithms. Google, as one may expect, was the 
vanguard search engine to implement SEO algorithms.23 The goal of 
Google was to sift through the millions of indexed web pages and pro-
vide a qualified result to people who were searching for information on 
 Google.com. Strictly from a business standpoint, this was an extremely 
successful strategic move for Google. Search engines have one commod-
ity: to provide the best, most accurate results for what a user wants. 
If they are unable to do that, people will migrate to a different search 
engine. Google’s algorithm revolutionized digital communications and 
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caused industry professionals to begin a quest to understand SEO and its 
impact on online organizational communications. Bruce Clay, a leading 
SEO expert, defines SEO as: “the science/art of increasing traffic to a 
website by helping it rank higher in organic (non-paid) search results.”24 
Applying this same concept to social media, social media optimization 
involves the science and art of engaging online communities effectively to build stra-
tegic conversations on social media platforms among a brand community, causing 
organic (non-paid) content to show in the general streams of information for users.

So, what is included in the algorithm for social media? It is impossi-
ble to know all of the factors. For example, there are more than 100,000 
factors included in determining what shows in an individual’s news feed 
on Facebook.25 Each user will have different stories showing in their 
news feeds. Why so many factors? It is an indication of the maturing of 
the social media sites.

In 2009, Facebook first launched the news feed feature for users but 
quickly found that the sheer amount of information was overwhelming. 
It contained every update, post, and status in the news feed for each user. 
This led Ari Steinberg, a Facebook engineer, to introduce the idea of 
news feed optimization (NFO) using an algorithm called EdgeRank. It 
had three main factors: Σ = U

e
W

e
D

e
:26

1. U
e
 = affinity, or the score of the connection between the user and the 

creator of the content.
2. W

e
 = weight, or the value for the type of action users take with the 

content. As previously mentioned, something like a comment would 
have more weight than a like.

3. D
e
 = decay, or the measurement of the time between when content is 

created and when the individual may see it.

Over the years, Facebook has made many changes to the algorithm in 
order to be more competitive in how users engage with content on the 
platform. Changes include adjustments such as privileging links to qual-
ity news sites in December 2013, increasing the exposure of text updates 
by friends of users in January 2014, expanding the reach of tagged con-
tent among the connections of those who were tagged in February 2014, 
penalizing brands who posted content with little context in August 
2014, highlighting trending content in the news feed in September 2014, 
and penalizing overly promotional posts by organizations in November 
2014.27 In addition, in 2015, Facebook further adjusted its NFO to help 
reduce hoaxes and to push content from friends of users higher in the 
news feed.28 All of these are part of what Lars Backstrom, engineering 
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manager for news feed ranking at Facebook, views as increasing the 
maturity of the algorithm:

The easiest analogy is to search engines and how they rank web 
pages. It’s like comparing the Google of today with Alta Vista. Both 
Google and Bing have a lot of new signals, like personalization, that 
they use. It’s more sophisticated than the early days of search, when 
the words on a page were the most important thing.29

Another “maturation” occurred in 2018 when Facebook announced 
that it would prioritize “posts that spark conversations and meaningful 
interaction,” and it also openly committed to prioritizing posts from 
family and friends of people instead of content owned by brands.30 This 
change set the tone for other major platforms. Although every platform 
will have its own factors, there are similarities to keep in mind. For 
example, TikTok has an emphasis on user interactions, such as whether 
people are liking, sharing, or commenting on posts.31 Instagram places 
a strong emphasis on the relationship of the user to the post, interest in 
the type of content that the post contains compared with past user inter-
action with content, and timeliness.32 Similarly, YouTube is custom-
izing its algorithm around user experiences—accounting for not only 
the videos users click and watch, but the length of time spent watching 
and the videos they do not watch. Ultimately, this information, along-
side factors such as the video title and description, all play a part in the 
algorithm.33

Although social media strategists cannot know each factor in an 
algorithm, as these are closely protected by social platforms and search 
engines, there are many indicators that give insight into what is import-
ant in social media content. Essentially, content that is relational and 
engaging tends to yield the highest impact in algorithms. Social media 
platforms become successful when people are encountering the type of 
content they want each and every time they use the app. Thus, algo-
rithms will increasingly use data points related to tracking and mon-
itoring whether the content you post is not only appropriate, but also 
wanted and interesting to particular individuals. The world of social 
media is consistently customizing the experience for each user based on 
their past interaction (likes, comments, posts) and their relationships to 
others in the social media community.

It is very important to recognize the value of algorithms. If a social 
media campaign is being developed for an online community that has 
previously experienced a very poor interaction rate, thus having a low 
score in social algorithms, it will take some time to rebuild the brand’s 
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status in the social media platform’s performance. That is highly relevant 
to note, as it will influence the kinds of strategies and timing for content 
when a social media campaign is created.

Returning to the evaluation of the brand community’s engagement, 
it is now possible to evaluate the interaction with greater expertise. Eval-
uate both the kind of engagement users have within a brand community 
and the genres of content that seem most valuable. One way to do this is 
by looking at the platform’s analytics.

Understanding Platform Analytics

In-depth understanding of analytics for social media will be covered 
in the chapter on evaluation, Chapter 6, but it is helpful to highlight a 
few brief components that are particularly useful in the listening phase 
of a social media campaign. The goal in evaluating platform analytics 
at this stage is to understand which content has had the highest quality 
and quantity engagement. For example, in Facebook Insights, available 
to every official page on Facebook, it is possible to review key measure-
ments. Identify if there has been a day with particular growth in the 
number of likes or, potentially, a decrease in the number of likes. Then, 
review the content posted that day to see what may have triggered those 
behaviors. It is also possible to review individual posts to see which 
ones led to the most likes, comments, or shares. In YouTube, review 
which videos have the highest estimated minutes watched or subscriber 
content, which can identify which videos are building subscribers and 
which ones may be driving traffic away. In Twitter’s analytics, evaluate 
which tweets have the highest impressions and engagement and what 
the interests of the brand’s followers are in order to customize content 
even further.

Go through each one of the organization’s existing platforms and 
analyze the information available. By the end of this analysis of commu-
nity engagement, it is possible to identify what content is more valuable 
to users on each platform and what kinds of content are disengaging a 
brand community.

Key Data Application: Understanding of a brand community audi-
ence and knowledge of historical content distribution are only valuable 
when integrated with expertise in recognizing how the brand commu-
nity responds to communication. Engagement is crucial in order to eval-
uate the impact of social algorithms, implications for why content may 
or may not be appearing in prominent locations, and an overall assess-
ment of the likelihood that certain kinds of content effect weightier or 
more valuable engagement by the brand community.
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Brand Dialogue

Another helpful component to review prior to developing a campaign 
is the brand’s dialogue with the community. Beyond posting content, 
does the organization interact with users, respond to questions, or share 
content from the community? If so, how often, and what is the time 
gap between when a community member posts and the organization 
responds. It may seem surprising, but people expect an organization to 
respond within 1 hour.34 Although that may be unrealistic, particularly 
for organizations that do not have a dedicated staff member working on 
social media, it is helpful to determine if there are long gaps between 
engagement. This may be an indicator of why users are less likely to 
re-engage with social media content.

Today’s social media communities do not simply desire to consume 
information from organizations. Rather, they want to actively partici-
pate in and produce information as well.35 Those who fall into this cat-
egory of desiring to produce rather than just be a consumer are known 
as “prosumers.”36 Susan Gunelius37 describes the prosumer phenome-
non like this: “Rather than simply ‘consuming’ products, people are 
becoming the voices of those products.” She goes on to point out that, 
“Prosumers are the online influencers that business leaders and mar-
keters must not just identify but also acknowledge, respect and develop 
relationships with” to thrive in today’s social world.38 Clearly, if brands 
are not interacting with online communities that have a deep desire to 
engage and produce, treating them simply as consumers of whatever 
content the brand has posted, the opportunity to build relevant conver-
sations within a brand community is drastically diminished.

Key Data Application: Responding to brand community engage-
ment is just as important as the initial social media post. Brand dialogue 
analysis provides a platform to understand the ways in which the brand 
has historically interacted and allows for strategists to identify areas to 
increase, optimize, or develop in two-way conversations.

Influencers

Influencers are the individuals on social media platforms who drive engage-
ment, ignite dialogue around certain topics, and typically would be able 
to help expand a conversation. This text will cover influencers more in 
Chapter 4, but it is helpful to understand how influencers play a part in 
this step of campaign development. To identify influencers, see which 
users repeatedly show up in results for certain topics and keywords. Use 
the same listening tools discussed above for identifying keywords and 
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topics in social platforms and then sort the data based on users. There are 
also several platforms designed with specific functions to easily identify 
influencers in social media. These platforms are generally based on an 
algorithm that calculates the engagement with individual users’ content 
and scores them on a level of “influence.” Some platforms organizations 
use include Sprout Social, Brandwatch, Kred, and Traackr.

When developing an influencer list for each platform, create a file or 
database to easily tag the influencer with the keywords/phrases to which 
they relate. This will allow one to quickly identify which influencers may 
be interested in particular content that is being created. Additionally, 
know which platforms influencers are on, how many followers they have, 
and any other information or scoring metrics that are available such as 
other topics do they like to discuss online, whether they are interacting 
with other brands already, and if the organization has followed/liked/con-
nected with them (if not, be sure to do so). The goal is to have a full profile 
of these influencers in order to effectively build a relationship with them. 
Remember, people want to be prosumers—to create content. Influencers 
are those individuals who are already known for being thought leaders and 
conversation starters. A great component to keep in mind when laying the 
foundation for a social media campaign, therefore, is which influencers 
might be interested in participating in the brand’s social initiatives.

Key Data Application: In each brand community, there are key indi-
viduals who drive conversations forward and truly spark connections. 
These influencers should be identified and specifically encouraged to 
participate in a campaign.

Competition

One of the best things that can be done to strategize effective social 
media campaigns is to analyze competitors and other leaders in the 
industry. This gives insight into how organizations of similar vision and 
focus are performing in the social spaces.

Create a list of key competitors and determine which social media 
sites they currently use. Go onto each platform and note the audience 
size and any other pertinent metrics. Consider using similar reviewing 
strategies for engagement as previously discussed for the brand’s own 
page. There are several areas to note in this analysis. First, identify which 
platforms seem to be most popular, based on what is widely utilized in 
the organization’s sector or industry. Second, note the type of audience 
engagement and size that are standard in the industry. Organizations 
can also purchase subscriptions to third-party analytic apps that allow 
this type of analysis, sometimes across multiple platforms. This can be a 
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great benefit to brands. The end goal of these efforts, whether an orga-
nization opts for a paid service or manual tracking, is to identify how the 
brand’s engagement and community compare with those of the compe-
tition. Using this information, social media strategists are able to provide 
greater context for the decisions that will inform social media campaign 
design. Rather than solely looking at the brand’s audience engagement 
and community reach in a vacuum, compare them with competitive 
standards among others in the social media landscape.

Another area to evaluate with competition is the design of their 
social media profiles. Consider what pieces of content they provide, the 
images they highlight, and their use of rich media. It is useful to see 
what the strongest competitors are doing in terms of profile design as 
well as how underperforming competitors have set up their social pres-
ence. Be sure to compare these competitor findings with the current 
social media profiles of the brand in order to identify areas to enhance or 
change. In addition, review the kind of content competitors are produc-
ing. Previously, the brand’s own content was analyzed to calculate the 
percentage of originally produced content versus curated content, type 
of tone, media type, and other factors. Now review the same categories 
for the competition to see what kind of content seems to work the best 
for engagement and what patterns are observable in their content use.

Finally, analyze the brand’s share of voice (SOV). SOV “essentially 
means comparing your crucial performance metrics against those of key 
competitors.”39 In short, SOV is a metric that “details what percentage of 
mentions within your industry are about your brand, and what percent-
age is about the competition.”40 For example, this can be accomplished 
by identifying key competitors and tracking how often they are men-
tioned on social media platforms compared with the brand’s mentions. 
Or, track the organization’s main keywords or phrases connected to 
the brand, compared with those same keywords or phrases referencing 
competition.

To calculate SOV, use an Excel sheet or some other table feature (you 
can also find this sheet available in the eResources for this text). When 
representing SOV, calculate total mentions as well as create a pie chart 
to illustrate findings. First, tabulate all relevant references to the brand in 
the last 30 days. Include the tone of the comments, which can be high-
lighted by many social listening tools. Be sure to review the comments, 
as the tone can be ambiguous and easily mistaken. For example, sarcasm 
may make a comment appear to have a positive tone when the person 
actually was upset with a brand (e.g., “So glad I waited an hour and still 
did not get a response from customer service. #FavoriteBrand). Calcu-
late all positive comments, negative comments, and neutral comments. 



L
IST

E
N

IN
G

55

Figure 2.4 Share of  Voice Chart
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In the final column, calculate SOV mentions by adding the positive and 
neutral comments together. Finally, develop a pie chart that shows the 
percentages of SOV broken down by each brand. This will give an idea 
of how often conversations that relate to the brand’s industry or sector 
reference the organization and the brand’s competition.

Next, perform the same activities for the top competitors. When all 
the numbers are gathered, create another chart that will show total pos-
itive and neutral mentions as SOV. Although the negative comments will 
not be useful in determining a positive share of the conversation being 
attributed to your brand, it may give insight into a change over time that 
reveals a better SOV for your brand. To calculate the percentage of SOV, 
divide the positive and neutral mentions each organization received by 
the total mentions for all brands that you assessed.41

Next, create an average sentiment chart. A sentiment score is a metric 
that communicates the strength or level of positive communication in 
social media from key publics regarding a brand. To calculate the senti-
ment value for each brand in the SOV report, use the following equation 
from Jay Baer:42

(number of positive posts for the brand × 5) + 
(number of neutral posts for the brand × 3) + 
(number of negative posts for the brand × 1)

Take the number and divide it by the total number of mentions for all 
brands to arrive at a number between 1 and 5. The closer the number 
is to 5, the better a sentiment score is. From the average sentiment, it is 
possible to analyze what type of content competition may be using to 
yield a higher SOV, and this also provides a benchmark to use as a com-
parison after a social media campaign.43

Figure 2.5 Sentiment Score Chart
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Having gathered a large amount of data on the organization’s back-
ground, mission, and communication processes, as well as a robust anal-
ysis of the social media landscape for the brand, the social media strategist 
must apply the information purposefully and deliberately for a campaign.

Key Data Application: Competition analysis allows brands to identify 
what type of content is generally the most effective across an industry, to 
identify engaging profile creation, and ultimately to evaluate the brand’s 
SOV and sentiment score within the social landscape. This information 
can then be used to inform specific tactical creation within a campaign 
as well as serving as benchmarks to evaluate the success of campaign 
messaging.

SENSE-MAKING

Once there is a robust understanding of the organization, audience, plat-
forms, and competition, it is important to move into strategic use of 
those data. Sense-making is the final, crucial component of the listening 
phase. Often, people are eager to jump into developing a campaign after 
gathering so much data. But, unless the data are mined for information 
and that information is applied in meaningful ways to the context of a 
brand’s social media needs, organizations will be unable to effectively 
leverage the power of social media for their brand.

Listening Analysis Steps—Understanding the Data

In order to visualize how all the data gathered in the listening phase 
are helpful, it can be useful to put the data into three larger sections. 
Each of these sections should be informed by your knowledge of the 
organization—the commitments of the mission/vision, the structure of 
the organization and its ability to support social media efforts, and the 
communication framework already in place that you identified through the 
communication audit. These data pieces should always shape the recom-
mendations and insights you bring, as it is critical that the data are shaped 
based on the unique needs and requirements of the particular brand.

1. Audience: Always start with what you know about the public. Just as 
the chapter began with an examination of the ethical obligation to 
listen authentically, your analysis and sense-making should be rooted 
in the publics you are seeking to engage with through social media. 
Never assume that larger trends are relevant to your particular audi-
ence until you have completed specific analysis for your stakeholders. 
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Consider the values, opinions, beliefs, and behaviors of your audi-
ence and how those inform when, how, and where your brand should 
interact with these stakeholders via social media.

2. Relevant Conversations: Having analyzed the specific and generic key-
words, and the key platforms for those words, analyze which con-
versations are most relevant to your brand. You do not want simply 
to calculate which keywords have the highest engagement or which 
conversations are most prevalent—rather, look for an intersection 
between top keywords, platforms, and the essence of what you learned 
about your own brand during your communication audit (looking at 
conversations they are already having on channels) and the heart of 
your brand (the mission/vision statement). In light of all of this, what 
are the most salient or applicable conversations to join? You might 
identify macro and micro conversations. Consider macro conversa-
tions as the top ones that will yield high engagement, are particularly 
important based on a platform or keyword, and uniquely appropriate 
for the brand. Micro conversations can be considered ones that are less 
about volume and impact, but may have arisen through social listen-
ing as you discovered your key publics’ particular needs, feedback, or 
desires. These micro conversations may seem less relevant in terms of 
impact, but may actually be incredibly important for maintaining trust 
and loyalty in your stakeholders.

3. Competitors: This portion of your data should not simply summarize 
where your competitors are active and how they are engaging, but 
also provide a deeper analysis and connection of that information 
for you to consider. For example, always ask “why is that?” when you 
make an observation. For example, “Our top competitor is gaining 
incredible momentum in TikTok and posting regularly to that plat-
form”—“Why is that?” The why question is really where the deeper 
analysis begins. This is when you analyze what is causing your com-
petitor to invest in particular platforms or conversations, why audi-
ences are responding to that, and whether it is, in fact, an appropriate 
area for your own brand to consider based on existing knowledge 
about your publics, the goals of the organization, and current com-
munication capabilities.

SWOT Analysis

A SWOT analysis is a common tool that assesses an organization’s 
strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats. It will also develop a 
framework to understand how these four areas relate to each other. An 
example of how to set up the chart is provided in Figure 2.6.
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When considering what items to place in each box, there are a cou-
ple of dimensions to keep in mind. First, think about the organizational 
strengths and weaknesses and write them down in the first two boxes. 
These are the two inward-facing or organization-facing categories, relat-
ing to factors over which the brand has direct control or influence. For 
example, a strength could be that the management team is very support-
ive and invests resources in the social media efforts. On the other hand, a 
weakness might be that the organization has little online analysis available 
from the website or other initiatives to inform actions. Another example 
of a strength would be that the brand has highly loyal audiences who are 
already engaged online. Another weakness may be that, despite a highly 
loyal audience, the brand itself is relatively unknown, resulting in a rather 
small, though loyal, audience. Making a list of these factors will be the first 
step. Next, the opportunities and threats relate to external factors, or areas 
that are not under the direct control or influence of the brand. For example, 
there might be a significant opportunity in social media to provide real-time 
engagement with audiences. However, a threat could be that a competitor 
already has a strong social media presence and a majority of the SOV.

Once the data have been categorized in a SWOT diagram, make 
meaningful applications by using the quadrants. Each quadrant can be 
related to the others to help analyze the data and apply them in mean-
ingful ways to strategic design. For example, examining strengths in 
relation to opportunities provides the potential to develop strategies that 
take full advantage of the potential in social media. It is possible to also 
evaluate the weaknesses identified in the organization’s social media use 

Strengths

Opportunities

Weaknesses

SWOT ANALYSIS

Threats

Figure 2.6 SWOT Matrix
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to determine steps that can be taken to ensure that threats do not inhibit 
the social media campaign’s potential. Figure 2.7 is a diagram showing 
how to convert the raw data from a SWOT analysis into a meaningful 
application for a social media campaign.

Problem/Opportunity Statements

After all the key pieces of background necessary have been identified, 
the social landscape has been surveyed, and those findings have been 
applied in a SWOT analysis, it is now possible to create a problem or 
opportunity statement. This statement will help guide the social media 
campaign. In one or two sentences, capture the essence of what is going 
on with social media and why, at this time, the brand is setting about 
creating a social media campaign. Write it in the present tense (because 
it is happening now) and simply state what is going on—do not provide 
a solution or answer to the current problem/opportunity. This statement 
is an assessment of the current status in the brand’s social media world.

Sometimes these statements fall into the genre of a “problem” state-
ment. For example: “Current social media engagement with our online 
community is severely diminished resulting in customer complaints.” 
However, sometimes brand research identifies opportunities that are 
untapped in social media. For example, an opportunity statement might 
be written such as:

Social media platforms currently provide 25% of the traffic to the 
website but result in 50% of the conversations for online traffic. 
There is opportunity to grow social media as a traffic source for our 
website beyond its current 25%.

Figure 2.7 SWOT Tactic Matrix
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Whether writing a problem or opportunity statement, remember to keep 
it short. Make it present tense. Do not infer blame or indicate an “answer.”

Now that a refined problem/opportunity statement has been devel-
oped, based on in-depth research, it is possible to move into strategic 
design. This is the part of the campaign process where social media 
strategists propose data-informed solutions or responses to the current 
social media environment that the organization is experiencing.

KEY CONCEPT SNAPSHOT

1. A social media strategy directly relates to organizational vision and 
purpose. Be sure to do a complete review of the organization’s key 
documents prior to developing a social media campaign.

2. While strategy is a conduit to express the organization’s vision, social 
media is a direct connection- and relationship-building process with 
key stakeholders. Understand the needs, values, interests, and conver-
sations that are taking place among social media publics.

3. Craft an opportunity or problem statement that specifies the inten-
tionality of the organization’s social media activities. This statement 
guides the campaign development.

To download an SOV template you can use for brand social listening, 
visit  www.routledge.com/9780367896201
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Step 2: Strategic Design Part A
Developing a Data-Informed Social Media 
Campaign

Respect for the nature and potential of social media demands that 
organizations approach engagement with intentionality and data- 
informed designs to develop trusted and authentic relationships.

After gathering the formative research from the listening phase and 
going through the sense-making process to develop a data-informed 

problem/opportunity statement, the next stage involves mapping out 
the overall strategy for the organization’s social media. Before designing 
individual, shorter-term campaigns, first an organization must solidify 
the overall purpose of and approach to social media. If this is not already 
in place, a social media professional should first start by developing a 
social media strategic plan that is the guiding framework for all the brand’s 
campaigns and initiatives in social media.

SOCIAL MEDIA STRATEGIC PLAN

Social Media Goals

With the full weight of the background about the company’s vision, the 
current social media presence of the organization, and potential audi-
ence, it is possible to effectively establish the goals for a brand’s social 
media presence. Goals can be defined as “broad, summative statements 
that spell out the overall outcomes of the program.”1 They essentially 
state where the brand plans to end up as a result of social media efforts. 
An example of a social media goal may be: “Become a thought leader in 
social media for the technology industry.” Another example could be: 
“Be recognized as a premier source for information and resources on 
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non-profit philanthropy.” When crafting the goal for social media, keep 
in mind the organization’s overall mission or vision statement. A social 
media goal should directly relate to the purpose or mission of the brand, 
extending or enhancing the likelihood that the organization’s overall 
vision will be accomplished. Once the goal is established, move on to 
specific social media platform plans.

Social Media Vision Statements

Once the goal of a brand’s social media is identified, it is important to 
create vision statements for each platform that zero in on the value and 
purpose of each social media channel for the organization. To do this, 
identify each social media platform that is beneficial for the organiza-
tion. This identification comes from research gathered during the listen-
ing phase where social media channels were reviewed based on keyword 
activity. It may have been that certain platforms were identified that did 
not have conversations relevant for the organization, resulting in few 
conversations taking place that related to keywords. Or, perhaps, there 
were others that were highly relevant but not used by the brand yet. 
Create a list of all platforms that will be incorporated as regular parts of 
the brand’s social media presence. In determining which platforms are 
important, consider the capabilities of the platform, the general audi-
ence it serves, the research regarding conversations on the platform, and 
details from the competitive analysis.

With identified social media channels in hand, it is important to 
create social media platform vision statements. In order to fully craft a 
vision statement, be sure to identify the capabilities of each platform. For 
example, Facebook has a strong advertising option, video integration, 
photo albums, and so on. Instagram, on the other hand, has shorter video 
options and is mainly driven by individual visuals. TikTok has rapidly 
gained a following, particularly in the younger demographic, for videos. 
When you identify the potential uses of each platform, it is possible to 
specify how these specific platforms play into the overall goal of the orga-
nization and to craft a platform vision statement to guide future strategy.

The vision statements should include “the description of each social 
media profile’s purpose, and how this purpose contributes to your business 
goals.”2 The value of identifying these areas is to strategically develop social 
media content and campaigns while unifying the approach to various plat-
forms. Olsy Sorokina,3 a social media expert, suggests using the model of: 
“We will use (social network) for (purpose of this social network) in order to help 
(business goal).” Examples of this could include: “We will use Facebook for 
advertising to target a specific audience in order to help increase sales”4 or 
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“We will use Instagram for promoting and sharing our company culture 
to help with recruitment and employee happiness.”5 In this way, a vision 
statement should be developed for each of the brand’s social media sites.

Creating SMART Objectives

With an end purpose in view and vision statements for each platform, 
social media strategists are now ready to create objectives for the social 
media strategic plan. An objective can be defined as “specific knowledge, 
opinion, and behavior outcomes to be achieved for each well-defined 
target publics, what some call ‘key results.’”6 Essentially, an objective is 
what will be measured as a key progress indicator (KPI) showing that a 
campaign goal is being met. In the context of social media, identify the 
precise platform and the audience behavior or activities that the brand 
would like to see displayed as a result of the social media efforts.

It is important to draft these objectives in a way that provides 
parameters and accountability for social media engagement by using 
the acronym SMART. This stands for specific, measurable, achievable, 
relevant, and timely. Each objective that is created should have all of 
these elements present. For example, a SMART social media objective 
may be, “Have 30 retweets a week as a result of posting to Twitter 
twice a day.” The “specific” element of this objective is that it applies 
solely to Twitter. The “measurable” element is that there should be 
30 retweets. Knowing how large the current Twitter audience is and 

Figure 3.1 SMART Objectives
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the engagement history would clarify whether the measurable element 
is truly “achievable” as part of the objective. This may be an objective 
the brand will have to build towards achieving, or it may be strongly 
realistic based on research. “Relevant” will relate to the vision state-
ment for Twitter and evaluation of what should be accomplished by 
those retweets. For example, it is relevant if the brand’s vision statement 
for Twitter included content that was designed to be shared or develop 
engagement. It could be that 30 retweets lead to creating awareness in a 
larger audience or potentially enhancing the likelihood that people are 
clicking the link in that tweet and going to a website. Whatever the 
brand’s purpose is for Twitter, make sure that the specific objective relates 
in a tangible way to achieving the vision. Finally, the example is “timely” 
as it has a 1-week parameter for the retweets. Each week, it should be 
reset, and the brand can evaluate whether this objective has been reached.

Outcome-Based Objectives

It is important to note that objectives should also be outcome-based. This 
means an objective is about what happens on the platform and within the 
brand community as a result of social media engagement. For example, 
in the illustration above, posting twice a week is an output. It is some-
thing that the organization will do. However, the 30 retweets will be 
an outcome. Those retweets are the result of the social media activities by 
brand community members. Ensuring that each objective is an outcome 
allows for higher accountability in social media program evaluation, 
which will be discussed in the evaluation section later. It is worth noting, 
however, that evaluation of objectives is used to illustrate the effective-
ness and value of a social media campaign. The ability to evaluate a 
campaign rests heavily on developing SMART, outcome-based objectives. 
There is no authentic measurement of brand communities’ engagement 
in social media when outputs are used as the measurement—they simply 
indicate that the social media team was very active. What should be 
measured is the impact, or results, of the efforts on social media plat-
forms. In order to do that effectively, each objective must be SMART 
and outcome-based.

Social Profile Branding

The next steps to take in a social media strategic plan are to ensure that 
all the organization’s profiles are fully filled in, properly branded, and 
maintain a strong presence among online communities. The purpose of 
this is not just to fill in the information and make it look nice. The focus 
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should be on a unifying brand presence as well as optimizing social 
media accounts. Here are some basic elements to consider:

About Section

The “About” section in each social profile is an opportunity to introduce 
the brand. Keep in mind the keywords and phrases developed in the social 
media listening stage, the marketing department’s branding guidelines, 
and the platform’s audience. When completing about sections, have a con-
sistent presentation so that audiences feel like the brand is the same organi-
zation, no matter which platform they are currently using. In addition, be 
strategic with wording in order to capitalize on SEO opportunities. With 
search engines pulling in more content from social media sites, particularly 
with the partnership between Google and Twitter that began in 2015, 
using each phrase and posting strategically are vital for brands. Neil Patel,7 
co-founder of Crazy Egg, Hello Bar, and KISSmetrics, explains: “Social 
and search have intertwined into a squirming nexus of who’s-where-and-
who’s-who.”8 The about section provides a platform to share who the 
brand is and what it is all about with the online brand communities.

Profile Photos and Thumbnails

It seems like social media profile image sizes are constantly changing. 
Be sure to regularly review the social channels of a brand to ensure that 
images are crisp, properly sized, engaging, and branded. Although all 
platforms do not need the exact same photos, it is helpful to consider 
the general branding guidelines and applications of images across plat-
forms. On some platforms, such as Facebook, more engagement can be 
gained when a cover image is regularly changed. It might be something to 
consider updating with various initiatives or campaigns. But even when 
rotating those images, be sure to keep the feel of the brand in mind. Users 
should still recognize each cover photo as being from the brand or organi-
zation. Thumbnail images should be easily recognizable as well. Consider 
using the logo, as that is often the image associated with posts or com-
ments. Have it created and sized specifically for each social media outlet. 
An easy way to identify the latest size requirements is to quickly search 
the internet for an updated listing of each platform’s image dimensions.

Vanity URLs

Customizing an organization’s URL for each platform makes it easy 
for people to connect. A vanity URL is a unique, individualized URL 
for a social platform. For example, facebook.com/CarolynMaeKim is 
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far easier to remember and share than facebook.com/149272585126883. 
When creating vanity URLs for an organization’s social platforms, keep 
them consistent. Ideally, have one URL for all social media properties. 
Twitter tends to have less space, and so it is a good idea to make a vanity 
URL for Twitter first and then apply that to other platforms. A helpful 
website to quickly check if a vanity URL is available across the social 
media landscape is www.Namechk.com.

Company Connections

Some of the weakest points for many organizations are the connections 
between social platforms, as well as the connection with the organization’s 
website. Be sure to have the correct URL provided for the organiza-
tion’s main site, as well as incorporating the connections to other social 
profiles within each social media channel. It is helpful at this stage to 
also review the organization’s website and ensure that the social media 
channels are easily identified on the homepage and other key locations. 
If they are not, work with the website development team to ensure all 
channels are properly added on the website. This permits users to easily 
connect in multiple places, as well as allowing the community to quickly 
identify where they will be able to engage with the brand. For example, 
people should be able to get to the brand’s TikTok profile from the web-
site’s home page, or they should be able easily to share a blog from the 
website to their Facebook news feed. On Facebook, users should be able 
to connect to the Instagram profile or YouTube channel. It should be a 
well-organized and clearly defined web of connections.

Rich Media

When developing social profiles, also consider the inclusion of rich media. 
For example, on Twitter, there are six locations for images or video that 
show on the main profile. It is advisable to add at least these six pieces of 
rich media to the Twitter profile before it goes live so that the brand’s pro-
file presence appears complete. Instagram has a regular rotation of images 
across the profile background. It is helpful to make sure the brand has 
enough images that, as they rotate in and out, it appears diverse and inter-
esting, rather than underdeveloped. Review each platform to understand 
how it displays, what media are needed, and where they are used. After 
this, develop branded pieces that can meet those needs to fully utilize each 
platform. If the brand is unsure what kinds of media-rich content pieces 
to create, it can be helpful to reflect on the brand community conversa-
tions and keywords for the organization. Find images, video, infographics, 

https://www.Namechk.com
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and other rich media that involve these topics of mutual interest. That is 
what the brand community cares about and with which they will engage. 
Remember, the social principle is about identifying topics of mutual inter-
est with a brand’s audience and engaging in a conversation.

Content Distribution

After each profile has a mission statement and the profile design is fully 
up to speed, consider the content distribution strategy for the organi-
zation. The first step in a distribution plan is to create a content topic 
guide. Hootsuite’s senior director of social media, Jaime Stein, provides 
a model for organizations on social media that essentially allocates vari-
ous percentages of social media content to specific focuses of the organi-
zation.9 Hootsuite’s free online template, “How to create a social media 
strategy in 8 easy steps” illustrates this:10 “50% of your content will drive 
back to the blog; 25% of your content will be curated from other sources; 
20% of your content will be lead generation; 5% of your content will 
be company culture.” The percentages identified in the example are just 
that—an example. Each organization needs to create content distribu-
tion guide percentages based on the brand’s objectives and social media 
purpose. However, some organizations may not be well placed to know 
how to develop such defined metrics yet. It could be that more time is 
needed in social media before that can be solidified. If that is the case, 
brands may opt for the rule of thirds. The rule of thirds is essentially 
that one third of the content will be about the brand, one third will be 
shared from industry thought leaders, and one third will be dedicated to 
individual interactions with a brand community on social media.

Beyond the base allocation of percentages for content information, it 
is also helpful to create a general content calendar. A general content cal-
endar guides the overall social media communication pieces and allows 
for harmonization across platforms. Much more specific content calen-
dars are developed for each campaign. However, the general content 
calendar provides a framework to develop specific campaigns and also to 
align communication with the overall brand’s other communiqué pieces 
for audiences. A general content calendar should include:

• Platforms
• Day, and if possible, time of posts
• Keywords or topic of the post
• Category of content topic design
• Any media needed (images, photos, etc.)
• Team member responsible for post.
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If the organization already uses a master content calendar for commu-
nication across all platforms (such as newsletters, website blogs, press 
releases), it is helpful to coordinate in order to ensure that social media 
complements the overall organizational communication patterns. 
Knowing what the organization is communicating in general will help 
social media strategists tailor content that is appropriate for each social 
channel.

Social Media Voice

With a general content distribution guide in place and a calendar cre-
ated, develop the social media voice for the brand. This will include 
key messages and a message map that will guide how the organization 
interacts on social media and ensure that the brand persona is high-
lighted in all types of engagement. Before determining what to say and 
how to say it, having a strong brand persona is crucial. The social media 
voice is composed by understanding the brand’s persona, the appropriate 
tone for a message, and the intentional language needed to effectively 
communicate in each post.

Figure 3.2 Developing a Social Media Voice



STRATEGIC DESIGN PART A 73

Understanding Brand Persona

Style guides and brand voice are often captured in marketing style 
guidelines. The reality, however, is that many organizations have 
trouble translating those marketing guidelines into social media or, 
perhaps, they simply choose not to consider those guidelines. This 
becomes quite problematic. A brand’s presentation on social media 
intricately influences key publics’ perceptions of the brand itself. It is 
not just a “social media” activity—it directly impacts the organiza-
tion’s reputation and perception. It is, therefore, crucial that the brand 
persona and style are maintained so that all social media efforts support 
the overall vision of the organization. Brian Solis,11 social media guru, 
points out:

In social networks, the brand and how it’s perceived, is open to 
public interpretation and potential misconception now more than 
ever. Without a deliberate separation between the brand voice and 
personality and that of the person representing it, we are instantly at 
odds with our goals, purpose, and potential stature.12

Strategic social media messaging involves more than just coming up 
with the right words. It is about understanding what the brand symbol-
izes and the persona of the brand in the digital sphere.13 When identi-
fying a brand’s persona, consider what kind of person the brand would 
be if it came to life. The organization may have a thoughtful brand 
persona, or, perhaps, the brand persona would be more appropriate to 
the organization if it was somewhat playful or adventurous. Perhaps 
the organization’s brand is lighthearted or maybe academic. Determine 
what the brand’s persona is before developing key messaging. Keep in 
mind that, no matter what the persona, it still needs to be a humanized 
concept. Paul Armstrong,14 emerging technology expert, says “Brands 
need to be human (in some form or another) if they want to succeed 
online.”15

Tone

After identifying the brand’s persona, establish the kind of tone that 
should come across in communication. Tone can be defined as “the 
underlying vibe that emanates from your brand’s communications.”16 
The tone should reflect the brand persona and be uniquely appropriate 
to the specific audience the brand is engaging. Some brands might have 
a more personable tone, where others might take on a more direct or 



STRATEGIC DESIGN PART A74

academic tone. When developing the key traits of a brand’s social voice 
tone, consider not only the brand’s current type of communication tone, 
but also where the brand would like to see the social media conversa-
tions develop. Perhaps the tone will be quiet and humble if the brand is 
on a new platform, but, after gaining credibility, will develop into more 
of an authoritative or scientific tone in the future. Understanding where 
the brand is today, where the brand hopes to be tomorrow, as well as 
the long-term objectives of the brand in social media will determine the 
proper tone in the right context.17

Intentional Language

Keeping in mind the brand persona and tone, consider the purpose, or 
reason, for the communication. This should relate back to the social 
media campaign objectives. Recognizing the purpose of the social 
media content, think of the specific language that will be used. This 
concept will be developed further in the key messages and message map 
creation. Stephanie Schwab,18 CEO and founder of Crackerjack Mar-
keting, describes the challenge of developing language to match a social 
media voice, writing:

Although your brand may be the expert in its field, coming off 
sounding like you’re smarter than your customers could turn people 
off pretty quickly. Establishing appropriate brand language will 
give you a foundation for the types of words, phrases and jargon 
to be used in social media communications. Want to sound very 
exclusive? Use insider language and acronyms. Want to sound hip? 
Stay up-to-date on the latest slang. But be careful—if you make a 
misstep in slang it’ll look like you’re trying too hard.19

Learning to craft appropriate content is part of designing a strong social 
media voice. The key to effectively crafting appropriate content is 
remembering to design it based on the brand’s persona and tone, as well 
as applying insight from the formative research on what causes audiences 
to engage and what the purpose of social media for the brand is.

Finally, before moving on to create social media campaigns, ensure 
that certain policies and procedures are in place. The four that will be 
discussed in this section include: (1) A social media community policy, 
(2) an employee social media use policy, (3) a policy for the social media 
teams in an organization, and (4) a crisis plan for social media.
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Social Media Community Policy

The goal of having a social media user policy is to protect the online 
community and the quality of conversations that take place in social 
media. A community policy is a document that outlines the kinds of behav-
iors that are welcome in the brand community, as well as identifying 
negative behaviors and the consequences of those. Obviously, the nature 
of social media is such that a brand cannot control all conversations, 
nor should it try. However, it is important to have a policy in place that 
addresses certain kinds of interaction or communication that may be 
harmful to social media engagement and communities. A good place to 
start would be to reference whether the organization’s website has a user 
policy in place for comments on blogs and other locations online.

Craft a social media community policy with the values of the orga-
nization and online brand community in mind. There are three main 
parts to include: (1) the values of the online community and the type 
of behavior that creates an environment where those values are seen, 
(2) behaviors that may conflict with the values of the community, and 
(3) actions that will be taken if comments, posts, and so on violate 
those values.

Values of the Community

As with anything in social media, the goal of the brand should be to 
inspire and engage—not dictate. With that in view, it is important that 
the beginning of a social media community policy focuses on what 
the purpose of the community is and how it can be accomplished. For 
example, remind people that, every day, thousands of users are having 
conversations about mutual interests that engage, connect, and inform. 
Next, clarify the vision for the brand’s platform and how that vision 
will enhance and expand the conversations that are meaningful to the 
community. For example, the brand may identify that the purpose of 
the Twitter account is to provide answers and resources for the brand 
community. Perhaps the value of the Facebook page is to provide a com-
munity where brand advocates can connect, share stories, and provide 
feedback for the brand. Whatever the goal is, it should be identified for 
users. Then, connect how that goal can be achieved with specific plat-
form behaviors. For example, the brand might identify that, because 
the specific social site is a place to share stories, users are welcome to 
share their experiences and feedback. It would also be good to note that 
the brand might be unable to respond to each and every post owing to 
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the volume, but that the brand values the conversations and wants the 
platform to be a place where that type of feedback takes place. There are a 
number of strong examples of social media user policies available online 
for easy reference.

Types of Behavior that May Inhibit the Values

The next area to address in a user policy concerns the kinds of actions 
that may inhibit the values and purpose of the online community. In 
other words, are there certain kinds of engagement that the brand would 
delete if they are found in places such as comments on Facebook posts 
or on a YouTube channel? Comments may include such things as racial 
slurs, explicit or inappropriate language, or personal threats against other 
users. Identify the exact kinds of behaviors that are not appropriate and 
why those behaviors directly conflict with the platform’s values and pur-
pose. Ultimately, the focus of a community policy, also sometimes called 
a social media user policy, is to foster a strong environment within the 
social media platform. If community members are threatening that goal, 
they need to understand how their behavior is harmful and why it does 
not support the values of the community. A great example can be seen 
in the Mayo Clinic’s participation guidelines.20 After establishing some 
basics about the platforms and encouraging participation in the online 
conversations, the Mayo Clinic says: “We also expect a basic level of 
civility; disagreements are fine, but mutual respect is a must, and pro-
fanity or abusive language are out-of-bounds.”21 The idea is that, while 
conversation is encouraged, there are certain behaviors that would actu-
ally limit the overall communication climate of the online community.

Consequences of Behavior

Finally, specify how the organization will respond when behaviors do 
not foster the values of the community. Be very clear in this section. 
The reason is that it allows everyone to be on the same page if the brand 
does, in fact, end up needing to delete comments, block users, or report 
content. Having a policy in place early means that, if the brand has to 
respond to content in one of these ways, the organization cannot be 
accused of censoring or being biased against certain views. Rather, it 
will be clear to everyone in the social media community that, from the 
very beginning, the organization had set values, identified behaviors 
that support those values and specific behaviors that are not appropri-
ate on the social media platforms, and set responses to inappropriate 
behaviors.
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EXPERT INSIGHT
Matt Prince

What do you think is one hallmark competency social 
media professionals need to succeed?

Being a storyteller. This is one of the most powerful aspects to 
any brand and/or individual. Fundamental human behavior has 
not changed when it comes to marketing, but the way we do it 
has. Keeping that in mind is key to the underlying importance of 
connecting on an emotional level and doing it in an authentic way.

What role do brand persona and tone play in developing a 
social media campaign for a brand?

Good social media campaigns have a developed voice, while great 
social media campaigns incorporate tone. Voice defines your brand 
personality, while tone reflects your specific audience.

What are some ways brands can stay engaging and inter-
esting on social media with so many organizations already 
launching incredible campaigns?

The most important way for brands to maintain interest is to stay 
relevant and true to their audience. Authenticity is the strongest 
currency a brand can have. Communications should be grounded 
in truth and differentiated by the emotional connection. It’s 
important to remember choices by consumers are not made by 
function alone, but are driven by emotion.

What role should social media advertising play within a 
campaign?

Social platforms are making it harder and harder for brands to 
organically reach their audiences. Whether it’s through spon-
sored posts or paid influencers, social media has established 
itself as a valuable business driver, and its increasing budgets are 
reflecting that.

Is it possible for organizations to develop employee social 
media policies that empower? If so, what are those key 
ingredients?
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Companies no longer have a social media team of one or two—it’s 
as big as their entire workforce. Each employee has the ability to 
share, leak, promote, defend, and deter your brand. Empowered 
employees can be a remarkable social tool for brands, but that isn’t 
built in the social media policy. It’s developed in the company cul-
ture and shared through social media.

What are the core elements of a strong social media cam-
paign goal?

Measurability is key to any campaign and social media is no excep-
tion. Whether it’s sales overnight or brand over time, all social 
campaigns should have clear objectives that are measurable.

What are the key ethical areas that brands should keep in 
mind on social media?

Policies and laws are quickly catching up to the dynamic economy 
of social media. Making sure brands are up to date on influencer 
promotions, legal repercussions, accuracy, credibility, and privacy 
is key to ensuring ethical social media success.

What strategies should brands keep in mind to effectively 
interact with influencers in social media campaigns?

Authenticity is one of the most important things to keep in mind 
when engaging with social media influencers. Set strict criteria that 
provide a thorough process to ensure those you’re working with 
align with your brand and its values. Also, ensure you and your 
teams are up to speed on the constantly evolving world of FTC 
guidelines and disclosures when it comes to influencer engage-
ment. There’s a huge responsibility when it comes to how brands 
connect with consumers; influencers are an extension of that and 
add in their own complexity.

What do you see as the future trends brand leaders should 
be considering in social media?

The business and brand impact we saw with COVID-19 goes to 
show how quickly trends can shift when it comes to consumer 
behavior and how brands are adapting. Now more than ever it’s 
important to offer more than just value, but showcase your values. 
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Employee Social Media Policies

Social media policies for employees are a growing area of focus for orga-
nizations. Employees can be a brand’s biggest advocates and fans in the 
social world, and they should be empowered. However, organizations 
also need to provide some guidance for appropriate social media usage, 
particularly with the growing saturation of social media use in personal 
and professional contexts. It is recommended that employee social media 
policies are added to the employee handbook, incorporated into new 
employee training, and added into regular employee training meetings 
to remind the organization about the ways that social media impacts 
the workplace. A social media policy for employees should empower, 
build trust, and guide. This kind of policy, however, tends to be the 
most difficult to write. Beyond working to be sure that the organiza-
tion is empowering and not stifling, it is also vital to work very closely 
with the legal team to make sure that the brand is not violating any 
employee rights.

National Labor Relations Act and Social Media

The National Labor Relations Act has several areas that apply directly 
to the types of policies an organization can have for social media use. 
For example, Section 7 says: “Employees have the right to unionize, to 
join together to advance their interests as employees, and to refrain from 
such activity. It is unlawful for an employer to interfere with, restrain, 
or coerce employees in the exercise of their rights.”22 Essentially, this 
means that communication by employees that deals with matters such 
as working conditions, their pay, and interest to advance themselves as 
employees in a joint effort is protected. Businesses and organizations 
cannot create social media policies that would discipline that kind of 

Today’s generation, especially Generation Z, will stand behind 
brands that clearly and authentically stand for causes and put peo-
ple ahead of profit.

Connect with Matt: @Matt_Prince; www.linkedin.com/in/
mattprince1; www.facebook.com/matthewprince

Matt Prince is the PR + Newsroom Manager at Taco Bell
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communication. In fact, some organizations that fired employees over 
social media communication that falls into this genre of content have 
been required to reinstate them. The National Relations Labor Board 
(NRLB) has also required organizations to adjust their policies because 
the requirements were overly broad. These kinds of cases are nothing 
new—in fact, the NRLB began reviewing and providing memos of 
cases dealing with employees and social media policies in 2011. It iden-
tified two main areas to keep in mind: “Employer policies should not be 
so sweeping that they prohibit the kinds of activity protected by federal 
labor law, such as the discussion of wages or working conditions among 
employees” and “an employee’s comments on social media are generally 
not protected if they are mere gripes not made in relation to group activ-
ity among employees.”23

Keeping in mind the protections of employees making concerted 
efforts in a group toward better working conditions, there are parameters 
that can be placed. For example, there are legal policies organizations 
have regarding harassing other employees, releasing proprietary infor-
mation, and other kinds of behaviors that intersect with existing HR 
and legal requirements. On April 16, 2015, the NLRB concluded that 
a social media policy put in place by Landry’s Inc. was legal and upheld 
employees’ rights while also providing guidelines on how social media 
behaviors may influence the organization’s existing legal policies. The 
policy provides an excellent example to consider for employee policy 
design. Part of the policy stated:

While your free time is generally not subject to any restriction by the 
Company, the Company urges all employees not to post information 
regarding the Company, their jobs, or other employees which could 
lead to morale issues in the workplace or detrimentally affect the 
Company’s business. This can be accomplished by always thinking 
before you post, being civil to others and their opinions, and not 
posting personal information about others unless you have received 
their permission. You are personally responsible for the content 
you publish on blogs, wikis, or any other form of social media. Be 
mindful that what you publish will be public for a long time. Be 
also mindful that if the Company receives a complaint from an 
employee about information you have posted about that employee, 
the Company may need to investigate that complaint to ensure 
that there has been no violation of the harassment policy or other 
Company policy. In the event there is such a complaint, you will 
be expected to cooperate in any investigation of that complaint, 
including providing access to the posts at issue.24
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As has been illustrated, it is highly advisable to work closely with HR 
and the legal team to compose an employee social media policy. As 
the policy is shaped, keep in mind the goals: empower, build trust, and 
guide.

Empower

The first thing to do in a social media policy for employees is to empower 
them. Ideally, they will love where they work and want to share the 
great things in which they are involved. Coca-Cola, for example, created 
its social media principles to help employees be empowered. After not-
ing that there are more than 150,000 associates in 200 companies that 
may be engaging in the social media world, Coca-Cola writes, “Have 
fun, but be smart. Use sound judgment and common sense, adhere to 
the Company’s values, and follow the same Company policies that you 
follow in the offline world.”25 Leading by example, Coca-Cola then 
identifies the values that will guide the brand’s social media interac-
tion including: Transparency of communication, protection of privacy, 
respecting rights of others, responsible use of technology, and monitoring 
their behavior for appropriate records of interaction. Coca-Cola also has 
five key points for its employees on social media, including reminding 
them about policies that influence employee behavior, disclosing their 
work status if they are promoting information regarding the company on 
social media, and being conscientious about their personal social media 
use while at work.26

Another great example of an employee social media policy comes 
from Kodak’s “Social Media Tips” document.27 Kodak provided these 
tips to empower strong use of social media by organizations. It iden-
tifies ten rules that help guide its employees’ use of social media in 
two general areas: reputation and privacy.28 In addition to the guides 
for its employees, it also created details on each platform and some 
basic Q and A sections to assist users who may be less familiar with 
the platform. This is a great way to empower employees not only to 
understand how to share but also to know the functionality of the 
platforms themselves.

Build Trust

Social media policies for employees are not about a brand’s attempt 
to control those who work for them, but rather about creating online 
communities that are positive experiences for everyone. It is important, 
therefore, that your employees recognize the intention behind a social 
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media policy. To build trust, it is helpful to include the values of the 
organization itself on social media, perhaps even referencing the overall 
goal of why the organization is in social media in the first place. It can 
also help to remind people about what will not be required—for exam-
ple, the organization should not require that employees become their 
 managers’ “friends” on Facebook or that all employees have to follow 
the brand on Instagram or Twitter.

In addition, create specific things to help encourage employees 
on social media—perhaps highlight the top “brand advocates” in an 
employee meeting or recognize outstanding contributions to community 
conversations in the social world. Employees are an incredibly valuable 
part of any organization—both in the online and offline worlds. Building 
trust requires not only that the organization empower employees to 
be brand ambassadors on behalf of the organization, but also that it 
recognize the employees’ value and contribution to the online com-
munity in the same way that any other brand influencer would be rec-
ognized. It all goes back to being relational and human, not coercive 
and dictatorial.

Guide

The guide part of the social media plan helps employees to connect 
their workplace policies and how they may impact online interaction. 
For example, although there is a certain level of free speech allowed and 
concerted employee activity, disclosure of confidential information may 
also be harmful. If an organization is an educational institution, there 
are legal requirements established by the Federal Education Rights and 
Privacy Act (FERPA) that prohibit disclosure of student information. 
This Act applies online in the same way it would in person. To help, an 
organization may want to give examples in the employee guidelines that 
illustrate appropriate ways to celebrate and recognize students they work 
with and inappropriate ways that may violate FERPA. There may also 
be organizations that have products in development that require employ-
ees and contractors to sign non-disclosure documents. Again, employees 
need to understand how that non-disclosure agreement applies not just 
to in-person conversation settings, but online as well. For example, 
employees may not realize that their location can be disclosed when 
they upload to certain social media sites. It is helpful to remind them of 
that function if the organization has any work in undisclosed locations. 
These types of examples depend highly on the kind of organization. 
That is why it is helpful to be sure to customize an employee social 
media policy specifically for the organization itself.
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Social Media Brand User Policy

The final type of user policy that needs to be in place is the social 
media policy for the individuals who will actually be running the 
brand’s social media account. There are countless examples of brands 
that have had disasters with their own social media accounts. The goal 
of an internal social media brand user policy is to prevent these kinds 
of situations.

When creating a brand user policy, it is extremely important to have 
buy-in from all parties that will be involved. It is advisable to work with 
the groups together in creating the policy so that all needs are met and 
everyone involved supports the process. Within any organization, there 
will be many parties interested in getting information out via social 
media. There may be a marketing team, a sales team, a PR team, a com-
munity relations team, and management. The social media strategists 
will also likely need to consult with leadership, HR, and, at times, legal 
on what is posted. The brand user policy should account for the needs 
and requirements of all these groups.

Roles

An internal brand user policy should clearly identify roles. For example, 
who will be the main contact for social media questions that need to 
go to legal? When multiple groups need to get information onto social 
media channels, who is the lead on collecting those requests and getting 
back to the various groups? Will HR be involved with all posts that 
involve anything around an employee, or only specific ones? Working 
together with all parties on addressing these questions will allow every-
one to feel comfortable with and committed to the social media process. 
It also will incorporate the expertise of each of these areas, which will 
enhance the effectiveness of the policy.

In addition to points of contact, a social media team also needs to 
identify the roles of content creation and delivery. Be clear about who 
is responsible for posting the content and on which channels, who will 
be responsible for monitoring and reporting on the content interaction, 
and who will be the lead social media person. The director or manager 
may be tasked with the strategy behind campaigns and content, allowing 
them to be the decision-maker when multiple requests come in simulta-
neously. It will be their responsibility to harmonize the needs of groups 
into one communication message on social media and to manage the 
other team members who are implementing the actual components of a 
campaign in the social media world.
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Branding and Platforms

Although already identified, it is helpful to include a consolidated 
explanation of branding requirements and logo use in the social media 
brand user policy. It allows anyone who is involved with the brand’s 
social media to understand what is and is not the appropriate appli-
cation of colors, fonts, slogans, and trademarks. It is also important 
to incorporate the social media voice in this portion so that people 
understand the tone and approach to use when interacting on social 
media. In this document, list the platforms the brand is on and the 
usernames and vanity URLs associated with those accounts. The doc-
ument should not, however, include passwords, as the social media 
director will want to restrict access to the individual directly respon-
sible for posting on that platform. It is also advisable to include the 
content distribution strategy so that all users understand the genres of 
content and ultimate goals for the platforms. Although these sections 
will be abbreviated versions from the larger social media strategic plan, 
discussed above, it is helpful to reference each area for familiarity. Also 
provide access to the entire social media strategic plan to establish 
a more robust understanding of the organization’s approach to social 
media, as well as the policies that guide activities when working for the 
brand’s social media team.

White Papers

A final part that is highly recommended for a brand’s social media 
user policy is white papers. These are often not included in the official 
social media brand user policy but can be kept in the same area. White 
papers can be created on each platform the brand is currently using, 
addressing current platform basics such as audience size and known 
functionality, proprietary information such as traditional performance 
and the audience profile, and any platform-specific guidelines such as 
partners on the platform used for cross-promotion, advertising poli-
cies, and so on. White papers can easily be updated as platforms change 
and develop. This is helpful, as updating the official social media brand 
user policy is much more involved and requires representatives from 
various departments. White papers, on the other hand, should be more 
fluid as they require constant updating to reflect platform specifica-
tions and requirements. The white papers do not incorporate approval 
processes, responsibilities, and other areas that require joint agree-
ment. Rather, they simply provide guidance based on specific social 
media properties.
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Crisis Plan

The approach to dealing with a social media crisis will be addressed 
later, but it is important to note that every social media team needs to 
have a crisis plan on file. This crisis plan should have a direct connection 
with the organization’s overall crisis plan. Usually, the PR department 
will already have created a crisis plan. Meeting with them to discuss spe-
cific applications, roles, and approval processes for social media posting 
during a crisis is important. Key areas to identify include: how social 
media will be used during a crisis that was created outside of social 
media, and what roles or approval processes will involve the PR team 
for crises created as a result of something happening in social media. 
Often, crises arise external to social media and are caused as a result of 
something internal with the brand. Perhaps there were mass lay-offs, 
maybe a product caused harm to someone, or potentially a natural disas-
ter impacted the brand. But, at other times, social media is the direct 
cause of the crisis itself, such as an employee posting an inappropriate 
picture or a customer’s tweet about a negative experience going viral. A 
crisis plan will need to address both types of situations.

One thing to keep in mind when drafting the plan is having a process 
in place for approval of content during a crisis. Often, in a crisis, legal 
and HR may be involved. However, the nature of social media is that it 
moves extremely quickly, and so a brand cannot afford to simply be quiet 
for hours on end in a social context while teams go through numerous 
approval processes. In addition to understanding approval processes and 
time lines for specific crisis information that could be released during an 
event, a team must also develop a plan for the kinds of social responses 
that can be posted quickly without causing legal problems. It is helpful to 
consider creating pre-approved crisis posts that can be both customized 
for the specific situation and used to direct people to a set platform for 
updates, such as a company blog, which would be maintained by the PR 
team during a crisis. In addition, most organizations have a crisis team 
that will be called during any major event. Consider asking if the social 
media director may be part of the team, or if the social media strategist 
can have direct access to a key decision maker on the crisis response team 
who will be able to give approval for social media content.

If a crisis is caused as a result of social media, it is also helpful to 
have a key group of people in place that can be called on for advice and 
direction. These contacts and their roles and titles should be identified 
in the crisis plan. When a crisis erupts as a result of social media, brands 
need to respond quickly. If it was a rogue post accidentally sent from the 
company’s personal profile, a situation that has become all too familiar, 
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be sure to quickly remove the post and provide an explanation for what 
happened. If the crisis arises from a poor experience of a key stakeholder 
who has taken to social media to air their grievances, be sure to quickly 
engage with them and directly connect them with someone who can 
resolve the problem. Always make sure to follow up to ensure it was 
handled appropriately. Key considerations for engagement and response 
to social media crises will be addressed in Chapter 5.

At this point, a goal has been established for the purpose of social 
media, which relates to the organization’s main vision; each platform 
has a vision statement associated with it, and SMART, outcome-based 
objectives have been created; all the brand profiles are optimized; and 
the brand has a content distribution model and general content calendar 
outlined. It is now possible to create individual social media campaigns 
that support the larger role of social media in an organization.

SOCIAL MEDIA CAMPAIGN DESIGN

Each individual campaign will have elements similar to the larger social 
media strategic plan. A social media campaign allows an organization to 
strategically design a shorter-term engagement plan around specific top-
ics on social media. The creation of a social media strategic plan will be 
the unifying and guiding parameter for all campaigns that are produced 
by an organization.

Developing Campaign Goal(s)

As with the strategic plan, a social media campaign goal will be the 
broad end purpose of the campaign. Unlike the strategic plan, how-
ever, the campaign’s goal may be shorter-term in nature. For example, 
a campaign goal might be: “Be a leading choice for summer vacation 
destinations.” Or perhaps it might be something along the lines of: “Be 
a top charity to donate and engage with during Giving Tuesday.” Social 
media campaign goals directly relate to the organization’s vision and, 
more specifically, to the social media strategic design goals. They are 
ultimately born out of the formative research collected in the listen-
ing phase. These goals may also have been identified from the SWOT 
analysis. For instance, an example of a SWOT application for a temp 
agency’s goal on social media may have been that there is significant 
opportunity to engage with potential new hires via LinkedIn. That 
opportunity relates to the vision of the organization being accom-
plished (finding people to fill positions) and supports the social media 
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goals (the organization’s desire to take advantage of social media as a way 
of finding potential hires). As a result, it may be determined that there is 
a need to create a specific social media campaign that pursues this oppor-
tunity and it should take place between April and June in order to target 
new graduates. Remember, any goal for a social media campaign should 
be driven by data—not just reactions. Be sure to thoroughly review all 
areas of research and needs for an organization prior to establishing the 
social media campaign goal.

Audiences

After establishing a campaign goal, identify which audiences are most 
important to the success of this particular campaign. An organiza-
tion may have a variety of primary and secondary audiences, and each 
campaign should be tailored to the most appropriate audience for the 
given goal. An audience can be defined as: “people who are somehow 
mutually involved or interdependent with particular organizations.”29 
In this context, consider which audiences or platform communities are 
especially involved with the success of the given campaign goal. The 
audience analysis that was conducted during the listening stage is partic-
ularly helpful during this point. The analysis specifies information such 
as user demographics, key behaviors of certain stakeholders, and import-
ant communication background (such as other places the audience is 
receiving information, and how often). Be sure to clearly identify the 
values, opinions, beliefs, and behaviors of each audience and then select 
those that are most related to the success of the campaign goal. Create 
an audience profile for each of the key publics involved in the campaign. 
An easy way to create this kind of audience profile is to use PIPP: pub-
lic, important segment, profile, priority.30 An example of an audience 
profile chart can be seen in Figure 3.3. These audience profiles will help 
develop the rest of the social media campaign.

Figure 3.3 PIPP Chart for Audience Analysis
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Campaign SMART Objectives

As with the strategic plan, create SMART outcome-based objectives for 
the campaign. These objectives must directly support the goal created 
for the campaign and be related to the specific audience or platform 
community that was identified in the audience analysis section. For most 
audiences, brands may have one specific objective. However, some cam-
paigns necessitate multiple objectives for an audience in order to achieve 
a goal. If the audience is first identified and its profile is developed, the 
SMART objectives can be much more strategic and precise. This also 
provides a clearer understanding of who the audience is, what it values 
and wants from the organization, and what behaviors are typical. This 
information gives data to develop “achievable” and “relevant” goals that 
are appropriate for the campaign.

Finally, be sure each objective supports the goal. Sometimes, there 
are some fantastic social media objectives, but they do not lead to the 
goal being reached. Social media strategists should consider the follow-
ing question: If each of these objectives is met, does that mean the goal 
has been reached? If the answer is yes, move forward with developing 
campaign strategies. If the answer is no, it is important to evaluate which 
objectives may need to be removed or refined, and whether there are 
additional objectives that should be added.

Strategies

With the goal, audiences, and objectives in place, it is now possible to 
move into the “what” stage of planning by creating strategies to achieve 
those campaign objectives. Strategies are defined as the “overall con-
cept, approach, or general plan for the program designed to achieve an 
objective”31 or the “how and why campaign components will achieve 
objectives.”32 Essentially, strategies are the ways or approaches in which a 
campaign will effectively work toward reaching objectives. For example, 
a strategy might be: “develop a photo contest to highlight the new prod-
uct in use by fans.” This is a concept that may lead to an objective being 
met. Another example could be, “launch a quarterly Twitter chat to pro-
vide thought leadership in education.” The idea behind strategies is that 
they are what will be done as part of the campaign in order to achieve an 
objective. It is likely that there will be between three and five strategies 
for each objective, though that may vary depending on the campaign and 
specific needs. This is where creativity starts coming to life as strategists 
intentionally identify the kinds of activities and initiatives that would be 
beneficial in the campaign and required for the success of objectives.
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Tactics

After the “what” of the campaign has been identified, the various parts to 
accomplish those strategies, also known as tactics, are needed. Tactics can 
be defined as “The nuts and bolts part of a plan.”33 Tactics are the specific 
activities and tasks that must be completed for a strategy to be fulfilled. 
List all the specific pieces and actions that need to happen in order to 
make a strategy successful. For example, one strategy from above identi-
fied a photo contest. In order to accomplish this, many tactics must be in 
place. Rules must be developed. Prizes must be identified and secured. 
Media and posts must be created for the specific platform that is hosting 
the contest. Each strategy can only be accomplished if specific tactics take 
place. Just like before, at the end of making the list of tactics, consider 
the following: “If all of these tactics happen, will that make the strategy 
successful?” If so, move forward. If not, it is time to reassess the tactics.

Key Messages

When key messages are created, the words and content must be based 
on the individual audiences to which the brand will be communicat-
ing. A key message is the core concept, or elevator pitch, that is used to 
develop other communication pieces. Think of one or two sentences 
that capture the heart of the campaign, designed with the brand persona, 

Figure 3.4 Social Media Campaign Elements
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tone, and language in mind, and strategically match the unique needs 
and values of the audience that the campaign is designed to reach. For 
example, when crafting a key message to engage new moms in relation 
to a product that recently launched, a key message might be: “The [new 
product] is a safe and effective way to help you care for your child.” 
When developing a key message, consider the following:"

• What does the audience value?
• What unique benefit does this brand, cause, product, service, or 

event offer in relation to the audience need?
• Which keywords or topics capture this issue?
• What would be most important in this topic for the audience to know?
• How would our brand persona and tone strategically articulate this 

concept?

After crafting a key message of one to two sentences for each audience in 
the campaign, it is time to develop a social media message map.

Message Map

A message map will guide the communications on social platforms. It 
can be defined as, “a framework used to create compelling, relevant mes-
sages for various audience segments and for organizational alignment”34 
or a “compass that guides all of your communications.”35 Essentially, it is 
a way to extrapolate how to communicate in meaningful ways with each 
audience. The word communication is a term derived from the Latin 
word communis, which means “common.” This is applicable as common 
knowledge and experience lead to connections that intertwine com-
munities. As a message map is developed, identify the commonalities, 
or mutual interests, between the brand and key audiences to make the 
connection through communication stronger.

First, when developing a social message map, create a guide for how 
to communicate the key messages in various settings. For example, per-
haps there will be a key message for an audience followed by several 
longer, supporting messages that could be used to craft posts for various 
platforms such as Facebook, Twitter, and LinkedIn. Keep in mind that a 
message map is not a copy-and-paste place to put all social content. It is 
a place to model how to effectively communicate the key message in the 
various places for the campaign.

Second, consider creating supporting messages in ways that engage 
a variety of people, such as articulating key messages with facts, statis-
tics, or logical points (logos), using stories and anecdotes (pathos), and 
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testimonials or endorsements and success stories (ethos). This will help 
the messages truly resonate with a variety of perspectives and brand 
community members. Also consider examples of how not to communi-
cate the key message. This could be a secondary part of a social media 
message map to help provide specific guidelines and examples of ways 
that the brand persona or tone would not be applied to a concept.

Budget and Resources

A final component when designing a campaign is identifying the budget-
ary needs and resources that will be required to accomplish the campaign. 
Social media is not free. It takes staff hours, money for giveaways, time to 
create graphics, and any number of other elements to make it successful. 
A social media professional should be able to identify those needs and 

Figure 3.5 Social Media Message Map
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document them for the campaign. The first step is to create a list of all 
resources needed. This should include things such as social media interns 
(if applicable), staff time, creative design, and so on. Next, add a column 
beside each of these items and list their cost. This will calculate the total 
expenditures expected for the social media campaign. It is also import-
ant, however, to list income.

Calculating Potential Social Media Income

Although some argue that it is impossible to attribute income to social 
media, many businesses have found that it drives revenue in some remark-
able ways. A vast amount of social media value comes in the form of 
development of stronger relationships, increases in the brand’s credibility, 
and two-way dialogue. However, social media strategists should be able to 
harmonize the return on investment both in monetary, bottom-line terms 
as well as in some of the intangible dimensions of social media value. This 
section will focus on the first type of calculation: bottom-line dollars.

In order to calculate the potential income, review the campaign 
objectives. Each objective has a specific, measurable outcome. Coordinate 
with the marketing and IT department to ascertain the value of that 
outcome. For example, if one of the objectives was to have 25 sign-ups 
for a free giveaway in the month of May, ask the marketing team for the 
value of each name that is collected. In the budget, identify the value 
per name and multiply it by the 25 potential sign-ups identified in the 
SMART objective to determine the potential income associated with the 
objective. Some of the social actions merely contribute to larger organi-
zational objectives. For example, it could be that the value of a sign-up 
for the free giveaway needs to be split between the SEO team, which is 
optimizing the landing page for the giveaway, and the social media team, 
which drives traffic to the page. The social media objective, therefore, 
is considered a secondary or complementary driver to the bottom-line 
conversions. It is helpful to discuss with the marketing department and 
management what percentage of value can be agreed upon to attribute 
to the social action so that a specific dollar amount can be assigned to the 
behavior objective in a campaign. When those values have been deter-
mined, subtract the total costs from any total income that can be attached 
to an objective to determine the monetary value of the campaign.

It is worth noting that much of social value is found in developing 
healthy relationships and communication with key stakeholders, not driv-
ing bottom-line business revenue. There is strong precedent in the PR 
and communication fields to establish objectives that are based on increas-
ing credibility, developing trust, and influencing the predispositions of 



STRATEGIC DESIGN PART A 93

audiences. These interactions still provide value for the organization by 
benefitting the continued health of relationships that are key to the organi-
zation’s success. If a social media objective relates to a category that is more 
PR or communications rather than marketing-specific, it may be helpful 
to add a note at the bottom of the budget regarding the non-monetary 
value that will be added to the organization through relationship efforts 
and the implications for the success of the organization as a result.

Finally, before concluding the discussion on the elements of strong 
social media strategic plans and campaign designs, consideration must 
be given to ethics in the social media context. With the increased use 
of social media by organizations, a new capacity to engage and main-
tain two-way communication has become the norm for brands. How-
ever, these social platforms have also posed ethical concerns that include 
activities such as ghost blogging, responses to negative comments online, 
organizations’ transparency, privacy issues, and coercive communication 
efforts.36 The heart of social media has always been about relationships—
and that is why it is crucial for organizations to develop a strong ethical 
framework that supports social media activities. Each social media stra-
tegic plan and campaign should be reviewed to ensure it upholds the 
highest ethical standards for organizations engaging in social media.

SOCIAL MEDIA ETHICS

Organizations that use social media face a multitude of ethical questions: 
Some are significant, and others may seem rather small. Social media 
strategists need to be able to identify areas of ethical concern and apply 
an ethical framework to social media decision-making in order to best 
serve their organizations and the social media community. Brian Solis 
explains the concept like this:

At its very core, social media is not about technology, it’s about 
people. Connections, emotions, expression become the souls and 
personalities of online communities. The ties that bind them together 
are relationships. Without value, mutual benefits, the quality of the 
relationship erodes.37

A core commitment to the well-being of the relationships developed in 
social media should be a primary ethics consideration for organizations 
in social spaces. In order to accomplish this commitment to relation-
ships and ethics, many suggest using the “ethics of care” principles when 
interacting in social media. This can be defined as “doing what is right 
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using the principles of care and concern.”38 Stoker and Walton39 suggest 
that, “The ethic of care moves beyond thinking about the relationship 
in terms of organizational or personal rights and places an emphasis on 
relationships and an organization’s responsibility to relationships created 
under its care.”40 In other words, “the ethic of care’s focus on interde-
pendence, mutuality and reciprocity mirrors our perspective on public 
relations … We cannot choose to ignore a relationship with a stake-
holder simply because it is not important to us.”41 Ethics of care is when 
decisions and interactions are guided by a deep commitment to the 
inherent value of relationships and the responsibility to protect those 
relationships as the primary guide for the brand. To provide a framework 
to approach social media campaigns with an ethic of care, this chapter 
will explore several key considerations for social media strategists.

Defining Ethics

In order to understand a proper application of ethical approaches to 
social media, one must first understand what is meant by the concept of 
ethics. Scott Rae,42 a well-known ethicist and researcher, points out that 
often there is confusion between morality and ethics:

Most people use the terms morality and ethics interchangeably. 
Technically, morality refers to the actual content of right and wrong, 
and ethics refers to the process of determining right and wrong. In 
other words, morality deals with moral knowledge and ethics with 
moral reasoning. Thus, ethics is both an art and a science. It does 
involve some precision like the sciences, but like art, it is an inexact 
and sometimes intuitive discipline. Morality is the end result of 
ethical deliberation, the substance of right and wrong.43

Ethics, then, involve determining a course of proper behavior based 
on existing standards, not simply reacting to a tense moment in social 
media. Brian Solis suggests that, “without a strong ethical foundation, 
you unintentionally make perilous decisions driven by what’s right … 
right now, rather than what’s truly right.”44 In other words, ethics help 
identify right actions by what we should do and wrong actions by what 
we should not do.45 But the question still remains of what standards can 
help guide the process of determining proper behavior and inappropriate 
behavior. In order to address this, there are several ethical principles that 
social media professionals can use as they develop campaigns.

The first principle stems from the idea that ethics involve making 
decisions that can be justified to another person, not just to the brand. 
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This is what Bok46 would call “public justification.”47 Essentially, the 
“test of publicity”48 involves being capable of justifying, to a reasonable 
audience, that the communication was ethical.49 Rather than relying 
on a justification that can fall down an ethically slippery slope when 
only the organization’s goals are considered, social media profession-
als should consider every social media post through the lens of how 
the public would perceive the interaction. This consideration should be 
based on a fierce commitment to protecting and sustaining relationships, 
not to reaching bottom-line goals for a company. For example, ethically, 
organizations should disclose when employees or professionals are being 
paid to endorse the brand online. Otherwise, it is a deceptive practice, 
because the social community is unaware of the financial incentive asso-
ciated with the content posted.

Ethics will come into play on a daily basis—sometimes forcing 
social media teams to make significant decisions, and other times surfac-
ing in the seemingly typical interactions that happen when responding 
to tweets, comments, and mentions. “Many decisions you will make on 
a day-to-day basis involve questions of right and wrong, some of which 
may have easy answers but are difficult to carry out. Ethics provide the 
basis on which you make those decisions.”50 A key component of the 
basis for making ethical decisions in social media is understanding of 
the goal and purpose of social media: relationships.

Dialogic Communication Ethic

As previously identified, a key component of organizations’ social media 
initiatives is the development of relationships with their online com-
munities. Although social media can be used to support overall business 
objectives and, at times, yields direct business profits, it often is used to 
support the long-term value of strong relationships with key audiences. 
It is helpful, therefore, to examine historical approaches to relationship 
building and theories that would apply to social media, in order to create 
an ethical schema for social media professionals.

Grunig and Hunt51 proposed four models for how PR processes, or 
the act of building mutually beneficial relationships, have been prac-
ticed throughout history. They conclude that a two-way symmetrical 
model is the best approach, as it “uses research to facilitate understand-
ing and communication rather than to identify messages most likely to 
motivate or persuade publics. In the symmetrical model, understanding 
is the principal objective of PR rather than persuasion.”52 The idea of 
mutual understanding and communication fits perfectly into the core 
purpose of social media. Thus, using a two-way symmetrical theory to 
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analyze social media communication is important. In addition, using a 
two-way symmetrical theory for relationship building also allows for 
a co-creational perspective of communication, which is in line with 
the idea previously addressed of social media communities being com-
posed of “prosumers” not consumers. Botan and Taylor53 point out that, 
“the co-creational perspective sees publics as co-creators of meaning and 
communication as to what makes it possible to agree to shared mean-
ings, interpretations and goals.”54 Social media is uniquely designed to 
support this model of relationship building, being contingent on the 
public and organizations interacting to pursue mutual understanding 
by co-creating the conversation within the social environment. It is a 
two-way, joint dialogue around a conversation of mutual interest. The 
commitment to dialogue, which should be “ethical, honest, forthright 
and honest,”55 is what gives dialogic communication ethics a foundation 
to be applied in social media.

Dialogic communication can be defined as “any negotiated exchange 
of ideas and opinions.”56 In other words, when organizations develop 
strategic plans to engage in conversation with online communities, a 
dialogic communication approach is being used. However, for authen-
tic dialogic communication to occur, a two-way process must happen: 
Online communities and organizations interact, rather than organiza-
tions just pushing content. Essentially, “this requires that both parties are 
willing to be open and listen to the other even if there is disagreement 
and the communication should be focused on intersubjectivity.”57 The 
focus on this authentic, two-way dialogic communication should guide 
strategies in social media campaigns. The focus needs to remain on 
the conversation and relationship, not just publicity for brand messages. 
Kent and Taylor58 suggest that,

for a dialogic relationship to exist, parties must view communicating 
with each other as the goal of a relationship. Communication 
should not be a means to an end, but rather, as Kant’s Categorical 
Imperative suggested, communication should be an end in itself.59

An interesting challenge that brands are facing, however, is the presence 
of echo chambers online. Over the last several years, fake news has grown 
rapidly and caused a growing concern about echo chambers.60 Echo cham-
bers can be understood as “ways that social media (the chamber) allows 
users to isolate themselves into conversations that only verify (echo) ideas 
they already believe.”61 As people continue to insulate themselves in con-
versations only with others online who repeat and enforce existing ideas, 
it becomes challenging for individuals (or brands) to enter a conversation 
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unless they also repeat the same ideas. This is a very important factor for 
organizations to consider, particularly as social media strategists create 
campaigns designed to engage new people in a brand community.

A commitment to dialogue is particularly helpful when trying to 
break out of echo chambers in social media. While, traditionally, orga-
nizations have more power and voice than the average person in the 
public, social media helps equalize the communication environment. 
It facilitates a one-to-one engagement that allows the social media 
dialogue in a brand community to be “participatory, collaborative, 
personal, and simultaneously communal, thus allowing organizations 
to engage publics in constant conversations.”62 Through these constant 
conversations, people move to being “co-creators of meaning and 
communication.”63 Although echo chambers potentially insulate indi-
viduals from outside conversations, organizations that are committed 
to dialogue open the door to engaging these stakeholders by creating 
an environment that invites interaction from the user in order to create 
conversations together (rather than to simply “receive” a message from 
the brand). This invitation to collaboration has the potential to draw 
people out of echo chambers as they move toward an opportunity to 
share ideas, opinions, and perspectives. Particularly in the context of an 
individual connecting with a brand or brand community, this type of 
opportunity is appealing as it can feel empowering for someone to have 
their voice join conversations that have more amplification or partici-
pants in an online environment.

Whether seeking to break through echo chambers or simply design-
ing a campaign that is for an existing audience, it is critical that all 
communication maintains ethical standards. In order to understand 
what it would look like to make ethical decisions based on communica-
tion itself, rather than as a tactic to force a certain behavior, Baker and 
Martinson64 proposed a five-step process: TARES.

The TARES Ethics Model

Baker and Martinson65 suggest that there are five principles that can help 
guide communication efforts. These five duties are: truthfulness of the 
message, authenticity of the organization, respect for the people being 
communicated with, equity of the message and social responsibility.66

Figure 3.6 TARES Ethical Test
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Truthfulness of the Message

The concept of truthfulness within the TARES test incorporates a broad 
approach to accurate information. As previously mentioned, trust is a 
cornerstone in relationships. When it is harmed, the value of the rela-
tionship is diminished. Bok67 went so far as to describe the value of 
truthfulness in relationships by saying “trust is a social good to be pro-
tected.”68 In other words, truthfulness in the TARES test goes beyond 
simply sharing literal truth and to the heart of the idea of trust: Does the 
information provided give transparent content, not designed to deceive, 
allowing individuals to make informed decisions. In an effort to further 
define what “transparent” messages would include, Rawlins69 suggests 
that transparent means:

The deliberate attempt to make available all legally releasable 
information—whether positive or negative in nature—in a manner 
that is accurate, timely, balanced, and unequivocal, for the 
purpose of enhancing the reasoning ability of publics and holding 
organizations accountable for their actions, policies and practices.70

For communication in social media to pass the truthful principle in 
TARES, it must not only be accurate but also be transparent, providing 
complete information that is capable of allowing publics to make the 
most informed decision and choice possible, rather than attempting to 
hide, remove, or limit information that may be less than positive for 
the organization. Bok71 suggested that, when information is intention-
ally left out of communication with a public, it is a harmful act against 
people, similar to violence, as it inhibits their ability to make informed 
choices “by preventing people from adequately understanding a threat-
ening situation, from seeing the relevant alternatives clearly, from assess-
ing the consequences of each, and from arriving at preferences with 
respect to them.”72 With this in view, truthful communication is more 
than just putting messages that are accurate on social media. It involves 
providing complete and transparent information that gives audiences all 
the information available to make an informed decision.

Authenticity

Authenticity of communication in an organization requires that there 
is a commitment to personal responsibility and a deep concern for 
the value of others.73 In other words, “The Principle of Authenticity 



STRATEGIC DESIGN PART A 99

requires persuaders to evaluate the motivations, intentions, and attitudes 
that drive their persuasive activities, and to act nobly.”74 In addition, the 
concept of authenticity requires genuineness and sincerity when inter-
acting in relationships. It is important to position a brand appropriately 
and engage in social media around topics of mutual interest, but this 
must come from a communication virtue that focuses on the genuine 
belief that the organization makes a positive contribution to the online 
community. While social media teams fiercely represent the organiza-
tions that they serve, they also have a deep commitment and dedication 
to the good of their online communities. Balancing the needs of the 
organization with the needs of the online community is part of being 
authentic.

Respect

This principle requires that the brand’s communication and actions 
on social media illustrate that the brand recognizes that each commu-
nity member is “worthy of dignity, that they not violate their rights, 
interests, and well-being for raw self-interest or purely client-serving 
purposes.”75 In other words, it should be clear that the people with 
whom the organization has relationships are incredibly valuable, simply 
because they are real people. Jaksa and Pritchard76 argue that people 
“should not be treated merely as a means to an end; they are to be 
respected as ends in themselves. Human beings are ‘beyond price.’”77 
This principle is a cornerstone for the TARES model as it is the moti-
vation that informs the other tenets—the inherent dignity and value of 
each person.

Equity

The concept of equity is that all parties involved in the communication 
will be treated fairly. The idea is to consider the other person and iden-
tify if they are being taken advantage of or being coerced owing to the 
form of communication. The goal is that “the interests of some are not 
sacrificed to the arbitrary advantages held by others,”78 such as organiza-
tions who hold a great deal of power using propaganda on social media 
to take advantage of a situation. Each time a strategy or tactic is designed 
for social media, consider whether the primary audience of the strategy 
or tactic is being approached with equity, being given not only accurate 
and truthful information, but information presented in a legitimate way 
that is free of coercion, scare tactics, and sensationalism.
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Social Responsibility

The concept behind the social responsibility tenet is that organizations 
have a duty to the good of society at large. This means that organizations 
cannot ethically be promoting causes, services, products, or events that 
harm the common good as that would not meet the TARES test.

The TARES model is composed of “interrelated moral safeguards” 
with principles that are “mutually supporting and validating.”79 As social 
media professionals attempt to design strategic campaigns, it is crucial 
that each post, tactic, strategy, and objective is reviewed through an 
ethical lens in order that the well-being of the relationships in social 
media and, ultimately, the good of each individual person in the social 
media community are protected. Ethical decisions should be informed 
by remembering the core purpose of social media: To engage in con-
versations with real people who have incredible value just by being 
human.

KEY CONCEPT SNAPSHOT

1. Before developing social media campaigns, brands need a strategic 
social media plan that will be the guiding framework for all their 
campaigns and initiatives in social media.

2. Social media is about people. Every interaction a brand has in social 
media should be grounded in ethical consideration for the value and 
worth of people.

3. When developing policies and procedures for social media, organiza-
tions should seek to build trust and inspire—not control.

4. Ultimately, each component of a social media campaign is developed 
from a strong research base and supports the overall vision of the orga-
nization’s social media plan.
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Step 2: Strategic Design Part B
Designing Creative Engagement in Brand 
Communities

Meaningful engagement is a delicate art of intertwining winsome 
words with captivating visuals into the robust science of dynamic tim-
ing and communication theory in order to ignite significant connec-
tion and relationships within social media.

In order to ignite conversations and build relationships within a brand 
community, social media professionals need not only to understand 

the process to create a data-driven campaign design, but also to apply 
creative strategies to the campaign. The question that needs to be asked 
by an organization is how it will be able to engage its social media com-
munities in a creative way. With the ever-growing prevalence of brands 
on social media, innovative campaigns that stand out from the rest are 
critical. This chapter explores some best practices and opportunities for 
creative engagement in social media.

As previously mentioned, tactics are the activities or specific initia-
tives that are used in order to reach an end goal. Wilcox and Cameron1 
explain tactics as “the specific activities that put each strategy into 
operation and help to achieve the stated objective. In the PR field, the 
implementation of various tactics is the most visible part of any plan.”2 
Broom and Sha3 further clarify the role of tactics by explaining that 
they “refer to the actual events, media and methods used to implement 
a strategy.”4 Tactics, then, would be identified as the actions and activi-
ties of organizations or brands that focus on achieving the overall goals, 
objectives, and strategies of the social media campaign.

To help frame the process of developing creative engagement pieces, 
this chapter will first highlight some hallmark approaches in social 
media and tactics that have been used to garner engagement in brand 
communities. These are helpful frameworks to contextualize a variety 
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of campaigns that have either been successful or really failed to engage 
their audiences in authentic ways. However, simply understanding what 
brands have done previously is not enough to provide a complete para-
digm that organizations can use to develop creative pieces for a strategic 
campaign. Instead of spending a great deal of time discussing what has 
been done before, the real question should be why creative engagement 
works. What is it about certain tactics that seems to ignite conversa-
tions, grow relationships, and enhance brand communities? To under-
stand this, the chapter will also examine the role of brand credibility in 
developing and implementing campaigns. Credibility is crucial in sus-
taining and growing relationships with key stakeholders. Understanding 
the intersection of credibility with creative engagement, therefore, is 
critical. Finally, the chapter will conclude by looking at how brands can 
select the best kinds of strategies and tactics for their unique brand com-
munities. Social media professionals who understand that creative tactics 
are not about simply repeating brilliant ideas others have had, but about 
strategically enhancing the organization’s ability to engage in vibrant 
relationships will be able to truly leverage the innovative potential of 
social media in a campaign.

APPROACHES TO EFFECTIVE ENGAGEMENT IN SOCIAL 
MEDIA

A helpful strategy in understanding effective social media is to look 
at leaders in the sector of your organization and campaigns that have 
been identified for their effective engagement of brand communities. A 
best-practice to consider is to regularly review “top social media cam-
paigns” for a particular time period (such as 2019, or first quarter of 
2021, etc.). You will likely find that particular channels (such as Tik-
Tok) will have different leading campaigns than competitors (such as 
Instagram). In order to provide a strategic perspective for brands that 
are looking to engage across platforms, social media leaders should not 
only understand the particular brands or campaigns that are effective, 
but should also understand the trends that have given rise to certain cam-
paigns being effective.

Corporate Social Responsibility and Taking a Stand

The public increasingly believes in “obligations that organizations have 
to society to contribute to good and well-being, not just bottom-line 
profits.”5 In light of this, the idea of corporate social responsibility (CSR) 
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has grown in prominence. This is true not just in for-profit organiza-
tions, where the idea of corporate social responsibility was created, but 
also in non-profits who have adopted the idea of social responsibility as 
a core component of their initiatives. At the same time, the way organi-
zations contribute to social responsibility has shifted. Whereas historic 
models of CSR include things such as volunteering and donating of 
goods, the public now is also looking for brands to contribute their 
voice and influence to society. The Edelman Trust Barometer is an 
annual study that examines the factors and impact of trust around the 
globe on major institutions such as the media, businesses, non-profits, 
and governments. A trend that has increasingly been noted over recent 
years is the expectation that organizations, and particularly their lead-
ers, will speak up on issues, create change, and guide their brands into 
a better future.

CEOs are expected to lead from the front. Ninety-two percent 
of employees say CEOs should speak out on issues of the day, 
including retraining, the ethical use of technology and income 
inequality. Three-quarters of the general population believe CEOs 
should take the lead on change instead of waiting for government to 
impose it.6

Brands that engage with the idea of CSR and leading change in soci-
ety using a campaign on social media have the opportunity to create 
a strong connection with their brand communities. After all, CSR is 
about contributing to good and society—and so, when done well, this 
is a powerful way for brands to illustrate their character, integrity, and 
value as an organization in our global world. For example, in 2017, 
during the Syrian refugee crisis, there was increasing racism against 
people from the non-white minority. In response, during the Super 
Bowl, Airbnb released a campaign with the hashtag #WeAccept which 
had a 30-second video address the value and role of diversity in society.7 
This is an excellent example of a time when a brand took a stand on 
societal issues and also issued a commitment to society (CSR) through 
tangible action:

Airbnb’s stance, combined with the quality of its message and 
timing resulted in #WeAccept becoming the most tweeted hashtag 
during Super Bowl LI, with over 33,000 tweets and 87 million earned 
impressions. The news was covered in 60 global news outlets, 
crediting Airbnb for not only making a bold statement, but for 
creating a strong call to action for its community to join in and help.8
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Another powerful example of this type of approach comes from P&G’s 
“Love over Bias” campaign that was launched during the 2017 Winter 
Olympics. This campaign received a Shorty Award in social media for 
social justice. Ellen DeGeneres also supported this campaign by sharing 
a clip of the campaign on her show. The campaign showcased how a 
mother’s love can help overcome obstacles in life, such as biases, and 
then highlighted the stories of Olympians and their individual struggles. 
Audiences had an incredible reaction to this campaign, with mothers 
around the globe sharing their own stories of helping their children 
overcome bias. In addition:

The Ellen release of the YouTube video gained over 170,000 views, 
and 3,700 likes, as well as a reported 300 million video views 
and more than five billion earned media impressions globally. But 
perhaps the best measure of how well this campaigned tracked, was 
the social sentiment.9

Newsjacking

When a brand leverages a national event or news in order to gain atten-
tion for its organization, it is called newsjacking. This is a term that was 
popularized by David Meerman Scott, who wrote a book with this title. 
To do this effectively, brands need to have a finger on the pulse of the 
news and what is trending, in addition to understanding how to effec-
tively engage the conversation (there are plenty of examples of brands 
that attempted to newsjack only to see significant backlash). However, 
there are numerous examples of brands that have effectively engaged in 
newsjacking and increased their brand awareness, community conver-
sations, and overall impact in social media. For example, in late 2019, as 
Christmas commercials were coming out with all the various gift ideas 
for people, Peloton released an ad where a man gave his wife a Peloton 
exercise bike. The backlash to this campaign was significant, with people 
reacting to gender stereotypes that were elevated through the campaign. 
Seeing the trending news and backlash to the ad, Aviation Gin hired the 
same actress from the original commercial to film a sequel, where she 
is no longer working out on a bike but rather on a girls’ night out and 
drinking Aviation Gin. This newsjacking campaign elevated Aviation 
Gin’s brand and resulted in “over 6.2 million YouTube views and 42 
thousand retweets on Twitter.”10

A second excellent example of newsjacking comes from Aeromexico, 
an airline that was particularly impacted during the Trump admin-
istration’s plan to build a wall between the United States and Mexico, 
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which gave rise to a national conversation on whether Americans even 
wanted to visit Mexico. In order to enter the conversation, Aeromexico 
provided free DNA tests to rural Americans. When initially asked if they 
would want to visit Mexico, participants were reluctant. However, after 
finding out their heritage with Mexican ties, participants were interested 
in traveling and learning more about Mexico. The company released 
videos using social media with a successful 1.6 billion impressions and 
33.7% increase in ticket sales between the US and Mexico.11

Influencers: Macro and Micro

Using social media influencers (SMIs) as a key strategy in campaigns is a 
significant element of today’s social media campaign planning. Influencers 
tend to be picked based on whether they have a large reach or following 
(such as celebrities) or they fill a particular niche that the brand aligns 
with and finds valuable (Schomer, 2019). Influencers can be on any social 
media platform, as they are simply individuals who are compensated 
by brands to share messages on their personal social media platforms. 
Instagram, however, is currently one of the most popular platforms, 
with nearly four out of every five brands choosing Instagram influenc-
ers for SMI campaigns.12 It could be argued that SMI investments are a 
rising form of preferred advertising, allowing for a more customizable 
engagement of audiences based on connections with public figures or 
niche interests. A review of data between 2014 and 2019 shows that 
organizations were investing more in influencer marketing while tradi-
tional print (sometime called legacy) advertising decreased.13

When many people hear the term “influencer” what they usually 
are thinking of is a mega or macro influencer. As the world of SMI has 
grown, professionals working to leverage influencer relationships have 
created different categories of influencers. For example, some suggest 
the following: Mega influencers have more than 1 million followers; 
macro influencers have 200,000–900,000; midi influencers have 50,000–
200,000; micro influencers have 10,000–50,000; and nano influencers 
have 800–10,000.14 The reality is that a quick review of agencies and 
classifications of influencers will reveal deviations in the actual follower 
numbers (for example, some classify micro influencers as 1,000–10,000 
where the above list has a recommendation of 10,000–50,000). In gen-
eral, these are simply metrics that help clarify the reach and engagement 
of influencers. Although mega and macro influencers have a much larger 
reach, owing to their higher following, recent studies indicate that peo-
ple actually engage and interact at a much higher rate with micro and 
nano influencers.15
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Reports indicate that top Instagram influencers can earn nearly 
$1 million per post. On YouTube, a rising group of influencers are kid 
influencers, or children who do things like open toys, visit parks, and do 
other child-friendly activities online. Many of these children are now 
millionaires. LinkedIn boasts of nearly 90 million senior-level influenc-
ers, providing a niche type of influencer market that focuses on edu-
cational backgrounds and professional expertise (Influencer Marketing 
Hub, 2020).16

Although there are many successful SMI campaigns that have run, 
a growing concern has been about disclosure and trust. In the early 
days of SMIs, there were no regulations about disclosure of partnerships 
between brands and influencers. However, as the practice became per-
vasive, regulations began to be developed. In 2019, the Federal Trade 
Commission (FTC) issued explanations on partnerships that explained 
people needed to disclose:

when you have any financial, employment, personal, or family 
relationship with a brand. Financial relationships aren’t limited 
to money. Disclose the relationship if you got anything of value 
to mention a product. If a brand gives you free or discounted 
products or other perks and then you mention one of its products, 
make a disclosure even if you weren’t asked to mention that 
product.17

In addition, the FTC explained that those who are compensated need to 
make it hard to miss, which is why influencers now use hashtags such as 
#Ad and #sponsored. This change has shifted the impact of influencers, 
as the public sees the interaction more as a direct advertisement rather 
than an interaction via social media. But studies indicate that people, 
particularly the under-30 demographic, still respond significantly to 
influencer marketing on social media.

Dark Social and Messaging

It would be nearly impossible to fully address effective engagement 
by brands without a conversation about privacy. There are numerous 
examples of ways that users’ personal data and/or privacy have been 
breached thanks to profiles on social media, but one of the most prom-
inent examples is from the scandal involving Facebook and Cambridge 
Analytica (CA). This high-profile situation where Facebook user data 
were scraped from profiles and shared without consent in order to 
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improve targeting of political advertisements significantly impacted 
the confidence people had in the security of their personal data held 
by social media companies.18 Although the situation occurred in 2016, 
it became popularly known in the following years with various news 
outlets covering the scandal and a documentary movie in 2019 which 
examined the situation. Prior to the CA situation gaining attention, 
people already had privacy concerns relating to social media. For exam-
ple, in 2014, a survey found that 80% of users in America had concerns 
about organizations gathering their data on social media, and 64% of 
people believed that the government should be regulating this more.19 
Over the last several years, policies and legal processes have examined 
this issue. And, while all that has happened, social media strategists have 
seen a change in user behavior on social media—a move toward using 
dark social.

The term dark social was introduced by Alexis Madrigal in 2012 
when he wrote an article for The Atlantic called “Dark Social: We Have 
the Whole History of the Web Wrong.” The term can be defined as 
“when people share content through private channels such as instant 
messaging programs, messaging apps, and email.”20 The reason this is 
referred to as “dark” is that it is not in the public profile or main streams 
of content and thus it is hard to track using business analytics. For ana-
lytic programs, the data are “dark” since they cannot be directly seen or 
monitored, as public information is for many users. Typically, organiza-
tions use analytics to discover which channels (such as social channels) 
are driving the actions and behaviors of people. For example, did the 
Instagram campaign lead to sales? Did the YouTube campaign result in 
more volunteers? Did TikTok help get the petition signed? However, 
when the data are “dark,” it is challenging to truly attribute this kind of 
information. Put simply, in analyses of data reports for this kind of infor-
mation: “Dark social is essentially the traffic that gets lumped into direct 
traffic in your analytics platform but actually comes from untrackable 
referrals.”21 But the fascinating part of this is that, with the rise in people 
being concerned about their privacy and moving to sharing information 
in more private, one-to-one actions via functions such as Messenger, 
brands noticed another trend. People now prefer the private, one-to-
one interaction with brands as a communication method. In fact, 64% 
of people would rather message a brand than call or email, which has 
led to more than 20 billion messages going between businesses and peo-
ple via Facebook’s Messenger each month (which only represents one 
social media message platform).22 In early 2019, in the wake of the CA 
scandal, Mark Zuckerberg released what he termed “A Privacy-Focused 
Vision for Social Networking.” In this statement, he acknowledged that 
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private messages, stories, and small groups are the fastest growing sector 
of online communication methods. He also noted:

People increasingly also want to connect privately in the digital 
equivalent of the living room. As I think about the future of the 
internet, I believe a privacy-focused communications platform will 
become even more important than today’s open platforms. Privacy 
gives people the freedom to be themselves and connect more 
naturally, which is why we build social networks.23

Thus, the rise in privacy concerns, the shift to smaller and more person-
alized communication, and the increase in desire to connect via private 
messages with brands mean this: Brands now have at least three layers 
of communication to manage with each campaign. First, the public, 
general posts and content that are created. Second, the individual inter-
action with users in public-facing spaces on social media (such as when 
someone comments, shares, etc.). And third, brands need to engage in 
private, message-based social media with as much commitment and 
intentionality as when their interaction is publicly shared for the world 
to observe. But really, this is the heart of what social media has always 
been. It was designed and fostered through one-to-one connections. 
The rise of dark social and private messaging is not an obstacle, but an 
opportunity. It is one more place where brands can show that they are 
committed to dialogue, to people, and to authentic relationships.

These are just four emerging trends (at least, “emerging” at the writ-
ing of this second edition). But the reality is, new trends and approaches 
will consistently arise in social media both as platforms change func-
tionality and as people change perspectives about how, when, and why 
brands should interact online. Effective leaders really should be tracking 
more than just winning campaigns on social platforms—rather, they 
should be analyzing the reason for success and looking for connecting 
data that provide insight into the values, opinions, beliefs, and behaviors 
that drive brand communities to engage, connect, and champion brands 
in social spaces.

ELEMENTS OF MEANINGFUL COMMUNICATION

Meaningful communication is a critical element to keep in mind 
throughout a campaign. After all, if the social media efforts do not effec-
tively communicate and connect with a brand community, it does not 
really matter how creative or edgy it was supposed to be—it did not 
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fulfill the objective. Social media campaigns need to be designed with 
people and relationships in mind. No matter what platform or campaign, 
there are certain common elements that are necessary in the develop-
ment of creative campaign design pieces. One of the foremost skills that 
it is important to remember is writing.

Writing for Social Media

Although this book is not about writing for social media, and there are 
already a number of books dedicated to this vast topic, it is important to 
give it some focus owing to its value in a campaign. With the fast-paced 
environment of social media and the ever-shrinking length of written 
components, the need for strong writing is sometimes overlooked. This 
may be because there is an illusion that the ability to craft a well-written 
piece is not as crucial. Nothing, however, could be further from the truth! 
Every platform may have certain ways to write that break all grammar 
rules (#TBT, for example), but basic things such as a spell-check and 
grammar review are still important. And, beyond these basic checks, it is 
important to consider what to write and how to write it.

There are several approaches that can be helpful to brands determin-
ing what type of content to post. For example, Matt Prince,24 the PR 
and newsroom manager at Taco Bell suggests the IFE IFE rule. Content 
should at minimum have two of the following qualities: interesting, 
funny, entertaining, intellectual, flattering, or embarrassing. (A point of 
clarification: Matt Prince identified embarrassing as the humanizing type 
of content people can relate to and laugh with, not the kind of content 
that leads to loss of credibility or trust.)

Another approach that can be helpful is from Mark Schaefer,25 who 
uses RITE: relevant, interesting, timely, and entertaining. It all comes 
down to engaging communication. Brands must understand what type 
of content resonates with their audience and review any posts through 
those filters. If the brand is posting boring, uninteresting, or irrelevant 
content, the community will stop interacting, and the power of social 
media will be lost to the organization. It is all about being the kind of 
brand people want to interact with, respond to, and engage with. Writing 
for social media is absolutely an art that can be learned when keeping the 
purpose of social media in mind: relationships. Above all else, writing in 
social media compels brands to develop content designed for people—not 
for publicity.

The second element to effective communication is ensuring that the 
credibility, or trustworthiness and expertise, of the brand is strong in the 
publics’ perception.
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Credible Engagement

Because social media is all about relationships and common interests, 
the credibility of a brand plays a significant role in social media engage-
ment. Social credibility is essentially the publics’ perception of a brand’s 
expertise and trustworthiness illustrated by being authentic, transparent, 
and truthful in communication. Mark Schaefer26 describes credibility as 
being a conduit through which social influence happens. When brands 
are credible in the eyes of the public, they are viewed as trustworthy 
experts, or authorities, in their industry. As this occurs, organizations 
are able to develop meaningful influence among their key publics and 
develop relationships within brand communities that are long term. But 
the real question is, what leads to this kind of authority? How is a brand 
able to develop trust? If it is such a crucial part of the success of rela-
tionships between publics and brands, it needs to be a prominent area of 
focus for social media. This all goes back to credibility.

History of Media Credibility

The concept of credibility has a long history in communication, market-
ing, and PR. One area of interest for scholars has been source credibility, 
which looks at specific individuals or organizations (the source) that are 
delivering the information and the publics’ perception of the credibility 
of the individual or brand.27 Another dimension of credibility studied 

Figure 4.1 Approaches to Social Media Writing
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is based not on the source, but on the medium itself through which 
the communication occurs. In other words, medium credibility studies 
examine specific platforms, such as television, newspapers, or the inter-
net, to understand the publics’ perception of credibility.28

Credibility, as a concept, is composed of multiple dimensions that 
are perceived and evaluated by the public when interacting. Essentially, 
these dimensions are factors that are considered to be influential and 
important in developing the perception of credibility. Some dimensions 
that have historically been considered to constitute credibility in both 
source and medium studies include trustworthiness, expertise, accuracy, 
completeness, fairness, believability, and community affiliation.

In addition to source and medium credibility and the dimensions 
contained within those concepts, scholars have also specifically looked 
at organizational credibility, particularly in corporate brands, and found 
that trustworthiness and expertise are especially important.29 In exam-
ining how to develop effective campaigns in social media for organiza-
tions, this is particularly important to understand. Trustworthiness and 
expertise have long been the two hallmark pillars considered essential 
to credibility—applying them to the idea of organizational credibility in 
social media holds implications for the kinds of tactics and strategies that 
professionals select for campaigns. Simply put, in social media, which has 
a distinct focus on building relationships and two-way communication 
between a brand and its publics, credibility is critically tied to the effec-
tiveness of relationship-building activities.30

EXPERT INSIGHT
Karen Sutherland

What do you think is one hallmark competency social 
media professionals need to succeed?

Adaptability. With social media, the only constant is change, so a 
social media professional must stay on top of changes to the plat-
forms, business environment, and client and consumer needs.

What are some tips to write well for social media? It can 
seem challenging to create relational text while maintain-
ing brand standards.

Knowing your audience is the absolute key to writing well on social 
media. It is essential to understand the stories and the language 
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that will resonate deeply with the target audience to prompt the 
preferred action you are attempting to achieve. The best way to 
manage this is by thoroughly researching exactly who it is that 
you are trying to connect with and speaking only to them. When 
you try to write for everyone, you will not connect with anyone. 
Once you understand what works, you can craft copy that is opti-
mized for the characteristics of each platform and incorporates key 
messages.

How can a brand determine which types of social media 
tactics would resonate most with their audience?

Again, audience research is key. This also involves reviewing social 
media performance data to understand what tactics have worked 
in the past so they can be further leveraged. Furthermore, research 
into current trends and case studies can help with this selection 
process too. It is also important to monitor how tactics are per-
forming once they are live so that they can be fine-tuned to meet 
strategic goals if at first they are not performing as planned.

It can seem impossible to be an innovator in social media 
creativity with so many stellar campaigns out there. Do 
you have a strategy to help keep authentic creativity flow-
ing instead of falling into a pattern of repeating others’ 
successes?

The best campaigns tell a heartfelt story and make the audience 
feel connected to the people telling their story. Always coming 
back to quality storytelling is the key to keep creativity flowing. 
Making every campaign about people and their unique experi-
ences is an extremely effective way to achieve this. The rest is only 
window-dressing.

How can brands create a social community where the peo-
ple within the community are engaging with each other as 
well as the brand?

Communities usually evolve out of a common need. Rather than a 
brand trying to create a community about their products, it is much 
more effective to facilitate a space where a community can grow 
organically round the needs of its participants. For example, Nike 
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discovered that, in Australia, its shoes were not the first choice of 
female runners. Rather than trying to create a community to try 
to sell its products, its research found that a common issue expe-
rienced by female runners was the fear of running alone at night. 
Nike then launched the Nike—She Runs the Night campaign and 
facilitated an online community of female runners who could run 
together and feel safe. This is the perfect example of a brand com-
munity evolving out of the needs of its participants.

What’s your perspective on using contests within social 
media as part of a campaign?

They can be very effective when a brand is starting to build its 
presence as long as the people entering are from the brand’s target 
audience. If not, the brand can end up with a heap of followers 
who are not prospective customers, and this will reduce the reach 
of content making it to the newsfeeds of its target audience.

What are the strategies to leverage influencers and how 
might those differ between macro and micro influencers?

Relevance, appropriateness, engagement, and budget are the key 
factors when working with influencers. It is much more effective 
to select an influencer who has a smaller following but a highly 
engaged audience than someone with millions of followers who 
rarely engage.

It is also essential to select an influencer based on their fit with the 
brand or product and check that they are appropriate for the target 
audience that a brand is trying to reach. The main reason for using 
influencers is to achieve increased exposure and endorsement of 
a brand or product with the audience most likely to be custom-
ers. Therefore, it is important for brands to do thorough research 
before building relationships with an influencer to make sure that 
they are the most appropriate choice.

How can a brand determine if getting on the newest and 
latest social media channel would be important for their 
strategies?

The most important thing is to be where a brand’s target audi-
ence is. It can be a waste of time and resources to jump on a new 
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New Media and Credibility

As can be seen from the above discussion, historically credibility was 
considered in a single context, such as being a source, medium, or orga-
nization. But, with the advent of new media, which seem to combine 
sources and platforms into a unique presentation of information to the 
public, Moriarty31 suggested credibility should be viewed as a concept 
of both the source and medium. This is especially true in today’s digi-
tal media environment, and particularly in the case of social media. In 
other words, brands are not just an organization or brand communi-
cating on social media platforms—they are also viewed as possessing 
a personality32 or being a source of the communication. In the world 
of social media, source credibility dimensions, such as trustworthiness, 
affinity, and authenticity, merge with medium dimensions such as fair-
ness, believability, and accuracy. All these dimensions play a role in the 
publics’ perception of a brand’s credibility in social media, which ulti-
mately holds the power to make or break key stakeholders’ relationships 
with the brand.

It is of pivotal importance, therefore, that professionals use social 
media to communicate in ways that enhance and support the publics’ 
perceptions of an organization’s credibility in order to maintain and 
build relationships with audiences. Studies have found that there are, 

platform if the people most likely to buy a brand’s products (now 
or in the future) are not there. It is better to have a strong presence 
on two platforms that are used by most of the target audience than 
for a brand to spread itself too thin by trying to have a presence in 
too many places.

Connect with Karen: drkarensutherland.com; LinkedIn:/
karenesutherland/; Facebook:/drkarensutherland; Twitter: @
kesutherland777; Instagram: @kesutherland777; TikTok: @karen-
sutherland; YouTube: Dr. Karen Sutherland

Dr Karen Sutherland is a social media and public relations educator, author 
researcher, and consultant with more than 20 years industry experience in 
marketing, public relations, and communication roles. Karen is the Program 
Coordinator and creator of the Bachelor of Communication (Social Media) 
degree at the University of the Sunshine Coast, Australia
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indeed, specific approaches that can increase the quality of relationships 
and credibility between publics and brands, particularly in the fluid 
environment of social media.33

Credible Approaches to Interaction

An organization’s engagement approach, or methods used in social 
media, influences its perceived credibility and ultimately its ability to 
build trust and relationships. There are three main methods that brands 
can use to help bolster the publics’ perception of their credibility: ones 
that highlight a brand’s persona, ones that focus on conversation build-
ing, and ones that illustrate shared values. When used effectively, these 
three categories tend to build the credibility of an organization in the 
minds of brand communities.

Figure 4.2 Methods for Building Brand Credibility
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Highlighting Brand Personality

The first category of engagement includes specific actions or tactics that 
are designed to highlight a brand’s personality. As discussed in the pre-
vious chapter, a brand’s persona is particularly important in the world of 
social media. The concept of a brand’s personality is often thought of as 
the “set of human characteristics associated with a brand.”34 Brands that 
approach social communication using this method of engagement tend 
to focus on enhancing the perception of their trustworthiness, expertise, 
and organizational reputation. These areas have a direct correlation to 
the personality of a brand, or the “set of human characteristics,” as they 
are often associated with personhood or relationship.

The humanizing of the organization through this method is specif-
ically designed to showcase a brand’s personality and display the ways 
in which an organization is trustworthy to maintain relationships with 
people in the brand community. It can also demonstrate that the brand 
is an expert in a topic within the industry of the organization. All in 
all, the goal is to build the personality or reputation of the brand with 
publics in a positive way that encourages stakeholders to continue being 
active members of the brand community.35 Humanizing the brand, 
showcasing the brand persona and personality, allows members of the 
brand community to form a connection and feel like they truly know 
the brand. It helps solidify the relationships.

A great example of showcasing personality and humanizing a brand 
to help build credible relationships in brand communities comes from 
Oreo. In 2013, Oreo made social media brand history by capitalizing on 
the blackout during the Super Bowl. Posting a simple image of an Oreo 
with the words “You can still dunk in the dark,” the brand received 
more than 15,000 retweets in 14 hours, along with exceptional press 
coverage.36 Since then, the brand has continued showcasing its fun per-
sonality while leveraging the power of social media across platforms. 
Despite the time that has passed since this campaign ran, it is still refer-
enced as a model of quick responses and personalization for social media 
engagement. On Instagram, for example, creative photos are uploaded 
that highlight recipes and creative images of Oreos throughout various 
parts of someone’s day. From celebrating events such as Elvis Presley 
Week by posting an Oreo in the shape of the head of Elvis to fun ban-
ter with brands such as Kit Kat and Taco Bell, the brand’s persona and 
character can be felt in the images, tone, and media on any social media 
platform. It is warm, fun, and relaxed. This consistent approach to the 
brand’s persona has built credibility in the brand community, making it 
one that is incredibly interactive.
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While highlighting a brand’s persona, it is also important to keep in 
mind that credibility is not a permanent state of being for organizations, 
but is rather reliant on the perceptions of the public with which they inter-
act.37 Perception truly dictates reality for brand relationships. That is why 
consistency is so important—perceptions can change immediately if a 
brand interacts in a way that seems counter to the usual brand persona or 
character. In light of this, it is important to consider how a brand com-
munity will perceive certain actions or behaviors in social media. Each 
time a brand interacts on social media, it adds to the perception of the 
brand’s personality or character. Every post, image, video, and comment 
contributes to what the public believes the brand is like. As illustrated 
by Oreo, using social media profiles to intentionally highlight the brand 
persona is one approach that helps organizations connect their brand per-
sona with the publics’ perception of the organization. Appearance on 
social media platforms allows organizations to add their unique flavor to 
the social media environment in a professional and credible way, while 
also tying into existing ideas that publics have regarding what the brand 
should look like based on the reputation and previous interactions they 
have had with the brand. Just like an individual’s profile presence reveals 
their personality, interests, and character traits, a brand’s official profile 
pages serve the same purpose. Be sure that the branding is consistent, and 
that the brand persona and personality shine through in every area of the 
social media profiles.

Appearance or character, however, is not the only component that 
needs to be considered in social media credibility. Poster38 suggests that 
social media activity is more like face-to-face interaction than mass 
media such as television or print publication, since social media allows 
for instant feedback and personal interaction. Although this is true, 
social media also still has dimensions and characteristics similar to 
other media that are not present in person-to-person interactions. It is 
both a source and a medium. This unique blend in social media, there-
fore, requires consideration of not only the source, which would be 
the brand’s persona and the organization itself, but also the medium, 
which would be the consumption of information through an actual 
social media platform. This aligns with many scholars’ claims, such as 
Moriarty’s,39 who argues that credibility is a multifaceted concept that 
cannot simply be confined to either a source or a medium. It is import-
ant, therefore, to understand what dimensions influence perceptions 
of credibility not only in sources, but also in the way people perceive 
information through mediated communication, such as social media. 
This is why the second area for enhancing credibility in social media, 
conversation building, is so crucial. It connects the consideration of 
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credibility not only to the source (appearance and character) but also 
to the medium through which communication within a social media 
campaign is occurring.

Conversation Building

This genre of engagement has the focus of contributing to, interacting 
with, and responding to communication from publics through social 
media in ways that build conversations. Although writing is a crucial 
part of meaningful communication, the approach to the message is also 
very important, particularly as it influences the perception of a brand’s 
credibility. Four key areas to consider are engagement speed, brand 
accessibility, transparency, and individualized communication.

Figure 4.3 Tactics of Conversation Building
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Engagement speed: The first approach to conversation building that 
has a significant influence on a brand’s credibility is the speed at which 
it interacts and engages. Studies have identified that engagement speed 
is a particularly important element of brand credibility in social media 
owing to the very nature of the platforms. Because social media is a 
place where brand communities anticipate dialogue and engagement, 
the value of interaction has grown exceptionally in the eyes of the pub-
lic. For example, a recent Edelman study40 found that 93% of the public 
wanted dialogue as a key component in the relationships they had with 
brands. This desire is indicative of the fact that many organizations now 
have the capacity to offer interactive communication with their pub-
lics through social media and the publics expect that organizations are 
engaging in dialogue with brand communities. When this engagement 
is lacking, slow, or diminished, publics may assume that the brand is 
either uninterested in the larger community or hiding something. This 
falls in line with what Scott and Scott41 address when they focus on some 
changes based on the public expectation of organizational accessibility 
and interactivity.

The expectation of relational and interactive components of brand 
communication is partly why mobile marketing has been so success-
ful—it has formed an interactive, responsive, two-way communication 
between brands and publics.42 The pace of social media and mobile and 
digital technology have caused publics to expect brands to be swift in 
responding to comments, questions, or complaints and active in com-
municating information, and for them to invite publics into their deci-
sion-making process.43 Brands’ rapid responses and updates serve as 
indicators to the public that the platform is the official organizational 
presence on the social media sites, that information found on the social 
site is accurate, and that the brand community is monitored and engaged 
with actively by the organization.44

Accessibility and prosumers: The second method of conversation 
building that directly impacts a brand’s credibility is the accessibility to 
decision- making that organizations provide for the public. Rather than 
functioning in the paradigm of historical approaches to marketing and 
PR, Smith45 suggests that technology has revolutionized the way organi-
zations need to function in today’s technologically savvy, digital-native 
world. Essentially, brands should move into the social business paradigm 
previously discussed. Smith’s findings indicate that greater engagement 
with publics, more accessibility to information and decision-making, 
and responding to interaction in the digital world are all pivotal to the 
image and, ultimately, credibility of brands. Today’s public expects 
organizations to incorporate their feedback and allow participation in 
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organizational decisions. Especially in the age of social media, the expec-
tation of having an active voice in organizational decisions is growing 
among publics.46 It is apparent that publics are not interested in only 
hearing from a brand or simply being a consumer, but rather want to 
help produce. As prosumers, they want to have a direct say in the focus, 
objectives, and future of organizations or brands.

Transparency: The third method of conversation building, which 
influences a brand’s credibility, is transparency in communication. 
Expectations of transparency have been identified as core components of 
the perception of the credibility of brands.47 Transparency in the world of 
social media relates to brands providing timely, accurate, complete, and 
fair information on a variety of organizational aspects, including fund-
raising structures and processes; updates on investigations and causes 
during crises; and details on leadership transitions, employee activity, 
and organizational initiatives. People expect that a brand will disclose 
information about its organization in authentic, truthful, accurate, 
and complete ways, and there are plenty of examples that illustrate the 
danger brands face when deceiving the public on social media. One 
 “textbook” example of this comes from 2009 when Honda originally set 
up  a Facebook page to highlight a new vehicle that was being launched. 
Eddie Okubo posted to the page talking about how much he liked the 
new vehicle. What was quickly discovered, however, was that Eddie 
was Honda’s manager of product planning. Since he did not disclose 
that he worked for Honda, but rather posted in the same way that any 
other member of the brand community might, there was a public back-
lash regarding the transparency of the endorsement, and Honda’s social 
media interaction was called into question. Although Honda did end up 
removing Eddie’s post, citing that the company had an employee policy 
to disclose connections to Honda when posting on social media regard-
ing Honda products, it was a little too late. Honda’s credibility in the 
eyes of the social media community was already damaged.48

Individualized communication: The fourth method of conversation 
building that strongly influences credibility in social media is individual-
ized communication. A reality of the dynamic nature of digital commu-
nication between brands and publics is that they cannot be mechanized, 
or created and sent without additional interaction. Rather, social media 
requires interactions that are similar to a face-to-face conversation—
dynamic, responsive, and unscripted.49 Not surprisingly, studies find 
that being personable on social media increases the quality of relation-
ships and credibility between publics and organizations.50 In line with 
this, Smith and Kawasaki51 stress that relationships, engagement, and 
dialogue are essential to publics’ perceptions of organizations through 
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social media. From customizing responses to individual questions and 
comments to highlighting prominent individuals within key publics, 
organizations can utilize personal interaction, or conversation building, 
in order to increase relationships and build credibility with publics.52 
Although individualized interaction seems like a given, particularly on a 
platform designed for relationships and communication, there are many 
brands that have faced challenges to their credibility owing to mecha-
nized communication. An unfortunate illustration that is often used as 
an example of what not to do on social media comes from Domino’s 
Pizza when a customer posted on Facebook about how much she enjoyed 
the pizza she had received. The brand’s response caused quite a reaction: 
“So sorry about that! Please share some additional information with us at 
bit.ly/dpz_care and please mention reference# 1409193 so we can have 
this addressed.”53 The reason for the reply was debated, but one thing 
was clear: The meaning of communication and the authenticity of the 
relationship were called into question with a response that seemed pre-
programmed and unrelated to the actual interaction.

Although the damage caused to a brand by mechanized communi-
cation is significant, the power to build credibility and relationships with 
individualized messages is just as strong. A classic example of this comes 
from Old Spice when it launched a campaign that capitalized on the 
very nature of customized engagement. Old Spice Guy Isaiah Mustafa 
created more than 120 personalized video responses to brand commu-
nity questions from Twitter, blogs, and other digital platforms in a single 
day. Many responses were to social influencers, enhancing the reach of 
the campaign, but responses were also sent to general brand community 
members. The enthusiastic response of the campaign and the eagerness 
by many in the community to receive their own personal video response 
led to the campaign’s wildly successful impact.54

Having addressed the role of brand personality and communication 
building, the final consideration for building credibility is how brands 
and social media users share similar values. Often, these values or mutual 
interests are among the strongest ties that connect organizations with 
their brand community.

Shared Community Values

Illustrating how the brand community and organization have mutual 
interests, concern for the community, and similar values is a powerful 
way to build credibility. When using this method, brands must be able 
to authentically identify with the personal values held by key publics. 
These values are concepts or convictions that publics consider important. 
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Remember the social principle from the first chapter? Social media is 
about those shared values or mutual interests. They are what form the 
cohesive glue for tribes. Altruistic showcasing, therefore, is how the 
organization tangibly engages with the personal values of its publics.

In light of this, it should be no surprise that organizations that are 
involved in giving back to the community and actively participating 
in the brand community are perceived as more credible. This idea is some-
times called corporate citizenship, CSR, or social good. Each of these 
terms involves a unique approach to the method in which the brand 
contributes to the good of the community beyond the specific organi-
zational objective or bottom line, but they all can be categorized under 
the concept of altruism. One study found that 90% of Americans are 
more likely to trust and remain loyal to brands that are trying to make a 
positive difference by supporting causes.55 People want to know that the 
brands they care about, the organizations they support, and the social 
communities they are active in are committed to the same values. There 
are so many strong examples of brands that have led the way in illus-
trating shared values with the community. One common approach is to 
partner the brand with a cause. For example, in 2014, Toys“R”Us part-
nered with Shaquille O’Neal and the Toys for Tots Foundation to help 
provide toys to kids in need during the holiday season. When customers 
donated an item and took a selfie, using the hashtag #PlayItForward, 
Toys“R”Us would donate an additional toy to the cause. The campaign 
ended up raising more than $5 million.56 But brands don’t always have 
to partner with well-known causes and celebrities. For example, Ford 
gained attention by supporting a little-known cause called Invisible 
People, an initiative set up by Mark Horvath to help with homelessness 
in America. By providing him with a Ford Flex and a company-promoted 
social site, “Ford made homelessness a primary issue on the nostalgic 
American road.”57 Scott Montey, former social media lead for Ford, 
explained the brand’s support by saying, “Ford’s support of the Invisible 
People project was never one of lead generation; it was mainly because 
we believed in Mark’s mission and because it aligned with our own 
strategic initiatives.” He added, “Since the very earliest days of the com-
pany, we’ve always believed in giving back to the communities in which 
we do business—it’s just in our corporate DNA.”58

This method of building credibility and fostering relationships in 
social media is widely held to be one of the most powerful because it ties 
directly into the passions and convictions that the brand communities 
share. Research confirms that people trust brands that share the same 
values as they hold.59 This is a concept very similar to the dimension of 
personal affinity that was discovered during the early years of credibility 
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study research, which identified that people are more likely to believe in 
the credibility of someone they like and are attracted to than someone 
who may be just as qualified but is less personable. Organizations use this 
method to build connection and affinity in brand communities, inten-
tionally highlighting the areas of mutual interest, values, and concern for 
the community through social media channels.

It is very important, however, that this method is only applied in 
ways that genuinely align with the values of the brand community and 
organization. When it seems like this method is being used by brands 
for personal gain not only is the backlash quite severe, but there is also 
permanent damage to the relationships in the brand community. Matt 
Petronzio, the social good editor at Mashable, points out the danger of 
just tacking on causes to campaigns in an effort to look good: “your 
company needs to be genuine. Don’t underestimate your consumers’ 
intelligence by simply jumping on this bandwagon. ‘Causewashing’ is a 
serious issue, and odds are your consumers will smell it a mile away.”60 
Causewashing is a term used to describe brands that attempt to appear 
philanthropic or to care about social good, when in reality the brand is 
not as authentically altruistic as it is presenting itself to be.

A prime example of the danger of appearing inauthentic in express-
ing shared values or community concern comes from Kmart. In 2012, 
the United States was shocked when 26 people, many of whom were 
children, were killed by a gunman at Sandy Hook Elementary School 
in Newton, Connecticut. Many brands took to social media to share 
their support and concern. Kmart, however, made a terrible misstep on 
Twitter when it posted, “Our thoughts and prayers are with the victims 
of this terrible tragedy. #PrayforNewton #CTShooting #Fab15Toys.”61 
The last hashtag, #Fab15Toys, was one the brand was using as part of a 
campaign. The backlash from the public, claiming that the brand was 
using concern for those impacted by the tragedy for self-promotion and 
inauthentic engagement, came quickly. One Twitter user tweeted, “An 
example of heinous social marketing behavior from Kmart.”62 Although 
Kmart responded that it only used the hashtag so that participants in a 
Twitter chat, which it ended once news of the tragedy broke, would 
see the support of the brand for the tragedy and not to make profit, the 
damage was already done. The brand community felt that, rather than 
sharing values and being a good corporate citizen, the organization was 
actually self-focused and deceptive.63

Having addressed writing for social media and credible engagement 
methods, the third and final area to consider when designing mean-
ingful communication is an analysis of brand positioning and creative 
strategies.



STRATEGIC DESIGN PART B128

Brand Positioning and Creative Strategies

Keeping in mind the many ways that interaction enhances or diminishes 
credibility with key audiences, social strategists should strive to develop 
campaigns that can enhance credibility while wielding exceptional cre-
ativity and dynamic engagement with brand communities. This is defi-
nitely easier said than done.

Designing creative and effective tactics involves understanding the 
essence of the brand and positioning the organization appropriately 
within the brand community in order to optimize relationships. It is 
important to design campaigns with methods that support the overall 
campaign goal (discussed in the previous chapter), align with the brand’s 
persona, and foster the publics’ perception of credibility. To understand 
how to create tactics that accomplish this, three general approaches will 
be addressed: tactical methods to position the brand based on certain 
persona traits, tactical methods to ignite interaction in social media 
brand communities between users themselves, and tactics that capitalize 
on strategic functions of social media platforms to develop relationships.

Positioning Based on Brand Persona

As discussed above, part of the consideration when building credibility 
is to position the source or the brand’s personality as one that is trusted 
and an expert in the industry. The brand persona plays a critical part in 
knowing how to select and apply certain types of tactics within social 
media.

Tactics Focusing on Trustworthiness

Some scholars have argued trustworthiness to be the cornerstone for all 
long-term relationships. Basically, it is the most important dimension 
to maintaining relationships with key stakeholders. It is the lifeblood 
of the organization. Once a brand loses trust, it can be incredibly chal-
lenging, if not impossible, to rebuild it. Because trustworthiness is so 
essential, strategists should regularly consider how the engagement they 
design in campaigns contributes to or builds an organization’s trust-
worthiness in the eyes of the brand community. Trustworthiness in social 
media means the organization using social media is perceived as honest 
and reliable and possesses integrity.64 Brent Gleeson,65 a leadership and 
entrepreneur marketing journalist, points out, “Trust is the most crucial 
element of social media, but it’s where brands continue to fall short right 
out of the gate.”66 To develop trust, brands must recognize that they 
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need to consistently care for, contribute to, and build the relationships 
in their social media communities. Key stakeholders are looking for 
transparency, authenticity, and honesty in organizations that also share 
their values and want to truly engage in two-way dialogue with them 
as prosumers. Strategists can regularly contribute to building the trust in 
the brand through social media by genuinely communicating with and 
being dedicated to the relationships in the community.

Southwest Airlines had an opportunity to illustrate its commitment 
to the community when its brand came under fire on Twitter. Film-
maker Kevin Smith sent a tweet to his 1.6 million followers explaining 
his frustration with being removed from a flight for being overweight. 
Naturally, Southwest immediately experienced the fury of the Twitter 
world as people chastised the insensitive nature of the experience and 
criticized the brand.67 In the midst of this crisis, Southwest remained 
true to its brand’s persona as a caring and relatable organization, directly 
reaching out to Smith, apologizing, and updating the social media com-
munity with full details on a public blog post once the situation had 
been addressed. Although the situation was less than ideal for the brand, 
the response and care for individuals, time invested to personally reply 
to tweets, as well as public transparency in the recap of the situation led 
to the perception within the brand community that Southwest did truly 
value people, even if there was frustration with this situation.

Building trust is not something that happens overnight in brand 
communities. It requires time. It necessitates consistency. And it is never 
secure. Brands always have the potential to damage trust when they 
dehumanize interaction. Social media, as has been reiterated so many 
times before, is about people and relationships. To build trust, brands 
must have this as a primary commitment. Social media campaigns 
designed with people in mind and focusing on enhancing relationships 
through authenticity, creativity, and engagement illustrate to the brand 
community that the organization is trustworthy.

Tactics Focusing on Brand Expertise

In addition to the brand’s persona being positioned as trustworthy, it is 
also important that the brand appear credible as an expert, competent in 
the field, and informed as an organization. For a brand to be perceived 
as having expertise, it needs to possess experience or knowledge relating 
to the industry and have the ability to provide unbiased and accurate 
information around topics of interest.68 One way brands can do this is by 
providing thought leadership.
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When brands use tactics that focus on thought leadership, they ulti-
mately end up building the publics’ perceptions of their authority as a 
trailblazer in the industry. Many brands benefit from using this approach 
in a social media campaign, as providing thought leadership in social 
media is one way to also tie into a primary habit of social media users: 
finding and sharing news. There are a number of ways that an organi-
zation may choose to build expertise through thought leadership. For 
example, using infographics in social media is a powerful way to distill a 
large amount of otherwise text-heavy information into a friendly, easily 
understandable, sharable format. People enjoy not only learning from 
infographics, but also sharing them with others. There are many free 
tools that brands can use to create an infographic, such as Piktochart, 
or paid subscriptions offer more robust selections. Another approach 
might be providing white papers from the organization around various 
topics. If the brand is a tech organization, for example, it can consider 
providing a how-to guide for people on various activities they need to 
perform with new technology and tools. If the brand is a humanitarian 
organization, creating a white paper with the background and current 
standing of some top issues in which the organization is advocating for 
change is a way that it can provide information for which its publics are 
looking. The goal of thought leadership is not to position the brand as 
elitist and superior to those in the brand community. Rather, the focus 
is to provide information that the brand community cares about but may 
not have known about previously and to empower members to then 
share that information with their friends, which will help give them 
social credibility as information providers too. It is of value to them to 
receive and also of value to them to share. This helps the brand by spread-
ing awareness of topics, building trust as an authority, and ultimately 
being considered to be a brand that makes valuable contributions to the 
community.

With the background of how the public perceives credibility and its 
connection to trustworthiness and expertise, it is easier to understand 
the theoretical support for developing thriving relationships in social 
media through two-way dialogue. When an organization only uses 
social media as a promotional conduit, repeatedly pushing information 
and product ads to users through the brand’s profile, the credibility of 
the organization is not highlighted. Instead of looking like an authen-
tic brand with expert insight, the organization will, at best, appear to 
have a fundamental misunderstanding about the nature and purpose of 
social media or, at worst, reflect the organization’s view that the public is 
merely a means to an end. Social media professionals should, therefore, 



STRATEGIC DESIGN PART B 131

view the engagement opportunities using social media as a way to 
position the organization as a trustworthy brand with robust expertise 
within the industry.

Creative Tactics to Ignite Brand Communities

In addition to positioning the brand’s persona using creative tactics, 
social media strategists should also purposefully develop connections 
and conversations with the individual members of the brand community 
as part of a campaign’s strategic design.

Brand Community Relationships

Social media, essentially, is all about the brand community relation-
ships. It is the shared conversations around mutual interests and values. 
Effective campaign design recognizes that tactics should be created to 
develop relationships not only between the brand and the members of 
the social media community, but also between the individual members 
of the social media community. Some brands highlight the community 
by giving shout-outs to particularly active users during a given week, 
or reposting Instagram photos to the brand’s account, or sharing videos 

Figure 4.4 Brand Positioning and Creative Tactics
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created by the community while tagging the original authors. When a 
brand highlights the online community, it is an intentional effort by the 
brand to illustrate what others within the social community are doing 
on a regular basis. When creative engagement focuses on this highlight-
ing of the community, it actually helps foster relationships between indi-
vidual members of the brand community, as it connects and introduces 
people who may otherwise never have interacted. The joint interest is 
the brand, and the mutual connection is the content posted by the brand 
that highlighted an individual within the community. This developing 
of inter-community relationships helps the organization build stronger 
brand communities and can, therefore, be one of the most powerful 
ways to use social media.

As result of using methods that highlight others, brands end up 
encouraging brand community members to engage with each other 
more, as well as with the brand. Oftentimes, this engagement will end 
up including comments about the brand, using campaign hashtags, or 
generally contributing to the SOV that a brand has in the social media 
world. This type of interaction in brand communities is highly signif-
icant, as studies have found that perceptions of organizations acquired 
through social media are influenced not only by the brand’s activity, but 
also by the conversations that are happening among the publics regarding 
the brand. This means that publics often are as much influenced by peer-
to-peer interaction as by brand-to-individual interaction, if not more.

What does this all mean? Essentially, when a brand’s community 
members share positive posts, tweets, and mentions, it will go far further 
in building the organization’s credibility and the trust in the brand held 
by the social media community than any posts that the brand publishes 
on its own platform. These user-generated posts also help create a cul-
ture for the brand community, expanding the values, shared passion for 
a brand, and mutual appreciation of similar interests. A great example 
of this is Tough Mudder, which often creates graphics that social media 
users opt to use on their personal sites, share on the walls of friends, or 
mention other connections with in order to connect with the theme of 
fitness. These graphics carry messages that have the tone and approach 
of the brand community, rather than seeming to have the brand’s official 
voice or message.

Knowing that members of key publics have a strong influence on 
each other is not something new to the PR and marketing industry. 
Historically, organizations knew credibility and exposure would increase 
as positive word of mouth spread among key publics. That is why there 
has been so much focus on grass-roots campaigns, getting people to 
“tell a friend” and finding man-on-the-street endorsements for various 
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organizations. In the social media world, this same principle applies. It 
is called electronic word of mouth (E-WOM) and through social media 
has taken an impressive role in shaping brand credibility. In fact, it is 
often suggested that, in order to be highly effective, professionals should 
ignite conversations on social media so that others (review boards, 
friends, and brand community members) share the message of the orga-
nization, as opposed to the organization saying it itself. Additionally, 
because social media has the potential to go viral and extend to more 
individuals than is the case with word-of-mouth campaigns conducted 
in the offline world, social media E-WOM is even more significant for 
organizations. Because the information is coming from a peer and not 
the organization, it appears to be less biased, more authentic and reli-
able.69 All of these dimensions are long-standing elements of credibility 
and provide the foundation for why so many brands try to get E-WOM 
tactics as a central part of campaign design.

A social media example that has made history using E-WOM is 
the ALS (amyotrophic lateral sclerosis) Ice Bucket Challenge (this is an 
example of how social media has also shifted into a fundraising platform 
driven by users on behalf of causes, organizations, or products). This 
social media fundraising campaign went viral in 2014 and ultimately 
raised more than $2.3 million for the ALS Association.70 This E-WOM 
campaign is credited with being initiated by Pete Frates, a Boston College 
baseball player who was diagnosed with ALS in 2007, at the age of 27.71 
In the campaign, people posted a video of themselves being drenched by 
a bucket full of ice-cold water. In the post, they would use the hashtag 
#IceBucketChallenge and then tag friends, challenging them to either 
donate to ALS, pour a bucket of ice over their own heads, or both, 
within a 24-hour period. Truly showing the power of E-WOM in 
social media, this campaign reached all kinds of people, from famous 
celebrities such as Bill Gates, Oprah, and Taylor Swift to more than 17 
million people who uploaded videos to Facebook of themselves taking 
the challenge.72 These videos ended up being watched by 440 million 
people, a total of 10 billion times.73 This is the power of social media 
communities, connected together and talking about mutual interests.

Developing Prosumer Engagement in Brand Communities

As previously discussed, individuals in online communities want to 
be prosumers, not consumers. Therefore, creative campaign design 
should also consider how the brand can be personable, inviting conver-
sation, and foster opportunities for the brand community members to 
directly participate in creating content or making decisions. If brands 
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are personable and invite collaboration, they are essentially allowing the 
“audience to contribute to the generation of ideas.”74 Sometimes, the 
generation of ideas may relate to core elements of the brand, and other 
times the generation of ideas may involve creating content that is use-
ful and inspiring to others in the brand community. Contributions and 
collaboration, in this sense, may involve an organization’s willingness 
to provide an opportunity for publics to have a say in the direction and 
focus of the organization by being included in the planning, launching, 
and evaluation of the organization’s activities, products, initiatives, and 
goals through social media. It is important to note: This cannot be an 
inauthentic commitment to collaboration or inclusion—the organization 
has to be transparent in the level of involvement and role that consumers 
will genuinely have as a result of interaction through social media.

A strong example of prosumers being invited to have a say was seen 
in Hasbro’s “Save Your Token” campaign, focusing on the popular board 
game Monopoly. The social media community had the opportunity to 
vote for which classic token should be removed from the board game and 
which new token should be added to an updated version of the game. 
With more than 10 million people clicking the like button on the Face-
book voting page, users chose to remove the iron from the classic game 
and replace it with a cat.75 The real value of this campaign was the fact 
that the social media community actively had a role in shaping the future 
of a brand that they loved.

Sometimes, rather than direct collaboration on the brand’s content 
or direction, the collaboration involves creating ideas for others within 
the brand community. Again, strategists should always keep in mind that 
they are developing relationships with members of the brand community 
and among members of the brand community. A great example of this 
type of approach comes from Target’s Christmas campaign that utilized 
the hashtag #MyKindOfHoliday. What stands out about this campaign 
is that the hashtag was not strictly about the organization or brand, but 
rather about a concept that the brand community could interact with 
and dialogue around, thereby inviting participation and interaction. This 
allowed users to be prosumers as they shared unique ways they approached 
the holidays, made meals, created gifts, and celebrated the season.

Hashtag Creation

In campaigns that are designed to foster conversations within the social 
media world, the development of hashtags is crucial. Although some 
people may suggest “coming up with a hashtag” for a campaign and 
view that as an idea in and of itself, the real art behind hashtag creation is 
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recognizing that its power rests in the ability to enable a brand commu-
nity to be participatory contributors or prosumers. Hashtags should be 
designed to elicit the brand community’s ideas and perspectives, driving 
conversations and igniting ideas. Brands should always carefully research 
hashtag ideas to see what other brands are using the hashtag and what 
kind of conversation is taking place. The beauty of building conversa-
tions in social media through creative hashtags is that this is far more 
powerful than simply starting conversations that are contained in a sin-
gle brand’s community. It is actually a method to expand conversations 
beyond the confines of a set brand community and into the connections 
of others as users engage with the hashtag and contribute to the con-
versation, reaching their friends and networks. This kind of interaction 
demonstrates that the organization values individuals in the community 
and welcomes input. That is why this type of strategic design of hashtags 
is more than simply a method to ignite online engagement: It generates 
confidence in the organization’s credibility by showing that the brand 
genuinely cares about its publics beyond merely persuading or coercing 
them into certain behaviors. It shows respect for the ideas and thoughts 
of the brand community.

Creative Tactics with Platform Functionality

After considering brand positioning and collaboration in the brand com-
munity when designing creative engagement, the final method of tactic 
design that social media strategists should consider involves analyzing 
the functions or capabilities of social media platforms and determining 
which would be most effective in the design of a campaign.

Advertising Engagement

Key components of many campaigns that brands opt to use are paid 
strategies and tactics using social advertising. As of 2013, online adver-
tising became the second largest ad medium, passing the long-standing 
medium of newspapers.76 Spending in the US on advertising in social 
media was estimated to hit $43 billion by the end of 2020.77 Each plat-
form tends to eventually have paid content integrated. For example, 
a social media platform will typically launch without a business inte-
gration component (for example, in the early days of Facebook, there 
were no “pages” for businesses; it was all just personal profiles). As the 
platforms develop, they launch business integration elements that allow 
brands to create a unique space on the platform. This often comes with 
the ability to track analytics at a deeper level and to pay for a brand’s 
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content to reach more people on the platform. For example, in 2016, 
when Instagram made the move to reshape brand profiles, it announced 
new business profile options (which it determined after working with 
existing brands on the platform), and it also highlighted that businesses 
would get access to in-depth audience analytics and the capability to 
shift an Instagram post directly into a paid ad for greater reach.78 This 
final part, the capability to seamlessly integrate an organic post with a 
paid placement indicates the reality for brands on social media: Both 
organic and paid engagement is needed in order to successfully navigate 
the social environments. Similarly, in mid-2020, TikTok announced 
“TikTok for Business,” moving the platform into a similar model where 
brands could leverage paid placements alongside organic campaigns. 
One of the most valuable components of social media advertising is its 
ability to help reach beyond a current social media community. This is 
a key value, which is why, when TikTok launched its business model, it 
presented it as follows: “TikTok for Business is where you can unleash 
your brand’s creative side. A fully immersive no judgement world where 
there’s an audience for every voice.”79 Brands, more than ever, are try-
ing to leverage platforms not simply to reach their current stakeholders, 
but to engage new stakeholders. The reality is, more often than not, the 
integration of paid elements is crucial, since the reach brands achieve 
organically can be limited owing to social algorithms and community 
interaction. In their efforts to expand audience reach, raise awareness, 
engage more people, and have posts placed in locations that key audi-
ences will see, brands benefit from paid tactics.

Thanks to the hard work done during the listening stage, brands 
should have a clear audience profile. Using social media advertising, 
brands are able to pick the specific demographics of the audience they 
would like to engage with social advertisements. This is a strong way to 
bring more people into a community who would otherwise likely not 
see the content. Organizations may target people with specific job titles 
via LinkedIn or certain types of entertainment preferences on Facebook. 
Brands are able to target ads in a number of ways, depending on the 
platform.

When beginning advertising on social media, be sure to keep focused 
on the ultimate reason for the campaign. Having the goal in mind will 
guide what kinds of advertisements a brand should create. For example, 
if the goal is to drive people to a specific page on a website, with the 
hopes of generating leads for the sales team, review which posts have 
been most effective with the brand’s organic (non-paid) social media 
tactics. Social media advertising still holds many of the same princi-
ples as organic posts—it should be engaging, humanized, and relational. 
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People on social media respond to relationships. Brands may consider 
using higher-performing posts in a paid function, as they already know 
the posts seem to resonate with target demographics. In fact, this is often 
a best practice when beginning social media advertising. Find the con-
tent that has had the highest performance on the platform on which a 
brand wants to advertise and use that to create engagement within the 
advertising tactic.

A general checklist for whether a platform will be helpful is:

1. Does the purpose statement of the platform match the goal in the 
advertising call to action?

2. Does the platform’s capabilities for demographic targeting allow the 
brand to strategically reach key audiences on the platform?

3. Will the advertising functions available on the platform contribute to 
the ability to reach the campaign goal and objectives?

If the answer to all three questions is yes, it is worthwhile to consider 
advertising on the platform.

Organizations will want to test several ads to determine which 
yields the highest return on investment (ROI) for paid efforts. Be sure 
to regularly check in with the campaign to see what is being viewed, 
what is being clicked on, and whether those clicks are leading to con-
versions. Perform a lot of tests in social advertising—do not be afraid 
to use small budget amounts to learn which ads work best and at what 
times. The goal is to strategically drive activity that progresses the cam-
paign toward success. That means a lot of measurement, adjustment, and 
monitoring will need to occur. Also, be sure to compile several ads so 
that the brand can rotate them regularly. People may tune social adver-
tising out because it is boring or they have seen it too often. The key is 
fresh content: Rotate ads, regularly refresh paid placements, and always 
keep content new and interesting. Finally, always keep mobile viewing 
in mind. Brands creating advertising for social media must realize that 
they are creating it for both desktop social media and mobile platforms. 
With more and more users accessing social media via mobile devices, it 
is extremely strategic to design ads specifically for mobile access.

Contest Strategies

One idea that many brands use in social media is contests. Although 
many contests are often run across platforms, it is important that a brand 
understands the exact rules for each social media platform before begin-
ning a contest or sweepstake. For example, on Facebook, organizations 
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cannot have people share information on their personal timelines in 
order to enter a contest. Instagram prohibits brands from encouraging 
users to tag themselves in photos that they are not actually in as a way 
of participating in contests. Each platform has unique requirements for 
participating and running contests, which will be outlined in the plat-
form’s contest policy document. Before running a contest, be sure that 
it supports the goal of the campaign; stays true to the purpose of the 
platform’s vision statement; and aligns with the platform’s regulations 
regarding contests and promotions.

IDENTIFYING APPROPRIATE STRATEGIES AND TACTICS

One of the most challenging things in social media is to identify the 
best tactics for an organization. Thankfully, it becomes much easier 
when developing strategies and tactics from the research and campaign 
design, rather than in a vacuum. Sometimes, organizations are eager to 
try a specific tactic because “it worked for others.” That is never a good 
enough reason to decide to launch a social media tactic. Each strategy 
and tactic should directly relate to the objectives of the campaign and the 
unique audience with which the brand is engaging. Be sure to under-
stand the audience’s values, behaviors, and reasons for being in the social 
community before developing tactics to engage with them.

Additionally, each tactic that is created has to be true to the brand 
persona. Some brands have very edgy tactics. Those likely work well 
with their organization and resonate with their audiences. However, if 
a brand persona is sophisticated and elegant, an edgy tactic is likely not 
an approach that would be beneficial in engaging the brand commu-
nity. That is why it is critical to always review the social brand voice. 
Consider the persona, tone, and purpose of communication. Only after 
appropriately aligning the audience’s values with the brand’s voice is it 
possible to select creative and engaging strategies and tactics.

When developing each tactic, be sure to refer to the vision state-
ment for each platform. This will ensure that each strategy and tactic 
aligns with the overall vision for the platform. Remember, no strategy 
or tactic should be created apart from a rigorous review of the social 
media design for the campaign. It should be informed by research and 
background, giving the potential for exponentially increasing value in 
the social community.

Each campaign that is designed will have unique needs. And every 
social media brand community should be paid specialized attention as it 
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is comprised of a distinctive group of members who each have different 
personal values and traits. No two brand communities are alike. Addi-
tionally, the brand will be communicating across multiple platforms, 
each with their own capabilities and purpose. It is critical, therefore, 
for social media strategists to refine each strategy and tactic so that it 
reflects the tapestry of diversity of each unique social media platform and 
audience, supporting the campaign’s individual goal rather than simply 
modeling what every other brand is doing in social media.

SOCIAL MEDIA GOLDEN RULES

In conclusion, when a brand designs strategies and tactics for a social 
media campaign, it should keep in mind the golden rules of social media, 
as illustrated in Figure 4.5.

1. Engage with others as you would want to be engaged with: Social 
media is about the community and mutual interest. It is not a place 
to simply promote and publicize without interacting. Mirror the type 
of engagement you would want to see from your community. Be 
authentic, real, and genuine. This will develop the brand’s credibility, 
making it trustworthy and an authority in the industry.

2. Build a community, not a broadcast platform: The goal of social media 
is to contribute to the social tribe that has connected around the 
brand. In order to build the community, provide interesting and rele-
vant content for the community. You should always filter the content 
through the lens of what is valuable to the online community, what 
resonates with them, and what they would find engaging.

3. Leverage the platform culture: Each platform is unique. There are dif-
ferent functions, social netiquette, and expectations of communities. 
Never simply plaster the same tactic or strategy across all platforms. 
Rather, strategically leverage each platform to uniquely engage the 
culture that is present.

Figure 4.5 Social Media Golden Rules
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KEY CONCEPT SNAPSHOT

1. Social media engagement is most powerful when it focuses on relation-
ships, developing written and visual content around the values of the 
online brand community.

2. The methods, or tactics, that an organization uses on social media 
directly influence the publics’ perceptions of the brand’s credibility, 
authority, trustworthiness, and relevance.

3. Organizations should consider what qualities or traits they are focus-
ing on illustrating via social media in order to develop the appropriate 
creative strategies that reach campaign objectives.

4. Creative communication tactics should be designed with expert insight 
into the brand, the community values, and the platform capabilities.
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Step 3: Implementation 
and Monitoring
Joining Conversations and Creating 
Purposeful Interaction

Strategic campaigns recognize that brands must engage and build 
meaningful conversations within social spaces to truly be effective in 
leveraging the potential of social media platforms.

Having completed the first two steps of developing a social media 
campaign, formative research in social listening and strategic 

design in campaign creation, it is now time to implement the campaign. 
This is the most visible part of any social media effort. Sometimes, in 
an effort to stay relevant and be engaged, brands jump straight to this 
stage. They neglect the listening that helps identify what conversations 
and people are most relevant in their social communities and the strategy 
to ensure their social efforts support organizational goals. Both of those 
steps are essential in order to effectively implement a social campaign 
and develop robust engagement with social media communities. This 
chapter will explore two general areas: implementing content through 
the use of a content calendar and monitoring the impact of the campaign 
using constant engagement with social communities. Prior to looking 
at these approaches to engagement, it is also important to examine the 
overall structure that brands are using in order to effectively implement 
and interact through social media.

SOCIAL CARE

Increasingly, brands are aware that social media is not simply a pre-
programmed communication platform but a dynamic relational tool to 
engage stakeholders. This concept is known as social care and is defined 
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as “stakeholder engagement on social media channels that bolsters an 
organization’s credibility and reputation in order to develop loyalty and 
commitment from the public.”1 This means that it is not simply about 
publicity, selling a product, or only interacting with customers. Rather, 
social media is a direct connection to a variety of publics—people who 
are customers, but also potential customers, investors, donors, volunteers, 
the local community, and many other groups. In light of this, interac-
tions on social media, both positive and negative, have the potential to 
influence factors such as brand reputation, loyalty, credibility, and trust.

To help create accessibility, responsiveness, and interaction, brands 
have begun launching social care teams. These are often composed of 
representatives from a variety of organizational departments such as 
marketing, HR, legal, communication, PR, and so on. This allows the 
team to effectively respond to a variety of stakeholder communication 
pieces effectively. Keith Quesenberry points out that, “Distributing 
social responsibilities to relevant people across the organization can be 
efficient, be effective, and help make one-on-one customer engagement 
scalable.2 These kinds of teams meet the new expectations that Kim and 
Freberg3 recognized when they said,

Ultimately, social care seems to be a communication method that is 
established with the presumption that key publics desire and expect 
to have the ability to personally interact with brands, receiving 
customized responses and care from a variety of touch-points within 
the organization.4

While this chapter will continue to explore the particular applications, 
tools, and practices needed to effectively monitor and interact during the 
life cycle of a particular campaign, it is critical to remember that brands 
have ongoing conversations with the public. Thus, using the recommended 
ethical decision-making model for social care communication can also 
be a useful metric for monitoring ethical communication practices in any 
specific campaign’s implementation cycle as well. The acronym SOCIAL5 
asks social media communicators to consider whether the particular com-
munication is:

• Specific to the individual the communication is intended for 
rather than a mass-communication response that appears to be 
individual;

• Open, meaning that the information is transparent and honest for 
both the individual as well as the public who may read the informa-
tion if it is posted as a public reply;
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• Collaborative among departments in the brand so that the individual 
receives information that is needed from any or multiple depart-
ments through the social media communication rather than a social 
media reply that requires the individual to then email/call multiple 
other departments in the brand, which is why the cross-functional 
team is so critical;

• Immediate for the individual, which requires a rapid response and 
dedicated team that is actively listening and interacting with a variety 
of social media communication pieces (not just emergencies, crises, 
or the “loudest” individuals);

• Authentic so that it is designed for a relationship, which focuses on 
the values of being respectful and transparent in public-centric com-
munication; and finally

• Loyalty, which focuses on the ultimate outcome of social media care 
teams and communication being to create loyalty—if the interac-
tion is likely to damage or inhibit loyalty, another option should be 
considered.

The formation of social care teams and the adoption of social care as 
a philosophy by organizations indicate a maturation of social media 
in brand communication. Similar to social businesses being a model/
philosophy to support social media interaction, as discussed in the first 
chapter, social care teams represent another philosophical shift. Social 
care is another way that brands are making social media communication 
a natural and authentic outworking of their overall mission/vision as a 
brand. Rather than using it as a tool to only publicize or respond when 
there are issues, social care as a philosophy embraces the idea that social 
media is the platform that equalizes power between all publics and the 
brands that they are engaged with by facilitating dynamic, immediate 
interaction.

Never before has the public had such access to brands. Historically, 
legacy communication media such as newspapers, radio, and magazines 
were all one-way. The early days of social media illustrated the strug-
gle brands go through when shifting from a one-way communication 
platform to a two-way one. Now, with increased expectations of brand 
accountability, accessibility, and advocacy, the public is watching to see 
which brands are transparent in their social media communication’s 
intentions. That is why social care is critical: It is a tangible expression, 
both at an organizational structure level and at an applied interaction 
level, that the brand values, cares about, and is listening to the public.

The foundation of social care as a philosophy can help guide inter-
action throughout particular campaigns. But it is still important to 
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understand best practices and standards in establishing quality cam-
paign measurement and engagement. The first step is to create a content 
calendar.

CONTENT CALENDARS

A content calendar, as previously described in the general content calen-
dar portion of a strategic plan for social media, helps develop purposeful 
interaction across all the platforms on which a brand is active. The goal 
of a campaign content calendar is to capture all the information that is 
needed in order to implement the campaign effectively, which requires 
it to have much more detail than the general social media content cal-
endar. In addition, because it is a holistic calendar, it gives a 30,000-foot 
perspective of the communication occurring across all platforms, allow-
ing a unified approach to engagement with online audiences. Put simply, 
content calendars are documents that contain all posts and all content that 
are to be posted in a given time period, for all platforms, and identify the 
way in which those posts support the campaign objectives.

Key Elements

There are several key components that should be present in a social 
media campaign content calendar. The areas to specify include: the date, 
platform, organizational objective being supported, specific campaign 
goal/objectives being supported, precise audience the message is created 
to reach, strategy that is being enacted, keywords or topic of the con-
tent, the action desired from the audience as a result of the content, and 
the actual content of each post. The ideal process is to create a content 
calendar for the entire campaign while also leaving flexibility for some 
adjustments to be made in real time. Although the content calendar will 
document the campaign delivery, it will not be able to capture the ways 
to respond to a social community, which is a key component of a social 
campaign. This live-time interaction behavior will be addressed later 
in this chapter. At this point, a social media campaign content calendar 
should simply be able to effectively reflect each strategy and tactic that 
was identified in the campaign design.

Key Dates
or Events

Considered

Content
Distribution

Plan
Analyzed

Campaign
Strategy
Identi�ed

Desired
Audience
Response

Actual
Post

Content

Keywords
& Topic
Selected

Campaign
Goal and
Audience
Speci�ed

Figure 5.1 Content Calendar Elements
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Meaning Making

A primary goal of developing a content calendar is to pay specific atten-
tion to understanding when it will be most meaningful to deliver a mes-
sage to a particular audience.6 As part of this, review the information 
gathered during the listening stage in order to identify the best days 
and times to engage with specific audiences on platforms. Although it 
is possible to find general information such as this online, it is always 
beneficial to compare those general studies with the research gathered 
on the specific social media community of the individual brand that the 
campaign is designed to engage. Next, consider whether there are any 
significant events or dates that are occurring during a campaign that 
should be kept in mind. Be sure to leverage certain holidays or events 
to enhance a message. For example, a non-profit brand may encourage 
giving or donations during Thanksgiving or Christmas, tying in to the 
general cultural communication of benevolent actions in the holiday 
season. Another area to identify is dates that the organization would 
want to avoid posting on or would develop a post specifically dedi-
cated to the date, apart from any campaign messaging, in order to show 
respect, such as 9/11. Keeping in mind the social media community’s 
engagement times and general events in the year, social media strategists 
are able to develop a holistic social media campaign calendar.

Integrating a Content Distribution Plan

Previously, a content distribution plan that identified the percentages of 
social media posts that would be dedicated to specific organizational objec-
tives was created. It is important to reference this plan when developing a 
social media campaign content calendar. This will not only aid in design-
ing posts that stay in line with the organizational goals, but also specifically 
support the campaign’s objectives. For example, a brand may still end up 
with 45% of the posts driving traffic to the website, but now the traffic will 
be driven to the specific landing page that is the focus of the social media 
campaign, as opposed to the homepage that may have been the generic 
link used for social media posts not associated with the specific campaign.

Also identify whether any other, non-campaign-specific social 
media content will be posted during the life cycle of the campaign. To 
determine if this is the case, look at the general social media calendar for 
the department. It may be that, every Friday, LinkedIn has workplace 
tips for employees. That would be something to keep in mind when 
developing posts for the social media campaign content calendar. If, as 
part of the campaign, a change to that post topic needs to take place, that 
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should be addressed with the social media director as well as the HR 
team, who would need to be notified so they are not caught off guard 
when the Friday workplace tip content is not posted during the cam-
paign. However, it may also be possible to maintain certain generic posts 
while customizing them according to the campaign genre. If a social 
media campaign is focused on the ways the organization can enhance 
leadership training, for example, the Friday post for employees could be 
customized to describe how managers can effectively develop leaders in 
their departments. This would still stay on message with the campaign 
goal, but also resonate with the Friday focus on employees from HR.

Campaign Goals and Audiences

The next aspect to identify is which specific campaign goals or objectives 
are being supported by the post. For every post, on every platform, the 
ultimate purpose of the post within the big picture of the campaign should 
be clear. Be able to connect each post to a specific goal or objective to 
measure effectiveness. In addition, the audience for each post should be 
clear. It could be that, for the campaign overall, the audience is all the 
platform’s users. Each post, however, may have segmented audiences to 
allow for stronger messaging. For example, if the organization is a uni-
versity, the campaign may be specifically around recruitment. Audiences 
could include prospective students, parents, and incoming students. As the 
content calendar is created, identifying which audience is the focus of each 
post will help in the assessment of the campaign’s message effectiveness.

Strategy

In this section, identify the exact strategy to which the post will relate. 
For example, if an advertising initiative was included in the campaign 
design strategies, be sure that each ad that is created and posted is labeled 
“advertising campaign.” If a contest was launched on Instagram as a 
strategy, label posts that have content for the contest as “Instagram con-
test.” As with the identification of the objectives, this will be a key way 
to assess effectiveness later on.

Message Creation through Topics and Keywords

Part of a social strategy is consistently optimizing social media posts so 
users who are interested in the same topic can easily find them. When 
designing a content calendar, reference the main keywords or topics 
identified in the listening stage. Classify every post by a specific topic or 
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keyword that is being focused on so that it is easy to recognize which 
type of content effective posts have, which categories of keywords may 
need more posts, and which genres of content may need to have more 
strategic messaging in order to be effective.

Audience Response

Each post is tied to a specific outcome desired from the audience. 
Remember, every post supports a SMART, outcome-based objective, or 
something that the audience will do as a result of campaign activity. And 
each objective is tied to key audiences in order for it to be successful. 
To determine what audience response is needed for the post, consider 
what has to happen for the objective of that post to be reached. Perhaps 
it is sharing content, clicking a link and signing up for something, or an 
action as simple as hitting the like button. Be sure to carefully reflect 
on the specific action that the audience needs to take to help fulfill the 
objective that the post was designed to support within the campaign.

Content

Finally, the last portion is the actual content of the post. In this portion, 
it is important to reference the brand’s social voice, key messages, and 
message map. This is the area where social strategists actually design and 
craft the messages that will go on each platform for each post. Include the 
exact wording for every tweet, post, snap, pin, vine, and video. Be sure 
the wording reflects the topic, is consistent with the brand’s persona and 
tone, resonates with the target audience, and is of appropriate length for 
the platform. Also include any hashtags, tags, mentions, or other elements 
that should be part of the post. Finally, be sure also to place the exact 
image, video, and link that are needed as part of the post. Within this 
content section, review the post to ensure that every strategy, such as the 
launch of a social media advertising campaign, the initiation of a contest, 
or any other effort, is accounted for in the calendar. Be sure that all the 
details and information that need to be communicated are included in 
the content calendar. The aim is that the content section is a complete 
package of all the information needed to implement the entire campaign.

Review

As the content calendar is finalized, review it several times to ensure that 
it is on-message, supports the organization’s overall communications, 
and is strategic for each audience. There are several steps involved in 
accomplishing this review.
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First, connect with the marketing or PR department to review the 
organization’s overall communication that will be happening via the 
website, blog, newsletter, or in person to ensure that the social media 
content calendar does not conflict with the timing of other commu-
nications from the brand. Ideally, not only will it not conflict, but the 
overall organizational messages will be enhanced as social media is used 
to support the mission of the brand.

Second, sort the content calendar by each platform. Review the 
content to make sure that multiple posts are not scheduled too frequently 
on any platform, that they are varied in content, and that the timing 
seems appropriate in light of any holidays, events, or activities that fall 
during the campaign.

Third, sort the content calendar by strategies. Be sure that every 
tactic is represented in the content calendar in order to accomplish the 
strategy that is being reviewed. For example, if the brand is running a 
contest, is there a post that introduces the contest and shares the rules? If 
there is a strategy that is about highlighting information and positioning 
the brand as a thought leader, are there enough posts to actually position 
the organization as a leader rather than something that only happens once 
or twice over the course of a campaign?

Fourth, sort the content calendar by topics/keywords. Review each 
post to make sure that the messaging is consistent. Be sure that the tone 
is engaging and relational, but also that the keyword or topic is clear 
within the message.

Finally, sort the content calendar by goals/objectives. Review the 
posts and ask: If the audience engages as intended with this post, will 
the goal or objective be met? If the answer is yes, it is time to move on 

Figure 5.2 Content Calendar Example
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to the next step in the campaign. If the answer is no, it is important to 
review the content calendar, identify any holes, and create the appropri-
ate content.

A word of caution: People generally assume a content calendar will 
be quick to produce. This could not be further from the truth. A well-
thought-out, strategic content calendar is quite robust. A lot of work 
and expertise are required to craft an effective content calendar. Be sure 
to allow enough time between designing the campaign and the dead-
line for when the campaign must go live in order to create an excellent 
content calendar. Effective content calendars can be one of the most 
important tools throughout a campaign.

ENGAGING DURING A CAMPAIGN

The actual launching of a social media campaign is only the beginning 
of what social media strategists need to focus on during the live portion 
of a campaign. Throughout the course of a campaign, brands should 
engage with their social media communities and continually monitor 
their progress towards the SMART, outcome-based objectives of the 
campaign.

Responding and Engaging

Part of dedicating time to social media as a brand is recognizing 
that it is not a one-way platform but rather a dynamic conversation, 
which requires continual interaction. To foster relationships with the 
social media brand community, organizations need to be available and 
approachable. In light of this, whether the organization only has a few 
hours a week or an entire staff dedicated to social media, planning time 
for engagement with the social media community is crucial. There are 
several approaches to monitoring and engaging social media brand com-
munities during a campaign that are helpful to consider.

Using Alerts

Social media platforms have the option to set up alerts when something 
happens on a brand’s profile. For example, it is possible to receive a 
notification if someone mentions the brand on Twitter or if someone 
posts to the brand’s Facebook page. Whoever is responsible on the social 
media team for engagement on a specific platform should customize the 
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notifications so they are alerted when the community interacts. This is 
a quick and easy way to become aware of someone engaging with the 
brand online. Once an alert is received, be sure to respond. Remember, 
studies indicate that most people anticipate that a brand will respond 
within 1 hour.7

Listening Principles

Responding to notifications is a minimum requirement for brands that 
desire a strong social media community, and there are many more ways 
that are important to incorporate if there is the capacity within an orga-
nization. To begin with, it is helpful to implement the same paradigm as 
was used in the listening phase. Utilize social listening tools to monitor 
keywords and topics that are relevant to the brand. Also review social 
sites for common misspellings of the brand name just in case mentions 
or comments may be missing from the official platform alerts. Dedicate 
time each day to respond to these topics, even if the brand has not been 
directly tagged or mentioned. Be sure to interact in a natural, appropriate 
way. Remember that social media is about being relational—not being 
awkward and intruding on conversations that are not highly applicable 
or open to interaction from the brand.

In addition to engaging in general conversations, interact with the 
specific content being shared as part of the organization’s social channels. 
If the brand is gaining new followers as a result of the campaign, be sure 
to thank them for following. If there are people who are commenting 
on an Instagram picture, be sure to respond. Social media is about being 
social. A campaign will not succeed, even with the best-designed content 
calendar, if there is no engagement with the brand’s social communities 
once the initial post goes live.

Monitoring

Hand in hand with the launch of the content calendar on social media 
and engagement with the brand communities, the brand must also be 
proactive in monitoring social media communication. Rather than 
simply waiting to evaluate the effectiveness of a social media campaign 
until the very end, it is important to continually analyze the responses 
and interaction that are being gained as a result of the campaign. 
Ann Handley and C. C. Chapman8 suggest that, “Good content always 
has an objective; it’s created with intent. It therefore carries triggers to 
action.”9 The idea behind this is that each post created and used in the 
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campaign has a purpose—and social media professionals should be able 
to watch the brand community and see that an action has been triggered 
as a result of the social media post.

Real-Time Marketing (RTM)

Along with social media content calendars and strategic planning for 
engagement, brands must be prepared to facilitate real-time communi-
cation. Chris Kerns10 defines real-time marketing as “the practice of cre-
ating content inspired by a current topic, trend or event.”11 Essentially, it 
is the ability of an organization to adjust and participate in conversations 
organically, as they emerge in real-time. Although it can be tempting 
to just stick with programmed content, the ability of a brand to adjust 
within the moment is crucial. That is why monitoring is so essential in 
social media campaigns. Kerns12 points out that, “if the brand wants to 
participate in the conversation, they’ll need to create a memorable take 
on that current event and not just try to start a separate dialogue.”13 The 
ability to strategically design a campaign and also have expert insight 
into when and how to adjust and change content in light of current 
events is a sign of true expertise in social media.

Planning for the Unplanned

Brands should be aware that there will always be unplanned elements 
during the life cycle of a social media campaign. By recognizing signif-
icant events such as the Super Bowl, the Golden Globes, or an election, 
the brand can create some general content that acknowledges key compo-
nents of those events. With research that is done ahead of time, premade 
posts can be crafted regarding certain elements such as the start time of 
the game or the background of a candidate. In addition, planning can 
be done by pulling data on the conversations from the past years when 
an event occurred and identifying information such as: What kinds 
of posts were most successful? What SOV did each group have during 
the event? Be sure to gather information beyond just the event itself 
and explore the implications for social interaction that occurred, such 
as which kinds of posts generated the highest engagement or involved 
influencers the most.

Once you have the background information from social media and 
the base level details for the event, it is important to remember that real-
time engagement is powerful precisely because it is not something that 
can be premade. Dynamic connection happens when a brand engages 
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in real-time social conversations—it is authentic, in the moment, and 
relevant. For example, responding to a touchdown play and tweeting 
the moment it happens is one way a brand could engage with real-time 
activity. As discussed previously, it can be hard to have the capabilities to 
perform with such live engagement because it requires the social team 
to be thoroughly familiar with the brand’s voice, ready to engage in the 
moment, and to possess the authority within the organization not to 
have to run a post through multiple layers of approval before going live. 
Essentially, real-time engagement is when social media becomes most 
like a face-to-face interaction with the brand: It should be informed and 
represent the organization well, but be deeply humanized, interactive, 
and relevant to the conversation at hand. It is a fluid dialogue that cap-
tures the attention of the key audiences involved in the conversation. 
Kerns14 summarized this nicely when he said, “Uncertainty is part of the 
social media world, and with RTM it’s no different. When you know 
an event is coming, but can’t be sure of all the details, it takes a unique 
approach and a large dose of patience.”15

Key Metrics

In order to track triggering actions and social activity, carefully monitor 
each social post throughout a campaign. An effective way to do this is 
to use the same file that was designed for the content calendar with the 

Figure 5.3 Process for Real-Time Engagement
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addition of a few new columns: KPIs, influencers engaged, and time 
decay. Each of these new columns will come in very useful in the fourth 
step, when evaluating the effectiveness of the campaign.

First, record any social media engagement or actions that serve as 
KPIs for a brand; this helps identify movement towards the success of an 
objective. Key progress indicators (KPIs) are metrics that provide meaning-
ful insight into the advance of a campaign toward reaching its goals. For 
example, the brand might record the following as KPIs for a given post 
on social media: 100 retweets, 340 favorites, and 25 replies. If the post 
being monitored is on Instagram, it would be important to record how 
many likes, comments, and mentions were garnered. Whatever metrics 
happened as a result of a post on a given platform would be recorded in 
this new KPI column on the content calendar.

Second, identify which influencers were engaged. Although every-
one plays a valuable role in a social media community, social influencers 
carry a certain level of impact whenever they engage with social con-
tent. In the listening stage, influencers for the brand on various platforms 
were identified. It is helpful to record whether these influencers engaged 
with a specific post, what they did with the post, and the result of their 
engagement. For example, a brand might note that a specific influencer 
shared a post on LinkedIn, which resulted in 100 more likes, 20 shares, 
and a conversation that had 15 people participating on the influencer’s 
LinkedIn profile.

Third, identify the time decay of the post. Depending on the detail 
of the organization, it might be best to list the total of social activities 
that took place on the first day, second day, third day, and by the end of 
the first week. If it is helpful to have more detail, and time allows, record 
the first day’s activity by hours or hour blocks in order to provide details 
on when the community most engaged with the content and what kinds 
of activities happened throughout the lifetime of the post. Because the 
time-decay area can be quite complex, consider breaking this portion it 
into multiple columns so that it is easier to sort later on, labeling each 
column either by a day or time-block period.

At the end of this stage, review the brand’s monitoring metrics 
to assess the impact of each post, strategy, objective, and goal. It is 
now possible to mine these data for the most effective times to engage 
with audiences and ways to increase interaction with influencers. More 
details of how to use this information during the evaluation of a cam-
paign will be provided in the next chapter. However, before moving 
on to evaluation, a very crucial part of engaging and monitoring in 
social media is understanding how to handle a crisis while it unfolds on 
social media.
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EXPERT INSIGHT
Leo Morejon

What do you think is one hallmark competency social 
media professionals need to succeed?

In order to do well in social media, you need to be able to sell 
your ideas and you need to be a trusted advisor. Social media is 
changing all the time, and in order to try new and different things 
(or even established things), you often will need more budget and 
resources for things that might not allow for a measurable return 
on investment right away. In order to reach and persuade the pow-
ers that be and stakeholders including clients, bosses, and team 
members, it is best to educate and be a trusted advisor.

What is an effective way for a brand to use a content calendar, 
but also be free to interact and be responsive in the moment?

I suggest that you build your content calendar with preplanned 
content and be ready to change it at a moment’s notice. This can 
include changing content, optimizing, or stopping it all together 
to ensure you jump into a real-time contextual moment without 
sending mixed messages or over-messaging audiences. It comes 
down to being a good traffic cop, focusing on flow and avoiding 
traffic or accidents.

How can a brand effectively monitor and engage with 
social conversations taking place outside of the brand’s 
official profile without appearing intrusive?

I generally focus on telling brands to be authentic, to add value 
during each engagement, to use their gut, and to always put them-
selves in someone else’s shoes. While all that is still true, it’s also 
true that it’s a calculated risk, and there might be someone out 
there that will find it creepy or intrusive. For the most part though, 
most people won’t find it intrusive/creepy; they expect it now, and 
it can mean a lot of great connections between brands and people.

What tips would you suggest for brands to keep in mind 
when engaging live in order to be authentic and interac-
tive, but still on message with social media goals?
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SOCIAL MEDIA AND CRISES

A crisis, by its very nature, is substantial. It is an event, or the perception 
of an event, that damages the relationships between a brand and the 
public, resulting in a reduction in the organization’s ability, or its inabil-
ity, to continue to fulfill its mission. Freberg and Palenchar16 explain 
that, “crises come in various forms and can impact an organization or 
individual at any time. In other words, crises are significant, disrup-
tive events that often feature rapid onset.”17 Reynolds and Seeger18 point 
out that communication during a crisis should “explain the specific 

I advise brands to take chances while still understanding their own 
voice, the brand’s mission, and its respective audiences.

In what ways, if any, does the information gathered from a 
social media campaign drive future strategy or engagement?

Every single campaign is a data point for the future. They’re just 
that: data points. You need to know which data points are the right 
ones to focus on for the future and which to ignore. It’s mostly 
about context. What was the past campaign about, and what are 
future campaigns about? It’s not always apples to apples, in fact it’s 
mostly apples to dogs.

What do you think the next big trends will be in social 
media for brands?

The next big trends will be about e-commerce and how it plays 
out from a marketing and executional perspective. Facebook and 
other platforms are bullish on developing and owning this space. 
While brands that can easily set up DTC (direct to consumer) 
pathways will be ahead of the game, other brands will soon follow.

Connect with Leo: Twitter.com/MoreLeo; www.linkedin.com/
in/leonardom/; LeonardoM.com/

Leo Morejon is a successful marketing leader known for distinctions such as 
a Guinness World Record for Most Facebook Likes, pioneering real-time 
marketing while working on campaigns including the Oreo Super Bowl 
Blackout Tweet, and managing large international teams

https://www.linkedin.com
https://www.linkedin.com
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event, identify likely consequences and outcomes, and provide specific 
harm-reducing information to affected communities in an honest, can-
did, prompt, accurate and complete manner.”19 Ideally, organizations 
are able to identify potential crises before they occur. But, as already 
explained, there are many times when a crisis will strike without warn-
ing, and there will be no possibility of diffusing it in advance.

Social media comes into play as part of the communication dissemi-
nation efforts during a crisis. Efforts to reply and provide accurate infor-
mation during a crisis must be made in alignment with the organization’s 
overall crisis plan. The integration with the organization’s crisis response 
plan was explained in the social listening phase of campaign development. 
Owing to the highly uncertain nature of a crisis, it is important to pro-
vide needed information as quickly as possible to impacted audiences.20 
This communication is done by specifically crafting messages for the 
stakeholders who have been identified as being impacted and developing 
messages to get accurate and helpful information to key audiences.21

Although there are many categories of crises that an organization 
may face, in the context of the social media team it can be helpful to 
think in terms of two large genres: Crises that result from something 
outside social media and crises that result from activity or interaction via 
social media. It is important to explore not only how organizations can 
integrate social media effectively as a general part of their crises plans, 
but also how social media teams may best respond in the monitoring step 
of a social media campaign should a crisis due to social media emerge.

Crises External to Social Media

As defined above, crises can come about at any time and have dire 
consequences. Freberg and Palenchar22 point out that a crisis can be 
both an event that has occurred as well as a perception of events. Pear-
son and Clair23 explain the idea of crisis further by describing one as 
a “low-probability, high-impact event.”24 Crises, then, can be events 
actually occurring or rumors of things that may happen. Because a crisis 
impacts the organization and stakeholders, rumors can sometimes be 
just as damaging as events that have occurred. Elements that contribute 
to crises include the magnitude of the crisis, control over the event, the 
reactions of the public to the event, and the potential that the event (if 
perceived as a crisis) will be one that will actually happen.25 Because of 
the variety of forms a crisis can take, including workplace rumors, nat-
ural disasters, human errors, accidents, and many others, it is helpful to 
categorize crises in order for communicators to effectively engage with 
audiences in meaningful ways.26
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When an organization faces a crisis, utilizing social media to reach 
key audiences is helpful because it allows people to feel that they have 
more control over the crisis, as well as feeling like they are connected 
to a community.27 The information that is posted by the organization, 
however, needs to be in line with the overall messaging from the cri-
sis response team. Most crisis plans for organizations include sections 
on specific types of crises that may hit an organization—be it a prod-
uct recall, natural disaster, violence, or some other potential impacting 
event. As part of the crisis plan, it is helpful to pre-craft how social media 
can be used during the event to provide timely, authentic, transparent, 
and relevant information to the social media community. If there is a 
product recall, for example, sample posts could be created that include 
general language on how to return products and what steps consumers 
should take. In preparation for a natural disaster, drafting information 
that includes where to go for shelter or tips on personal safety after an 
earthquake may be appropriate. It could also be that the organization 
will already have websites created with some basic information that will 
be black (not available) until a crisis happens. If that is the case, it is also 
possible to premake posts that reference the site, with the link, so that 
posts can go live immediately after a crisis hits. The goal is to have the 
social media strategy work in unison with other communication efforts, 
supporting the messaging strategies and responses of the crisis team.

Crises Caused within Social Media

The second genre of crises that a social media team should prepare for 
are those that originate within or because of social media. What exactly 
counts as a crisis in social media? It can be defined as: “a crisis issue that 
arises in or is amplified by social media, and results in negative main-
stream media coverage, a change in business process, or financial loss.”28 
These kinds of crises regularly make the news. An example of this is 
when a BBC reporter mistakenly reported that Queen Elizabeth II had 
died in a tweet that, despite being deleted quickly, had already been 
picked up by other news sources such as CNN and other publications.29 
Another example comes from KitchenAid, whose employee accidently 
sent an offensive tweet to President Obama about his dead grandmother. 
The brand quickly responded, apologizing and stating that the “tasteless 
joke in no way represents our values at KitchenAid, and that person 
won’t be tweeting for us anymore.”30 Still another social media case 
study can be found in Papa John’s response to a ten-word tweet from 
a customer that included a picture of the receipt from her recent order, 
which referred to the customer using a racial slur: “lady chinky eyes.”31 
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These kinds of crises go straight to the center of the driving force behind 
a brand: The credibility and trustworthiness of the organization as per-
ceived by the public. Coombs and Holladay,32 leading crisis communica-
tion researchers, explained that social media crises are often reputational 
in nature: “Reputational concerns are important because an organiza-
tional reputation is a valued asset that must be cultivated and protected.”33

In order to effectively respond to a social media crisis, there are 
three sources that may help determine the kind and nature of response 
required by the social media team.34 Coombs suggests the three sources 
of social media crises are (1) organizational misuses of social media, 
(2) dissatisfied customers, and (3) challenges in social media.35

The first type of crisis, and possibly the most common type to make 
headlines, is organizational misuse of social media. This type of social 
media crisis can be defined as when an “organization violates the norms 
of behavior in a particular social media channel.”36 Crises such as these 
can often be prevented with additional training of employees, research 
carried out by organizations before they create content for social media, 
and a clear structure for addressing social media crises involving iden-
tified roles, responsibilities, and approval processes.37 A strong example 
of a crisis caused by organizational misuse of social media is the clas-
sic example that occurred when DiGiorno decided to use the hashtag 
#WhyIStayed. The hashtag was a trending conversation that was a 

Figure 5.4 Contributors to Crises in Social Media
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response to Ray Rice, an NFL player, being suspended after beating his 
wife. Women flocked to social media and used the hashtag #WhyIStayed 
to share their stories of what kept them in abusive and violent relation-
ships. Without doing research or understanding the community hav-
ing a conversation around that hashtag, DiGiorno used the hashtag and 
added three simple words: “#WhyIStayed you had pizza.” Although this 
was a substantial debacle, largely criticized across social media platforms, 
DiGiorno’s social media team did take swift action to actively engage 
with the crisis. After rapidly deleting the tweet and apologizing for its 
offensive nature, the brand began to individually apologize to each and 
every user who had engaged with it regarding the inappropriate brand 
tweet. Rather than cutting and pasting in automated apologies, each 
tweet was customized and showed a high level of remorse, authenticity, 
and transparency. This incident is a prime illustration of why brands 
should research before joining conversations, but is also a great exam-
ple of an appropriate social response using individualized engagement 
through social media platforms.38

The second source of crises in social media is customer dissatisfac-
tion. Coombs39 explains that, “Dissatisfied customer social media crises 
are really a customer relations problem rather than a crisis.”40 However, 
social media is often used as a key part of public relations and, spe-
cifically, consumer or customer relations as it has the ability to foster 
two-way dialogue to resolve concerns. Key audiences have a higher like-
lihood of believing that an organization is trustworthy when there is 
two-way communication taking place.41 In light of this, social media 
often becomes a primary platform for dealing with dissatisfied custom-
ers. In the airline industry, there are plenty of opportunities for this type 
of crisis to happen. JetBlue has become known as a leading example of a 
brand that uses social media to engage with customers and help resolve 
issues, minimizing crises due to dissatisfied customers. Back in 2010, 
JetBlue dedicated an entire team of people, 17 at the time, solely to inter-
acting with customers on social media. This was highly unusual at the 
time, and it was one of the first airlines to make such a move.42 Laurie 
Meacham, manager of customer commitment and social media for Jet-
Blue Airways, explained that, for brands to be relevant and truly engage 
with customer needs on social media, the content has to be authentic 
and relational. The humanization is essential for organizational success:

There is a lot of vanity engagement happening out there. People 
talking about nothing and responding about nothing. We always 
recognize that as a brand, we are a guest in this community. Brands 
came in uninvited. We need to earn the right to be here.43



IMPLEMENTATION AND MONITORING166

JetBlue has helped customers in sticky situations, such as one customer 
who tweeted about not knowing why there was a $50 charge to be on 
standby for an earlier flight home. JetBlue was able to tweet back and 
address the customer’s concerns without it becoming a significant issue.44 
Although many brands have now followed this type of example, it is 
helpful to look at the trendsetters, and JetBlue is one such brand.

Sometimes, however, nothing will change the situation for key pub-
lics—in the case of JetBlue, flights will still be delayed or missed, and 
fees may still be incurred. When customers are upset on social media, 
and the brand’s social media team cannot meaningfully engage or assist 
in the moment, it may be wise to wait to interact until there is more 
information or resources become available. Meacham refers to this type 
of situation as a DNE: Do not engage. “DNE is totally different from 
ignoring. We are taking note, and we will follow up where appropriate,” 
she said.45 The goal is not to ignore the customer or relationship, but to 
wait for the appropriate time to interact or directly contact them in a way 
that allows for follow-up that genuinely builds the relationship, rather 
than simply creating more social noise. It is worth noting that records 
of these types of interaction, whether they had a positive outcome or one 
that results in a DNE, are important for long-term planning on social 
media and crisis response.

The final genre of social media crises that originate within social 
media is called challenges, which is when key audiences believe an orga-
nization or brand has policies or behaviors that are inappropriate.46 “The 
core of the challenge is that stakeholders argue that the organization is 
acting irresponsibly. Those charges can erode reputations.”47 There are 
three types of challenges that may come up within a social media cri-
sis. The first is organic and occurs when the expectations of the online 
brand community are not met by the organization’s behaviors. This 
often happens when a brand fails to maintain a strong grip on its online 
tribe’s values, opinions, beliefs, and behaviors.

If organizational behaviors do not change to mirror those of the 
stakeholders, stakeholders will perceive the organization as violating 
their expectations. The misalignment of expectations can be a 
natural process because organizations often lag behind stakeholder 
expectations (value and belief changes).48

A second type of challenge is an exposé, which arises “when stakeholders 
prove an organization’s words are inconsistent with its actions.”49 This 
may happen when organizations claim to be environmentally friendly, 
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but then information surfaces that show they are actually causing harm 
to the environment. Another example could be organizations that advo-
cate for social justice, but then are found to be using sweatshops to pro-
duce their products.

Finally, the third kind of challenge is called a villain challenge, 
which, as the name suggests, is when groups make a claim that the orga-
nization itself is bad and needs to change. An excellent example of a 
challenge crisis can be found in the social media campaign launched by 
SeaWorld as part of its response to the documentary BlackFish, which 
accused SeaWorld of mistreating the animals, especially orcas, in its facil-
ities. Because of the boycotts and impact on its bottom line that resulted 
from the documentary, SeaWorld created a multimillion-dollar cam-
paign to repair its image by addressing public concerns and correcting 
misinformation presented in the film.50 With more than 1 million peo-
ple contacting SeaWorld through PETA’s online website, the brand was 
looking for a way to directly engage with its key audiences. The social 
media element of the campaign was a Q&A session with the hashtag 
#AskSeaWorld.51 Unfortunately, the campaign was critically received. 
Rather than the kinds of questions the brand may have been hoping for, 
it received questions from critics asking why SeaWorld would breed 
more animals in captivity when it is already overcrowded and criti-
cizing its animal care and the death rates of SeaWorld orcas.52 These 
kinds of responses represent villain challenges, as they were directed 
at the very core of the brand, claiming that the organization itself was 
unethical.

Organizations can respond in a number of ways to challenge crises, 
resulting in the potential to maintain trust and credibility in the eyes of 
the public. It is very important to consult the PR crisis plan and guide 
to determine proper responses to crisis situations, particularly if the 
nature of the crisis is a challenge, since it deals with the core reputation 
of the organization as a whole. Some ways in which professionals may 
decide to respond to challenges include (1) refuting the claims made 
in the challenge, (2) reforming the behaviors or actions of the organi-
zation to align with the key audience expectations, and (3) repenting 
by acknowledging the fault and harm done and explaining what will 
be done to rectify the situation.53 Responding to a challenge in social 
media is the most complex of all the social crises with which a team 
may deal. Be sure to “carefully assess the nature of the challenge before 
selecting a response strategy. Organic, expose, and villain challenges 
have unique features that make different response strategies more or 
less effective.”54
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ORGANIZATIONAL SOCIAL FATIGUE

One final area to address in the monitoring step of a social media cam-
paign, though an area that often receives very little focus, deals with 
social media fatigue. Social fatigue is when the level of interaction and 
repetitious nature of social media cause individuals to shut down or 
tune out.

Organizations experience fatigue in social media that can stem from 
having too many platforms and not enough resources to effectively 
engage or from lacking a clear vision for why social media supports 
the brand’s vision. Just like individuals, brands should carefully con-
sider their capacity to maintain authentic relationships on social media. 
Rebecca Lieb55 points out the challenge to engaging strategically on 
social media:

Like consumers, brands are challenged to make social channel 
choices. Spreading themselves too thin in an effort to be 
everywhere, for everyone, leads to challenges few brands are 
prepared to meet. The demands of continual parallel content 
creation. The ability to react and respond to earned media in multiple 
social channels.56

Essentially, brands must use discretion to avoid social media burn-out. 
Ted Coiné and Mark Babbitt57 give three key ways brands can avoid 
feeding social media fatigue. First, be careful that the organization is not 
contributing negative content, or simply creating more social noise in an 
already over-saturated media environment. Make each post, tweet, and 
snap meaningful, having been designed with a purpose. Second, “delib-
erately be a relentless giver” on social media by highlighting others, 
being a resource, and genuinely interacting with people.58 Finally, avoid 
being a “social echo chamber.”59 In other words, if the brand is simply 
reposting what has already been posted again and again and is no longer 
contributing original content to the social media community, take some 
time away. Give the brand space to be silent if there is nothing significant 
to contribute to the social world.

For brands on social media to be relevant, breaking through the 
relevance filters of users, they must stay authentically engaged. Content 
cannot simply be regurgitated because nothing new is available. Adding 
to the noise on social media does not help an organization stand apart or 
build stronger relationships. Rather, it should refocus on the purpose of 
social media, the ways for the brand to enhance relationships, and then 
develop interaction based on those elements.
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KEY CONCEPT SNAPSHOT

1. Content calendars provide a way to harmonize communication on 
behalf of brands, developing a tapestry of unified interaction for the 
vision of the organization’s values.

2. Crises on social media are going to happen—brands that are truly 
strategic in social media prepare for them before they occur, allowing a 
proactive approach to social media during crisis rather than a reactive one.

3. Social media is all about relationships. Monitoring and responding to 
people in social spaces shows authenticity and builds trust.

4. Relevance filters require brands to focus on creating meaningful and 
relevant content in social media in order to avoid social fatigue within 
its brand community.
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C H A P T E R  6

Step 4: Evaluation
Showcasing Success and Growth Opportunities

Social media experts should champion robust evaluation of each 
campaign as it not only provides evidence and support for the value 
of social media within a brand’s overall communication efforts, but 
also because evaluation has a heuristic element that allows for future 
growth and greater expertise within the social world.

The final step in developing and managing social media campaigns 
is evaluating the effectiveness of the efforts. This step is critical in 

providing accountability and illustrating the value of social media for an 
organization. It is important, before developing the framework for eval-
uation, to understand the difference between measurement and counting. 
Unfortunately, people often oversimplify social media evaluation by view-
ing it as a simple set of numbers to be counted or gathered. The truth of 
the matter is that social media evaluation and measurement are much more 
rigorous than this. They require social media professionals to apply their 
expertise to the measurements that are gathered and then to develop mean-
ingful applications from the data. Katie Delahaye Paine1 explains it this way:

Counting just adds things up and gets a total. Measurement takes 
those totals, analyzes what they mean, and uses that meaning to 
improve business practices. Measurement of your process and 
results—where you spend your time and money and what you get 
out of it—provides data necessary to make sound decisions. It helps 
you set priorities, allocate resources, and make choices. Without it, 
hunches and gut feelings prevail. Without it, mistakes get made and 
no one learns from them.2

There are a variety of metrics that are useful in the evaluation step for 
campaigns. To lay the foundation for understanding evaluation, it is 



EVALUATION174

helpful to reflect on the way data are used throughout a social media 
campaign. In addition, having a foundation of basic research practices 
and vocabulary can help clarify particular data analysis approaches in 
social media. Finally, the three levels to campaign evaluation will be 
explained: Preparation, implementation, and impact. Within each of 
these levels, specific processes and metrics that are important will be 
discussed.

DATA USE THROUGHOUT A SOCIAL MEDIA CAMPAIGN

Social media efforts should be driven by real-time activities: What audi-
ences are doing, responding to, talking about, and engaging with all 
play a crucial role in social strategy. Data are gathered throughout a 
campaign to inform both decisions and strategies for brands. Sometimes, 
the data gathered are base metrics such as the number of likes, followers, 
comments, or mentions. However, as was discussed earlier, there are 
other kinds of metrics that are also helpful, including identifying influ-
encers, measuring tone, and monitoring conversions. Although this 
chapter focuses on data collection, analysis, and interpretation in Step 4, 
evaluation, recognizing how a brand uses data throughout the entire 
campaign is an important competency.

Step 1:
Listening 

Data gathered to create informed decisions

Data used to respond to engagement and analyze KPIs

Step 2:
Strategic
Design

Step 3:
Monitoring

Step 4:
Evaluation

Data applied to campaign creation and tactical
components

Data integrated into summative analysis of the
campaign’s e�ectiveness

Figure 6.1 Data Use through a Campaign
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Social Listening

During the first step of the campaign, social media strategists gather for-
mative data on the organization, current social media platforms, brand 
communities, and the competition. This social listening phase informs 
the entire design of the campaign in Step 2, strategic design.

Strategic Design

The formative research gathered in Step 1 allows social media pro-
fessionals to craft engaging and dynamic campaigns, centered around 
SMART, outcome-based objectives. The entire strategic design phase is 
data-informed and data-driven in its creation.

Implementation and Monitoring

In the third step, implementation, strategists put into action the program 
that was created and designed for social media. In addition, data play a 
crucial role in this step because they drive informed engagement. In the 
world of social media, interaction with the publics should never be cut 
off from monitoring. As a brand monitors the campaign, measuring the 
reach, engagement, and impact of social media interaction, a wealth of 
information is gleaned. First, the brand understands what is working in 
the campaign. Second, the brand will also be alerted to when the brand 
community interacts, in what way the community is interacting, and 
the tone or intent of the interaction. This information informs how the 
brand should respond and who needs to be included in the response and 
ultimately helps define what type of communication the brand commu-
nity is expecting from the organization. This kind of data monitoring 
during a campaign ensures that the social media campaign is achieving 
its intended purpose.

Evaluation

Finally, at the close of a campaign, social media professionals gather 
summative data. This information is used not only to evaluate whether 
a campaign was successful, but also to lay a foundation for the listening 
phase of future campaigns. Step 4 collects and interprets data in order to 
summarize what the campaign achieved.

The ability to gather information, which informs and helps develop 
business intelligence, through social media has revolutionized the ways orga-
nizations can apply meaningful data to strategic decisions and future activity. 
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Oliver Blanchard3 identifies this powerful ability as the combination of 
velocity and specificity:

The velocity with which organizations can collect specific data, gather 
business intelligence, and measure the impact of a particular activity 
at any given time by using social media is astounding. Two rarely 
discussed key benefits to emerge from the marriage of social media 
and business measurement are velocity and specificity. Velocity is 
important to the success of a social media program because the 
speed with which intelligence reaches a decision maker will impact 
the speed with which he can respond to a market opportunity.4

In other words, the ability to quickly gather data, have that information 
reach key strategists, and take action as a result of the specific detail 
empowers organizations to effectively engage with key stakeholders like 
never before in organizational history.

PRINCIPLES OF RESEARCH

Before examining the particular parts of campaign evaluation, it is useful 
to understand some key factors in research practices. Primary research, 
or original research as opposed to research from an outside source, can be 
broken down into two broad approaches: Qualitative research and quan-
titative research. Qualitative research “is an approach for exploring and 
understanding the meaning individuals or groups ascribe to a social or 
human problem.”5 Qualitative research is often called subjective, in that 
it is rooted in the opinions, perspectives, and thoughts of individuals.6 
Using qualitative research allows us to understand “issues in language 
and perspectives of stakeholders,” as well as reasons why people feel the 
way they do about a particular subject or issue.7 Some commonly used 
qualitative research approaches include interviews, focus groups, and 
case studies. Quantitative research, on the other hand, is often classified as 
more objective, meaning that the focus of this type of research is on 
testing theories or exploring the relationship between variables.8 Rather 
than being about an individual’s experience or thoughts, the goal is to 
understand generalizable data and the presence of factors, influences, and 
variables in particular scenarios. This type of research relies on using sta-
tistics and equations to make sense of the data and “provides researchers 
and professionals the ability to report their results with greater preci-
sion.”9 A common quantitative technique used among communication 
professionals is content analysis, such as when we examine types of media 
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coverage. Other common methods are surveys and experiments. When 
researchers decide to use both qualitative and quantitative methods, it is 
known as mixed methods research.

An effective researcher will understand the value that each method 
brings and the particular insight that can be gained through qualitative 
or quantitative research. Thus:

Qualitative and quantitative methods are not exclusive but work 
together, with quantitative methods used to harness and distill 
research so that public relations professionals may use qualitative 
methods to delve deeper into research issues and extract 
meaningful data that aligns with business objectives.10

In other words, as this chapter examines the various stages of campaign 
evaluation, keep in mind the importance of leveraging both quantitative 
and qualitative data in order to provide the most meaningful evaluation 
of a campaign.

While data are used throughout a campaign, the evaluation portion is 
particularly rich in measurement gathering and interpretation. Determining 
the effectiveness of a campaign is no small task, which is why it is valu-
able to understand the many elements that should be evaluated within 
a campaign.

COMPONENTS OF EVALUATION

Expert evaluation requires social media professionals to analyze every 
element of a campaign, from start to finish. For this to be accomplished, 
there are three main sections that should each be investigated to deter-
mine the total effectiveness of a campaign. These sections are: Preparation, 
implementation, and impact.11

• Preparation evaluates items from the listening and strategic design 
stages of the campaign. The goal is to assess whether, prior to the 
social media campaign being launched, proper information was in 
place and the strategic design was correctly developed from the data.

• Implementation evaluates the third stage of the social media cam-
paign, examining whether information was delivered at the correct 
time, whether it reached the identified audiences, and the nature of 
the engagement that occurred as a result of the engagement.

• Impact relates to the specific objectives that were established for the 
campaign in order to achieve its overall goal.
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What may already be apparent is that every social media campaign eval-
uation has a plethora of data to mine in order to provide an effective 
analysis. It is important to assess what is most critical for the brand to 
understand from the campaign in order not only to evaluate the cam-
paign’s impact, but to strategically move forward in future social media 
campaigns. That is why, within each of these areas, each brand will need 
to evaluate data based on its individual needs and values.

Some may argue that, essentially, the evaluation stage is solely to 
measure the impact, or ROI, of a social media campaign and the ulti-
mate contribution to the organization, but this perspective fails to rec-
ognize the value that can be gained from an in-depth exploration of the 
entire campaign. In order for the full value of social media to be under-
stood, it is helpful to have a more nuanced approach that allows social 
media strategists to articulate the multiple ways social media advanced 
the organizational goals and objectives.

Preparation

Evaluation of a social media campaign’s preparation involves identi-
fying whether everything was in place that needed to be prior to the 
launch of the actual campaign. A strong foundation, or preparation, 
gives life to a strategic campaign. On the other hand, a weak or incom-
plete preparation of a social media campaign is often the root cause of 
failures. Jim Sterne12 points out the value of preparation by reminding 

Figure 6.2 Elements of Evaluation



EVALUATION 179

strategists of the need for concrete planning before engaging in social 
media:

Why are you even bothering with social media? If you don’t know, 
you do not want to step in blindly. This is the realm of public opinion 
and customer conversations. You do not want to blunder onto the 
scene without a clear idea of why you are there and what you want 
out of it. Not only are you sure to make hash of it, anything you 
measure will be context free and worse than useless.13

Within the evaluation of preparation for a campaign, three main areas 
to consider are: the formative research that was gathered in listening, the 
program’s strategic design, and the presentation content.

Formative Research

Formative research, which helps form the foundation of campaigns, is 
important as it helps identify key elements that, if missing or incorrect, 
could result in a less effective campaign. It is important, therefore, to 
consider whether, during the formative research, correct information 
was available to identify all the primary objectives of the campaign, 
key audiences, keywords, organizational structural needs, and other ele-
ments that were important to the success of the campaign. For example, 
were all the keywords and phrases that were used by the SEO team pro-
vided to the social media team to be integrated into the messaging of the 
social media campaign? Did the market research provide the necessary 
information to effectively develop audience profiles for the social media 
brand community? Did the information available regarding other com-
munication from the brand during the campaign thoroughly explain 
times when it was effective (or ineffective) to communicate?

Next, identify if any assumptions or interpretations of the informa-
tion were incorrect. For example, were the tones of the conversations in 
social media correctly identified, or was it later realized that some were 
much more positive (or negative) than originally thought? Perhaps it was 
assumed that certain social media users were influencers, only for there 
later to be a realization that they did not have a significant role within 
the social media platform the brand was using. Essentially, in this stage, 
each application of data that was made in order to determine strategy 
should be reviewed for accuracy and completeness.

Finally, there should be an evaluation of the documents that were 
available during the course of the social media campaign. It is important 
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to identify, for the increased success of future campaigns, any documents 
that were needed but were not available. It could be something such as 
lacking the correct crisis response policy, which resulted in difficulties 
during the campaign. It could be that the web development team had 
no online user policies, and the social media team ending up being less 
efficient in meeting deadlines for campaign launches as a result. What-
ever was not available, as well as the implication of not having these 
resources, should be noted. It is important to note that this final category 
is not a blame-placing section. It is simply an identifier of what might 
have delayed, inhibited, or influenced later results in the campaign.

Strategic Design

The next part of evaluating the preparation of the campaign is to review 
the strategic design. Begin by performing a top–down review of the 
campaign strategy:

• Was the goal appropriate for the organization’s current need and 
purpose for social media?

• Were the audiences that were selected for each goal actually the ones 
that needed to be involved in ensuring the goal was met? Were there 
any that should have been removed or added?

• Was each objective SMART (strategic, measurable, achievable, rel-
evant, and timely)? In addition, were the objectives outcome-based 
(reliant on an action that the online communities would take)?

• Did each strategy specifically relate to the direct success of the 
objective it was supporting? Were any of the strategies less effective 
or, potentially, would have had more impact if they had been used 
somewhere else in the campaign?

• Were all tactics identified correctly? Should any have been added or 
removed?

Next, it is important to return to the social media strategic plan and 
identify whether the social media campaign goal(s) supported the overall 
mission of the organization. Identifying how every campaign that is 
launched supports the overall vision of social media within the brand 
is a key part to program evaluation. In addition, review the purpose 
statement for each social media platform and evaluate whether the strat-
egies and tactics that were implemented during the campaign supported 
those purposes.

Finally, evaluate the brand’s persona and tone throughout the cam-
paign. To do this component of the evaluation, review not only the posts 
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from the content calendar, but also the engagement responses that were 
sent by the brand throughout a campaign. Review each tweet, post, 
reply, comment, and mention to determine if the organization’s social 
voice was consistent with the brand’s persona and tone and the purpose 
of the campaign. In addition to noting effective posts and content that 
were particularly relevant to the community, also identify anything 
that was not consistent and review what was missing or should have 
been added.

Presentation

The last component for evaluating the preparation for the social media 
campaign is to look at the creative pieces that were designed and the 
overall presentation of the brand throughout the campaign. Begin by 
reviewing the social profiles the brand used. Provide feedback on 
the quality of the profile’s presentation, including the images used, 
the positioning of any information, such as in the “about” section, the 
nature of the social channel’s connection to other properties of the 
brand (such as links to the website or other social media platforms), and 
the general impression of the brand that was given by each platform. 
Was it clear that the platform was the official presence of the brand 
on that social media channel? Was there anything that highlighted 
the current campaign on the profile, while keeping the general look 
and feel of the brand? Note any inconsistencies, strengths, or points of 
feedback.

Next, assess the quality of the creative content used throughout the 
campaign. The goal is that the quality of the content provided in vid-
eos, photos, infographics, memes, and so on would match the brand’s 
persona and tone appropriately, while effectively delivering the intended 
campaign messages. Be sure to note any creative content pieces that were 
particularly strong and highly reflective of the brand, as well as those 
that were weak and did not stay true to the brand persona. In addition, 
comment on any pieces that seemed to effectively portray the campaign 
message, as well as those, if any, that were less suited to the purpose. 
For example, it might be noted that although a vine was professionally 
created and high quality, it was less effective at delivering a message for 
the campaign. Or, perhaps, an image that was designed carried a strong 
message but was pixelated. It is important to recognize that the evalu-
ation is not only to identify opportunities for future growth, however, 
but also strengths. Make sure to identify specific elements of a campaign 
that had excellent presentation quality. Those can serve as models for 
future campaigns and initiatives.
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Implementation

After evaluating the preparation that was involved in launching a cam-
paign, it is helpful to evaluate the effectiveness of the actual implemen-
tation and engagement of the campaign. In this portion, the content 
calendar monitoring section will come in especially handy. The pur-
pose of evaluating the implementation section is not only to analyze the 
actual flow of communication, but also to review key progress indicators 
(KPIs). As a reminder, KPIs are numbers that represent an organization’s 
progress toward a given goal. They are the areas that are measured to 
illustrate whether, throughout a campaign, an objective is being achieved 
or the efforts are falling short. Eric Peterson14 explains this by saying, 
“Key performance indicators are designed to summarize meaningfully 
compared data.”15 The purpose of KPIs is to allow large amounts of data 
to be explained in a simple, concise manner throughout the course of a 
campaign. Peterson suggests that KPIs are “a response to a general orga-
nizational fear of big, ugly spreadsheets and complex applications. The 
big idea behind KPIs is that you’re taking technical data and presenting 
it using business-relevant language.”16 Each social media platform has a 
dashboard of information to review to begin the analysis of KPIs.

Message Reach

The goal of studying the message reach is to understand the exposure, or 
the potential audience size, a campaign message achieved. To help facil-
itate this evaluation of the message reach, reference the content calendar 
monitoring section where specific activities were recorded throughout 
the campaign and then review the messages in three different ways: indi-
vidual posts, strategies, and objectives.

First, analyze each post and identify the reach, or how many people 
were exposed to the message. There should be a column next to each 
post in the content calendar that identifies this information—if it is miss-
ing, go into the social media platform analytics and retrieve it. Second, 
sort the content calendar by specific strategies. It can be helpful to com-
pare across strategies to see if exposure was given proportionally to all 
strategies or if certain ones had an average reach that was greater than 
others. This could provide context for the reason why some may have 
been more effective and others seemed negligible. Third, do the same 
kind of comparison across objectives. The goal is to understand which 
specific posts and strategies had the strongest reach (and largest poten-
tial audience) and, ultimately, which objectives were given the greatest 
exposure.
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EXPERT INSIGHT
Laurie Meacham

What do you think is one hallmark competency social 
media professionals need to succeed?

Humanity! Don’t forget that social is exactly that: Social. People 
want to connect with brands in a personal way and feel like they’re 
recognized as an individual.

What do you believe makes a social media campaign 
effective?

In one word: Engagement. If you’re sharing content that your 
customers care about and want to engage with, your campaign is 
much more likely to be effective as it’ll gain more reach.

How can social media professionals show the value of 
social media to an organization’s bottom-line efforts?

Ultimately, the value created from social media efforts is one of 
loyalty.

With the increased scrutiny on vanity metrics for social 
media evaluation, what would you identify as key values 
within social media that show authentic ROI for a brand?

I believe it all comes down to loyalty. If you’re able to connect 
with customers in a meaningful way and maintain their loyalty 
through the relationship you’ve built with them on social media, 
then you’re getting an authentic ROI. Regardless of how many 
likes, shares, RTs, etc. you get, if your customers are doing more 
business with you and sharing their personal experiences with your 
brand with their network, then you’re achieving success.

In what ways, if any, is it possible to assess the value added 
by social media to the quality of relationships with key 
audiences?

This is a hard thing to measure, but the important thing is to 
remain authentic to your brand. No one should be portraying their 
brand or business differently on social than they do at any other 
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touch point and you also shouldn’t sell yourself out for the sake 
of trying to achieve a viral campaign. All interactions should be 
reflective of the brand and social is just another channel where it’s 
possible to engage and leave an impression. If those opportunities 
are genuine and used wisely, they’ll add to the overall value of the 
customer experience.

What do you think makes social media evaluation or 
measurement so intimidating? Is there a way around this 
intimidation factor?

There’s a tendency to look for reassurance that the effort being put 
into social media is a means to an end, but it’s really an ongoing 
effort and an ongoing development of a relationship with your 
audience. Social media is a unique touch point where you not only 
have an opportunity to reach a large audience, you also can engage 
with your customers, often outside of a transaction. There’s not 
always an immediate ROI and it can be hard to quantify success 
based on impressions, but when you look at human nature, pat-
terns, and behavior, it all comes down to knowing that there’s a 
unique opportunity here to humanize your brand and connect 
with people in a way that’s meaningful to them. Keep in mind 
that there are many ways to define success when it comes to social 
media—and more than one could be right, in its own way.

What value does evaluation provide for a social media 
team and organization as a whole?

We know that what’s measured gets managed and that’s just as true 
with social media as it is for anything else you invest in. An organi-
zation should create meaningful KPIs for social media, collaborate 
with other teams, and keep the big picture in mind. We always ask 
the question: Are we doing the right things for the right reasons?

Connect with Laurie: @laurieameacham

Laurie Meacham is Manager of Customer Support for JetBlue and oversees 
the Social Media Team
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Engagement

Although it is helpful to understand exposure, it means very little if an 
audience did not interact with the content or engage in the conversation 
on social media. Therefore, measuring the nature and depth of engage-
ment is also crucial. To perform this evaluation, it is helpful to divide 
the social media posts by platform and save them in separate files or tabs 
within an Excel document for ease of analysis and interpretation. This 
allows brands to customize each report based on engagement types on a 
given platform. Next, add columns for each kind of engagement that can 
be measured on a platform, such as likes in Facebook or thumbs ups in 
YouTube or comments in Instagram. Be sure to include a “total engage-
ment” column for the platform. As was done for message reach, evaluate 
the engagement for each post, each strategy, and each objective. Provide 
feedback on the most effective and least effective posts, strategies, and 
objectives by each platform.

Two-Way Dialogue Audit

In addition to understanding whether the content that was delivered 
reached the audiences and was well received, indicated by comments, 
sharing, and interaction, it is important to evaluate the implementa-
tion of two-way conversations by conducting a summative, two-way 
dialogue audit. Because social media is about a dialogue, brands should 
regularly evaluate the capacity and performance of brand engagement 
during a campaign. Chuck Hemann and Ken Burbary17 suggest that 
there are two levels of measurement in the two-way dialogue audit: 
Conversations within the social media properties that a brand owns 
and conversations outside the direct social network of the brand. The 
necessary measurements and analysis for each of these levels will be 
discussed below.

Conversations in the brand’s own social media platforms: Whenever con-
tent is posted onto social media, there is the potential that a member 
of the audience will comment, mention, follow, or share via their own 
social media channels. In order to have high levels of community inter-
action, therefore, a brand cannot simply post original content, but must 
also respond when the community interacts. Review posts to see if there 
are unanswered questions or comments, whether the brand replied to 
new members who joined as a result of the initiative, and whether there 
are any pieces of interaction that seem to have dropped. It could be that 
the level of interaction is far too high to reply to all community mem-
bers. In this case, it is important to identify if there was a process in place 
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to understand how dialogue would be handled: Were all influencers 
responded to? Were complaints addressed? Were questions answered? 
Identify the process for how the brand responded and then analyze the 
interaction based on the process.

Two-way dialogue audits should also review the social community’s 
participation in the conversation or dialogue. There are several steps in 
effective community participation analysis. Four key components are 
recommended by social media expert Avinash Kaushik:18

1. conversation rate;
2. amplification rate;
3. applause rate;
4. economic value.

He suggested this model because he wanted to “propose a framework 
you can use to measure success using metrics that matter for one simple 
reason: They actually measure if you are participating in the channel in 
an optimal fashion.”19

Measuring a conversation rate, the rate at which conversations happen 
on the social platform, provides a base estimate of the effectiveness of 
the engagement with a brand community. In order to measure the con-
versation rate, simply provide the number of comments, replies, or other 
conversation pieces per post. Anytime a social media community mem-
ber generated original content in the conversation, it should be included 
as part of the conversation rate.

Next, evaluate the amplification of the conversation. This involves 
looking specifically at things that elevated the conversation to a wider 
audience, such as shares or retweets. Kaushik suggests that this type of 
activity helps break past the limitations of an online community size 
(for example, 50,000 followers on Twitter) and into a wider audience 
network of engagement. Over time, those people in the wider net-
works, which Kaushik identifies as second- and third-level networks, 
may become part of the brand’s direct social media community hav-
ing discovered relevant and meaningful content produced by the brand 
thanks to amplification by community members. Although this metric 
does not measure a two-way dialogue with the community, it does show 
amplification of a conversation that was being fostered in social media, 
which can eventually produce more two-way dialogues.

Third, applause is a way to measure the affinity of the community 
with a post. This involves likes, favorites, +1s, and other affirmation-based 
actions in social media. This is valuable as it allows the organization to 
identify what kind of content is most valuable to an audience. In addition, 



EVALUATION 187

it builds the credibility of the content as users provide endorsements. 
This will help attract other users who are interested in the same content. 
Kaushik20 identifies the value of this kind of interaction, saying, “Your 
selfless social media contribution comes back to assist you in driving 
valuable business outcomes.”21

Finally, economic value should be calculated, and this will be discussed 
in greater detail later. It is worth noting that using social media for the 
sole purpose of driving bottom-line business revenue will not, neces-
sarily, yield a strong social strategy. Social media is about being social. 
It involves developing relationships, contributing to conversations, and 
being an active participant in an online community that shares a mutual 
interest. But that does not mean that social media cannot support bot-
tom-line initiatives. Kaushik argues, “Social media participation, done 
right, adds value to the company’s bottom-line. Some of it can’t be com-
puted. That is okay. But some of it can be and it is your job, nay duty (!), 
to quantify that.”22

Having analyzed participation in the conversation, it is important 
next to evaluate the increase in positive communication that occurred 
as a result of the campaign. To evaluate this, it is helpful to run a new 
SOV report that highlights activity during the social media campaign 
and compares it with the original SOV report that was developed in the 
listening phase. Remember, SOV involves looking at key competitors 
and calculating how much conversation relates to the brand versus com-
petitor brands.

In addition to the SOV report, there are several more layers that 
can be analyzed in evaluation to understand the full impact of the 
dialogue throughout a social media campaign. For example, a “share 
of conversation” report could be developed. Chuck Hemann and Ken 
Burbary23 define share of conversation as “a more accurate gauge of 
how aware people are of a product or campaign within a broader 
industry than share of voice. This metric tracks, typically in percent-
age form, how much conversation is happening versus the broader 
industry.”24 Share of conversation reports reflect what topics a brand 
community is talking about and how much of those conversations 
reference or mention the brand in any way, whereas an SOV report 
focuses more on a comparison of conversations that mention the brand 
with conversations that mention competition. In short, share of con-
versation focuses on topics and the brand, where SOV focuses on 
competition and the brand. The SOV takes a topic, such as fitness, and 
analyzes all of the conversations happening on a platform about that 
topic. Then, the brand calculates how much, if any, of the conversa-
tion about fitness relates to the brand.
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Other dimensions to conversations that it can be helpful to evaluate 
include the sentiment of conversations taking place, the resonance (or 
how well the brand community is accepting a message), and the overall 
volume (or how frequently communication is occurring) of the brand’s 
conversations on social media. To calculate any of these, a brand should 
analyze each post and interaction within a brand community, using many 
of the same tools discussed in the listening chapter. Then, beyond merely 
counting the mentions, comments, or replies, each one should be analyzed 
for the tone that the brand community had in the interaction, the reso-
nance (indicated by the conversation rate, amplification, and applause), 
and the frequency of the brand’s communication within the dialogue. 
These measurements can then be compared and contrasted to provide a 
fuller analysis of why certain strategies, tactics, or posts were successful 
in supporting the campaign objectives and others may not have been. For 
example, perhaps there was a high level of interaction around a post, but 
the tone was fairly negative. This may show why, despite having high 
scores in engagement, the strategy was not, in fact, supported through 
that interaction. Or, perhaps, the brand seemed to be strong (having a 
louder volume) sometimes within a campaign, but then was quiet for 
long periods in other places. That may have sent mixed messages to 
the community regarding the brand’s intentionality with dialogue and 
genuine interest in conversations. These kinds of analyses help provide 
context and meaning for the overall impact of the campaign.

Conversations occurring outside the brand’s own social media platforms: 
Throughout a campaign, there are often conversations that are relevant 
for the brand but they may not directly mention the brand or may incor-
rectly tag the organization. Review interactions that involved the brand 
during the campaign that were unrelated to a specific post by the brand, 
perhaps examining the brand’s interactions around certain hashtags that 
were relevant or providing resources and answers to social media user 
questions that had nothing to do with planned posts from the content 
calendar. Look at these conversations to determine if the interactions 
seem well received. Determine this by asking questions such as whether 
the brand was perceived as helpful or intrusive, based on the response of 
the social media user. Were any actions triggered as a result of the com-
munication with the person (such as liking a page, having issues resolved, 
etc.)? Ideally, the brand should join appropriate conversations outside the 
social media posts that the organization crafted itself. This second level 
of evaluation analyzes whether, throughout the campaign, the brand was 
able to appropriately join conversations that were user-generated within 
the social sphere and yet outside the original content posted by the brand 
for the campaign.
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Advertising Metrics

Although this text largely focuses on running organic social media cam-
paigns, the integration of paid strategies is a reality for many social media 
initiatives. When a campaign integrates paid placement, it is essential that 
evaluation of those placements occurs. As was mentioned above, many 
social media platforms offer comparative evaluations between organic and 
paid posts on a site. In addition, social media advertising platforms offer 
deeper analytics that relate to various pricing and interaction methods 
such as cost per click, cost per impression, cost per view, or cost per action. 
Each advertising platform provides different combinations of these pricing 
methods. As an advertising strategy is implemented, analysis should be 
provided on the effectiveness of the placement, the value of the clicks or 
followers that are gained through the advertising efforts, and feedback on 
whether such efforts should continue, be adjusted and then continue, or 
be discontinued as part of the ongoing support to reach a campaign’s 

Conversation
Check

Did the brand respond to interaction on the brand’s pro�le?
Did the brand interact with conversations that were applicable beyond
the brand’s pro�le?

Conversation
Rate

The total number of conversations for a post (replies, comments,
mentions, etc.)

The total engagement that extends a conversation on a post (shares,
retweets, etc.)Ampli�cation

Rate

Economic
Value

Anything that stemmed from a post and led to a sale or other form
of nancial gain.

Share of
Voice

Reveals the percentage of communication focusing on the brand
versus competitors.

Share of
Conversation

Highlights the percentage of communication focusing on a brand in
a given general topic.

Conversation
Sentiment

The tone or feeling of the communication between the brand
community and the organization.

The reception or acceptance of key messages into the brand
community throughout a campaign.

Conversation
Resonance

Conversation
Volume

The strength and consistency of communication from the brand
throughout a campaign.

Figure 6.3 Components of Communication Audits
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objective. For the final evaluation, review the total contribution of the 
paid placement efforts in social media to the success of the objective the 
strategy was designed to support. It is helpful to analyze what percentage 
of the success should be attributed to paid efforts versus organic efforts.

A word of caution should be noted about using advertising value equiv-
alency (AVE) in research. Essentially, AVE is about associating a dollar 
amount with earned media by equating that presence with how much it 
would cost to “buy” that placement. For example, in social media, some 
people may report how much the reach, engagement, or impression would 
have cost if it was purchased through social media advertising instead of 
organic campaign efforts. To do this, they would look at similar costs on 
the social media platform to advertise and report the AVE in their evalua-
tion. However, as this chapter has emphasized, robust social media evalua-
tion is an examination of the impact and reaction of people, whereas AVE 
“is a rigid construct that lacks the flexibility and depth to factor in things 
such as audience perception, message credibility and audience attention.”25

Impact

The final level of evaluation has to do with the end results of the cam-
paign. This portion involves returning to the SMART, outcome-based 
objectives that were established at the beginning of the campaign and 
analyzing whether or not these objectives were accomplished. This is 
why it is so crucial that each objective is designed to be specific (so brands 
know what to measure) and measurable (so brands know what change 
they are expecting to see in metrics). In addition, the time elements of 
the objective allow brands to know when the measurement should take 
place. For each objective, provide the exact social metrics that confirm 
success or show the need to improve. Sometimes, the data that are needed 
to determine whether an objective was met are unavailable as part of the 
typical social media dashboards. This requires social media professionals 
to review information from the website analytics of an organization, 
often integrating platforms such as Google Analytics into the evaluation.

Integrated Social Media Measurement

As previously mentioned, there are some metrics that are housed outside 
a social media platform, and yet they are crucial for knowing the value of 
social media initiatives. Often, these types of metrics involve conversion 
behaviors that are ultimately tracked on the website of an organization. 
To find and mine this type of data, coordination with the website team 
is required.
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A critical part of the process of designing campaign budgets is to 
assign values to specific activities. For example, if lead generation was 
the focus of the campaign, how much is each name worth? Or perhaps 
the campaign was designed to generate awareness of a topic or cause. 
How much value is assigned to each person who received or is exposed 
to the information? Typically, the marketing department would be able 
to provide these values. If those values had not already been established, 
the social media team should coordinate with the marketing department 
to determine the value before launching the campaign. The question 
then becomes, how to attribute an action on a website, such as gaining a 
lead for a sale, to social media engagement.

To address these kinds of questions, use the organization’s website 
analytics. There is a wealth of information and data that the website 
analytics should be able to provide, including the ability to track user 
paths, traffic sources, and conversions. Perhaps one of the most valuable 
competencies that a social media professional can apply to this final stage 
of the campaign is recognizing which data are helpful and which are a 
distraction. Lars Lofgren,26 KISSmetrics marketing analyst, argues,

Not all data is helpful. Some of it is worse than worthless because it 
tricks us into believing we have answers when we don’t. But when 
you focus on data that helps you make decisions, everything else in 
your business gets easier.27

The goal is to identify actionable metrics that inform decisions and 
future strategy.28 Jay Baer29 suggests that the types of numbers, or met-
rics, that matter can be classified into four genres:

1. Consumption metrics, which are the engagement data points gathered 
from social media dashboards such as watched videos, reach, or visits.

2. Advocacy and sharing metrics, also gathered from social dashboards, 
which indicate that the content was shared through actions such as 
retweets, share buttons, or direct quotes.

3. Lead-generation metrics, which indicate that someone wants to learn 
more or is considering a purchase.

4. Sales metrics, which indicate that revenue was earned as a result of an 
action taken.

While consumption metrics and advocacy/sharing metrics are easier 
to find and are, therefore, regularly highlighted by organizations, it is 
also critical to dive deeper into the data in order to measure the lead- 
generation and sales metrics.30
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Recognizing that analytics will give far more data than is useful, it 
is necessary for the social media team to identify the specific informa-
tion that is required to measure objectives. In many analytic programs, 
a customized dashboard can be established that will track specific data, 
which have been identified as useful, from social media sources. These 
filtered data will help the social media team to collect and track the most 
important data pieces that relate to their campaign. Be thoroughly famil-
iar with the analytic data available prior to beginning evaluation in order 
to correctly assess what data will be most meaningful and actionable.

One helpful feature in analytics is customization of a URL so that 
it can be tracked and associated with specific efforts. Some people use 
third-party apps to shorten and track URLs, such as Bitly and Ow.ly. 
These services allow brands to shorten a URL and then track whether 
people end up clicking the link. One thing that these services cannot do, 
however, is tell a brand what a user does after clicking the link. Although 
it may not seem to be crucial information, it really is valuable insight, par-
ticularly when people are driven from a brand’s social media platform to 
the brand’s website. The ability for the social media team to definitively 
answer what social media brand community members do when they visit 
the website helps support the claim that social media engagement has 
resulted in lead-generation or sale metrics on the brand’s website.

To develop a customized URL that can be tracked by analytic soft-
ware, brands identify specific data pieces to include in the URL so that 
the analytics system knows to track the information. A brand can identify 
a specific medium from which the link was sending people, the campaign 
with which the link was associated, the source where the link was located, 
and the type of content or term that was included to drive an individual 
to visit a brand’s website. Analytic platforms make the process of creating 
custom URLs quite easy. Google Analytics, for example, provides a page 
to help brands generate custom URLs that will be tracked in Google 
Analytics and provide reports on that activity. On this page, brands can 
simply copy and paste the URL that they want to put onto social media, 
such as a link to a product that is on sale or a free trial to sign up for, and 
then enter the exact information they want to track (such as the name of 
the campaign or the source, such as the social media platform, that will be 
driving the traffic). Google Analytics will then generate a custom URL 
for the social media team to use, track, and analyze.

A custom URL a brand might develop, for example, could be for 
all links that will be posted on Facebook with the intention of driving 
people to sign up for a free trial of a product. The website analytics 
would then track what those users who click the link on Facebook do 
when they arrive on the brand’s website. Social media strategists will be 
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able to know whether the users sign up for the trial, whether they look 
at the page and immediately leave, or if they end up signing up and also 
looking around at other pages. This kind of information helps a social 
media team gain much more insight into a social media brand commu-
nity’s behavior. In addition to monitoring the activity of people who 
click to visit the website from Facebook, the team may also opt to create 
another custom URL that is used only for Instagram. This new custom 
URL would also drive people to the free trial, but would be customized 
with tracking information to identify that those individuals came to the 
website from Instagram as opposed to Facebook. In the evaluation, then, 
the team could compare the effectiveness of Instagram versus Facebook 
in driving sign-ups. It would be possible not only to understand which 
platform drove the most sign-ups, but also which platform was most 
likely to send users who viewed other pages on the website, people who 
would spend longer on the website, and those who were not interested 
in the content and immediately left.

This concept of creating custom URLs to track the behavior of 
users from social media could be applied across platforms, such as Pin-
terest, Instagram, or YouTube, or even incorporated to test specific types 
of posts on a platform. By creating two custom URLs, the social media 
team would be able to measure whether video posts in Facebook or photo 
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to Brand’s
Website
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the Brand

Community
Visitor’s Arrival
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Brand
Community
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Activity (sign-
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Custom URL

Figure 6.4 Custom URL Data Tracking Process
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posts in Facebook drove more sign-ups. Similarly, it would be possible 
to compare whether videos posted in TikTok, Instagram, or Facebook 
were most influential. Therefore, using separate custom URLs across 
platforms and for different post types allows the brand to compare and 
contrast the effectiveness of posts in actually producing tangible results 
such as lead generation or sales on the brand’s website.

Whether brands use custom URLs for each social media platform 
(such as one for TikTok, one for Facebook, one for LinkedIn), have cus-
tom URLs for each type of post analyzed by platforms (such as Facebook 
links with images, Facebook links with videos, etc.), or even if custom 
URLs are generated for specific strategies, to determine which is most 
effective, this method of tracking allow brands to analyze every user 
who clicks on a link and accurately measure their behavioral actions on 
the brand’s website. In conclusion, the goal at this level of analytics is to: 
(1) identify the type of action or behavior that needs to be tracked on 
social media; (2) develop the back-end process to track the action (cus-
tomized URL, analytic report, etc.); and (3) pull the data at the end of 
the campaign to directly attribute concrete actions that resulted as part 
of a social media campaign effort.

Outcome-Based Objectives and Reporting

Whether using proprietary analytic software, Google Analytics, or a mix-
ture of paid and free social and web analytics tools, the ultimate goal is 
the same: Identify meaningful data, apply the information to the cam-
paign objectives, and evaluate the effectiveness of the campaign. Having 
SMART, outcome-based objectives should allow for precise evaluation of 
the success or lack of success of an objective. It is also important for a social 
media professional to dive deeper into the data and apply context to the suc-
cess or failure of the objective. This occurs when each of the three layers 
of evaluation (preparation, implementation, and impact) are considered.

Additionally, because analytic and reporting platforms offer auto-
matic downloads of many of the reports, it is quite tempting to simply 
export those reports, compile them, and send them as one document to 
management. It is best, however, for a social media strategist to custom-
ize reports and provide the appropriate context. Although automated 
reports can provide useful additions to a social media report for a cam-
paign, a strategist should fully review each level of the evaluation (prepa-
ration, implementation, and impact), provide KPIs from those key areas, 
and then offer a comprehensive analysis of the campaign’s effectiveness 
as a whole. It is helpful to include a one- or two-page executive summary 
at the beginning of a social media evaluation report so that those who 
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are unable to dive into all the information can still assess the value of 
the social media campaign. It is also equally important for the report to 
break down each stage of the campaign, highlighting strengths, identify-
ing weaknesses, and ultimately reflecting on the goals being met. Finally, 
each evaluation of a social media campaign should include recommenda-
tions, lessons learned, and key take-away points that can be applied for a 
better strategy and more effective campaign design in the future.

THE FUTURE OF SOCIAL MEDIA CAMPAIGNS

The nature of social media is that it is constantly changing, evolving, and 
moving. Being effective in social media requires that brands regularly 
adapt. Social media compels professionals to be bold, willing to attempt 
new processes and adopt new platforms and strategies. The four steps 
to a social media campaign provide a framework that professionals can 
apply to brand initiatives in the ever-shifting social world. The value of 
listening, understanding the culture of a brand and the current social 
media climate, is paramount for any campaign. This in-depth informa-
tion infuses life into the efforts and activity of the brand. Meaningful 
data are precisely how brands develop strategic campaigns—they form 
out of research that seeks to understand the social media brand commu-
nity. The strategic design step marries the science of data with the art 
of relationship, drawing together all of the information into a creative 
and engaging roadmap that guides the social media efforts of the brand. 
After the creation of this social masterpiece, the third step, implementa-
tion, orchestrates the tapestry of engagement, weaving together all the 
strategies and tactics into a harmonious dialogue with key stakeholders.

It is in this step, the implementation of a campaign, that many brands 
struggle to understand how interaction can ever be scripted. After all, 
social media requires flexibility and adaptation. The beauty behind 
data-informed strategic designs, however, is that they are not developed 
from a static, boring room full of people who are bent on pushing mes-
sages in front of the public, but rather grow as a direct result of under-
standing who the brand community members are, what they value, and 
the conversations they want to be having with the brand. Campaigns 
developed from this type of relationally informed data are anything but 
scripted—they are, in fact, reactive, responding to the needs and com-
munication of the brand community connections. In addition, the third 
step of a campaign involves not only sharing content from the brand that 
was developed around a rigorous understanding of the audience, but also 
actively responding to the live-time interaction, discussions, and questions 
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that occur throughout the life of a campaign. Strategic design is prepara-
tion for dynamic conversations and thriving relationships in brand com-
munities, not staunch parameters that stifle the relational dimension of 
social media.

Finally, the fourth step evaluates all of the efforts of a campaign, 
analyzing everything from the smallest piece of information to the over-
all impact. This analysis not only provides insight into the impact of the 
campaign, elements that supported that success and areas that hindered 
it, but also affords rich data for future social media use. In this sense, 
social media campaigns are heuristic in nature, in that each campaign 
reveals new information about the brand community and the relation-
ships that key stakeholders have with the brand. This valuable insight 
should not be lost by being used solely to evaluate a single campaign and 
then filed away. Rather, it should also be used to apply strategic insight 
into future campaigns.

The relationships in social media with the brand community do 
not end with each campaign. They are, ideally, long-term, ongoing 
relationships that will span the course of many campaigns, initiatives, 
and efforts. Losing the insight gained about these relationships, the ways 
people interact and respond, tactics that are particularly helpful in build-
ing meaningful dialogue, and the methods which the brand community 
has developed over the course of a campaign would be tragic. Rather, 
this wealth of information should be carefully secured and purpose-
fully integrated into future campaigns. Not only is this simply a smart 
move on the part of a brand, giving it a wealth of information for the 
next campaign, it is also a sign of the value that the brand community 
holds. If these relationships matter, genuinely, to the brand, then it is a 
disservice to disregard every conversation and interaction at the end of a 
campaign, to simply begin again. Authentic relationships are a continual 
dance of communication, interaction, and engagement.

The core component of social media relates to people: Understand-
ing them, interacting with them, and developing relationships with 
them. Ultimately, the goal of strategic social media use is to encourage 
purposeful engagement in the midst of a dynamic platform that fosters 
unscripted, two-way dialogue. Thus, although there are four steps to a 
social media campaign, and this framework provides a structure to have 
robust and authentic relationships in social media, the truth is the four 
steps never stop—instead, they form a continuous process, devoted to 
thriving relationships and authentic communication. Once evaluation 
concludes, the brand should already begin again, listening, seeking to 
understand, and preparing meaningful communication with its brand 
community.
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BEYOND EVALUATION: STEWARDSHIP IN 
SOCIAL MEDIA

As explained above, the real heart of any social media campaign is to 
create a more loyal brand community that engages and interacts far 
longer than any single campaign. This is the exact issue that all commu-
nication campaigns really face as they work to make “communications 
cyclical rather than episodic.”31 This is where stewardship comes into the 
picture, as organizations seek to maintain and cultivate long-term rela-
tionships with stakeholders. The purpose of stewardship is to “establish 
the means for continued communication that will help to preserve their 
interest and attention to the organization.”32 Scholarship suggests that 
there are four dimensions to stewardship:33

• Reciprocity, which involves public and personal acts of appreciation 
between the organization and its stakeholders (such as videos thank-
ing donors on social media).

• Responsibility, which is about the work an organization is doing to 
fulfill its role as a good citizen in culture and to accomplish the 
organization’s mission. “At the core of demonstrating responsibility 
is keeping promises, being a good citizen, and acting in a socially 
responsible manner.”34

• Reporting, which involves clear communication that the organiza-
tion is meeting legal and ethical requirements.

• Relationship nurturing, which is “concerned with keeping supportive 
publics at the forefront of the organization’s awareness, maintaining 
open channels of communication with stakeholders and providing 
communications reinforcing that the involvement is wanted.”35

Scholars have suggested that the focus on embedding stewardship into 
the ethos of public relations and strategic communication efforts will 
provide the opportunity to shift organizational communication toward 
a consistent and continual relationship management cultivation act 
rather than a series of disconnected communication campaigns.36 In the 
world of social media, this concept is critical, as brands envision the 
maturation of social media to be more than simply a communication 
tool. Rather, brands are catching the vision that social media is a rela-
tional function which creates authentic and transparent connections 
with stakeholders. This is the essence of a social brand philosophy: It is 
about brands that adopt a commitment to maintaining communication 
using an organization structure that facilitates consistent and authentic 
interaction between brands and all publics (such as described in the social 
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care section of this text), dedicated to authentically listening to, respond-
ing to, and stewarding these stakeholder relationships. And this is where 
an organization has the potential to experience the very best results of 
social media in its brand communities: Loyalty, trust, credibility, and 
commitment that will help sustain and propel the organization to fulfill 
its mission and vision while providing meaningful value to the public 
and society.

KEY CONCEPT SNAPSHOT

1. Evaluation contains many components that are designed to explore 
the total impact and effectiveness of each element of a campaign. 
While evaluating the SMART, outcome-based objectives should be 
the key measurement of success, professionals should also analyze 
all elements included within the preparation, implementation, and 
impact to understand what contributed to or hindered the overall 
effectiveness of a campaign.

2. Many brands rely on vanity metrics to illustrate the value of their 
social presence. Rigorous evaluation demands that social media pro-
fessionals analyze KPIs that have a direct connection to the purpose 
of the campaign and the two-way engagement being sustained within 
social media.

3. Social media evaluation is not something that happens in a vacuum. 
Often, coordination with the marketing, IT, and web team will be 
required for a truly holistic understanding of the impact of social 
media within an organization.

4. Evaluation is never the end of social media interaction—rather, it 
serves as the start of the process for the next campaign. Relationships 
are continual, as is interaction in social media. Strategic design recog-
nizes the value and contribution past campaigns make to future social 
media initiatives.

NOTES

 1 2011.
 2 p. 5.
 3 2011.
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 5 Creswell & Creswell, 2017, p. 4.
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