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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

by Lisa Wood, Head of Marketing, first direct

This report argues that social media has entered a new mature era, as tools have
developed and their user-base has changed from early adopters to the mainstream.
With this maturation comes a new set of challenges for brands wanting to use social
media to develop relationships with their customers. When social media is no longer
new and exciting, but a useful tool that people have integrated into everyday life,
how does a brand make its voice heard across multiple channels? How does it build
or rebuild trust? How does it make sure its message stays consistent when there is a
need to speak in a ‘human’ voice?
This report is based on a series of in-depth interviews with business and
organisational executives, as well as independent technology experts.
Through a number of case-studies the report shows that a growing lack of
trust in top executives has turned the game of brand management on its head,
shifting emphasis from a top-down to a bottom-up approach, where the voices of
employees, academics and consumers are just as important as those belonging to
the people ‘in charge’.
A growing sense of social media wariness and fatigue is also spreading among
online users, and the dictum: ‘If you are not paying for it, you’re not the customer;
you’re the product being sold’ is fast gaining traction.
In such an environment the challenge facing brand managers becomes one both
of brand-identity and organisation. Those managing brands are forced to ask: Who
are we now? Who can we allow ourselves to be? And how can we make sure we
create an organisation that will be both flexible and robust enough to produce a
consistent brand message across multiple social channels? One that will rebuild our
consumers’ trust?
At the same time, the cost of engaging with social media, and of building genuine
online communities, is rising. The question of keeping your team in-house or
outsourcing the operation is suddenly on the agenda. The report concludes that
there is no one answer to this question, but that each brand needs to make a
decision in line with its company structure and identity, all the while making sure that
social media is not separated from other brand management and business activities.
Because managing social media in the new mature era, the report concludes, is a
question of ‘going deep, or going home,’ of either fully embracing the new culture of
bottom-up communication and brand-voice flexibility, or suffering a breakdown of
trust and dwindling consumer loyalty.

To help brand managers navigate this new mature and more complex social media environment the report
finally recommends a set of Brand Management Principles that will help steer a safe course for the long term,
of which the headlines are:
1.

Distil the brand essence for a social age

6.

2.

If outsourcing, be careful to ensure there is a
strong brand fit

Reply in the same tone of voice as your
customers use

7.

Avoid too much focus on creating an artificial
brand voice

A consistent brand voice means a consistently
informative, helpful and/or entertaining voice

8.

Be open about why you’re engaging

9.

Plan for the long-term

10.

Go deep and integrated with social media or
go home

3.
4.

Involve staff intimately in creating social media
brand guidelines

5.

Do the social media groundwork
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1. INTRODUCTION
Social media is an essential part of brands’ strategy for reaching consumers
and key influencers. The latest annual Social Journalism Study by Cision and
Canterbury Christ Church University, found that “social media is embedded in
most UK journalists’ daily work routine”.1 With the UK leading the smartphone
revolution, brands also know that social media and mobile are key to reaching
young consumers. Ofcom found that 62 percent of British 18-24 year olds used
smartphones and tablets to access Facebook, which outstripped the other 17
countries in the study. Even 40 percent of British adults accessed Facebook and
Twitter on mobile.2

62 percent of British 18-24 year
olds used smartphones and tablets.

At the same time, brands are finding it
harder to break through to consumers,
who are expressing weariness at the
marketing messages interrupting their
personal interactions. Brands also find
themselves competing for attention
with the crush of media outlets, political
campaigns and government agencies
who have flocked to take advantage of
the new possibilities to communicate
and engage the public.
This report draws on in-depth
interviews with a number of business
and organisational executives, as well
as technology experts, seeking to
understand how they are meeting and
understanding the challenges thrown
up by what we term the ‘mature era’ of
social media, where social tools are no
longer new and exciting, but just a part
of people’s everyday lives.

Each company, organisation and expert consulted, was asked questions
surrounding the following key topics:
TRUST: How does social media affect the way a business develops and
maintains trust? How can corporations communicate authentically? Are users
becoming weary of social media and cynical about brands who seem to be just
leaping on the latest bandwagon?
BRAND PERSONALITY: What does ‘brand personality’ mean in a multichannel
social media world? What happens to brand voice when anyone can be a
spokesperson?
BRAND CONSISTENCY: How does a company maintain consistent tone of voice
across multiple social media channels? How much flexibility is there to adapt
to the customer’s way of speaking? Can a company outsource its social media
operations and still make it work? What are the benefits of doing it in-house?

1 Study: 28% of journalists unable to carry out job without social media, Press Gazette, 18 Sept 2012,
http://www.pressgazette.co.uk/study-28-journalists-unable-carry-out-job-without-social-media based on study from Cision and Canterbury
Christ Church University, available in full at http://www.cision.com/uk/public-relations-white-papers/social-journalism-study-frm2012/
2 The UK’s online obsession: the latest Ofcom figures for media consumption, Ami Sedghi, The Guardian, 13 Dec 2012,
http://www.guardian.co.uk/news/datablog/2012/dec/13/uk-online-obsession-ofcom-latest-figures
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2. SOCIAL MEDIA AND
RE-ESTABLISHING TRUST
FROM THE BOTTOM UP
The global financial crisis and major scandals within the media have dented the
public’s confidence in key industries and institutions, yet the ability to maintain or,
in many cases, re-establish trust has become a competitive advantage. Trust has
arguably been upended during these crises, with those in authority being trusted
less than those they have authority over. Social media has become a battleground
where trust can be won or lost.
“Less than one fifth of the general public believes business
leaders and government officials will tell the truth when
confronted with a difficult issue,” says the 2013 Edelman Trust
Barometer.3 Trust is absolutely key to a successful business, and
also key to successful social media strategies. It is at the heart
of what defines a business reputation, says Marshall Manson,
EMEA Head of Digital for Edelman.

Trust is at the heart of
what defines a business
reputation.

2.1 MAINTAINING OR REBUILDING TRUST?
For some companies or sectors, it is not an issue of maintaining trust, but rather
of rebuilding it. But how long does a loss of trust persist? The answer depends in
part on whether there’s a single point at which trust was lost or whether there are
ongoing problems that keeps a company or sector’s untrustworthiness fresh in
people’s minds.
“Trust in banks is still at the low levels that it achieved in 2008 after the global
financial crisis, and it hasn’t recovered very much,” says Manson. “Is that because
there’s a steady drumbeat of reasons to distrust banks? Or is there a ‘big bad’ that
they haven’t recovered from? As long as there’s bad news, there’s a lack of trust in
banks. There is the space to improve trust in the sector, but it needs a more positive
communications environment and a change in behaviour.”

2.2 THE WAY TRUST IS FORMED HAS CHANGED
A strong reputation has always been important, but over the 13 years that Edelman
has been running its trust survey, the ways in which trust is formed has changed. A
decade or so ago, people trusted companies with reliable products and a healthy
financial performance, says Manson, but now more important considerations are
whether a company treats its employees well and whether they are ethical and
transparent.
Edelman also found in their survey that there is “a growing trust gap between
institutions and their leaders – globally, trust in business is 32 points higher than
trust in business leaders.” The Edelman report says that trust has shifted from
“traditional authority figures such as CEOs and prime ministers toward employees,
peers and people with credentials, including academics and technical experts. A
professor or person like yourself is now trusted nearly twice as much as a chief
executive or government official.”
“Social media is about engagement, and in a highly engaged world trust is even more
pivotal,” says Manson. “Social media has changed the communications landscape,

3 2013 Edelman Trust Barometer, Edelman, http://www.edelman.com/insights/intellectual-property/trust-2013/
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“Social media is about
engagement, and in a
highly engaged world
trust is pivotal.”

has put a premium on transparency, and subjects businesses to robust and constant
scrutiny. It has made it efficient for us to share information with peers at scale, so we
don’t have to rely on those authoritative voices anymore if we choose not to.”

2.3 CONSISTENT AND AUTHENTIC BRANDS
One of the many things that feeds into trust is how consistent and authentic the
brand is, says Rachel Clarke, Head of Engagement Intelligence at Momentum UK.
Brands that prize authenticity in their conversations with customers, including
admitting to and apologising for mistakes, will develop greater levels of trust with
those customers. In a world where crises can blow up overnight, brands that
empower their staff to engage in these conversations stand the most chance of
maintaining or regaining trust.
2.3.1 The Met Office: Keeping a weather eye on social media
Our conversation with the Met Office highlighted the following issues:
• Brands must be transparent about their reason for using social media and
authentic in their voice.
• Trust is developed through on-going small interactions that demonstrate a
consistent willingness to help, inform, or entertain.
• A brand that has nurtured trust by building social media relationships will find
their constituency willing to advocate for them when they come under attack.

“We engage across all
platforms because we
want Met Office warnings
to be trusted, listened to
and acted upon.”

The UK’s Met Office provides national weather forecasts,
including the National Severe Weather Warning Service which
gives “advance notice of weather which could affect public
safety”. They also host the National Climate Information Centre,
and carry out climate change research to support policy choices
with robust scientific evidence.
“We engage across all platforms because we want Met Office
warnings to be trusted, listened to and acted upon,” says Dee
Cotgrove, the Met Office’s Executive Head of Communications,
who sees social media as an essential part of their wider
communications strategy.
3

2.3.2 Be transparent about why you are engaging
Cotgrove notes that engagement can be on a rational level, such as providing a
service, or on an emotional level, tapping into personal interests. Whatever brands
do, she says, it is “vitally important” that engagement is for a “transparent purpose,
or for a purpose that’s worthwhile in itself, and that the person you’re engaging with
is comfortable with.”
This transparency of purpose is essential to ensure that people know what to expect
when they begin to engage with a brand. Brands must be clear about their intentions
on social media and not engage in the conversational equivalent of a bait-andswitch, luring people in with the promise of a nice chat and then using their channels
to push adverts and promotions. Relationships formed between a brand and its
customers, when based on authentic interactions and shared purpose, create an
environment of trust which can be invaluable when brands come under attack.
Exactly that happened in January 2013, when climate change sceptic James
Delingpole wrote a column for the Daily Mail 4 which both criticised the Met Office
and misrepresented their research. Rather than having to make representations to
other media outlets and hope that their response would be published, the Met Office
wrote a detailed blog post 5 rebutting the factual inaccuracies in Delingpole’s column
and distributed it to their followers on social media.
A strong push back against Delingpole and The Mail could have provoked an
escalation and a fight that the national media would have been only too happy to
amplify and egg on from ringside, but true to their brand voice, the Met Office’s
response to Delingpole’s article was calm and understated, with just a single tweet
that pointed to the blog post debunking the columnist’s claims:

Addressing the Daily Mail and James Delingpole’s ‘crazy climate change
obsession’ article http://bit.ly/ZLnQBj 6.

“Expressing empathy, being congruent,
and treating people with positive regard.
Those rules of engagement apply to
social media as well.”
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2.3.3 Social media groundwork makes it possible to provide an unmediated
response
“When a lot of people join the conversation and have strong views, social media
allows us the space to deliver an unmediated response,” says Cotgrove, “so we can
carefully lay out what the science says. And social media makes it easy for people to
share and comment on that science. That’s fantastic.”
“We are impartial with our science,” explains Cotgrove, “but we appreciate and
acknowledge that for some particular areas, people hold strong views, so it isn’t
helpful for the Met Office to be overly emotional.”
After the Met Office published that Tweet, several users passed the link on to their
followers. One example was this tweet from Guardian journalist James Ball:
James Ball: Don’t mess with the Met (Office): here they dissect
@jamesdelingpole’s article, then jump up and down on the remains:
http://bit.ly/ZLnQBj (84 retweets) 7
Over the following seven days, Twitter links provided 82 percent of the 7,725 clicks
on the link to the Met Office’s blog post, as tracked by Bitly 8.
But, warns Cotgrove, it’s not possible to rely on social media in this way if you
haven’t put in the work to develop relationships with your community first. Without
those relationships and resultant trust, any attempt to counter negative publicity will
either fall on deaf ears or, worse, could be used against the brand. Trust is built by
being consistent, providing useful, interesting or entertaining content, and talking in
a genuine, authentic manner.
For the Met Office, this means taking care to be present and to answer people’s
questions as best they can on an ongoing basis, not just when there is a media
fracas. Often, this means providing short personalised forecasts on Twitter when
users ask them what the weather is going to be in their location. Forecasts are
consistent across platforms, so what someone sees on TV is the same as what they
see on the Met Office website or Twitter.
In explaining how trust is built in social media, Cotgrove draws from her experience
as a Trustee Director for Relate.
“Relate have three principles that they ask counsellors to adopt: expressing
empathy, seeing things from the other point of view; being congruent, so that
everything you say makes sense; and treating people with positive regard. Those
rules of engagement apply to social media as well.”

4 The crazy climate change obsession that’s made the Met Office a menace, James Delingpole, The Daily Mail, 10 Jan 2013,
http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-2259942/The-crazy-climate-change-obsession-thats-Met-Office-menace.html
5 Addressing the Daily Mail and James Delingpole’s ‘crazy climate change obsession’ article, The Met Office, 10 Jan 2013,
http://metofficenews.wordpress.com/2013/01/10/addressing-the-daily-mail-and-james-delingpoles-crazy-climate-change-obsession-article/
6 Tweet, The Met Office, 10 Jan 2013 https://twitter.com/metoffice/status/289378022325354496
7 Tweet, James Ball, 10 Jan 2013, https://twitter.com/jamesrbuk/status/289383966077767681
8 Bitly statistics for Addressing the Daily Mail and James Delingpole’s ‘crazy climate change obsession’ article, https://bitly.com/ZLnQBj
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3. TRUST AND SOCIAL
MEDIA: GO DEEP OR GO
HOME
Companies that want to use social media need to embrace it fully to be successful,
not just in terms of a financial commitment, but a cultural commitment too. Learning
and adhering to the cultural norms of each social media community ensures that
brands are accepted and viewed as good actors within that group.
“For those who are brave and do it properly,” says Euan Semple, writer, speaker
and consultant on social web for business, “those who are able to engage
in real conversations with real people about real stuff … that will make them
trustworthy. What’s important is the willingness to be open, the willingness to have
conversations, the willingness to take it on the chin if things are not right and be
seen to be willing to do something about that.”

3.1 AVOID CREATING AN ARTIFICIAL BRAND VOICE
Semple fears that too much focus on creating an artificial brand voice risks
damaging the level of trust customers are then able to develop in a business. It’s
important for companies to recognise that a corporation is not actually a person that
can speak for itself, and to acknowledge that there is a team of individuals behind
any brand. Indeed, the title to Semple’s book on how businesses should use social
media, Organizations Don’t Tweet, People Do,9 emphasises this point quite clearly.
“The very idea that you think you can talk with a voice as if you were a person, it’s
bonkers,” he says, “especially when you think of the machinations it takes internally
to create and sustain that. Nobody really talks like corporations try to talk.”

3.2 RELATIONSHIPS EQUAL TRUST
Another way to ‘go deep’ is to develop a co-creative relationship with customers.
Mobile phone network GiffGaff has developed a community of users that not only
help each other answer customer support queries but also collaborate with the
company on product development, marketing and other core business issues. As a
result, GiffGaff has seen an increase in trust.
“Because we bring the customer in, and because we’re really engaging with them,”
says Vincent Boon, GiffGaff’s Chief of Community and New Business Development,
“having in-depth conversations with them, we’re building relationships. And any time
you build an actual relationship with someone, you’re going to start gaining trust.
For us, that’s very important because when things go wrong, people will say ‘Fair
enough, sometimes things go wrong’.”
That kind of relationship can’t be created through a superficial use of social media;
it takes a visible and deep commitment to working with customers to solve their
problems, and the humility to let customers solve business problems too.

3.3 THE PROBLEM OF SOCIAL MEDIA FATIGUE
Building trust, developing a consistent brand voice in a multi-channel world and
opening up to co-innovate with your customers offer new opportunities, but it’s

9 Organizations Don’t Tweet, People Do, Euan Semple, John Wiley & Sons, 12 Dec 2011, http://books.google.co.uk/books?id=da1J3BLwwC0C
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“Any time you build an actual
relationships with someone, you’re
going to start gaining trust.”
important to recognise some of the challenges in the new mature era of social
media. Being ready for these challenges will increase your chance of success.
One problem is the proliferation of social networks. Companies are overwhelmed by
the sheer number of channels they are expected to be active in, and consumers are
overwhelmed by social media spam as less experienced brands try to grab attention
with badly thought out campaigns.
“People are struggling to keep up with the amount and variety of channels out there
now, and there seem to be new ones all the time,” says Julia Gibbs, Marketing
Manager for Teleperformance. It’s also difficult for brands, she says, who struggle
to keep content “updated, interesting and relevant all the time. We’re needing more
resource to do it properly and it’s becoming increasingly challenging.”
Clarke believes that, for some people, the shine is rubbing off social media.
“People are not as enamoured of social media anymore,” she says. “There’s a bit of
‘Oh no. More social media. Go away.’ The true innovators, the true pioneers in this
space have now been here a while, and now there are a lot of people jumping on the
bandwagon.”
And people are questioning what they are getting out of their online interactions with
brands. “A lot of users are asking ‘Actually, what does this do for me? Why do they
keep spamming me with all this advertising?’”

3.4 “IF YOU ARE NOT PAYING FOR IT, YOU’RE NOT THE
CUSTOMER; YOU’RE THE PRODUCT BEING SOLD”
In order to escape what feels like spamming, some users are shifting to smaller
social networks like Path, which restricts the number of contacts any person can
have to 150, creating a sense of intimacy.
And after various furores around privacy and ownership of data, most recently
around Instagram changing its terms of services,10 the mantra that “If you are not
paying for it, you’re not the customer; you’re the product being sold” has gained a
significant foothold in the minds of social media users.

10 Instagram backtracks on terms of service, Heather Kelly, CNN, 21 Dec 2012 http://edition.cnn.com/2012/12/20/tech/social-media/
instagram-terms-backtrack/
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The phrase was coined by MetaFilter user blue_beetle in August 2010 11 in response
to a different social media furore, the redesign of news sharing site Digg. Users were
furious over the way the company had de-emphasised their contributions in favour
of focusing on automated feeds from news sources such as CNN and Gawker.
When Instagram said that it was updating its terms of service to allow the company
to sell users’ photos without their express permission or any form of compensation,
users revolted. Many moved to Flickr, a ‘freemium’ service which requires a paid
account for substantial numbers of photos. But Clarke thinks that the Instagram
episode made people realise that web services are, mostly, commercial services and
that they would be better off paying for a service rather than relying on a free offering
that might potentially abuse their trust in order to earn enough money to survive.

3.5 CHANGING ATTITUDES TO FACEBOOK, PLUS INFORMATION
OVERLOAD
Edelman’s Marshall Manson says that there is a social media fatigue amongst users,
especially in the US and UK. He believes there are two forces at work.
“The first is general weariness with social media, and especially with Facebook. User
attitudes about Facebook have naturally evolved from new, cool bright shiny object
to a platform that is a routine part of daily lives and provides functionality which
at first seemed cool and different but now feel utilitarian. The constantly evolving
nature of the Facebook platform is meant to address this natural
evolution by keeping the experience fresh, but realistically,
this can only go so far and, at the same time, the changes
sometimes cause upheaval that accelerates dissatisfaction.
“The second is the increasing clutter created as more and
more brands become active in social media. This connects to
a broader trend that we’ve all experienced — the idea that the
Web in general is causing information overload.”

“Conversations need to be
genuine, and it can be very
hard to sustain that.”

3.6 STAYING USEFUL AND GENUINE MEANS CREATING THE RIGHT
CONTENT
The Met Office isn’t as concerned with social media weariness because the
information they provide, weather forecasts, is perennially interesting to their
audience.
“There might be some subjects that people are bored about, but not the things that
interest them, like weather or fashion,” says Cotgrove. No matter what the wider
trends in social media are, people will still want to know what the weather forecast
is and they will use whatever communications tool is easiest for them. Organisations
like the Met Office which are providing a valuable service will thus be somewhat
insulated from the effects of overload that might bedevil other more elective brands.
“It must be tricky for brands that don’t have a reason to have a conversation,”
Cotgrove says. “Conversations need to be genuine, and it can be very hard to
sustain that.”
To meet this challenge, non-content brands are increasingly having to be creative.
“From a brand point of view, there’s a relatively straightforward solution that
addresses this challenge,” say Manson. “Create content that people want to
experience and share.” That is very easy to say, he admits, but much harder to do,
and do consistently.
“The secret to social media is to be interesting, add value, serve a need. Be the
brand that people want to engage with. Put differently, be the person at the party
that everyone wants to chat with.”

11 User-driven discontent, MetaFilter, 26 Aug 2010, http://www.metafilter.com/95152/Userdriven-discontent#3256046
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4. BRAND PERSONALITY
ACROSS MULTIPLE
CHANNELS FROM
MULTIPLE VOICES
In the age of digital and social, brand managers have faced an ever increasing
challenge to provide the consistency that Cotgrove of the Met Office identifies
as essential. This is due not only to the proliferation of channels, but also the
proliferation of voices potentially representing your brand.
If the public trusts the employees of an organisation more than its head, how does
a company learn to trust those employees to speak? How does a company identify
employees or build teams to help manage its message? Is it possible for multiple
voices to speak with one brand voice? Beyond a company’s brand presence, how
does it achieve and maintain the authenticity that Clarke advocates? Different social
networks, for example, have different behavioural norms and expectations, different
communities and styles.
But no matter which social channels a brand chooses to use, strategy must begin
with a single key consideration. “You have to start off with, regardless of the
channel, the core brand essence,” she says. “The brand personality needs to be set.
Every brand should have a channel neutral proposition, should understand what it is,
where it’s going to be, how it’s going to talk about itself. Just because we now have
digital doesn’t mean you change the process.”

4.1 MAINTAINING A CONSISTENT BRAND PERSONALITY
The brand personality, Clarke emphasises, must be consistent across all channels,
and across both planned content such as ads and responsive content such as
replies on Twitter.

“There must be consistency
across the channels and
between words and deeds.”

9

“I prefer to use psychographics,
which describe people’s attitudes,
interests and behaviours, rather
than demographics.”

Photo: Lars Guthorm Kavli

“If you are consistent, and customers always get the same thing when you talk to
them,” says Clarke, “then you will build trust. Trust is broken, or doesn’t arise, if what
a brand does in one place is different to what they are doing in another. There must
be consistency across the channels and between words and deeds. Brand voice
must be reflected by customers’ experience.”
Cotgrove agrees. “It does surprise me that people think of social media as somehow
unique or different,” she says. “It has some benefits that are unique, but for brand
management it’s like any other platform. Everything you say and do has to be
consistent with your brand personality.”

4.2 DIFFERENT CHANNELS DEMAND DIFFERENT APPROACHES
Although consistency across channels is important, it’s also essential to understand
that each channel has its own affordances, its own qualities that constrain the types
of behaviour it allows.
“LinkedIn is different to Facebook, is different to Twitter,” says Clarke. “For example,
some brands allow abbreviations on Twitter, but not on Facebook. On Facebook, a
common tactic is to ask questions and to give an either/or response to encourage
activity. You very rarely do that on Twitter, because you’re trying to get a one-to-one
relationship, whereas, on Facebook it’s a group response because everyone can see
the other comments.”
In terms of choosing which social media channels to focus on, Clarke prefers to use
psychographics, which describe people’s attitudes, interests and behaviours, rather
than demographics. B2B businesses, she says, shouldn’t bother with Facebook
because it’s not the right audience because people use Facebook for personal
communications and business messaging would be intrusive. But Twitter is more
often used as a business tool. Despite their user demographics overlapping 12, their
psychographics are quite different and require a clear understanding of appropriate
tone and tactics.

12 Report: Social network demographics in 2012, Pingdom, 21 Aug 2012
http://royal.pingdom.com/2012/08/21/report-social-network-demographics-in-2012/
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4.3 HOW TO PROVIDE THE BEST GUIDANCE FOR YOUR
EMPLOYEES?
The development of social media guidelines for either internal staff or an external
agency is standard practice, as is the use of feedback to help social media teams
stay true to their company’s brand personality. But what’s the most effective way of
developing those guidelines?
For the youth support and advice charity YouthNet, it was essential that their social
media guidelines were developed in collaboration with their staff.
“We have guidelines for all staff joining the organisation,” explains Oliver Drackford,
Head of Marcoms for Youthnet. “These were drawn up with staff. We took a
very democratic approach and that’s part of our brand, to be open, trusting, and
balanced.”
Having an open drafting process for guidelines and policies not only helps people
more fully understand the reasons for having them, but also helps them feel a sense
of ownership over them, which encourages compliance. It’s useful for companies to
deploy social media internally and use the drafting or redrafting of guidelines as a
way to familiarise staff with social tools in a safe environment.
Companies must work with social media internally, says Semple, to help staff
understand what the company is doing and why. It’s also an opportunity to discuss
who can talk to whom about what, and to prepare for a potential future crisis. In
order to cope the next time things go wrong the business has to be able to move as
fast as the public can, and has to understand how to properly respond and escalate.
4.4 O2: Love in a time of network failure
Our conversation with O2 highlighted the following issues:
• Social media is an essential channel for crisis communications.
• Individual responses that stay true to each customer’s own tone are more
effective than stock responses.
• Social media teams must be empowered to use their own judgement on how best
to respond.

“A lot of it is down to the
individuals on the team.
It’s about their ability,
about them being able to
speak with the freedom
they need.”

One of the worst things to happen to a mobile phone provider is
a network outage. Even brief connectivity problems can cause
severe difficulties for customers, so when about 7 million of
O2’s customers were cut off for two days in July 2012, it caused
chaos. Jonathan Lyon and Alex Georgiou wrote for Wired:13
“Thousands of seriously irked customers instantly took to Twitter
to vent their frustrations at being starved of their vital O2 supply,
spoiling to let the company know how badly they had been let
down, even threatening to cancel their contracts and move over
to other networks. […]

“@O2 was inundated. During the two-day network outage, new
Twitter followers increased from an average of 155 to 13,500 per
day. O2 quickly became a hot topic in the Twittersphere, with a 4,836 percent uplift
in people talking, @replying and re-tweeting.”
4.4.1 Ripping up and redefining the corporate guidelines
Rather than responding to this surge in activity with a copy-and-paste stock reply,
O2 “took everyone by surprise,” say Lyon and Georgiou, by “responding in the
most open, honest and above all human way possible. It’s as if O2 ripped up the
corporate guidelines and replaced them with your best mate.”

13 Calming a twitstorm: O2’s masterclass in dealing with ‘outage outrage’, Jonathan Lyon and Alex Georgiou, Wired.co.uk, 17 Jul 2012
http://www.wired.co.uk/news/archive/2012-07/17/o2-outage-social-media-masterclass
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In some ways, even before the crisis, O2 had ripped up the corporate guidelines.
Their response was not created specially to deal with the outage but was already a
general rule of their social media approach.
“There is clearly a style to what we do,” says Paul Fabretti, Head of Social Media
for O2, “but a lot of it is down to the individuals on the team. It’s about their ability,
about them being able to speak with the freedom they need. They make the
judgement call on what they actually say.
“The business has got so many diverse customers and customer needs, if we had
a certain tone and we stuck to that for everybody, then clearly we’d be doing the
customers a disservice, but also we’d be limiting the personality of the brand.
4.4.2 Giving employees the freedom to adapt to a given situation
“We have so many great emotive shouts, whether it’s music,
offers, or events,” Fabretti continues, “these are all emotive
things which get people feeling, for us to respond via those
channels in a dull, formal on-brand tone every time, doesn’t do
those activities the service they deserve. It’s a case of knowing
broadly what the rules are, but giving people the freedom to
adapt them when it’s relevant.“
The outage was, he says, “absolutely the worst thing” that
could have happened to O2, and the severity of its impact on
customers “wasn’t lost on any of us”.

“Anger or sadness quickly
gave way to happiness or
an expression of love for
the @replies received.”

“Tweets where family members needed to be picked up from hospital, or important
medical appointments were missed, absolutely brought home the seriousness of the
problem and meant that we could never be glib.”
There were, Fabretti acknowledges, people who were flippant about their own
inconvenience, who weren’t offended or upset, and that gave the O2 Twitter team an
opportunity to “respond in kind”. Whilst they acknowledged the serious complaints,
there was an opportunity with some users to be more light-hearted, which helped
“relieve the pressure“.
“We talk to people how we’d like to be spoken to ourselves, while not forgetting that
as a brand we have a certain perceived image,” he says.
4.4.3 How to adopt a flexible approach?
“Outside of the crisis, humour has its place,” says Fabretti. “The way that the team
responds is largely based on their experience. A lot of these people come from
customer services where they’ve experienced, at the harshest point, voice-to-voice
criticism. You will never have a more confrontational experience than on the phone.
So they have an ability to be cool under pressure, to be calm, to exercise good
judgement which they then apply Twitter.”
This strategy worked, say Lyon and Georgiou:
“The success of O2’s response is evident in the way the majority of Twitter
conversation quickly turned from an outpouring of anger to a celebration of the way
the company was handling the crisis via its @O2 Twitter handle. Anger or sadness
quickly gave way to happiness or an expression of love for the @replies received.”
By using a flexible approach to the tone with which its Twitter team responded to
users’ messages, O2 were able to deal with serious problems appropriately, whilst
also using humour to diffuse tense situations. In doing so, they prevented the crisis
escalating from individual complaints into a more serious pitchfork wielding social
media mob.
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4.5 SAINSBURY’S: FROM TIGERS TO GIRAFFES IT MAKES SENSE TO
REPLY IN KIND
Our conversation with Sainsbury’s highlighted the following issues:
• Stories that circulate in social media don’t necessarily follow the same pattern —
a spike of interest which then dies way — as traditional media.
• Old news can become new news again when shared by well-connected users, no
matter how old it is.
• Social media can act as a bellwether for public opinion and provide an
opportunity for brands to see which stories they can build on.
In May 2011, Lily Robinson wrote a letter to Sainsbury’s. Lily was three and a half at
the time, and wanted to know “Why is tiger bread called tiger bread? It should be
called giraffe bread.”
The letter received a response from Sainbury’s customer service team, as all letters
do. Chris King, who worked for Sainbury’s at the time, wrote back: “renaming tiger
bread giraffe bread is a brilliant idea - it looks much more like the blotches on a
giraffe than the stripes on a tiger, doesn’t it?”
Lily’s mother posted both letters on her blog and they were rapidly picked up and
circulated on social media. That might have been the end of it, but in mid-January
2012 the exchange went viral a second time. According to Laurence Borel , it took
just two Facebook users - Parker Lim and Jai, to kick of a new avalanche of shares,
likes and Tweets.
On 31 Jan 2012, Sainbury’s issued a press release announcing that they were now
changing the name of Tiger Bread to Giraffe Bread in response to “overwhelming
customer feedback that our Tiger Bread has more resemblance to a giraffe”.
“When the story came around the second time it was considerably bigger than the
first time,” says Oke Eleazu, Sainsbury’s Director of Customer Service Strategy. Key
to the popularity of the exchange was the tone of King’s response to Lily.
“I think it was the main reason for why the exchange went viral,” says Eleazu. “The
tone struck a chord with so many people and enticed them to share it with their
friends and followers.”
Tone is vital to Sainsbury’s brand
personality, and Eleazu says that their
“customer care teams are well versed
in responding to all sorts of questions
in all sorts of forms and tones. Giraffe
Bread hasn’t been a one off for us: we
do this all the time and empower our
colleagues to respond in a way that
they feel is appropriate to the query
but reflects our values as a company.

“We empower our colleagues to respond
in a way that they feel is appropriate but
reflects our values as a company.”

“The Giraffe Bread incident reinforced
our philosophy to match the tone
of voice that a customer comes to
us with. If we receive a letter in the
form of a poem for example, we’ll
try to respond in kind. A letter from a
dog — yes, we do get those — will
receive a letter addressed to that dog.
That approach has extended [from
traditional channels] to social media
and is working well.”

14 How the Sainsbury’s Customer Service Letter went viral; my theory, Laurence Borel, 25 Jan 2010,
http://www.laurenceborel.com/2012/01/25/how-the-sainsburys-customer-service-letter-went-viral-my-theory/
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“We don’t shy
away from allowing
staff to be involved
in social media.
They are your key
advocates.”

5. BRAND CONSISTENCY
vs. BRAND FLEXIBILITY?
Whilst a clear brand personality is important to provide a consistent experience for
customers, it’s clear that there must be some leeway in the way that those running
social media accounts can respond. In order to talk authentically, staff must be able
to develop and use their own judgement.
YouthNet have approached the issue by training and empowering all of their staff
to act as YouthNet spokespeople using their own personal accounts, if they wish.
Whilst they do have an official set of social media accounts, they also allow their
staff to act as brand ambassadors.
“We don’t shy away from allowing staff to be involved in social media,” says
Drackford, “because they are your key advocates, they are the people who are most
passionate about your organisation, who know most about it.
“Our staff are also experts in their own fields. We’ve people who have lots of
experience with, say, mental health issues, who have become opinion formers on
those issues and are well respected across the sector. We would never want to
silence their voices in relation to us, because it helps our reputation, it helps us draw
connections, it helps us network. Without that we’d lose out quite substantially.”
Consultant Euan Semple agrees, and believes that more companies need to
empower staff to represent their brand.
“I’m not naive about the importance and subtlety of words, and that consistency can
matter,” he says. “But at the moment that’s achieved by only allowing a small group
of people to utter them in very controlled circumstances.”

5.1 THE CASE FOR EMPLOYEE EMPOWERMENT
Companies and their employees should discuss and agree on the “right words” to
describe products and services. “Then you can trust them to consistently go out
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and use those words in real conversations,” Semple says. “The challenge is that the
controlled, channelled, managed world is proving almost impossible to sustain and
begins to smack of untrustworthiness because it’s just too perfect.”
“The added complexity in the trust matrix is the fact that ‘we’ is ‘us’,” Semple
continues. “Your staff are the public, and are inextricably linked with the public
through Facebook” and other social tools.
Meeting this challenge head on will have benefits, argues Manson.
“Most organisations are wary of empowering their employees, but those that do will
be the most trusted and ultimately the most successful.”

5.2 OUTSOURCE OR IN-HOUSE?
For YouthNet and O2, there’s no question of outsourcing their social media
teams, but for Teleperformance’s clients, outsourcing is the best way forward. For
businesses without an in-house social media team, outsourcing can be the only
way to scale rapidly. Dealing with hundreds of tweets a day would wear out even
the most enthusiastic social media manager, particularly in a crisis situation. So
being able to spread the load across a broader team can help ensure that no single
person is overloaded, and having a robust moderation facility helps make sure that
responses are always appropriate.
5.2.1 The case for outsourcing
“The tool we’ve developed for social media,” says Teleperformance’s Gibbs, “allows
every reply to be moderated. When a tweet comes in, the agent replies and it goes
straight into a moderation queue, so the team leader approves every interaction
before it goes public. Team leaders are trained rigorously on social media channels
and how to respond, so that’s an added level of security. Before a response has
gone public, we’ve got a few minutes to ring up the client and ask how best to
respond to the query.”
Outsourcing can also provide organisations with 24/7 coverage that would otherwise
be difficult to achieve. Social media never sleeps, so being able to respond to
customers around the clock is both essential and impossible for small teams.
5.2.2 The in-house opportunity

“Employees, whether you
know about it or not, are
using social media, and the
inevitable sharing of daily
experience happens.”

But for O2, creating an in-house team and allowing all staff to
use social media was an opportunity too good to miss. Not only
does it provide their staff with a chance to learn new skills, tight
integration with the business means that it is easy for them to
escalate any customer problems to the right team. In fact, taking
a more open approach was almost unavoidable.

“Employees, whether you know about it or not, are using social
media,” says Fabretti, “and the inevitable sharing of daily
experience happens. We have nearly 1000 people who have
referenced O2 or Telefonica in their biogs, whether on Twitter,
Facebook or LinkedIn. By their very nature, their interest in
the business, their love of their work, means that they are often referencing work
messages, industry related content and news, which is a brilliant thing to see. So we
absolutely encourage that because the relationships that are formed both help the
individual but also help the perception of the business.”
Outsourcing their official social media accounts was not really an option, Fabretti says.
“Outsourcing community management is a hiding to nothing. No agency in the
world would be able to respond as on-tone or efficiently or with as much depth
of knowledge as the business. With social media growing at the scale it is, the
business model of agencies don’t lend themselves to handling that, and we’d be
doing a disservice to customers if we did outsource.”
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5.2.3 Seek expert advice first
Although the Met Office looks after its own social media accounts, Cotgrove thinks
that companies trying to decide how best to run theirs should seek advice from
external experts.
“You need advice on how you start, or how you take it to the next level, and it’s best
to get that externally,” she says. “You can’t just look at a manual. That’s certainly an
area where you have to spend money.
“Ultimately, it’s the same thought process as when deciding whether to outsource
PR. If you’re the type of organisation that’s good at managing outsourced PR,
then you could be successful in outsourcing social media as well. But if you don’t
currently, what makes you think you’ll be successful in outsourcing social media?”
Internal structures have a large part to play in the in-house/outsource decision.
For the Met Office, Cotgrove “couldn’t imagine outsourcing the Weather Desk”,
which answers phone calls and social media enquiries, “because these people work
side-by-side with trained meteorologists. That wouldn’t work for phone calls, so I
don’t see why it would work for social media.”
Gibbs says that companies should first ask themselves what they want to achieve
with social media before deciding whether to work in-house or with an external
agency.
“If it’s about providing a better service to existing customers through new channels,”
she says, “then it would make sense for that activity to take place where the
customer service takes place whether that’s outsourced or kept in-house. Similarly,
for social media for internal marketing & PR.”

Companies should first
ask themselves what they
want to achieve with social
media before deciding
whether to work in-house
or with an external agency.
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6. BRAND MANAGEMENT
PRINCIPLES FOR THE
‘MATURE ERA’ OF
SOCIAL MEDIA
In what follows we have distilled a set of brand management principles for the
‘mature era’ of social media, based on the findings of this report.
We believe these principles should form the backbone of any company’s serious
efforts to use social media to manage and strengthen their brand.

1

Distil the brand essence for a social age. Is it ready for social media?
Does it need a re-make? How flexible is it? Do you have anything
interesting or valuable to offer?

2

Make an informed decision about outsourcing or doing your social
media in-house. Do not separate social media from the rest of your
communications or brand-management work.

3

Avoid too much focus on creating an artificial brand voice, as that
won’t give you enough flexibility to talk to real people across different
channels, and different situations, when needed.

4

Involve staff intimately in creating social media brand guidelines.
Make the guidelines flexible enough so that employees feel they can
use much of their own judgement in a given situation, when speed is
needed.

5

Do the social media groundwork. Interact with your audiences on a
daily basis, as this will build the trust that makes it possible to provide
an unmediated response when needed.

6

As far as possible, reply in the same tone of voice as your customers
use. Avoid stock responses.

7

A consistent brand voice means a consistently informative, helpful
and entertaining voice, not the same pitch all the time, across all
channels.

8

Be open about why you’re engaging. Your customers don’t want to
build a rapport with you only to find out that all you want to do is sell
to them.

9

Plan for the long-term. Social media stories do not necessarily
follow the same pattern as traditional media stories used to. A spike
of interest can re-ignite months or even years later. That’s when
consistency will pay off.

10

Go deep or go home. Excellent social media brand management
should be an integral part of your company’s success criteria, as
there really is no choice any more.
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7. CONCLUSIONS
Digital media changes so quickly that companies are left dealing not with a single
point of disruption and adaptation but rather with a series of ongoing adjustments to
their businesses, big and small.
One thing is clear through this period of rapid change: the only sensible decision is
to engage with customers using the tools that they want to use. Trust is built now
not by quality products and healthy financials alone, but piece by piece, through
conversation and taking responsibility for your company’s behaviour in the wider
community.
We’re in a period of media fragmentation with tablets, mobile and social media all
creating what can seem to the traditional brand manager a chaotic world. This new
multichannel world throws up new challenges, but some lessons can be taken from
the simpler pre-digital world. Businesses must not detach social media from the
rest of their brand in the misguided belief that it is somehow ‘different’, but must
instead extend their brand personalities congruently across all channels. Social
media platforms do have different demographics and affordances, but that affects
execution not identity.
The opportunity to use social media to draw on the expertise and knowledge of your
own customers is one not to be ignored. The potential to build a true community
around your brand and to involve those people in not just cosmetic decisions but in
shaping the direction of your company is one that often goes untapped.
Perhaps one of the biggest challenges facing businesses today is whether to give
charge of their social media presence to a trusted third party provider, or whether to
grow the talent and knowledge more slowly in-house. This decision has ramifications
far beyond the social media team: It affects decisions on hiring, budget allocation,
business strategy, IT and can even require significant internal structural changes.

The only sensible decision is
to engage with customers
using the tools that they
want to use.
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Customers want to have an authentic,
human connection to the people
working for the brands they love.

Photo: Lars Guthorm Kavli

One key factor playing into this decision will include whether social media falls under
a marketing remit, where its use is mostly outward-facing or whether it is part of
customer services where it must face both out to the customer and inwards to key
problem solvers within the company. But the decision should be made with the long
term in mind. While social media is a quickly moving and changing landscape with
tools and networks waxing and waning, the changes that it has brought to business
and communications are not going away.
The key driver of all this change is the profound and permanent change in
customers’ expectations. Customers no longer want to see a perfectly polished
brand with a snappy tagline and a smooth voice. They want to have an authentic,
human connection to the people working for the brands they love. They want to
have their problems solved, now, via channels they choose to use. More than
anything, they want brands to respect them, to help them, to amuse and inform
them, and to contribute to the wider community. Through using social media, they
will keep track of how brands behave, and they will tell each other what they think.
Businesses who act ethically,
nurture trust in their customers,
and involve their communities in
shaping their business will be the
ones that not only survive this time
of dramatic change but thrive.

A consistent brand
voice means having a
consistently informative,
helpful and entertaining
voice.

The key question of how to build
and maintain a consistent brand
voice in such an environment
becomes one of rigorous flexibility,
of finding ways to empower
employees to make smart minute-by-minute decisions within a solid and nurturing
framework. A consistent brand voice means having a consistently informative,
helpful and entertaining voice, one that is flexible enough to meet most situations,
not the same pitch all the time, across all channels.
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“A consistent brand
voice means having
a consistently
informative, helpful
and entertaining
voice, one that is
flexible enough to
meet most situations,
not the same pitch
all the time, across all
channels.”
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