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By the end of 2009, fifty-eight percent of Americans 

were watching TV and using the Internet simulta-

neously. Among those that were doing so, the average 

consumer was spending 3 hours and 30 minutes each 

month engaged with both mediums at the same time.1

While that’s one quantitative way to look at an obvious trend 

in shifting media consumption habits that many have observed 

anecdotally for some time, here’s another: At some point 

within the next decade, there will be between 15-50 billion 

devices on our planet that are in some way connected to the 

Internet.2  

At the time of this writing, that trend is probably showing 

itself most visibly in the living room with smartphones and 

Introduction
 by Adam Ostrow
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tablets, or at the local cafe or in the car with the increasingly 

distracted people in our lives firing away texts and e-mails 

instead of focusing on (gasp!) real world conversation.

But the trend is only at the beginning.  The innovations 

we’ve seen in the last few years—from the rise of social media, 

to the increasing ubiquity of smartphones, to advances in 

wireless bandwidth—have set the stage for dramatic changes 

to take place in our culture, our media and the role of the 

corporation.  

With everything from cars to kitchens about to get con-

nected to the Internet, a new way of thinking is required.

The Like Economy

It took the Facebook “Like” button just 8 months to find 

itself embedded on more than 2 million websites and applica-

tions.3  While on one hand that helps solidify Facebook as the 

most dominant social network by a significant margin—and 

builds it a much bigger moat than leading networks before it—

on the other it creates an important new reality for businesses.

There’s a battle for mindshare on Facebook, and much 

of it is now being fought on content and e-commerce sites, 

where Likes equate to links in user’s news feeds that create 

exposure for brands.  Similarly, within the walls of Facebook, 

Likes equate to popularity for the pages of businesses large 

and small.  Already, we’re seeing this data applied to what to-

date has been the largest source of traffic for most businesses: 

search.  In October, 2010, Facebook and Microsoft rolled out 

an integration of Likes within Bing’s search results that gives 

preference to links that have been “liked” by your friends.

Likes are starting to show up in other areas too.  A number 
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of startups are allowing users to “check in” to television shows 

from their smartphones and tablets, and share their viewing 

experience with friends.  One of those services —Clicker—

scored a partnership with Facebook that allows them to make 

recommendations for what to watch, based both on your own 

viewing and Liking history, as well as data gleaned from your 

friend’s activities and conversations on the social network.

The growing ubiquity of location services like Foursquare 

(and Facebook, with its Places product) has similar implica-

tions to the Like button.  As of this writing, Foursquare is said 

to be working on a recommendation engine that suggests 

venues based on your prior check-ins and places that your 

friends like.

Every Company Needs a Content Strategy

The new realities of the Like economy have only fur-

ther increased the pressure on corporations to become 

content producers and gain mindshare within the social 

media ecosystem.  While several years ago this meant 

blogs – or at least gaining influence with bloggers – today it 

means reaching consumers in their medium of choice (and 

choices are abound) with compelling content of your own. 

That’s why you see not just media companies like The Wall 

Street Journal and MTV embracing a service like Foursquare, 

but also retail brands like Gap and Radio Shack.  It�is why 

you see the already clichéd Old Spice campaign being emu-

lated (albeit with considerably less success) by companies 

like Cisco.  And it’s why you see TV networks experimenting 

with entertainment “check-in” services and offering prizes 
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for watching content and broadcasting about it, even though 

business models are still nascent to non-existent in the space.

That said, the proliferation of media and entertainment 

options has created a whole new set of challenges.  Organiza-

tions need to be structured such that it doesn’t take seven levels 

of approvals to post a tweet (a reality at a multi-billion dollar 

corporation I won’t name here).  Social media policies need to 

be crafted to keep employees nimble yet on message, but still 

not bigger than the brand they represent.  And “influencer” 

needs to be redefined, looking within each medium—and 

within individual segments of that medium—to identify the 

most important people to reach.  

Advertising’s Evolving Role

Some might think that advertising has no place in this 

environment, with everything from the 30 second TV spot 

to the banner ad being displaced by so-called earned media.  

In reality, the opposite is true.  Because of the wealth of data 

and personalization options being developed, along with 

increased connectivity and a digital identity that follows us 

across platforms and devices, unprecedented opportunities 

for precision messaging will emerge for marketers.  

Early examples are abound.  Twitter’s business model went 

from punchline to promising in a matter of months, with 

“promoted tweets” showing us what a cost per engagement 

(a retweet, a reply, or a click) model of advertising might look 

like.  Facebook has demonstrated the power of friends’ sugges-

tions, with ads accompanied by “likes,” as well as moved into 

payments and the lucrative world of virtual goods that many 

brands are now clamoring to get inside of.  On the mobile 
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front, GPS-equipped smartphones are enabling unprecedented 

location targeting options in advertising, helping fuel one of 

the quickest creations of wealth in history with the ascent of 

Groupon.

It goes much further, however.  With TV and radio 

(through advances in wireless technology) becoming Inter-

net connected, visual and audio advertising will move from a 

purely push model to both push and pull.  For example, that 

means ads on television that behave more like ads on the web, 

with interactivity that lets you download content, make a pur-

chase or share something with a friend.  On radio, it means 

being able to sync your music or talk shows from your car to 

your mobile to your desktop, with advertising made much 

more precise based on your location and listening habits.  

The Fifth Estate

What’s implied in all of this is that in the years to come, 

the multitude of choices for content and entertainment con-

sumption will only continue to increase.  Much like the advent 

of blogs and social media that turned the print publishing 

world upside down in the first decade of this century, Internet 

connected television and radio will provide consumers with 

virtually unlimited options in the second and create hundreds 

if not thousands of new media outlets.    

What’s so interesting about this shift is that much of the 

groundwork has already been laid and much of what’s to come 

is simply an extension of what’s already been built.  As con-

sumers, we already have social profiles – in the next few years, 

they will simply become intertwined in more places, providing 

more intelligence to the devices that get us through our daily 
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lives.  As businesses, many of us are already producing content 

—in the next few years, we’ll simply be producing more of it 

and providing our audiences with more ways to consume it.  As 

non-profits and other cause-based organizations, technology 

has finally enabled the type of outreach we’ve long suspected 

is most impactful; local and in real-time.

The Fifth Estate presents a framework for all constituents 

attempting to navigate this world. Through research, case stud-

ies and a multitude of expert opinions, it presents a thoughtful 

look at the evolving media landscape, with lessons that will 

undoubtedly permeate as the next decade of change takes hold.  



Chapter 1

The Rise of Citizen Media

7

In life there are few moments of clarity when you realize 

that things have completely changed, and that nothing will 

be the same. These moments vary in cause and significance, 

from the birth of a child or the assassination of a president 

to an executive departing unexpectedly or a new technology 

like an iPad arriving in your home.

I described one such seminal moment in my first book 

Now is Gone. In November 2006, Jim Webb won the Virginia 

race for U.S. Senate. He had done the impossible–defeating 

George Allen, a formidable incumbent who only three months 

earlier was considered a serious 2008 presidential candidate for 

the GOP. George Allen was considered so safe for re-election 

that his initial campaign manager left to work on a race that 

was considered tougher.4 But he was brought down by bloggers. 

Allen had the misfortune of using a word, “macaca” at a 
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campaign event and having it caught on video. The percep-

tion began to grow that he had uttered a racial slur. The Webb 

campaign intentionally spread the video and talked it up 

through social media outlets such as blogs and YouTube. The 

ensuing uproar in the media and back into the blogosphere 

turned a runaway race into a dogfight; ultimately it cost the 

Republicans control of the Senate.5 

At that moment, I knew the face of communications had 

been altered forever; the traditional media—the so-called 

watchdog “Fourth Estate”—had failed to report the story. In-

stead the public spread the story using social web properties 

until the cacophony of voices had risen to the point that the 

traditional media had no choice but to report on it. As a pro-

fessional communicator of 13 years at the time, this moment 

caused me to rethink my entire approach to public relations 

and marketing. What had been mostly fun and experimental 

became the primary thrust of my business. I was launched, 

unexpectedly, into an incredible new career trajectory. 

As evidenced by the Webb election, social media–blogs, 

social networks, localized-search-enabled maps, SEO, user-

generated video and audio, arose with millions upon millions 

of content producers. These content creators and readers 

suddenly had achieved a new level of power and weight. More 

recently, turmoil in the Middle East showed that the way 

countries were run could change with one major initiative.

It was time to stop experimenting with new media and in-

stead get to know everything possible about its workings. The 

social media boom was different than the dot-com era–users 

fueled the new media, not venture capital-backed startups. It 

became a society-fueled trend that continues to grow in scope, 
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scale and impact. Communications has evolved more in the 

past ten years than it did in the previous 50, when television 

broadcasting took the world by storm.

Welcome to the Fifth Estate

Five years after the Webb moment, social media users 

have become a force of their own, community members with 

a voice not supplanting the media, but augmenting it. Since 

I wrote Now Is Gone, when it was called “new media,” social 

media has assumed its place in the larger media mix. It has 

become the Fifth Estate.

The Fourth Estate, or the traditional media, got its nick-

name by policing the governments of France and Great Britain 

in the late 18th and early 19th centuries.6 The French Estates 

General consisted of The First Estate of 300 clergy, the Second 

Estate of 300 nobles and the Third Estate of 600 commoners. 

The media fulfilled a new role, providing their readership 

with more factual information about political events. As a 

result, politicians were held to a new level of accountability. 

Media became the fact provider, the great source of objective 

information. When the politicians stepped out of line, the 

masses were informed. Protests, and in some cases mobs and 

revolution, ensued.7

Since the 18th century, the Fourth Estate has grown to 

include broadcast media forms, as well.  In modern times, the 

Fourth Estate’s role has extended into new facets of life, from 

business reporting (for example, the Hewlett-Packard Board 

scandal during Carly Fiorina’s leadership) to entertainment 

(Lindsay Lohan’s ongoing woes with the law). Perhaps the 

greatest moment of the Fourth Estate was the epic Watergate 
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scandal, in which two Washington Post reporters—Bob Wood-

ward and Carl Bernstein—exposed the connection between 

the White House and a break-in at the Democratic National 

Committee’s offices during the 1972 U.S. presidential election. 

The ensuing scandal eventually caused President Richard M. 

Nixon to resign.

Yet, the media creates their own fallacies. PR execs swarm 

the traditional media (and now bloggers) to place stories. 

Corporations, nonprofits and politicians alike employ spin-

ners to ensure favorable coverage, and decreasing budgets have 

brought about newsrooms with fewer and younger journal-

ists8. While some still are authoritative, the media no longer 

enjoys widespread trust. According to Edelman’s 2010 Trust 

Barometer report, most forms of traditional media are trusted 

by only 30-plus percent of the population.9

The Fifth Estate—citizen media—often introduces previ-

ously unreported, yet relevant, news, and it questions stated 

facts. Marshall University Professor Stephen D. Cooper pro-

posed the concept of a Fifth Estate in his 2006 book, Watching 

the Watchdog: Bloggers as the Fifth Estate.10 Cooper observed 

that blogs create a new level of accountability caused by the 

emergence of a Fifth Estate in our social system: The social 

media content creators and users keep the Fourth Estate 

honest. Indeed, in some cases traditional media outlets have 

embraced social media voices, using them to augment their 

own research. Consider how CNN has moved away from just 

presenting its own news reports and Associated Press coverage, 

and it now uses user-generated iReports to enrich its online 

offering.

The popularity of social networks, where content and 
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ideas can create “viral” explosions of widespread ideas. With 

just the right spark, increasingly accessible historical data has 

made it easier than ever for the media and rival campaigns 

to spot the mistakes and exaggerations of politicians. The 

Republican National Committee employees people to analyze 

each presidential speech for inaccuracies and then tweets them 

publicly. And the phenomenon is not isolated to politics. The 

Washington Post published a piece on how fan-generated me-

dia is driving sports stories.11 Here’s a snippet:

“But in the arena of sports, the arbiter of what matters 

is increasingly shifting from the mainstream media to the 

freewheeling realm of the blogosphere, where impassioned 

fans opine about the playing field’s heroes, villains and con-

troversies of the day.”

Like the Fourth Estate, the role of the Fifth Estate has ex-

tended beyond politics to larger issues. Consider bestselling 

business author Charlene Li’s influential role in raising the 

flag on Facebook’s privacy-threatening advertising platform 

Beacon in 2007. By blogging about the questionable privacy 

invasions created by Beacon, she set off a tidal wave of main-

stream press and blog coverage about Facebook’s new adver-

tising platform. In 2009, Iranian social media users raised the 

visibility of their rebellion against a rigged election to a global 

level. Twitter users adopted symbolic green-hued or green-

emblazoned avatars to demonstrate global solidarity. When 

browsing Twitter, a disjointed vertical stripe of green seemed 

to appear for weeks. Just last year, social media users learned 

of the Haiti crisis online, and they turned social media tools 

into the biggest mobile phone fundraising event in history (the 

campaign was run by the American Red Cross). Or consider 
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how angry iPhone 4 buyers comments and posts evoked an 

admission from Apple that its product had “industry-wide 

irregularities,” and encouraged Consumer Reports to not rec-

ommend the product. The examples continue.

Many corporate and nonprofit executives throughout the 

country have awakened to the increasing power of social media 

and are trying to engage in this dynamic new environment. 

The Fifth Estate demands their attention.

Incredible amounts of user-generated information, con-

tent and entertainment now stream throughout the world’s 

social networks. At the same time, the environment seems 

more dangerous as users and networks flame companies that 

try to spin events such as BP’s horrible Deepwater Horizon 

eco-disaster or JetBlue’s mass stranding of passengers over 

Valentine’s Day, 2007.12

Given the complexity of conversational media and the dan-

gers of a flawed strategy, executives suddenly find themselves in 

a quandary. They must determine how to successfully engage 

their company or nonprofit in social media, and quickly. The 

viability of their products, services and civic solutions depend 

on it. Yet social media successes are not created overnight. So-

cial media programs evolve over months and years, not with a 

simple tweet. The tension between structured organizations’ 

messaging and the fluid nature of conversations should not 

be underestimated.

This book provides organizations and executives that are 

struggling to adopt social media strategies for their companies 

with a foundation to help create them. It does not teach com-

municators or community managers the best way to execute 

a Facebook fan page, create a blogger relations program or 
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engender a large Twitter follower count.13 Instead, this book 

discusses the strategic principles and major aspects of social 

network marketing.

The rest of this chapter discusses the general trends driving 

social media and their impacts on business. Ensuing chapters 

discuss whether or not an organization, yours perhaps, is really 

ready for social media; the cultural challenges of social media 

adoption, listening and strategy; social media marketing; and, 

finally, how to stay relevant. 

Social Media’s Impact on Business as Usual

The first social media issue organizations must consider 

is negative commenting, a result of the open, transpar-

ent dialog on the Internet. “What if they publicly say our 

product doesn’t work?” “How can they question whether 

their donations are being used in Africa? We are spending 

the money appropriately!” This fear seems endemic in an 

American “change-averse” business culture accustomed 

to controlling its brands through traditional print and 

broadcast messages. 

With the rise of social networks, consumer trust in tra-

ditional media forms has declined dramatically. The public 

no longer believes as much in reporters now that there are 

alternative voices available to read and verify contemporary 

television and newspaper stories. With more choices and much 

more content, consumers media use patterns have shifted. 

Social media users are no longer beholden to one voice (often 

influenced by corporate marketing and PR machines) or to 

a limited network of contacts. It is peer-to-peer marketing at 
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its finest, turbocharged by the viral nature of what Doc Searls 

calls today’s Live Web.14

A world of experiences lies at consumers’ fingertips, 

and many simply search to find relevant information. 

When they use online search engines, social media sources 

often are listed as top content choices. Google PageRank 

technology rewards content that generates conversational 

links. This phenomenon challenges organizational outreach 

efforts, disrupting traditional web marketing campaigns. 

On April 16, 2007, BusinessWeek wrote, “Trashing brands 

online can also be high theater.”15 Respected content brands, 

such as Fast Company, that launch campaigns like the 

Influencer Project16 find themselves lampooned within 24 

hours. Millions of people watch this theater—then join in 

and pile on. Is it any wonder companies fear losing control 

of the message? 

The Origin of Brands author Laura Ries said: “As quickly 

and as easily as PR can build a brand, PR can take a brand 

down. Negative PR is incredibly damaging. And with the 

growth of new media, mainly the Internet, it can happen faster 

than ever. Look no further than Don Imus, JetBlue for proof of 

this fact … non-famous people or brands can be annihilated 

by even mild scandals. If you’re not famous, you seldom get 

a second chance.” 17

How far will the pendulum swing? Nonprofits and busi-

nesses alike increasingly find themselves forced to commu-

nicate with their customers in the social media forms they 

prefer. Instead of organizations trying to find customers or 

donors, now organizations are trying to play catch-up with 

their stakeholders. For every socially engaged LIVESTRONG, 
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there are 10 American Cancer Societies that fear the real nega-

tive whiplash an online conversation can bring. 

To date, most organizational social media efforts have 

been limited to content publishing—like simple Twitter or 

Facebook updates—with mediocre results and a lack of con-

versations. Organizations hear about how companies and 

online influencers participate in social media channels and 

have dynamic results, then look at their own efforts and feel 

like they have been sold snake oil. Or worse, they see negative 

whiplash and are afraid to risk real engagement. As a result, 

there have been increasing conversations from publications 

like Newsweek about a possible social media bubble similar to 

the venture capital dot-com bubble of the late 20th century.18  

This fear represents a tragedy. Organizations that leverage 

social media intelligently as an integrated part of their overall 

communications program have great things to gain, including 

positive relationships with loyal community members and 

brand advocates, better communications, new buyers or do-

nors who consider the organization part of their communities, 

significant movements towards innovation or social change, 

increased brand loyalty and much, much more.

One of the original and most respected marketing blog-

gers, Toby Bloomberg, provided these insights:

Social media is more than a passive Web site strategy. The 

most beneficial aspect is the ability to engage directly with 

customers and other stakeholders. Social media opens the 

doors for businesses to listen to the unfiltered voices of their 

customers and to track those conversations. Social media also 

provides opportunities for the people within the company to 

join those conversations and talk directly to customers. Taking 



16    Welcome to the Fifth Estate

©2011 Geoff Livingston
www.welcometothefifthestate.com

an active role in creating a dialogue with customers about issues 

that they care about, at the same moment they care about those 

concerns, is the heart of new media marketing.19 

I have seen this phenomenon over and over again with 

brands small and large, such as Ford Motor Company’s 

meteoric rise to online popularity (thanks to a social media 

team led by Scott Monty) or the amazing work The Humane 

Society of the United States has done integrating social media 

as a core part of its advocacy and fundraising efforts. Startup 

brands also dominate the social web like storied brands, from 

measuring tool Radian6’s prominence among bloggers and 

social media communications to social media darling Charity: 

Water’s rise to become a favorite cause amongst the Twitter 

community, and the ensuing donations the cause received. 

There are many other examples of social media enabling 

organizations to create valuable relationships with critical 

stakeholders.

This creates a big problem for corporate marketers and 

PR practitioners who are used to playing by the old rules and 

using defined methods of engagement with customers and the 

media. Before they could issue whatever content they wanted 

and it was usually accepted; communication, for the most 

part, could be controlled. Media are now beyond control, and 

content is being created by millions. Finally, organizational 

cultures—in the business and nonprofit sectors—revolve 

around stand-alone silos barred from intra department or 

external engagement as larger networked, transparent con-

versations. The new equation creates hard cultural challenges 

for the corporate world.

With each passing day, the gap between outdated tactics 
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and now’s marketing needs widens. In 2007 when Now Is Gone 

was published, traditional nonprofits and companies could 

afford to sit on the sideline. Today, most have barren social 

media beachheads, publishing links and are talking with no 

one. Their presence is ineffective. The situation becomes more 

demanding as their efforts to communicate the old way fail.

It’s incumbent upon organizations to learn the new so-

cial media world, not just from a theoretical level, but also as 

community participants. Without social media, our ability to 

effectively do business is incomplete. The social media revo-

lution’s impact on organizations’ communications demands 

our professional attention. 

To reach these new audiences, executives and marketing 

professionals must steer their organizations skillfully. To do 

so will require a new approach, a different mindset—one 

that will not only dictate the way social media is used, but 

also create new principles for communicating in general. 

Authenticity, personality and transparency—buzzwords long 

associated with the rise of social media—turn into new inter-

nal challenges, constantly standing as the primary pathways 

to increased online successes. 

Case Study: Tyson Foods Hunger Relief

One of the more storied brands in cause marketing 
online has been Tyson Foods with its Hunger Relief pro-
gram. For the past three years, the company has focused 
on adding value to the community of those engaged in the 
fight against hunger. By making use of in-kind donations 
and social media resources, Tyson Foods creates awareness 
of hunger and those involved in the issue.

Tyson has used the tools effectively, allowing the 
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company to be authentically engaged in the cause. In 2007, 
Tyson created an online presence with its Hunger Relief 
site, based on a WordPress site. In 2008, a Twitter account 
was opened (@TysonFoods) focusing on hunger relief, 
and in late 2009 they added a Facebook page. Images are 
also posted on Flickr and video on a YouTube channel.

Engagement

A central component of the company’s involvement 
in the issue is the donation of 8 to 10 million pounds of 
protein to hunger- and disaster-relief efforts each year. 
Tyson strives to make the most of donations by creat-
ing tactics that increase awareness and engagement in 
the issue.

In 2008, the company began engaging Twitter users 
by generating donations based on activity. In the first such 
effort, Tyson worked with the Social Media Club of Austin 
(TX), 501 Tech Club of Austin and the Capital Area Food 
Bank of Texas. The company offered to donate 100 pounds 
of food, up to a 35,000 -pound truckload, for every com-
ment on a particular blog post providing hunger statistics 
for the Austin area. The 350 comments to fill the truck were 
received in less than four hours, with more than 650 com-
ments all told, and Tyson added another truckload after 
the first was filled. Similar efforts have occurred in Boston, 
New York and the San Francisco Bay area.

Tyson has also leveraged in-kind donations through 
two collaborative efforts with Scott Henderson, both con-
ducted around Austin’s South by Southwest Interactive 
festival. In 2009, Tyson, Media Sauce and others launched 
the Pledge to End Hunger, a virtual food drive in which a 
truckload of food was donated to each of five states that 
had the most people who went online to sign a Pledge to 
End Hunger.

In 2010, the effort was expanded into WeCanEndThis, 
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a multifaceted program that included not only the digital 
can drive (this time with truckload donations going to 10 
states), but a cause lab at the SXSWi festival, which brought 
together innovative thinkers in a day-long session focused 
on applying new approaches to ending hunger.

Tyson also got a great number of its 107,000 domestic 
employees involved in the issue through an internal pro-
gram branded “Powering the Spirit.” In addition to volun-
teering with local hunger-relief providers, the employees 
raise funds for hunger-relief efforts in their communities.

Results

In addition to creating new awareness of hunger, Tyson 
has engaged the existing community of those involved in 
the issue, with online connections and discussion. A list of 
“Hunger Twitterers” was first posted on the blog in 2009 
and has grown to more than 150 members. Thousands of 
Tyson employees have become involved in the company’s 
hunger-relief efforts, from volunteering at local food banks 
to conducting fundraising efforts on behalf of hunger relief 
in their communities.

From a marketing perspective, the company signifi-
cantly increased the online visibility of hunger-relief ef-
forts. “Comment for Food” efforts generated more than 
4,100 comments on the Tyson Hunger Relief website. The 
Tyson Twitter account now has more than 6,000 followers.

Their effort sparked more than 40 blog entries about 
the company’s hunger efforts, including an “Innovative 
Giving” post in Fast Company.com and a piece in The 
Huffington Post. Online efforts have also strengthened 
mainstream media efforts, all of which generated more 
than 168 million impressions in 2009.

When asked what he thought the biggest takeways from 
Tyson Foods Hunger Relief effort were, Ed Nicholson, who 
is director of community and public relations for Tyson 
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Foods Inc., said: “Shine the spotlight on the cause and what 
others are doing, rather than yourself. It will generally re-
flect favorably back on you. Pound-for-pound, authentic 
engagement trumps cash. And you probably have resources 
the cause needs desperately, even if it isn’t money.”

The Long Tail of Media

When social media first became popular, Long Tail theory 

was prevalent throughout online marketing conversations. 

When applied, WIRED Editor in Chief Chris Anderson’s eco-

nomic theory does a great job of visualizing the ascent of new 

media forms in contrast with old, traditional media.20 Since 

first popularized in 2004, social networks and mobile media 

postings have risen in the hierarchy of media. 

To recap, the Long Tail theory is: With a large population 

of customers, their selection and buying pattern results in 

a power law distribution curve (Pareto distribution).21 A 

market with a high freedom of choice will create a certain 

degree of inequality by favoring the upper 20% of the items 

(“hits” or “head”) against the other 80% (“non-hits” or 

“long tail”).22 

Head of the Tail

Let’s go back to the power curve for media in light of the 

ascendancy of some new media forms.

Hits in the head section have the most impact (top 

20% of media), while the long tail (bottom 80%) still 

makes up the majority of the media marketplace. This 

chart defines the marketplace as word-of-mouth power 

and readership.
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This is subjective, and various media forms have dispa-

rate degrees of weight. General classification is the best we 

can do without precise measurement tools using a real-world 

case study with all types of earned media opportunities.

At the head of the tail are the following media forms:

• National broadcast – ABC, CBS, NBC and FOX

• Major newspapers – New York Times, USA Today, etc. 

• Top magazines – BusinessWeek, Fortune, WIRED

• Major social networks – Facebook, Twitter, YouTube,  

 Foursquare, etc.

• Top cable channels – CNN, ESPN, FOX News, etc.

• Top 100 blogs – Huffington Post, Techcrunch,   

 Treehugger, etc. 

The Turning Point and the Tail

At the turning point in the tail, roughly the 20% mark, 

you have several other forms of traditional media, which 

reflect the fall of some media and the rise of new online and 

mobile media.

• Major trade journals: Obviously, the powerhouses in 

any industry still hold sway, but the secondary journals have 

suffered quite a bit.

• Secondary social networks: For every Facebook there’s 

a Gowalla. Though not as popular, these secondary networks 

still drive considerable traffic.

• Regional newspapers: You don’t hear about the Den-

ver Post much nationally. But it is still powerful in the Rocky 

Mountain region.

• Secondary cable and TV: A&E, TBS, VH-1, etc.
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• National radio: ESPNRadio, FOX and other syndicated 

programming.

• Leading vertical blogs: The winner here, no question. 

In PR, for example, Brian Solis (who wrote Engage and the 

intro to Now Is Gone) will get as many or more reads as a 

secondary PR journal.

• Major “influencer” profiles: On some of the social net-

works, you have highly “influential” updates, which through 

mass followers or strong engagement, can set off tidal wives 

of action.

After that, you have the long tail, the vast majority of 

content. From the old world, the tail includes the following: 

local TV, local radio, local newspapers, secondary journals, 

corporate websites, e-mail newsletters and news releases. 

From the newer social media world, it includes social network 

profiles, secondary blogs, videos, photos, maps and mobile 

updates and check-ins. 

The Taxonomy Problem

The issue with Long Tail theory is the taxonomy, which 

seeks to isolate individual media forms and tools and their 

weight. Given today’s fractured media environment, one hit 

in any of these areas—regardless of whether it’s a Fourth or 

Fifth Estate media form—can trigger successive hits in others. 

When a word-of-mouth campaign has substance, it usually 

cascades. Smart communicators understand this. That’s why 

integrated outreach—not just social media or traditional PR 

and advertising—matters so much.

In Now Is Gone, we talked about this “ping-pong match” 

between traditional and new media outlets:
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“One great way to promote your new media initiative 

remains traditional media, who often use well-respected 

blogs as sources or even the subject of stories… [Social 

media attention] drives information into the spotlight forc-

ing traditional media to pay attention—or look like they’ve 

missed the news and, most importantly, the conversation. 

Blogs [can be] a more effective way of reaching and inspiring 

traditional media to react than most PR professionals and 

wire services combined.”

Ping-pong matches demonstrate that weighting one tool 

by its number of readers may not be accurate. As Seth Godin 

said in Meatball Sundae, “It doesn’t matter if the socially gen-

erated earned media only gets one percent of the hoped-for 

attention if it’s the right one percent.” 

Another weakness in the new media environment is a 

degradation in the quality of information.23 Many traditional 

media outlets reduced staff and have to do more with a smaller, 

less-experienced workforce. With blogs and influencers filling 

the void, general journalistic standards have suffered. While 

some blogs, such as Mashable, have strict editorial guidelines, 

others are at the whim of their authors, who may or may not 

have domain expertise. Discerning quality information is an 

important challenge for our society. 

This provides an opportunity for organizations to become 

authoritative thought leaders if they can transition effectively 

from PR machines delivering messages into providers of use-

ful factual information. To do this they must become their 

own “corporate journalists,” their own unique form of Fifth 

Estate members.
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Case Study: Twestival

An example of the Long Tail theories at work is Twesti-
val, an online fundraising event run by Amanda Rose. The 
organized group of meet-ups uses a wide variety of social 
media tools to organize and promote simultaneous events 
in hundreds of cities across the globe, all to fundraise for 
charity. People throughout the world were empowered to set 
up their own events, show up and act on behalf of causes.

With three Twestivals in 2009 and 2010, Twestival has 
seen tens of thousands of people participate in charitable 
fundraising. Two of the fundraisers were for specific chari-
ties, charity: water and Concern, while the middle Twestival 
benefited charities in each host city. At the time of writing, 
a Twestival was being planned for 2011, again to benefit 
local charities.

Engagement

Twestival provides people a means to benefit a cause, 
and the opportunity to volunteer and be a part of something 
bigger. They can participate in event organization or simply 
show up and network. Organizer Amanda Rose enforces 
brand and basic event guidelines and lets cities get creative 
with their events.

Twitter plays a primary role in outreach for the fund-
raising series of events. “Twitter allows a platform for 
organizers to shout out requests that normally might have 
taken weeks or months to arrange,” Rose said. “Thanks to a 
sea of people who pass it along, a tweet might appear a few 
minutes later that reads, ‘I can help with that.’ It is extremely 
motivating for a local volunteer team to see the way their 
community pulls together to make this event a success.”

Additional tools have included WhatGives!? widgets 
powered by PayPal linked to cities and real-time leader-
boards. WordPress, Tumblr and Posterous blogs are used for 
local city events. GoToMeeting is used by global organizers 
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for meetings and presentations without being in the same 
room, and Huddle was used with great success for online 
collaboration and sharing of documents.

The tools are used to foster relationships on a local 
level. Rose and organizers connect on the national level, 
too. Finally, the two specific, global charities found that 
they developed grassroots networks on a local level as a 
result of Twestival.

Results

The three Twestivals have raised more than $1.2 mil-
lion through micro-donations: A small $25 cover charge, 
individual sponsorships and small corporate sponsorships. 
In addition to the $1.2 million, tens of thousands of people 
across the globe have attended a Twestival.

“Twestival is able to attract a large number of people 
because we make it a special event and different from your 
average meetup,” Rose said. “For those attending events, I 
think it is really satisfying to know that every single dollar 
of your event is going directly to support projects — it is 
something people can feel good about.

“What we are asking of people with Twestival isn’t just 
donations; it is their time, talent and resources if they want 
to give it. The way in which we self-organize on Twitter 
and other social media platforms gives us an opportunity 
to engage people, before and after the event, in a way that 
is diverse and layered. People aren’t just participating in an 
event, they are having an impact.”

“There’s No Market for Messages”

In 1999, four advanced thinkers—Rick Levine, Christo-

pher Locke, Doc Searls and David Weinberger—wrote a book 

called The Cluetrain Manifesto that touched off the online 

conversation revolution. At the heart of the book were 95 
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theses, re-purposing history’s label for Martin Luther’s famous 

rebellion against the established church, and an incredible 

challenge to organizational communications: “There’s No 

Market for Messages.”

In many ways, Now Is Gone was the product of Cluetrain’s 

unrelenting view that controlled and contrived business brand 

messages—whether nonprofit or corporate—have no place on 

the Internet. Cluetrain represents a great hope: That business 

can be done differently. This viewpoint holds that the Inter-

net and social media can become the elixir to revolutionize 

corporate cultures from those of exploitation as displayed by 

Blackwater, BP, Enron, the collapse of GM, Goldman Sachs, 

Halliburton and WorldComm, and refocus them on com-

munities, responsibility, authenticity, causes and service to 

actual markets. 

Cluetrain captures the essence of the uncontrolled busi-

ness environment and the need to provide authentic dialogue 

based on the market’s needs.24 Without understanding the 

fundamental dynamics of the social media form and the 

inherently uncontrived two-way conversations it inspires, 

communicators are lost in the darkness. They no longer have 

control and find their messages falling on deaf ears or, worse, 

being publicly rejected. 

The Fifth Estate does not have to accept organizational 

messaging. This is a fundamental struggling point that most 

organizations wrestle with throughout their social media 

adoption cycle.

It doesn’t matter if you have a compelling cause or a public 

interest, or if your company contributes to society. If your 

organization relentlessly delivers messages to people, they 
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will without doubt turn their back on you. It’s like entering 

a party and spamming people with solicitations, stale lines 

and hucksterisms. 

The 20th-century, industrial approach to communications 

is over, regardless of medium. Mass communicating at people 

no longer works. We live in a networked, online communica-

tions world. Even Super Bowl ads are starting to lose strength, 

as evidenced by Pepsi’s decision to spend $20 million instead 

on its social media-driven Refresh program.25 

Whether it’s social or not, organizational executives and 

communicators should retool their strategic approach to 

messaging. The old dynamics of media we learned in busi-

ness or communications school, specifically the concept that 

people get information from limited channels of media, no 

longer apply. 

Look at messages as conversation starters. You won’t 

control the dialogue, but the fact of the matter is that your 

organization has already lost control. And some experts argue 

you never had it.26 Instead, at least when it comes to online 

media, let’s focus on having real, interesting conversations 

that matter to us (organizationally and personally) and to our 

stakeholders in online communities.

The rest of this book deals with the basics of social media 

and how to integrate it within a larger marketing communica-

tions effort. It assumes that a company or a practitioner has at 

minimum a passing interest in social media and that there’s 

at least the possibility of engaging in a social media strategy 

of some form.



28    Welcome to the Fifth Estate

©2011 Geoff Livingston
www.welcometothefifthestate.com

Chapter One SnapShOtS

Whether it occurs gradually or in one a moment of clarity, 

like mine with the Allen-Webb election, most people come to 

realize that social media represents a sudden shift in the way 

communication is taking place. A new, empowering form of 

communication has arisen, and it requires a completely dif-

ferent, grass-roots approach.

The Fifth Estate

Citizen-created content fills an information void left by 

the current power establishments in government, industry 

and the media. This new Fifth Estate keeps traditional media 

and power wielders accountable by pointing out fallacies and 

generating news that the traditional media then reports.

Impact on Organizations

Unable to “contain” negative commenting or successfully 

communicate in conversational media, organizations find 

themselves forced to change. This requires a much greater 

cultural adoption than simply learning new communica-

tions tools such as the fax machine or email. Now executives 

must unlearn decades of strategic management approaches 

to communications. 

The Long Tail

With the exception of the most popular social networks, 

social media generally is not as well read as most popular forms 

of media. Yet the “long tail” of lightly read media can create 

sudden movements of information and force media leaders 
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to report and communicate about these emerging stories. The 

resulting ping-pong match has created a new media ecosystem.

No Market for Messages

At the heart of corporate communications is the mes-

sage, meant to be delivered, disseminated and controlled. 

Because of two-way communication methods, online markets 

reject messages, instead preferring customer feedback and 

opinions about products, services and solutions. At best, the 

role of the message in social media environments is that of a 

conversation-starter.





Chapter 2

Social Media Ready?

31

Organizations are intimidated by a Fifth Estate compris-

ing millions of people openly expressing their opinions, 

sparking support and exposing weaknesses. An executive or 

communications professional responsible for a brand’s reputa-

tion in all media forms often thinks twice before engaging. Yet 

companies and nonprofits risk their brands’ reputation by not 

participating. At the same time, they risk brand degradation if 

they approach social media with a traditional, top-down ap-

proach rather than engaging in conversation.

Today, almost every organization needs to embrace so-

cial media, even if it’s just monitoring general conversation 

on relevant social media sites. While it’s never been overtly 

stated, part of Apple’s success stems from its responsiveness 

to customer feedback—positive and negative—online. Time 
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and time again, the company has responded to social media 

outcries, trends and rumors. Yet, social media is no panacea, 

and an organization needs to understand some of the online 

and cultural barriers.27 

Unfortunately, most companies and nonprofits don’t 

consider the difficulties of participating in conversational 

media. Instead, they jump in because they have to or because 

of the perceived opportunity. While pursuing this Holy Grail 

of public engagement, it’s important to remember that mon-

etizing social media for fundraising28 or sales can be extremely 

difficult.29 And that’s assuming an organization can even wage 

a decent ongoing conversation. The risks of poor conversa-

tion range from wasted resources all the way to completely 

tarnished brands.

Social media offers organizations the means to build re-

lationships with an extended community. It does not replace 

traditional marketing or communication tools, only augments 

them with opportunities for one-to-one (or one-to-an influ-

ential few) engagement.

The next step is to integrate regular tools and approaches 

that allow willing community members to take actions (vote, 

buy, donate, volunteer). Look at the Humane Society’s website 

(http://www.humanesociety.org/) and all the things visitors 

can do immediately on their social outlets. How an organi-

zation uses social media to facilitate its business becomes a 

unique thing tied directly to its mission.

Organizations should consider several crucial preliminary 

steps before employing social media:

• Listen and understand how social media tools fit into 

an organization’s larger stakeholder ecosystem.
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• Get ready to give up control of the message. This is a 

huge barrier for many executives who have been steeped in 

command-and-control communications training.

• Make sure the organization can commit the financial 

and human resources necessary.

• Get real. Personal relationships like those developed 

through social media require ethics and authenticity that an 

organization must offer.

• Understand how to manage the dangers of personal 

branders and personalities on the Internet.

This is a difficult set of challenges. Committing to social 

media requires embarking on a cultural journey that, like it or 

not, will change the organization internally. Even storied social 

media brands like Dell went through incredible journeys to 

embrace their customers with crowdsource initiatives. Crowd-

sourcing is the process of outsourcing work to an unspecified 

group of people usually for free or for a contest prize with a 

general public appeal on the Internet. The ability for thou-

sands of people to openly express their opinions—externally 

and internally—is intimidating. Whether or not a company or 

nonprofit participates in this open environment —or, more 

likely, its degree of participation—requires strategic decisions. 

It’s important to remember that  success with social media 

will encourage other organizations to participate openly or 

lose market share. Authors Don Tapscott and Anthony Wil-

liams did a great job encapsulating this trend in their book 

Wikinomics. This book, which began as a $9 million research 

project, went into great detail describing how online com-

munities and group contributions benefit businesses. 

The result, according to book reviewer Joe Wikert: “While 
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some leaders fear the heaving growth of these massive online 

communities, Wikinomics proves this fear is folly. Smart firms 

can harness collective capability and genius to spur innovation, 

growth, and success.” 30 

But it’s not a light-bulb moment or as easy as starting a 

Facebook page or Twitter profile. For almost every organiza-

tion, social media is an evolutionary process that not only or-

ganically builds a community on the outside, but also changes 

its internal culture.31 

Case Study: BP Meets @BPGlobalPR

During the height of the Deepwater Horizon oil 
spill—the largest ever on record—BP deployed a series of 
social media and paid online search advertising campaigns 
to sway public opinion toward its responsible approach in 
cleaning up the oil. The media largely ignored the oil spill 
at first, and the Obama administration trusted BP to clean 
it up. However, bloggers kept raising questions, publishing 
stories of malfeasance and highlighting the damage of the 
oil spill that began on April 20, 2010. 

BP largely ignored these social media outcries on 
its public channels on Facebook and Twitter. When you 
have a two-way channel like Facebook or Twitter, you’re 
expected to have a conversation. You have to embrace ev-
eryone, positive AND negative. When people feel ignored, 
their anger just grows. And that’s exactly what BP found 
out—broadcasting and not talking created a firestorm of 
anger in the form of @BPGlobalPR. 

Engagement

An anonymous voice (who chose the pseudonym 
Leroy Stick) using the Twitter handle @BPGlobalPR 
appeared. Stick ridiculed BP’s social media with posts like: 
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“Cleaning up oil spills is expensive. Buying judges so we 
can keep drilling? Relatively cheap.” The onslaught of BP 
ads claiming responsibility became the subject matter of 
Stick’s ridicule, and the ensuing groundswell that sur-
rounded @BPGlobalPR’s tweets burst the oil spill into the 
news across the blogosphere.

In his one major public discussion of his actions 
(Leroy Stick is an anonymous handle), Stick explained his 
motives: “I started @BPGlobalPR because the oil spill had 
been going on for almost a month and all BP had to offer 
were bullshit PR statements. No solutions, no urgency, 
no sincerity, no nothing. That’s why I decided to relate to 
the public for them.”

Communications pundits have chased their own tails 
analyzing the impact of Stick’s efforts. One thing remains 
certain: BP can’t tweet its way into good graces. 32

Results

At the time of writing, BP’s official Twitter handle @
BP_America had 18,000 followers, and @BPGlobalPR had 
189,000 followers. Stick’s faux BP account had inspired 
more than 60,000 blog impressions on Google Blogsearch. 
The media coverage of BP’s malfeasance escalated in May 
and June and forced the Obama administration to call BP’s 
global management team in from the UK and dedicate 
a $20 billion fund to pay damages. CEO Tony Hayward 
eventually lost his job.

An argument can be made that Stick and the ground-
swell of supporters and bloggers that rallied around him 
did more to hold BP and the Obama administration ac-
countable online than any other organization or entity. In 
Beth Kanter and Allison Fine’s new book The Networked 
Nonprofit, they talk about the concept of “free agents,” 
individuals who crash into the walls of traditional non-
profits using social media tools. These agents force change 
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by breaking control paradigms and having conversations 
with people, building their own movements. 

As Leroy Stick demonstrates, the free-agent concept 
goes beyond the nonprofit world and extends to the larger 
social media ethos. His @BPGlobalPR effort represented 
free agency and the Fifth Estate’s fierce independence at 
its most powerful levels. @BPGlobalPR forced BP into 
accountability.

Listen First

Have you ever joined a conversation among strangers at a 

party and start talking right away, only to find them drifting 

away? No one likes to have their conversation interrupted. 

Normal etiquette is to walk up, listen, introduce yourself, 

perhaps ask a question, and then participate after listening 

for a few minutes. 

But what do most organizations do when they first engage 

on the social web? Butt in and start talking. It’s almost as if 

venues such as Facebook, Twitter and YouTube have turned 

into shouting matches featuring organizations’ latest state-

ments, messages or random facts. The worst practice is posting 

news releases as links for presumed readers. Is it any wonder 

that organizations struggle to generate significant followings 

online, then conclude that social media doesn’t work?

Many organizations are not used to listening. In a mass 

communications world, they’ve done most of the talking.

Social media communities present a different set of rules. 

Two-way communication allows stakeholders to have equal 

footing with businesses and organizations. The Fifth Estate 

does not have to yield attention to business; their decision 

to interact with organizations is strictly on an opt-in basis. 

Organizations’ failure to listen to the larger community cre-
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ates situations where stakeholders either react with anger or 

simply tune out.33

The realization that your nonprofit or company is part of 

something bigger is a huge breakthrough for most executives 

and communicators. Manish Mehta, vice president of com-

munity at Dell, likened it to Nicolaus Copernicus’ 16th-century 

revelation that displaced the concept of the Earth as the center 

of the universe.34 

The intelligence an organization gathers from listening 

to social media conversations provides market research. The 

public conversation happens with or without your organiza-

tion’s participation, so you may as well reap the benefits of 

at least passively monitoring it. The intelligence gathered can 

include, but is not limited to, product awareness, sensitivity 

toward social issues, motivations, trends in product features 

like geolocation, political trends, and much more. Savvy or-

ganizations can turn dynamic conversations into virtual focus 

groups, then turn the resulting intelligence into new, dynamic 

messages that serve as provocative conversation-starters. Exit 

those old, boring news releases. 

The benefits of listening don’t stop there. 

A recent Forrester report showed that some social media 

listening platforms have evolved to the point that attentive 

organizations use them to address such diverse marketing 

and business functions as campaign measurement, market 

research, customer support and sales enablement.35 Organi-

zations can set up free monitoring platforms using Google, 

search on major social networks and other functions, or they 

can deploy paid services to gather the intelligence in a man-

aged platform. Currently, according to the Forrester report, 

the top paid platforms are Converseon, Nielsen and Radian6. 
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They are leading because of their range of product functional-

ity and their ability to meet businesses’ needs beyond reactive 

brand tracking. 36 

Giving Up Control of the Message

The first thing communicators must understand is that 

they cannot control a message within social networks. Mem-

bers of the Fifth Estate may willingly or subconsciously adopt 

a message, but this is not controllable. Communication must 

resonate with the community for it to work. At best we can 

attract influencers and community members to the conversa-

tion we hope to inspire. The ensuing dialogue may provide 

unexpected insights about an organization.

JetBlue was absolutely lambasted when it failed to can-

cel flights and left passengers sitting on runways for many 

hours during a Valentine’s Day storm in 2007. Instead of 

communicating with the public about this issue (for ex-

ample, detailing what the airline was doing to resolve its 

problems), the then popular JetBlue blog went silent, and 

traditional media relations were employed to communi-

cate during the crisis. The blogosphere went crazy. JetBlue 

sported a social network black eye for months. Here’s a 

comment from Social Media Group Founder Maggie Fox 

on a “60 Days Later, What Do You Think” posted on Shel 

Israel’s popular Global Neighborhoods blog:37 

I feel about the same about JetBlue–that they’re a great, 

cheap way to fly to NYC. In fact, week after next I’ll be on 

one of their planes. However, if they leave us sitting on the 

tarmac for 3 hours, my perception will change completely 

and I will hate them utterly. 
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So maybe this is how things have changed: before they 

might have had 2 or 3 chances to make mistakes before I 

disliked them as an airline. Now they have none. 

JetBlue’s attempt to control its message in the old, tradi-

tional way after engaging its constituency with a blog dem-

onstrates that social networks cannot be turned on and off at 

will. This is a dramatic shift for communications professionals 

who have been trained to control the message. 

Before the social media revolution, the biggest danger to 

an organization was when the media seized on a negative, 

headline-grabbing situation. “Bad coverage,” it was called. 

In a typical negative scenario, a person started a grassroots 

campaign to draw attention to an organization’s ills, attract-

ing traditional media coverage and bad word of mouth. The 

worst-case scenario occurred when fact-based scandals such 

as Enron broke out, or with massive product recalls. Now 

every customer and donor is free to comment, each with the 

potential of going viral.

It’s not surprising that social networks can’t be contained 

because they mirror human relationships. Most people de-

test being controlled. Ever try to buy a new car, only to be 

confronted by an aggressive salesperson at the dealership? 

It’s a most uncomfortable feeling, a transaction devoid of 

relationship-oriented conversation.

However, people will listen to a genuine conversation. 

They’ll allow you to influence them, and give your argument 

or product or service a chance as long as you take their needs 

and desires into consideration. Social media means creating 

a relationship of trust with an extended community beyond 

the organization’s walls. If the community feels that trust is 



40    Welcome to the Fifth Estate

©2011 Geoff Livingston
www.welcometothefifthestate.com

broken, for whatever reason (e.g., Bill Clinton’s “I did not 

have sex with that woman,” or BP’s insincere commitment to 

openly communicate about the Deepwater Horizon oil spill), 

there’s a whiplash effect that destroys credibility. 

This change in communication strategy requires a huge 

cultural shift for any organization more than ten years 

old. It’s so dramatic that the entire next chapter has been 

devoted to the topic. The organizational, cultural chal-

lenges of social media have by far been the biggest barrier 

to companies success.

Members of the Fifth Estate are no longer beholden to 

monolithic, traditional media forms. They can use new me-

dia to state their views—right or wrong. They don’t have to 

submit facts to a managing editor, and they don’t need to run 

corrections. Companies’ controlling the message is a luxury of 

times past. Further, social media influence is based on trust, 

so now more than ever, true relationship building is thrust 

upon corporations and nonprofits. This means they have to 

be honest, communicate, give as well as take, and be prepared 

for feedback.

It forces high-ranking executives to jump back into 

customer relations, helping to foster dialogue between the 

people who make up the customer base and the people at the 

company. It’s creating a new level of customer service, which 

now is being called social Customer Relations Management 

or sCRM online.

Giving up control is not a bad thing—in fact it’s less about 

“giving up” and more about embracing a larger extended en-

terprise and welcoming interested community loyalists into 
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the fold. It injects a new step into the marketing process, which, 

by default, makes it more transparent and genuine. 

Consider the valuable lessons that Southwest Airlines got 

from its online community when there was a very negative 

reaction to the possibility of assigned seating. New seating 

arrangements (the familiar poles we all see at Southwest gates 

across the country) were created that met loyal customer de-

sires, as well as enabled new business-class revenue structures. 

As a result of listening to negative feedback, the airline was 

able to address its customers’ wants and needs, and at the 

same time make them feel engaged with the airline.38  Lack 

of control worked to Southwest’s benefit.

Does the Organization Have 
the Capacity to Participate?

The difference between organizational brand promotion 

and community marketing is similar to broadcasting versus 

talking, listening and responding. With the rise of social 

networks in the past few years, the audience has become a 

community, and instead of talking at its members, one must 

converse with them. That means that within social media 

forms, mass promotion takes on a more Zen-like approach 

to attracting customers through grassroots community 

participation.

No one better stated this than Jay Rosen in his PressThink 

article, “The People Formerly Known as the Audience”:

You don’t own the eyeballs. You don’t own the press, 

which is now divided into pro and amateur zones. You 

don’t control production on the new platform, which 
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isn’t one-way. There’s a new balance of power between 

you and us. The people formerly known as the audience 

are simply the public made realer, less fictional, more 

able, less predictable.39 

Even traditional mass advertising is changing, influenced 

by new media forms around it. KFC has run advertising cam-

paigns with promotional codes embedded in each commercial 

to drive people to the KFC online community. Doritos ran 

Super Bowl advertising segments generated by fans. Pepsi has 

turned its social giving program into an online mega contest 

called Refresh that features crowdsourced initiatives suggested 

by individuals within and chosen by the Fifth Estate.

Instead of standing on a speaker box and dictating propa-

ganda to your audience, it’s now time to get into the street and 

interact with your community—one by one by one. This is an 

attitude difference, but it’s also a capacity issue. Returning to 

relationships requires time. What traditional communications 

department has the time to respond to comments, Tweets, 

Facebook questions and a wide variety of media?

While this may seem like a resource imposition, in reality 

it’s a return to old-fashioned values. Relationships and values 

in the sense of the baker, the butcher and general store owner 

down on Main Street. People want to know their vendors, they 

want to interact with them. Most importantly, they want to be 

heard! And now, the small-town feel is a global phenomenon 

existing in millions of global micro-communities.

Most organizations create or reallocate a portion of 

someone’s time for a community manager position. This per-

son’s job is to facilitate online conversations and community 

development. In fact, ReadWriteWeb has created a Guide to 
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Online Community Management to share best practices based 

on early experiences on the social web.40 Other organizations 

choose several players to engage online, sharing the load and 

creating redundancy.

Hiring a community manager within your organization 

requires a real resource commitment. Participation within a 

community means more than publishing a link on Facebook 

or a tweet on Twitter. It requires listening to other conver-

sations, writing consistent blog posts (if your organization 

chooses to blog), commenting on other organizational and 

individual social media posts, as well as dynamic interac-

tion on your chosen social networks. The effort can be quite 

time-consuming.

In a MarketingProfs interview with Michael Stelzner, Pete 

Blackshaw, then CMO of Neilsen BuzzMetrics, said: “I love 

my blog and its topic, but frankly, I’m struggling to keep up. 

I’m just not cranking out content like I used to, and feel as if 

I’m contributing ‘too little, too late.’ I’m starting to freak about 

folks potentially sending unsubscribe pings my way, and I just 

can’t handle the thought of such rejection… Creating great and 

compelling online content takes real work and commitment.”41 

If a company fails to allocate resources and build capacity 

necessary to launch a social media presence, the result will 

more than likely be a stalled initiative. The Internet is littered 

with un-updated social accounts, dead blogs and listless com-

munities floundering from lack of attention.

To succeed means setting aside financial resources for 

things like personnel (an individual’s time or more), blog 

templates, custom widgets to aggregate social network content, 

web design, and more. It means allocating time, and often not 
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just the community manager’s. Others across the organization 

may need to participate. And finally, it takes real thought about 

your stakeholders and the organization’s mission. Vapid social 

media rarely works. So from a resource perspective, it is not 

something to dump on the college intern. Senior leadership 

needs to be involved.

In some ways, it would be better not to start at all than to 

push a big social media effort that simply disappears or, worse, 

stops with un-updated social network profiles, a static blog or 

a non-participating avatar (a.k.a. the daily message from the 

ivory tower on Facebook or Twitter). Most mature community 

members have seen these failed starts from organizations and 

thus are skeptical of newer entities online. There is increas-

ingly a wait-and-see period for newer players. A business or 

nonprofit must truly commit to social media if it wants to 

succeed with it. 

Case Study: Miriam’s Kitchen

I first encountered Miriam’s Kitchen, which serves 
Washington DC’s homeless citizens, during the summer 
of 2009 when the D.C. organizing committee selected the 
Kitchen as its charity of choice for the second Twestival. 
At the time, we felt they would make the most from the 
exposure, and I think we sold them short. Their ability to 
grasp online social relationships and extend them to real 
life actions has been outstanding. It’s an honor to feature 
Miriam’s Kitchen as a case study.

Miriam’s Kitchen decided to participate in online 
media because many of their supporters were using social 
media. “It’s important that we meet our supporters where 
they are, and social media helps us accomplish this,” said 
Jennifer Roccanti, development manager, Miriam’s Kitchen. 
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“Many of the Washington, D.C., residents who donate and 
volunteer fall within the 25-40 age range and are social 
media/web savvy.”

“We also connect with some of our homeless guests 
through social media,” added Jennifer Roccanti. “While 
interactions online are rare, a few of our guests have posted 
messages to us on our Facebook page, and some of them 
have started using Twitter. We recently heard from our case 
managers that a few guests check our Facebook page for 
the daily menu before they decide whether or not to make 
the couple-mile trek to Miriam’s Kitchen each day. That’s 
a lot of pressure on our social media team.”

Engagement

Like most nonprofits, Miriam’s Kitchen doesn’t have 
many resources, and most people there have multiple jobs. 
The 501c(3) uses Twitter and Facebook primarily (with 
a dash of YouTube) as part of a larger communications 
strategy. The Kitchen provides daily updates on these sites, 
specifically what it is serving that day, while encouraging 
local community members to participate via recognition 
and interaction.

The organization has successfully engaged many of 
D.C.’s most influential digital voices. From the AARP social 
media team to Chris Abraham, these voices celebrate being 
a part of the extended Miriam’s Kitchen family with public 
declarations of support.

The Kitchen also receives tremendous support from 
people across the country who have found it through online 
channels, an unintended benefit of its social communica-
tions. “We’ve connected with people we wouldn’t have 
otherwise, and amazing things have happened because of 
those connections,” Roccanti said.

Results
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“The measurable outcome we are most concerned with 
right now is deepening relationships with our supporters,” 
Roccanti added. “It’s been a challenge to measure that out-
come, but some indicators of our success include raising 
more money than ever in 2009, and raising $10,000 through 
the Washington, D.C., Twestival in 2009.”

The Kitchen also points toward anecdotal evidence of 
deepened relationships through the use of social media. 
Whether it be through volunteers becoming more engaged, 
donors seeing the impact of their contributions and then 
increasing their gifts, or guests feeling part of its online 
community—social media has brought Miriam’s Kitchen 
countless benefits in the past two years. 

Personal Relations Mean Ethics and Transparency

In a medium that centers on conversations, deeper loyalty 

and relationships are the goal for organizations. At the heart 

of deeper relationships is trust, and given the low trust that 

many people hold for corporations and government (non-

profits generally fare better), forging strong relations means 

demonstrating ethics and transparency in relationships.42  

This is a touchy requirement, but it is a crucial one. An 

organization must be what it represents itself to be, or it risks 

great peril with its social-media-based online communities.

A brand is a commitment, a promise to your community. 

It also is an evolving entity that, now more than ever, is co-

created by its community of customers and stakeholders. A 

brand is represented three ways; the first two are visually (ads, 

creative, website) and verbally (written word, website, oral 

communications). The third way is the most important — the 

experience. If the experience does not match the promotion’s 

verbal and visual portrayal, then the community feels betrayed 
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and the brand develops a bad reputation. Once a brand falls 

into ill repute, it is very hard to recover trust.

The social media world has little tolerance for organiza-

tions that aren’t authentic in their representation. Internet 

users already suspect corporate America, so social media 

initiatives often are on a shorter leash. Most people are not 

interested in being part of a community that tolerates or en-

ables unethical behavior. 

As an example, many companies today take blogging for 

granted; they blog out of imagined necessity instead of real-

izing it as a bigger opportunity to enhance social customer 

relations management (sCRM). Most online communities 

expect some level of transparency of corporate members’ 

activities. This type of trust demands that corporate and 

nonprofit entities behave in the community’s interest. There 

is a level of tolerance for human error, but an organization 

must be sincere and act ethically, communicating how it is 

resolving those errors to the benefit of all.

If an organization does not communicate transparently 

during times of crisis (the JetBlue and BP examples), then it 

will not be well regarded by online community participants. 

Its social communications lose stature and become the sub-

ject of negative comments, and eventually (or immediately, 

depending on the situation) its brand reputation can erode. 

In short, if a company or nonprofit has not traditionally been 

open in its dialogue with customers, its culture may not be 

social-media ready. An organization has to be ready to take 

both the good and the bad of online conversations.

Further, if the organization has a history of ethics issues 

or its work is top secret, then social media complaints should 
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be expected, based if nothing else on public suspicion. While 

it may be a good idea to strive for restored public trust, there 

will be little immediate marketing value from such an effort. 

Here are some examples of behavior that may cause distrust:

• Julian Assange’s accused personal behavior juxtaposed 

with his heroic positioning of Wikileaks

• BP’s actions in Deep Horizon and the ensuing online 

communications about the oil spill

• Donald Rumsfeld and his actions as Defense Secretary 

(now on Twitter)

• LeBron James (also on Twitter) and his half hour ESPN 

special announcing his decision to take his “talents to Miami.”

Trust needs to be fostered through strong ethical action 

in social networks of any kind. Without actions to back up 

the talk, there’s little hope of success. It’s better to invest in 

becoming a more trustworthy culture before engaging in 

media that requires trust.

The Organizational Dangers of Personal Brands

The trust factor is why personality is so important in social 

communications. Personality—the people behind the commu-

nications—creates windows into the soul of the company or 

nonprofit. Personality is at the heart of social communications. 

It must be included—and backed up by the right actions—if 

people are going to trust the organization’s communications.43 

Personal voices in the form of community managers, blog 

authors and Twitter representatives have been a source of 

great consternation for organizations. Instead of speaking as 

an entity, now individuals within the entity become its public 

faces. That requires a new level of empowerment of and trust 
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for communicators who are used to command-and-control 

messaging.

This tension between personal voices and their corporate 

and nonprofit employers has been felt for almost a decade. 

An important example is Robert Scoble, whose video blog 

Channel 8 had an incredibly humanizing effect on Microsoft’s 

image towards the end of the Bill Gates era.44  At the same 

time, many communicators perceived Scoble’s departure as a 

big loss for Microsoft, and a demonstration of the potential 

damage personal branding can bring to an organization’s 

communications effort.45 

 Some individual social media luminaries relish and 

nurture their personal brands. Beyond the obvious narcis-

sism46 and the off-center marketing theory behind this pop 

ethos,47 organizations need to be wary of allowing personal 

brands to undermine their social media efforts. 

The dangers range from the obvious to hidden effects. 

Here are some of the top ones:

• A departure by the brand personality creates an irre-

placeable void. Worse, the online community, one built using 

the brand’s time and resources, departs with “the star” because 

followers are vested in the individual, not the organization.48 

• Personal transgressions not only tarnish the individual 

but also the nonprofit or company backing it.49 

• Stakeholders only want to interact with the personality, 

rather than more qualified organization members (depending 

on the request).50 

• Internal voices get angry with the personal brand for 
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seeking to dominate online media or becoming the center of 

attention.51 

• Inauthentic use of a personality to represent a “social” 

brand becomes apparent as people try to interact with the 

organization elsewhere and find that departmental barriers 

still exist.52 

This creates a dilemma for companies: The need to employ 

personality and conversation in their online communications 

rather than control or stifle individual voices. Leaning toward 

freedom of expression is the necessary middle path, while the 

company can be protected with savvy communications guide-

lines and human-resource approaches. Creating guidelines and 

rules of engagement are critical aspects of cultural adoption 

(covered in the next chapter). 

Teams

From a human resource capacity perspective, team social 

media approaches resolve the personality conundrum.53 

It’s important to note that online you will always have indi-

viduals propelling brands into the spotlight, and inadvertently 

become stars in their own right. However, the best corporate 

social media strategies offer teams of people interacting on the 

Internet. Consider some of the biggest winners so far: Dell and 

the Humane Society. Some personalities naturally rising to the 

top. They are the stars (for example, Dell’s Lionel Menchaca 

or Richard Binhammer), and every winning team has stars. 

Yet they are still team players who intentionally focus 

on the organization rather than building a personal brand. 

Furthermore, all team members are allowed and empowered 

to excel.
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Community-Centric Management

Beyond team approaches, the purpose of social media 

should be fostering community. In that sense, social media ef-

forts for great brands foster loyalty within the community, not 

an individual’s or a company’s brand. When it becomes per-

sonality or brand-focused, a community becomes rudderless. 

A personality-laden brand that handles this well is the 

Livestrong community, a brand of the Lance Armstrong Foun-

dation. In addition to the overarching presence of Armstrong, 

lively Livestrong participants include CEO Doug Ulman and 

community manager Brooke McMillan. Yet, throughout the 

social media tools it employs Livestrong’s focus is clearly on 

community, from its Gowalla mobile check-ins to its blog.

The best way to manage community expectations versus 

personal branding (beyond hiring well) is with well-structured 

social media guidelines. These guidelines should be commu-

nity-centric in their approach. Communications staffers who 

use social media tools should be trained in, and reviewed 

regarding their use of these guidelines. Our next chapter goes 

more in depth on developing guidelines. 

Chapter 2 SnapShotS

Many organizations don’t want to engage the Fifth Estate, or 

when they enter into a community they do so without consid-

ering the implications participation can have on the organiza-

tion’s culture. There are several critical aspects of social media 

an organization should consider before jumping in.

Listening Comes First

Most organizations don’t listen to their stakeholders, often 
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thinking that they already understand their needs and wants 

before engaging with them. But by listening first, organizations 

best prepare themselves to become a part of a larger conversa-

tion and community. In many ways, listening becomes a form 

of market research.

Message Control

Organizational control of the message does not exist in 

social network environments. Social network users often com-

ment about a company or nonprofit’s perceived flaws despite 

its traditional media coverage or official statements. By taking 

stakeholders’ concerns into account, organizations can better 

develop communications and address feedback accordingly, 

thus bolstering their regard in the social media world.

Creating Capacity to Succeed

Success in social media requires relationships and conver-

sations developed during a continual presence. That means 

staffing an organization to succeed. A corporate or nonprofit 

staff must diligently engage the community with appealing 

content on an ongoing basis, not just for the first few months.

Ethics and Transparency

A brand is a promise to the community, and relationships 

are the stock and trade of social media founded on trust. If 

the public’s trust is broken by an organization misrepresent-

ing itself, regaining it will be difficult. The Fifth Estate expects 

an organization to represent itself ethically online and dem-

onstrate transparency in organizational efforts, especially in 

crisis situations. 
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The Organizational Dangers of Personal Brands

Creating trust requires adding human voices and person-

alities to organizations’ social media efforts. At the same time, 

the infusion of personality-driven media online has created 

a phenomenon described as personal branding. The creation 

of personal branding within a social media presence poses 

dangers for an organization. Team and organization-focused 

community approaches, while still enabling individual per-

sonality and expression, can obviate many of these dangers.





Chapter 3

Becoming the Fifth Estate

55

In the past, media relations operations took a top-down 

messaging approach to communications. Only assigned 

spokespeople were permitted to talk with the media or in 

public on behalf of an organization. Advertising and other 

forms of public outreach were the domain of the communi-

cations staff. 

Now, online social networks are creating a world in which 

mass media approaches no longer work, because increasingly, 

they fall on deaf ears. With fewer traditional media and more 

disparate sources of information, stakeholders are growing 

resistant to the usual corporate communications efforts. As 

Greg Verdino has stated in his book, MicroMarketing, it’s an 

era of micromedia, which, in turn, requires micromarketing.
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Many organizations have tried to engage in social media 

with mixed results. Often, the inability to embrace the con-

versational tone necessary for social success grows from the 

organizations’ cultural processes. Many processes are built to 

minimize the likelihood of a public embarrassment with the 

media, prevent the damages of downloading viruses on com-

puters, and to protect trade secrets. Together, communications, 

IT and legal departments have become sources to protect an 

organization’s integrity.

Industrial-era corporate structures built to protect have 

created departments that wield almost absolute domain over 

their subject areas, crippling online efforts.54 Start with  legal 

and executive departments’ command and control methods 

toward communications and add IT department regulation 

over Internet use and software. By the time an organization 

offers an approved communication to its stakeholders, the ef-

fort offers little relevance or conversation that interests Fifth 

Estate members.

To be effective, an organization has to transform its culture 

to participate nimbly in social media communities. It has to 

undergo several changes, the first of which is to evolve its ap-

proach toward online communicating. A top-down approach 

does not work. The Fifth Estate demands a deeper level of 

authenticity.

An organization needs to become a community member, 

literally a part of the Fifth Estate. It can be tough for executives 

and communicators to swallow this concept, but in reality the 

Fifth Estate already exists within its walls! As the Air Force so 

aptly puts it, every airman is a communicator.55 The sooner 

companies and nonprofits embrace social media—not just as 
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a communications tool but as a factual reality that permeates 

its very culture—the easier adoption will become. 

Greg Verdino writes: “When a company attempts to inter-

rupt the stream, the stream is bound to shift course, or simply 

flow around the interruption. But if a brand can actually become 

part of the stream, it will be carried along in the flow itself.”56 

This community-centric approach to communicating in 

social networks involves a commitment to create a social media 

policy across the organization so that online conversations can 

occur freely.57    It helps to develop an embedded journalistic 

approach toward providing information.58  By building rela-

tionships with individual members of the community, and 

offering factual, quality and relevant information, organiza-

tions become vital members of the Fifth Estate.

Consider how the American Red Cross has approached 

its effort to evolve emergency social data communications—

requests for help on social networks—during a crisis. Rather 

than issue a news release, ARC’s executive and communica-

tions team asked 150 community members to participate 

in a conference in person, and thousands more participated 

virtually. It published blog posts and research to provide in-

formation in advance of the conference, and it is taking com-

munity input on a wiki and through roundtables to develop 

new approaches to social media requests for help.59 

This effort-in-progress is an example of embracing and 

becoming a part of the Fifth Estate. ARC participates within 

a larger conversational ecosystem. But to get there, ARC had 

to do more than just have the right attitude. It has evolved its 

culture significantly for  several years. During that period, the 

ARC established processes for social fundraising, employee 
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communications and online public relations (In fact, the 

organization’s social media successes were a case study in my 

previous book, Now Is Gone). 

My colleague Beth Kanter calls this cultural shift becom-

ing “networked.” 60 Instead of simply launching a campaign 

or an initiative, first turning the focus inward and examining 

cultural barriers can yield much greater success. This chapter 

continues by discussing these issues:

• Cultural silos in organizations

• Management and communicators need to make an   

 adjustment

• Moving from silos to hives: Optimizing processes 

• Creating social media policies

These four points are crucial to transforming your organi-

zation into an effective, networked member of the Fifth Estate.

Case Study: Madonna versus Lady Gaga

The difference between traditional and new social 
two-way approaches toward communications can best be 
typified by a couple of stars that all of us can recognize: 
Madonna and Lady Gaga. Analyzing their brands and net-
worked phenomena reveals two very different approaches 
to social media and results.

Madonna’s Engagement 

Madonna is a branding genius. She is able to trans-
form and reinvent herself decade after decade and stay 
relevant. Her 2008 album “Hard Candy” was a No. 1 
bestseller, the seventh of her 27-year career. Yet Madonna 
is not a huge social media success. The branding doesn’t 
translate. The reasons are clear when you examine her 
community page, which reads: “Please note that posting 
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Madonna unreleased material (including photos, audio 
and video) to your profile is not allowed. Doing so could 
result in the immediate termination of your member-
ship with Icon.”

Madonna is in control, messaging at her stakeholders. 
Her image is complete, and her content quality secure. As 
a result, no one really wants to talk about her in conver-
sational media forms. Given how she has controlled her 
community, is it any wonder? 

Lady Gaga’s Engagement

Lady Gaga engages in networked communications, en-
couraging her “Little Monsters” in real dialogue on Twitter 
and elsewhere. She empowers them, too, letting them take 
her content and re-purpose it any way they want to. If they 
make a recording at a show, they can post it online without 
fear of reprisal (reminiscent of the Grateful Dead’s longtime 
embracing of their community). She has done everything 
in the face of the recording industry’s usual command-and-
control approach to marketing artists.

Citizen Marketer author Jackie Huba noted in a case 
study that Lady Gaga has built a magnificent global network 
of Little Monsters. As Huba’s analysis makes clear, Lady 
Gaga has done that methodically:

— She gave her fans a name;

—Lady Gaga made Little Monsters bigger than her 
 self, creating a larger ecosystem;

—She offers her stakeholders shared symbols, and  
 content, too;

—She makes her customers feel like they also are stars;

—Lady Gaga uses social media tools to achieve these  
 networked community objectives61 
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Results

Both women are brilliant artists. They both get the 
stark, wild sexy imagery that captivates their fans. It’s fair 
to say that while Lady Gaga doesn’t have the brand track 
record of Madonna, she understands branding. Of the 
two, only one has transcended traditional media success 
to become an online hit—Lady Gaga.

Lady Gaga owns the current record for the most viewed 
YouTube video in history, quickly approaching 200 million 
views:. Is it any wonder that Lady Gaga’s first six singles, 
good or bad, like them or hate them, have gone straight to 
No. 1? Lady Gaga has transcended 20th-century market-
ing to become one of the first major music brands of the 
21st century. Unlike Madonna or other command-and 
control-organizations, it’s about making it easy for people 
to embrace the Lady Gaga brand and run with it. 

A Question of Culture and Silos

It seems as if every organization in America wrestles with 

social media adoption. In 2008, a running joke was that more 

than 60,000 social media experts existed on Twitter to help 

companies and nonprofits engage. Yet the first era of corporate 

social media has been marred by astounding failure rates, as 

high as 70, 80 and even 90 percent, according to analysts at 

firms such as Forrester and eMarketer.62 63    

When dissecting the “Great Social Failure,” observers such 

as David Armano, Beth Kanter and Charlene Li examine orga-

nizational cultures. While many pundits like to blame  message 

control, these commentators say the depth of online antisocial 

behavior is rooted in the cultural structures of today’s corpora-

tions and nonprofits. Organizations are confounded by their 



    61Becoming the Fifth Estate

©2011 Geoff Livingston
www.welcometothefifthestate.com

own industrial structures, which are manifest in departmental 

silos and legal policies designed to ensure workflow and pro-

tect the organization from getting sued.64  

There’s no greater example than the enormous challenges 

the Obama administration faces moving the government 

into the Web 2.0 era. No one questions whether the Obama 

administration understands social media. The 2008 election 

often is considered the benchmark of political social commu-

nications. But federal agencies shy away from getting publicly 

lambasted, which prevents them from openly adopting  online 

conversations.65

The social media change could be regarded as part of an 

overall corporate management shift caused by the information 

revolution. This began with the wide-scale deployment of the 

World Wide Web and e-mail in the 1990s. That revolution is 

rendering industrial corporate structures obsolete, forcing 

extended networks of information flow, which in turn has 

created decentralized workforces, suppliers and distribution 

networks.

It makes sense that corporate communications would 

follow the Fifth Estate with two-way interaction. The com-

munications movement toward social media represents a 

natural progression of the information age. As such, corporate 

structures are straining to adapt, just as they did in the 90s. 

Consider how human resources departments have had to move 

toward talent-management principles to remain relevant in 

an era of widespread information. 

  Many companies attempt social media as a trial bal-

loon. While this short-term approach can be successful and 

represents a way to introduce the power of social media, it 
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does not build an organization that can truly engage with the 

Fifth Estate.

 Silos are the departments that industrial-era organizations 

build to delegate work and ensure subject matter expertise. 

Human resources, public affairs or communications, devel-

opment or sales, and legal are all examples of common silo 

departments in larger organizations. In an effort to ensure 

their expertise, organizations have built procedures and rules 

to prevent internal parties from acting without permission. 

This has created slow organizations that often opt for benign 

communications that remove any realistic opportunity for 

customer contact, feedback or dialog.  

The siloization of social media within communications 

departments and their agencies represents a profound strategic 

error.66  If social media is truly the interaction of people, and 

the exchange of their information and cultural values, then 

you can’t put people in a box and expect success. Culture rarely 

subsists successfully in a container.67  Neither does commu-

nication, which is often nimble and moves rapidly between 

on- and offline social networks. Integration with other com-

munication methods is the key. 

Silos prevent people from empowering the edges of their 

stakeholder networks. Here are the top five silos your organi-

zation will face as it moves to adopt:

1) Executive Suite—Increasingly, executives understand 

that they should be engaged in social media, both for customer 

relations and for internal morale and engagement. Yet, they 

seem to want to relegate social media to a single department 

or to a young staffer, rather than to look at how organiza-

tions are using social media to transform their businesses and 
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nonprofits in the modern era.68  As a result, when issues arise, 

executives seem not to care much about changing policies to 

allow departments to work together in a more fluid manner. 

By its very nature, social media will challenge organizations 

to collaborate in unthought-of ways in a rapid fashion. 

2) Communications—Control, control, control. A busi-

ness function that was meant to build good relationships 

between people has instead evolved into controlling the mes-

sage. Telling people what they want to hear or sticking to your 

three messages, truthful or not, is a common practice. Faced 

with social media, PR practitioners need to unlearn, retrain 

and change. Agencies have a very hard time with this because 

in order to be authentic, the customers need to communicate 

directly with organizations not just to a media relations rep-

resentative. This undermines the traditional industry model.

3) IT— Another industry dramatically affected by social 

media is information technology, or IT. Communications 

technology is  faster, cheaper and more efficient now. Changes 

include integrating open APIs, evolving security structures to 

meet peer-to-peer activity, and rapidly evolving databases to 

allow for cross-pollination across departments (sales and mar-

keting/development to PR to customer service). It’s difficult 

adapting that so many IT execs find it easier to hide behind a 

policy and say no.69 

4) Sales and Marketing (or Development)—This depart-

ment likes social media, as long as it turns into hard return on 

investment (ROI). This is understandable, but social media is a 

relationship-driven medium. It requires a balance of patience 

and well-integrated, soft calls-to-action to deliver ROI. Many 

financially driven managers do not have the patience for the 
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organic nature of this process and can create errors in an at-

tempt to drive numbers.

5) Legal—The group that seems likely to be most difficult 

is the one that seems to be a lesser evil in the equation. While 

there certainly are implications to consider, overall, attorneys 

seem to get that it is in the organization’s best interest to use 

social media.70  Many are able to create policies and disclaimers 

that protect the organization while freeing it to participate. 

This gets thorny quickly, though, with a public issue in which 

the organization might be found liable, or  for highly regulated 

businesses or organizations (for example,  hospitals).

Management and Communications                      

Need an Attitude Adjustment

The two silos that must change first are the executive man-

agement team and the communications department. Man-

agement should bring more voices to the table. The internal 

battles to prevent social networked communications across 

departmental domains will be significant. Many entrenched 

executives rely on the safe and the known. They seek to pro-

tect their power, and cultural change often requires authority 

greater than theirs within the organization. Top-down support 

for social media adoption is essential.

The Humane Society of the United States is often cited as 

a top nonprofit using social media, in large part because of 

CEO Wayne Pacelle’s leadership. In addition to his own social 

media efforts, Pacelle encourages the entire organization to 

participate in social media on behalf of the Humane Society, 

making it an intrinsic part of their activities as members of 

the Fifth Estate. In addition to its seven-member, online com-
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munications department, program managers and volunteer 

activists routinely operate on behalf of HSUS.

This does not mean crowdsourcing your finances and trade 

secrets. It does acknowledge that real conversations involve 

more stakeholders than just the people inside the walls of the 

department, division or organization. It means embracing the 

Fifth Estate —– not as a group of meddling intruders, but as 

other people just like you, people expect a genuine relationship 

with your organization using social media tools.

If you are afraid of what will happen, here are a few 

thoughts for you:

• Competitors will read your conversations. They will see 

what you are doing. And in most cases their efforts to emulate 

you will fail because they are not you, and while you are open, 

your core offering is unique to your people and processes.

• Customers and partners will want to suggest that 

products, services or programs be run differently. And you 

know what? Some of their ideas could improve your company 

or lead you in new directions.

• The integrity of the company and internal relation-

ships will not be diminished. You will not lose power. Instead 

you will strengthen relationships and add more human capital 

and equity.

There are many case studies and books about the power of 

social media and the results it can achieve.71  Now it’s a ques-

tion of whether the team of lead executives, including the CEO, 

COO, CFO, CMO, etc. (the C-suite) is willing to embrace the 

difficult change to become a socially engaged enterprise. The 

C-suite needs to take responsibility for moving the cultural 
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bar toward openness. A decision means nothing without ensu-

ing action to change the way relational communications are 

approached throughout the organization. 

From a communications department perspective, an at-

titude adjustment could greatly benefit organizations. Instead 

of always showing a shiny, happy picture or offering top-down 

messages, there’s a need to get into the metaphorical streets 

and become members of the community.

Case in point: Consider one automaker which has experi-

enced troubles recently. Toyota’s USA Facebook fan page seems 

like a veritable lovefest and you would be tempted at first glance 

to think it was wonderful.  But as you scroll through, you see 

that no one from Toyota is communicating. When rare negative 

messages appear, a post from a community manager is the right 

corporate response. You won’t see that very often on Toyota’s fan 

page. Where’s the engagement? The top-down approach lives.

Conversely, check out Audi’s Facebook page. It responds 

to negative comments and interacts with friends throughout 

the week and the weekend. Its conversational tone is superior 

to that of the other auto manufacturers, who seem to either 

boast too much or use flat, corporate tones. 

For a nonprofit perspective, go to a well-run Facebook fan 

page like the Humane Society of the United States, and you’ll 

see three times the interaction from a community manager 

than you would on most nonprofit sites. This is participation-

based communications. It’s real, it’s human and it’s the kind 

of dialogue that people crave from companies. As powerful 

as these two brands are in their own fields, they don’t take an 

above-the-masses attitude.

Why does this work? Because companies are made of 
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people, and people want to talk to people, not brands. Over 

and over again, we’ve seen this approach work, from Zappos 

and Comcast Cares to livestrong and the National Wildlife 

Federation.

To become well liked by the Fifth Estate, you must become 

a member of the Fifth Estate. Consider the difference. The 

traditional method has your spokespeople — in the modern 

parlance, community managers — talking from ivory towers 

delivering messages. But in most social communities this is 

considered spamming. You need to get out there and have real 

dialogue with people.72  

Consider the Altimeter Group’s recent study, “The 8 Suc-

cess Criteria For Facebook Page Marketing.”73 Three of these 

marketing recommendations hold key tenants here. Be Up to 

Date” suggests an 80/20 rule, where only 20 percent of your up-

dates are about the company or organization. “Live Authentic-

ity” and “Participate in Dialogue” encourage organizations to 

provide a real person who has genuine, two-way conversations 

with people in real time, not someone delivering messaging.

From a social media standpoint, this means transforming 

the top-down marketing of information into a more , factual, 

journalistic approach. You’re an expert in your subject matter 

— so give them your information in a way that is responsive 

to community comments and concerns. This is what the com-

munity values, wants and needs, though it’s not necessarily 

what the organization wants to promote. 

Will it hurt your communications? No! Believe it or not, 

even when providing factual information, everyone assumes 

the organization is biased. There’s really little need to twist 

arms; people assume you want to sell products or advance 
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your cause. In fact, a smart, integrated approach will have calls 

to action to do just those things.

When it comes to the actual social part of the equation, 

focus on building relationships through good information and 

conversation to foster goodwill between you and the public, 

the community, employees and customers. This is the role 

of a modern ombudsmen representing an organization, the 

attitude of a Fifth Estate member who wishes to become an 

integral part of the community.

Moving from Silos to Hives

Revolutions involve violent, sudden change. Evolution 

dictates a migratory path toward change. While many Fifth 

Estate members cry for a revolution from the organizations 

that serve them, social media should instead approach the 

current culture in an evolutionary fashion. Social media won’t 

be accepted by an organization if it is a sudden uprising. Mi-

gration offers the best path to change.

Communication at its core is the exchange of thoughts, 

opinions or information by oral, written or visual means. It 

is more than just marketing, and by tracking the information 

flow, you can see its organizational architecture, workflow and 

cultural values.

Let’s consider a beehive for a moment. The basic nest ar-

chitecture for all honey bees is similar: “Honey is stored in the 

upper part of the comb; beneath it are rows of pollen-storage 

cells, worker-brood cells, and drone-brood cells, in that order. 

The peanut-shaped queen cells are normally built at the lower 

edge of the comb.”74 

Hives are adjacent to each other, and while their mem-
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bers all have roles, from producers (honey) and defenders to 

mates and rulers, these hives allow for fluid interaction. This 

is a much different mindset than a traditional corporate ar-

chitecture of silos. Silos or traditional departments are often 

represented as stand alone boxes connected by lines in the 

traditional organizational chart. Hive architecture allows for 

fluid information transfer and interaction among roles with 

hive cells placed next to each other on each independent face, 

as well as creating more open access to the outside.

Social media eases the process of moving toward an ex-

tended corporate hive with more empowered departments 

that engage with the outside world more frequently. A new 

structure embracing social media means empowering internal 

and external stakeholders with the ability to communicate, 

work and share information more fluidly across extended 

architecture. 

Social media is not meant to gut the organization or its 

purpose. Instead it should support a better outcome by helping 

the culture migrate to modern information use. The results can 

be more productivity, better customer relationships, financial 

rewards and better, revamped policies. 

Evolving Processes and Policy

To successfully adapt, executives should examine depart-

ment, division and enterprise missions and explore natural 

directions for improvement. This leads to a measurable social 

media result.  Time management, improved processes, out-

bound marketing communications, better customer relations, 

product marketing/development, return on investment or 

other organizational improvements are all achievable goals. 
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Marketing is the most talked-about mechanism, but there  are 

others—including customer service, investor relations and hu-

man resources. Whether it’s ensuring message integrity in conver-

sation, publishing public statements (and associated processes), 

handling legal issues or measuring performance, many processes 

within an enterprise stop people from using social media tools. 

I know  of one consultancy that tells its staff to use social media, 

but then asks workers why their billable time is down.

Adapt your HR and workflow processes to enable social 

media participation, instead of punishing people for it. Let 

people use the tools to talk to each other. Lower the firewall 

enough to let external stakeholders participate. 

Old industrial processes seek to close silos in an effort 

to compete and protect. Those defense mechanisms don’t 

always work anymore. Each process should be vetted in light 

of the potential gain. Does the risk this seeks to avoid really 

outweigh what we can achieve? Adjust accordingly. Here are 

some examples:

• Is there a process to vet online customer feedback? 

Or does the customer service department not interact with 

communications? And why? 

• Review processes that involve many stakeholders across 

the organization. Taking weeks to approve a news release or a 

Web page will not allow for live conversations about real issues 

• Set aside the notion that you will stick to a prescribed 

plan or course of action. Planning campaigns assumes that 

you are calling the shots. The new online communications 

environment is so fluid that more effective communicators 

have a playbook, and they enable rapid adjustment to the 
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evolving conversations that arise with the Fifth Estate. Often, 

substitutions are needed, and new paths develop.

• Impressions (clicks) and page views are no longer vi-

able measurement.

• Interactions with the Fifth Estate that lead toward a 

goal are. How are people rewarded for successfully commu-

nicating and participating? 

• In that vein, if 30 percent of your stakeholders’ time is 

spent online, have performance and job review measurements 

been adjusted to reflect that 30 percent online work? Or are 

people only going to get promoted for the number of media 

hits, trade show leads or webinar registrants? 

• Does your legal department prevent communication 

from occurring? And is that protection worth it in the new 

environment? 

It’s all about empowering the front line that interacts with 

the Fifth Estate and associated stakeholders; more people 

power versus less control. 

Don’t relinquish quality checks. The reality is while more 

brainpower is good; there are still dangers to crowdsourcing 

and idea markets. They require a lot of community manage-

ment, process and strategic direction (More on crowdsourcing 

in Chapters 4 and 7).75  

At their core, beehives still have queens. And organiza-

tions—while evolving to become Fifth Estate members with 

more open, information-friendly architectures—still need 

management and direction. Great decision making, while 

informed by additional and more varied sources, still runs 
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companies. Intelligently vetting information sources becomes 

a crucial component of making strong decisions.

Case Study: American Red Cross Crisis Data

During any crisis, the American Red Cross, response 
agencies and government organizations receive hun-
dreds—even thousands—of reports and requests for help 
from social media users. These calls for help are not always 
answered. Reports range from detailed analysis filed from a 
computer to text messages from smartphone users. 

A survey conducted by the American Red Cross showed 
that 69 percent of Americans said that emergency respond-
ers should be monitoring social media sites in order to 
quickly send help—and nearly half believe a response 
agency is probably already responding to any urgent request 
they might see. Moreover, 74 percent expected help to come 
less than an hour after their tweet or Facebook post.

Currently there is no process or technology identified 
to facilitate sharing and validating this data, although tools 
like Ushahidi are starting to make strides. Routing these 
social media reports would be a crucial next step in crisis 
response for governing agencies. The American Red Cross 
wanted to take the lead in starting a conversation to con-
sider next-generation social networking tools to extend its 
capacity to facilitate crisis response to the larger community. 

Engagement

The capacity to respond could be developed from three 
camps: tech-savvy community of providers and agencies, 
from first responders and government, and from the wider 
community of social media users. The American Red Cross 
wanted to resolve how to effectively collaborate with these 
groups to manage expectations and make progress toward 
a solution. On a second level, the power of the community 
to help each other during a crisis is largely untapped and 
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could potentially fuel the relevance of the Red Cross for 
years to come. In the words of  the American Red Cross’ 
Wendy Harman, “Your neighbors are your first responders.”  

The American Red Cross began by defining the prob-
lem to key stakeholders. A whitepaper was publicized on 
a Posterous Blog (http://emergencysocialdata.posterous.
com/) that gave compelling examples from prior disasters 
to demonstrate severity, outline the survey results, and de-
velop a list of questions to be addressed at the Emergency 
Social Data Summit. All materials and event promotions 
were made available on a unified page at the American Red 
Cross blog (http://redcrosschat.org/about-the-emergency-
social-data-summit).

The Emergency Social Data White Paper and the sur-
vey findings were provided to both influencers online as 
well as the traditional media. The American Red Cross’s 
well-followed Twitter and Facebook accounts were used 
to announce the availability of these materials. They also 
heavily promoted these materials to the attendees, who 
were encouraged to use the Twitter hashtag, “#crisisdata” 
in their online conversations.

The Red Cross developed the content and promoted a 
summit, which was held simultaneously at Red Cross head-
quarters in Washington, D.C., and online on Aug. 12, 2010. 
The event was attended in person by approximately 160 
high-level government, media, social media, tech, nonprofit 
organizations and local responders. Online participation 
occurred using social media via hashtags, U-Stream, and 
a Twitter-specific chat with more than 1,000 participants  
The off- and online real-time feedback and participation 
was recorded in a crisis data wiki.

The effort was wrapped with a summary report from 
the conference with findings, suggestions and challenges 
moving forward. This document synthesized the main ideas 
from the event and the live town hall. It included recom-
mendations for vetting technology ideas, including seven 
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areas for the community to focus to build a next-generation 
emergency social data response system.

Results

The American Red Cross received input from a wide 
variety of sources that will help shape the nonprofit’s future 
efforts. By the numbers:

1. The white paper was read 878 times as of Aug. 24, 
2010 (Scrib’d data). 

2. 167 people attended the Emergency Social Data 
Summit in Washington, D.C., on Aug. 12, 2010. Attendees 
included first responders, local and federal government, 
media and citizens and technology companies. High-level 
influencers attended and participated in the conference, 
including the White House, FEMA, CNN, several influential 
bloggers and many others (see full speakers list http://bit.
ly/bwax53).

3. On Aug. 12, 2010, 4,730 tweets with the hashtag 
#crisisdata were sent. For an eight-day period, Aug. 10-17, 
2010, there were 5,742 tweets from 1,267 contributors, 
exceeding 1,000 online participants.

4. On Twitter, more than 50 percent of the tweets were 
retweets, showing that the nuggets being shared were viral 
and being shared widely.

5. 396 people registered to watch the online event via 
UStream, and on average there were about 300 people 
watching the stream during the event.

6. 385 mentions across blogs and Facebook demon-
strated a larger conversation occurring about the topic, 
inspired by the conference itself, its marketing, the study 
or associated news coverage. 

7. The #crisisdata hashtag (wthashtag.com/Crisisdata) 
is being used 50-100 times a week after the conference to 
continue the conversation and share research and docu-
mentation to further this cause.
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The Red Cross is now in conversations with several 
organizations and programs to address these issues. In 
addition, working groups (which are outlined in the final 
chapter of the white paper) will be convening over the 
coming months to work out details for possible solutions 
to better address crisis data.

The Role of Social Media Policy

The organizational social media policy becomes a crucial 

document for employees. It defines what is safe to do, what the 

organization frowns upon, and how employees can navigate their 

day-to-day responsibilities while maintaining a social presence.

A social media policy is a living document reflecting 

management’s ethos about how much latitude the organiza-

tion allows in online public conversations. As an organization 

becomes comfortable with social media and its interactions 

with the Fifth Estate, the policy likely will encourage more 

transparency and authenticity. It also will reflect lessons 

learned: some of them are painful but necessary experiences on 

the path toward more extended, networked communications.

Several best-practices documents have been created on what 

should be included in such a policy. Consider recommendations 

by Cision (http://bit.ly/cisionSMP) and the Society of New 

Communications Research (SNCR) (http://bit.ly/SNCRSMP). 

These are good starting points, but keep in mind that your 

culture is unique. You may have special qualities to showcase 

or regulations that prevent you from talking openly (SEC, 

HIPPA, government clearance, client/case confidentiality). 

Perhaps your organization just wants to be conservative with 

its initial use of social media, and that’s okay, too.
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The Social Media Governance site published a list of open 

social media policies (http://bit.ly/SMgovern) representing 

almost every type of organization imaginable, from Cisco to 

the New Zealand State Services Commission.76  Your organiza-

tion might want to review them to see which ones work for 

you and your type of business or nonprofit. You could find 

that parts of different policies fit your organization. Feel free 

to use them, as long as you provide attribution, as the Ameri-

can Red Cross did with its social media policy for personal 

communications.77 

Just remember that many of your employees are members 

of the Fifth Estate themselves. To deny access in any form only 

encourages anonymous postings and veiled remarks. After all, 

to become truly visible in social media, you must, at least to 

some extent, participate in the Fifth Estate as a community 

member.78 

Chapter three SnapShotS

To effectively communicate with members of the Fifth 

Estate, organizations need to transform their cultures to en-

able success. Most organizations are structured to compete in 

a mass communications world, but within micromedia forms, 

those cultures are antiquated. The process of looking inside 

and adapting an organization’s culture is a crucial precursor 

to social media success.

Culture and Silos

When faced with a new technology or function, most 

organizations delegate its use to a specific department, ef-

fectively creating a silo of expertise. However, silos prevent 
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free-flowing, networked communications and hurt social 

media adoption. The top five silos in a company are execu-

tive management, communications, IT, sales and marketing, 

and legal.

Executives and Communicators Lead the Change

Change within an organization starts at the top. Without 

executives leading the charge, it’s unlikely that an organization 

will adopt social media successfully. Similarly, communicators 

provide a key adoption point. When they move to embrace 

conversations as opposed to trying to control them, they be-

come a key ingredient of social media success.

Moving from Silos to Hives: Examining Processes

Once the organizational drivers are in place, transforma-

tion can begin. This change is evolutionary, not revolutionary. 

Processes should be examined in a manner that facilitates 

information flow. One way to visualize a process is to consider 

whether or not it allows for networked interactions, similar 

to a beehive. This allows for hierarchy, while empowering 

individuals.

The Role of Social Media Policy

A social media policy helps you communicate your orga-

nization’s approach to online communication for employees. 

It helps adoption and facilitates clear understanding of what 

can and cannot be done. This living document should reflects 

the organization’s evolving experience.





Chapter 4

Crafting a Strategy

79

You’ve invested a lot of time and effort to connect with the 

Fifth Estate. Now it’s time to build your communications 

strategy for online media. Traditionally, when engaging in a 

marketing effort, organizations establish a goal or desired out-

come, identify their target audiences and map their strategies. 

Acting much like a general in the field, the most successful 

communicators research their audience before they engage, 

understanding their stakeholders’ needs. Then they ascertain 

which media to use, what timing to employ, how to use tac-

tics within those media and implement calls to action they 

must use to achieve their goals. The strategists often select 

the tactics most likely to succeed within their budget, create 

measurements to gauge the success of their efforts and, finally, 

launch their campaign. 
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Social media and technical savvy do not equate to mar-

keting strategy.79  Nor do blogs, a bookmarking widget or 

crowdsourcing. What does count is creating a meaningful 

way, a method, an overarching course, to attract and keep the 

attention of your stakeholders. The rest is tactical. 

Some say that social media does not deserve a strategy, 

that it is a tactical tool set. Others disagree. In reality, it’s nei-

ther. You can have strategy with social media, with integrated 

communications or with traditional communications alone. 

The definition of strategy remains simple. According to the 

Oxford Dictionary, it is  “a plan of action or policy designed 

to achieve a major or overall aim.” As communicators, we 

overcomplicate the conversation about plans to get from A to 

B with discussions about tactics. It is no coincidence that many 

communications “strategies,” with or without social media, 

often are really justifications for communications program 

existence or merely tactics in disguise. Other plans have an 

overabundance of tactics, ways for organizations to play with 

the latest shiny social media tools. These “strategies” lack the 

context of a plan to achieve an objective.

The Fifth Estate can use social media to talk back and even 

to reject online communications. It also can use it to reject 

traditional communications. In late 2008, Motrin launched 

an ad campaign on a Friday targeted toward mothers with 

young children. The ad intimated that back pain resulting 

from carrying a child would cause mothers to cry, and that 

Motrin was there for them.  Bloggers who were moms found 

the ad patronizing and started tweeting and blogging about 

it. Motrin wasn’t listening. By the weekend’s end, the Motrin 

brand was in the middle of a firestorm that ended up taking 
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a week to subside. And it took a public apology from Motrin 

and parent company Johnson & Johnson, which pulled the 

advertisement. 

Social media’s inherently two-way nature creates a tool 

set that requires unique approaches and subsets of strategy 

to successfully engage the Fifth Estate. Further, many com-

munications departments try to ignore social voices, as was 

the case with Motrin. Mistake. As we have seen over and over, 

the Fourth and Fifth Estates are intrinsically linked. While you 

may have a unique social media strategy, it would be unwise 

to keep it isolated within the organization because your tradi-

tional media relations, customer service and donor relations 

all may be affected in short order. 80 

When it’s well-integrated, the whole communications ef-

fort is better—in large part because the Fifth Estate members 

don’t delineate and parse the types of media they consume 

into boxes like social, broadcast, print and cable. You would 

be hard-pressed to find someone who literally says to their 

friends, “I am going to use social media tonight.” (Integration 

is discussed in Chapter 5 as part of tactical execution.) Most 

people go about their day inundated by a variety of media and 

messages, and they rarely can remember where they first saw 

a brand or product. Communicators are in a perpetual losing 

battle for the attention of media-saturated minds, and that’s 

why strategy matters now more than ever.81 A well-devised 

strategy enables your program to break through the clutter. 

The truth is, advertising  (and more recently, media relations) 

started to lose effectiveness a long time ago.  This diminution 

led to Positioning theories and strategies from Al Ries and 

Jack Trout 30 years ago.82  At that time, there were only 50 
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cable channels and no consumer Internet, much less social 

media. The situation since has grown much more ominous 

for communicators as their empty platitudes and PR messages 

fall flat, failing at astonishing rates. 

At the heart of Positioning was an understanding of what 

makes people fall in love with causes, products, services and 

ideas. Getting into the minds of donors, advocates, citizens 

and buyers, and enticing them to become interested in your 

efforts is a great accomplishment. It’s hard cutting through the 

clutter, achieving impact and retaining their commitment. It 

means you’ve listened, that you understand them, value them, 

and can build meaningful experiences that resonate in their 

minds and hearts. You have cultivated the trust of the Fifth 

Estate and positioned yourself to cut through the extremely 

fractured traditional and social media environment.  You will 

not only be heard, but possibly even welcomed. In this media 

environment, that’s a form of seduction. And it’s also a sign 

of a good old-fashioned marketing strategy.83 

Positioning has been important in two-party engagements 

for millennia. Consider Sun Tzu’s classic quote from the an-

cient Chinese military text Art of War, “The art of war teaches 

us to rely not on the likelihood of the enemy’s not coming, 

but on our own readiness to receive him; not on the chance 

of his not attacking, but rather on the fact that we have made 

our position unassailable.”84  True, your chosen community is 

not your enemy, but they are also not your willing cohort in 

marketing. It is important to consider your effort from their 

point of view, and that’s why great campaigns find their basis 

in strategic positioning statements.

Your positioning statement should dictate the messages 
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used during media interactions. If your cause, service or 

product is worthy and you are successfully positioned, com-

municating becomes easy. In social media, as with advertis-

ing, if you can create meaningful communications, then your 

strategy is likely to work across diverse traditional media, as 

well. The only thing that changes are the tactics. Positioning 

is all about finding a way to cut through the clutter with a 

strategy that sets you apart and persuades stakeholders that 

they should give you that listen. 

Great strategies are unique and simple, and they ring clear 

and true. They stand out in a crowd and attract the right peo-

ple––those whose attention we are working so hard to attain. 

But as the author of Made to Stick, Dan Heath said, “Simple 

is not easy.”85  The simpler a plan is, the more elegant it is. 

Consider the name of a social media darling charity: water. 

Right away people assume the cause is water related, an ac-

curate depiction of the 501(c)(3) that seeks to provide clean 

water in African countries. Successful simplicity requires a 

deft hand. It is the mark of the truly experienced craftsman. 

People should be proud to be simple.

A community’s interests lie at the heart of any social media 

initiative.  Initiatives succeed when an organization creates 

content that serves those interests.86  

If you have read this book to this point, then you al-

ready are listening to your online community to get an 

understanding of your stakeholders. So keep it simple. If 

you know your community is 50 rocket scientists in the 

western United States, create your initiative for them, not 

the entire blogosphere. Whether they are affiliated en masse 

with a community like Facebook or a micro-community of 
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philatelists who use blogs to discuss their latest stamp finds, 

your stakeholders enjoy specific types of information and 

content that is relevant to them. 

It’s important to explore your competitors and their initia-

tives. Are they respected by the community? Are they being 

discussed—negatively or positively?  See how the community 

reacts to organizations selling to them versus organizations 

successfully turning the community into advocates for their 

services. Analyze their efforts in comparison to your research 

findings about what makes the community tick. Some of these 

efforts will have failed, and it’s important to know why.

In some cases, you can use market research studies—sur-

veys of social network members. Some networks like Facebook 

and LinkedIn offer these direct-access forms of research.87  

Many members will not take the survey, but that is similar to 

survey participation in the brick–and–mortar world.

Your existing listening program, your initial efforts at so-

cial media within your organization, and your analysis of the 

competitive space and any market research available should 

make it possible to map out a successful social media program.  

Look for pointers, including specific subject areas, types of 

popular stories, and content and noted hot topics. 

If strategy can be defined as the terms and conditions of 

how to engage with the Fifth Estate (or whether to engage 

at all), then there are many unique ways to do so. Individual 

voices, teams, mainstream social networks, applications, pages, 

groups, documents, wikis, your blog, their blogs—the list goes 

on and on. Be careful. In a world full of bells and whistles 

it’s easy to succumb to “shiny-object syndrome.” Instead, it’s 
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important focus on the actual strategy, the plan of approach 

toward your community. 

The following four categories are the primary types of 

social media strategy that organizations use online:

Participation: This may refer to an individual (often called 

a social media or community manager) or, in more sophis-

ticated organizations, a team of people whose job is to have 

conversations with their communities of interest. The primary 

purposes of their activities are interaction, building trust and 

developing relationships. Most customer service accounts on 

Twitter fall into this category.

Participation also is a precursor for success in the other 

three primary areas of social media strategy. In many ways it’s 

a two-step of listening and responding—basic, functional and 

necessary for any kind of dance, and utilitarian enough that 

you can get away with it for one night. In addition, participa-

tion is a maintenance strategy to continue a presence between 

large initiatives. 

One of the best examples of an organization that fosters 

participation is the nonprofit Social Media Club. It’s no co-

incidence that co-founder Chris Heuer is one of the original 

proponents of participation marketing on the social web. So-

cial Media Club began in 2006 with meetings in San Francisco. 

Now more than 200 chapters exist around the globe to host 

conversations on and offline that explore key societal issues 

raised by transformative social technologies. 

Service: Want to make Fifth Estate friends? Serve it with 

great data, content and applications. This seems pretty easy, 

but there’s a fine line between serving and spamming that 
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most inexperienced marketers don’t recognize. In fact, many 

organizations begin their social media experiences by pub-

lishing content without knowing what their audience is, or if 

they even have one. 

If you engage in listening as the necessary precursor to 

social media engagement, your success becomes much likelier. 

Add participation and network-building before serving the 

community with content, and your chance of success increases 

further. Your application, wiki or content will be much more 

likely to resonate with the community, because your organiza-

tion will be better informed about what it wants.

An example of a content server is Rubbermaid, with its 

Adventures in Organization blog. Some entries feature prod-

ucts, but in all cases the blog explains about how to organize 

your house, other places or when on outings. “Adventures in 

Organization” provides  potential stakeholders with practical 

information that matters in their day-to-day lives.88 

Top-Down: Many organizations assume they will not be 

able to invest the time in the grassroots effort necessary for 

full community participation, nor do they want to commit to 

a long-term content offering. Instead, they opt to build rela-

tionships with influencers, people that the larger community 

trusts and responds to, from bloggers to active social network 

participants. They seek blog coverage or social network profile 

endorsements, using a relevant offering to the influencer. By 

building relationships with critical influencers, they hope the 

communities that follow those leading voices will follow suit.

The Gap engaged in an outreach program before the 2010 

BlogHer conference, offering 100 influential female bloggers a 

$400 shopping allowance and a styling appointment at a local 
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Gap. These women were described as influencers and speakers 

at a conference where Gap clothes would be seen by hundreds 

of other women. Many speakers tweeted using a #gapmagic 

hashtag and blogged about their experience, and most wore 

their new Gap clothes during the conference. “Smart market-

ing all around,” Marketing Roadmaps blogger and Gap Magic 

participant Susan Getgood said.89 

Empowerment: The hardest of all forms of social media 

strategy, empowerment assumes that the organization will 

commit to building a far-flung community. The empowered 

Fifth Estate members create conversations and ideas that are 

so extensive they exist well beyond the organization’s reach. 

Instead, the company or nonprofit becomes much more of a 

host and facilitator, available when called upon. The organi-

zation then creates initiatives and helps to sustain the effort 

over the long term. Crowdsourcing—including large-scale 

multi-city events, cause-based initiatives and far-flung internal 

organizational communities—is the most common example 

of the empowerment strategy. 

Consider 350’s efforts with this type of strategy. The non-

profit organizes an annual global day of environmental action 

to reduce carbon dioxide omissions. 350 uses social tools to 

help local organizers develop their own events, to promote 

the events and to keep their stakeholders informed. In 2010, 

350 organized 10/10/10 Work Parties to get people focused 

on actions, signing up more than 10,000 event organizers in 

188 countries,

Most individual strategies fall under one of those four 

classifications. More than one strategy type can be in play at 
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once, obviously, depending on an organization’s capacity and 

initiative. 

We will examine each of these four types of social media 

strategy in more depth. But first, we need to explore and ex-

plain Shiny Object Syndrome.

Shiny Object Syndrome: Don’t Fondle the Hammer

When seeking to inspire a conversation about one’s initia-

tive—whether it’s a product, a cause or simply education—the 

first instinct is to reach for the hot, shiny tool of the day. Since 

Now Is Gone was written, the shine has shifted from blogs to 

Facebook/Twitter, then to widgets and applications, then to 

iPhone and Android apps, then to location–based networks 

that let you check into places and post comments on your 

phone like FourSquare and Gowalla, then to tablets like the 

iPad and so on.

First dubbed “Shiny Object Syndrome” by PR–Squared 

blogger Todd Defren in 2005, this phenomenon drives orga-

nizations, companies and individuals to adapt the hottest new 

social communications tool, often based on peer pressure, buzz 

or a desire to be one of the first.90 The syndrome undercuts 

strategic approaches to social media communication.

Ace social technology analyst Jeremiah Owyang has 

called the phenomenon “Fondling the Hammer”91  because 

web strategists often focus on the tool rather than on their 

approach. While we have a general strategy toward creating 

a great conversation, we need to best understand how to par-

ticipate within that community and create an approach that 

will work with it, rather than just running to the shelf and 

picking up the latest cool tool.
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Shiny Object Syndrome can waste financial resources, re-

sulting in terrible consequences for organizations, executives 

and communicators alike.

In Charlene Li and Josh Bernoff ’s classic book Ground-

swell, the statement  “concentrate on the relationships, not the 

technologies” is almost perfect. The community drives social 

media. The technology does not drive the Fifth Estate, but 

rather empowers it with a continually evolving set of tools. Li 

and Bernoff also note that Shiny Object Syndrome can become 

a major barrier to success.92 

Getting beyond a focus on tools requires the lead com-

municator to revisit the master conversation strategy.93  As 

unsexy as it is, a blog or a widget may still be your most pow-

erful tool. A healthy evaluation of social media tools should 

reveal which ones your stakeholders and their influencers are 

using—and thus which you should use as you seek to forge 

relationships with them.

Participation Is Marketing

Participation means more than simply acting as a member 

of the Fifth Estate. It means contributing to its success. Go 

beyond simply talking to build value for a community. While 

dialogue is definitely a big part of an organization’s role in this 

new world, it’s still crucial to do more. Comment on other rel-

evant sites, discuss issues that matter to the larger community 

(and not just your organization’s business), link back to other 

sites and participate in the community’s relevant events. 

There are many ways to take part, and many contemporary 

marketing blogs and books discuss these specific tactics. But 



90    Welcome to the Fifth Estate

©2011 Geoff Livingston
www.welcometothefifthestate.com

there’s still a strategic approach to participation that many 

marketers fail to recognize.

Social Media Club Co-Founder Chris Heuer emphasizes 

that participation equates to direct marketing in online social 

networks. It’s at this basic point that the concept of an orga-

nization as a member of the community occurs.94 

Heuer said: “The reason for [an organization’s] forma-

tion was to help people with a specific problem, desire or 

need—that the all-important intention of contributing to the 

community by participating in it was their original purpose. 

It is this key shift in thinking, returning to the roots of our 

society and the organization’s role in it, that is represented 

by my simple, snack-sized sound bite that participation is 

marketing.”95 

Through participation, your organization builds great 

relationships, encouraging your community members to tell 

you what they need. Your business will thrive because it’s help-

ing people. In short, participation attracts customers from 

your specific community. These customers build more value 

through relationship-oriented loyalty as opposed to simply 

being satisfied with a purchase or experience.96  This is true 

of small and large organizations. 

livestrong has a high interaction rate with its Facebook 

fans, Twitter followers and on its blog. The conversational 

tone is one of camaraderie, and it extends beyond the official 

page and handle and into the staff ’s communications online. 

livestrong CEO Doug Ulman leads the charge, while Brooke 

McMillan, the community manager, maintains a steady 

presence.
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Case Study: Network Solutions

“Voice of the Customer” Program

Network Solutions sought to engage in a reputation 
building social public relations effort called Voice of the 
Customer. Phase one began on July 1, 2008, as an effort 
to directly engage generators of negative commentary on 
blogs, Twitter and forums in a listen-and-respond con-
versation. The company was receiving 58 percent negative 
comments on blog posts, comments and social network 
posts (as of June 30, 2008). This was caused by a variety of 
issues, from its own service to negative coverage from such 
prominent Fifth Estate bloggers as Michael Arrington.  

The goal of the program was to reduce negative com-
mentary by more than 20 percent, effectively positioning 
the company as a more reputable solutions provider. At 
the heart of the reputation-management program was a 
serious, long-term commitment from Network Solutions 
to identify, listen to and attempt to promptly resolve prob-
lems. The company believed just saying “we care” wasn’t 
enough, and it sought to do everything possible to resolve 
problems. It used the Voice of the Customer as a catalyst 
to evolve Network Solutions offerings. 

Engagement

Network Solutions’ effort started behind Director of 
Social Media Shashi Bellamkonda’s considerable Twitter 
presence, a new customer-service-oriented Twitter ac-
count called @netsolcares to resolve negative tweets and a 
blog called “Solutions Are Power.” In addition, a listening 
program was deployed so that Network Solutions could 
participate in negative conversations about the company, 
and thus hopefully resolve issues.
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In some cases, Network Solutions couldn’t provide 
the answer people wanted to hear, but people knew the 
company was engaged. It made an immediate difference. 
Consider the following commentary:

Maybe this Social Media Thing Works After All: “It 
takes a certain level of complete and utter dissatisfaction 
for someone (or at least me) to blog about it. It’s unfortu-
nate that a blog entry (NOT our letter to customer service) 
caught the attention of the uppers at Network Solutions, but 
it’s smart of them to monitor the chatter. And it’s appreci-
ated, as a person who had a situation that needed rectifying.”

The company noticed an immediate downtick in 
negative comments and a surprisingly warm embrace of 
the company’s efforts. Emboldened, the company began 
diversifying its efforts based on feedback over months and 
eventually years. It launched a study and an associated 
conference to serve small business owners with pertinent 
information about growing a business online. It added a 
content channel––Women Grow Business.

“Just by beginning a conversation, Network Solutions 
was able to show its customers that it cared for feedback 
and was willing to assist existing customers and prospects,” 
Bellamkonda said. “Through the GrowSmartBiz conference 
and events for entrepreneurs and small business, Network 
Solutions showed thought leadership that the community 
appreciated with positive blog posts.” 

Results

Network Solutions reduced negative commentary 
about the company from 58 percent to 23 percent.  Even 
more importantly, positive conversations online signifi-
cantly increased, from 20 percent to 54 percent, helping the 
company develop a new, more positive reputation in social 
media circles. Given that it’s an Internet services company, 
this was a primary influencer audience for the organization.
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Today, Network Solutions may have as many as 2,500 
customer engagements a month on Twitter. On Facebook, 
50 percent of Network Solutions’ group actively engages 
with the company for customer service and active discus-
sions. Finally, while the company sought to manage its 
reputation through social media, it can attribute approxi-
mately $400,000 of direct revenue to social media efforts.

Intangible benefits include a shift in perception of 
Network Solutions as not just a domain registrar but also 
a thought leader in small business growth. The company is 
often cited for its ability to use social media tools to maxi-
mize its customers’ satisfaction. Finally, Network Solutions 
won the 2008 SNCR Award for Excellence in Corporate 
Reputation Management using Social Media and the 2009 
International Association of Bussiness Communicators’ 
Golden Quill Award for Excellence in Social Media.

The Editorial Mission: Build Value for the Community

The pyramid below demonstrates the service-oriented 

model, using the technographics profile created by Charlene Li 

and Josh Bernoff to explain the types of Fifth Estate members. 

From this perspective, the organizational social communicator 

uses social media tools to create valuable content, ultimately 

meant to serve spectators—specifically, an organization’s 

stakeholders. In this model, basic Fifth Estate members have 

the power to participate (or not), and as such they should be 

kept on top or given the most power in the overall community 

by joining the conversation through friending or subscription, 

collecting by creating bookmarks or sharing links, or criticiz-

ing with direct interaction. Any member of the Fifth Estate 

also can be a content creator, as the ladder is fluid. (Find out 
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what your community’s technographic profile is here: http://

bit.ly/seeyours.) 

Content and social media marketing is best approached in 

this way—as opposed to top–down. Serving the community 

becomes the top priority97,and creating value builds oppor-

tunity in a win-win fashion for your organization and for 

your larger community. In this particular instance, valuable 

and well-structured content geared toward a social network’s 

needs allows you to contribute, participate and also garner 

respect. By creating content and tools that better suit the Fifth 

Estate’s needs, its members will naturally come to trust your 

effort and will want to communicate with you. 

It may seem parochial, but one thing organizational Fifth 

Estate media creators can learn from the Fourth Estate is the 
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creation of exceptional content aimed at a particular commu-

nity. Garnering thousands, or millions, of readers (depend-

ing on the size of the community) requires superior content, 

continued innovation and ongoing creativity.

“In order to implement a successful strategy, think like a 

publisher,” said David Meerman Scott in his book, The New 

Rules of Marketing & PR. “Marketers at the organizations suc-

cessfully using the new rules recognize the fact that they are 

not purveyors of information, and they manage content as a 

valuable asset with the same care that a publishing company 

does.”98 

Great social media efforts use an editorial mission to 

guide content creation and fulfill a purpose. One of the most 

popular sites on the Internet, Lolcats from ICanHazCheez-

burger, features user-generated content with cats caught 

in unusual positions and fanciful captions written by their 

owners. Though there is a less-popular dog version, you will 

not see dog pictures on Lolcats, nor will you see hamsters. Its 

singular focus makes the site a big success. It also has extended 

the content to become a successful iPhone application.

In traditional media, on–target content is written with 

a purpose to educate or inform readers, listeners or viewers 

about a particular or general subject matter. If content wavers 

from that mission, a managing or executive editor whose job 

centers on fulfilling the editorial objective and serving the 

community, often discards it.

Marketers have to understand the importance of editorial 

missions—not only for outbound PR efforts, but for their 

own online media efforts. By sticking to an editorial mission 

statement, your media—applications, blogs, widgets or pages 
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—stay on track, creating value for the community by provid-

ing relevant content and tools. 

There’s a major pitfall to avoid in an editorial mission: 

Overtly promoting the company. This error still is one of the 

most common reasons organizational media initiatives fail. 

Communicators engage in social media because they want 

to market themselves, and they think social media forms are 

just another way to promote their wares. This error creates 

applications, blogs, Facebook pages, Twitter feeds, videos and 

widgets that are never downloaded, played, read or used. 

Promotional content and applications bore the casual Fifth 

Estate member. People don’t care about organizations unless 

they better their lives. Consider a recent Pew Internet study 

that shows people’s primary reason for interacting online. 

Eighty-five percent of Americans agreed with this statement: 

“In 2010, when I look at the big picture and consider my 

personal friendships, marriage and other relationships, I see 

that the Internet has mostly been a positive force on my social 

world.”99  Become a positive force in your stakeholders’ world 

with your content, and you will succeed.

Sales pitches have no inherent value to someone who’s 

interested in the company’s general category. Simply being 

sold to by a corporation fails to meet casual users’ needs and 

defeats the reason behind their use of social media. Content 

must appeal to the community, and this means making it valu-

able and interesting. Promotion only works when it creates 

substantial value for your community. 

Content should be authentic, providing information 

consistent with the organization’s natural areas of expertise. 

This expertise is the organization’s primary source of value to 
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a community. Further, sharing relevant, interesting, subject-

matter-specific content allows the company to build its image 

as a community leader and expert. 

Though an editorial mission may change as your media 

initiative evolves, the mission shapes your creation of content, 

ensuring that it stays on track.

Also important are editorial standards that give general 

guidance for content creation. For example, encourage cross-

linking and references to other blogs, avoid attacks on others 

and limit videos to two minutes.  These are guidelines that 

help your effort become consistent and known to its com-

munity. Of course, guidelines should be flexible, but content 

can wander without them.

Case Study: InvisiblePeople.TV

Mark Horvath is a free agent, a one-man army who has 
taken social media tools to fight homelessness as a video 
blogger, and now, because of his efforts, he has evolved his 
efforts to become a 501c3 certified charity. What started 
and continues as InvisiblePeople.tv has recently evolved to 
include We Are Visible (wearevisible.com), a site that pro-
vides homeless people with online tools to communicate, 
connect, tell their stories and engage in action.

InvisiblePeople.tv wants to change the general public’s 
paradigms on homelessness. Basically, it empowers home-
less people to tell their own stories using YouTube, Twitter 
and InvisiblePeople.tv. The strategy revolves around con-
tent through good storytelling and providing real tangible 
actions, a participation ethos of treating everyone with 
respect, doing what is right even when others don’t, and 
gratitude.

“The goal is to make the ‘invisible people’ in society 
more visible by bringing them out of the shadows where 
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they are ignored,” Horvath said. “We’re using social media 
to expose the pain, hardship and hopelessness that millions 
of people face each day.”

Engagement
Since its launch in November 2008, InvisiblePeople.tv 

has used video blog (vlog) entries and social networks to 
share the compelling, gritty and unfiltered stories of home-
less people from Los Angeles to Washington, D.C. The vlog 
gets up close and personal with veterans, mothers, children, 
layoff victims and others who have been forced onto the 
streets by a variety of circumstances.

Each week, Horvath highlights homeless citizens’ 
stories on InvisiblePeople.tv and high-traffic sites such as 
YouTube, Twitter and Facebook, proving to a global audi-
ence that while the homeless often may be ignored, they 
are far from invisible. One story at a time, videos posted 
on InvisiblePeople.tv deliver a call to action that is being 
answered by national brands, nonprofit organizations and 
everyday citizens who now are committed to participating 
in the fight against homelessness. In addition, founder 
Mark Horvath is an outstanding networker at conferences 
and online, cultivating strong relationships with crucial 
influencers across the blogosphere.

At the time of writing, Horvath had just launched We 
Are Visible, which provides people dealing with poverty 
and homelessness the tools they need to get online and 
have a voice. The site teaches them how to sign up for 
e-mail, open a Twitter account, join Facebook, create a 
blog and, in general, take advantage of the benefits of 
online social media. It also has the potential to become 
a model for virtual case management as it helps build a 
community among homeless people and support-service 
providers.

Results
Horvath would tell you that hits, page views and follow-

ers probably all are important. But the real results happen 
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when people take action. Here are some of the many actions 
Horvath has inspired:

•    Getting a homeless veteran’s RV out of impound.
•    Starting housing programs.
•    Providing shelter for homeless citizens.
•    Providing homeless children with new shoes.
•    A farmer donated 40 acres of land that is now being 

farmed to grow food for low income families at a public 
school.

•    Providing a homeless citizen with a tablet to blog.
•   Providing shelter and gifts to a homeless family 

during Christmas.
“There are far too many things to list,” Horvath said. 

“YouTube gave us the front page for 24 hours, and over 
2 million people touched homelessness who would have 
probably rolled up their window at an exit ramp.

“The cool thing about We Are Visible is that homeless 
people are helping other homeless people,” Horvath added. 
“I didn’t expect that. One homeless father is even collecting 
cans to print We Are Visible fliers to hand out.”

The History of Influencer Theory

Successful online word-of-mouth or grassroots market-

ing involves an attention phase where community influencers 

embrace and spread the message. Many organizations who do 

not have the resources or the time to allocate to a long-term 

participation or content initiative opt to engage in influencer 

relations. They add blogger and social network influencer 

lists to their media relations pitch sheet. But while assigning 

Fifth Estate relations to people who normally interact with the 

Fourth Estate may make linear sense, it contradicts the nature 

of the social web and the way it works. Online communities 
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are about participation, and media relations tends to revolve 

around pitching people story ideas, similar to sales.

In fact, the dynamics of influence is a highly disputed 

topic, and getting your idea embraced by those who can best 

spread the word could require a different strategy than simply 

purchasing a list. The discussion about what influence really 

is has been ongoing since the social web first began. 

Nine years ago, Malcolm Gladwell’s The Tipping Point 

(2002) discussed influencers by describing Connectors, Ma-

vens and Salesmen models. Gladwell argued that select sets of 

people disseminate ideas to the public, and they have unique 

attributes—trust networks, subject-matter expertise or sales 

skills. 

Yahoo’s Duncan Watts wrote a widely discussed coun-

terpoint to Gladwell on Fast Company a couple of years ago 

dismissing “The Law of the Few”:

…in the large majority of cases, the cascade began with an 

average Joe (although in cases where an Influential touched off 

the trend, it spread much further). To stack the deck in favor 

of Influentials, Watts changed the simulation, making them 

10 times more connected… But the rank-and-file citizen was 

still far more likely to start a contagion.100 

Other important books have discussed the influencers, 

and in particular their online role. They augment the power 

of the few theory:

• Ben McConnell and Jackie Huba’s book Citizen 

Marketers (2006) discusses the one-percenters, the select few 

content creators who drive online conversations.

• Chris Brogan and Julien Smith discussed influenc-

ers’ role in social media in Trust Agents (2009). Their theory 
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centers on building online trust and relationships rather than 

marketing messages to drive influence.

• Beth Kanter and Allison Fine’s The Networked Non-

profit (2010) features uber-influential free agents crashing into 

the walls of storied cultures.

There are those who swear influencers can be limited to 

a much smaller group known as Dunbar’s number—roughly 

150 people (the concept was first proposed by British anthro-

pologist Robin Dunbar). Dunbar’s theory acknowledges a 

cognitive limit to the number of people with whom one can 

maintain stable social relationships. These are relationships 

in which an individual knows who each person is and how 

each person relates to every other person.101 

So which theory is correct? Where’s the influence—with 

the uber-connected one-percenter as discussed by Jackie Huba, 

or the Kanter/Fine free agent? Or the person who lights the 

spark within his/her community of 150? Well, all are right 

and wrong. Many A-list influencers (and even traditional 

journalists) won’t notice an idea until lesser, yet influential 

peers write about it. This “Magic Middle” tier of influencers, 

as Technorati founder David Sifry dubbed them in 2006,102  

often breaks stories that trickle up until a “Connector” or A-

List blogger discovers them. 

On the other hand, major influencers can fan an ember into 

a raging inferno. Consider how famous blogger Robert Scoble 

tweeted the China earthquake in 2008 to the world. Scoble actu-

ally received word from several people within China on Twitter. 

After seeing the story come from several sources, he relayed the 

news to his massive social network. As a result, Scoble beat even 
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the U.S. Geological Survey with news about the disaster—a 

great example of the Fifth Estate at work.103 

Many times you have to tickle an idea up the grapevine 

to the major A-listers, who often are late to embrace a story. 

However, once they do write something, there is great po-

tential for word of mouth to spread through their trusting 

communities, either with traditional media or further social 

media conversations.

No one knows what’s going to go “viral.” But talking to 

the few and the passionate—your influencers, often leaders 

in the community—is always an ingredient, often at an early 

stage, but certainly at some point during the upward trending 

curve. For organizational social media, this means building 

credible relationships with contacts who have networks of the 

right people, not necessarily the most people. Understanding 

your community’s dynamics and building relationships from 

within as a member of the Fifth Estate is a much more reliable 

strategy than buying a list. In the next chapter, you’ll find tips 

on tactical interaction with online influencers. 

Empowering the Community Through Crowdsourcing

The mark of a great social media effort is when the com-

munity itself owns it. We can use lighter fluid and kindling, 

we can light the match, we can fan the flames, but only the 

Fifth Estate can make our issue, our movement, burn with 

the full fire of an inferno. When the community embraces 

and takes on a topic as its own beyond an organization’s 

efforts, word of mouth occurs in its most complex and de-

sirable form. 

Our job as organizational communicators lies in trying 
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to facilitate a larger conversation by empowering people to 

share content and initiate discussions. A movement compels 

people to make a cause or product a part of their lives, not just 

their Facebook profiles. It’s always better to have 500 people 

screaming about one’s wares than 5,000 passive followers who 

may see a tweet. Instead of thinking about how to get 1,000 

people into your Facebook group, think about how you can 

use your Facebook group to engage your peers, change your 

work environment and spark a movement of people who are 

incredibly passionate about your issues.

One of the hotter memes in online empowerment today is 

the crowdsourcing trend.104  Sparked by recent cause marketing 

(consider the Pepsi Refresh contest) and product development 

successes (for example, Cisco’s I-Prize initiative), everyone 

wants to talk about crowdsourcing as the new ultimate result 

of the social web. But the crowd is not always trustworthy, 

creating a need for strong community-management skills so 

an organization can elicit productive results.105 

Smart crowdsourcing efforts should have a well-defined 

purpose. Whether that’s ending hunger or developing new 

products, smart crowdsourcing seeks to achieve a goal, not 

just create a splash. Without a common purpose, the crowd 

is rudderless. Even with a purpose, projects need a significant 

amount of community management to keep on track.

Cisco’s I-Prize attracted more than 2,500 innovators—

entrants from 104 countries submitted 1,200 distinct ideas 

for next-generation Internet technologies. Said Cisco’s Guido 

Jouret: “The evaluation process was far more labor-intensive 

than we’d anticipated; significant investments of time, energy, 

patience and imagination are required to discern the gems hid-
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den within rough stones. Anyone attempting to do innovation 

on the cheap should look elsewhere.”106 

One of the limitations with Pepsi Refresh, although it’s a 

brilliant crowdsourcing campaign, is its lack of stated purpose. 

There’s no theory of change. Instead, the mission is strictly 

cause marketing, trusted to the crowd’s popular choices for 

good ideas: “Pepsi is giving away millions to fund great ideas.” 

The end result is a free-for-all of people and organizations try-

ing to get the prizes—a carnival-like popularity contest. The 

measurable social outcomes have yet to be revealed by Pepsi, 

and indeed, it’s likely the only measurements will be strictly 

in brand equity and sales as the cola company has focused on 

how many votes and impressions it is getting, and not how it 

is impacting society.

With a stated purpose, community managers can guide 

their crowds toward a common mission. Crowdsource par-

ticipants understand the product’s motives, yet feel comfort-

able participating––whether out of brand loyalty, the desire 

for recognition, interest in the project or to win a final prize.

Community management is not crowd control, which is 

well-nigh impossible in social communities. A crowdsourc-

ing effort provides a welcoming environment that enables 

people to participate freely. It makes them feel good to take 

part in the project and adds something to their lives. Com-

munity managers can suggest ways to achieve a successful 

outcome, but members should be free to do as they wish, 

within acceptable behavioral boundaries (for example, 

please do not use inappropriate language). In that sense, 

community members have the opportunity to do as well, 

or as poorly, as they choose.107  The manager is much more 
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of a horse whisperer, coaxing Fifth Estate members  toward 

a useful end. 

This means crowdsourcing as a strategic choice requires 

time and resources in addition to an organization’s other social 

media approaches. Sometimes that investment can be minimal 

—using the community as an informal focus group, asking for 

ideas. But in instances such as Cisco’s “I-Prize,” crowdsourcing 

can take a formidable amount of work. 

Many large companies and nonprofit groups have the 

same issues with crowdsourcing within their own walls. Their 

efforts are so scattered that any centralized social media effort 

is almost impossible. Instead, their management model may 

empower local stores, chapters and managers to act as if they 

are their own Fifth Estate members within certain guidelines. 

Rather than trying to control social media efforts under one 

roof, they use networked models to empower individual stake-

holders in the larger organization using a hive-like framework. 

A networked model for an organization assumes and includes 

the following:

• Lack of control on the local frontline. 

• An engaged internal community manager who will use 

social tools and help networked affiliates as requested.

• A corporate-built framework of tools include social net-

work and blogging platforms, graphics, tagging guidelines and 

social media best-practice training and guidelines. 

• A corresponding, overarching corporate initiative that 

embodies best practices. 

• Combating “wayward” efforts with suggestions for bet-

terment rather than enforcement. 
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• Continuing commitments by headquarters to high-

light local case studies and enhance, better and promote the 

framework. 

In addition to building the actual framework, a great deal 

of the effort involves internal alliance-building and commu-

nications. Local stakeholders need to be made aware of and 

convinced of the effectiveness of the social media tool sets. 

Consider the 2008 Obama presidential campaign’s 

social media efforts. Partisan politics aside, Obama’s 

campaign communications involved intense grassroots 

activities using social media tools. Tens of thousands of 

Obama campaigners, advocates and even casual voters were 

enabled to spread the message. At the heart of the effort 

was activism on more than a dozen social networks, as 

well as the Obama campaign’s website. Bloggers using the 

Obama platform even posted negatively against proposals 

or Obama actions.108  

It was not your average political campaign, but it did fit 

into the networked model. The result speaks for itself. 

Chapter Four SnapShotS

Creating a communications strategy involves determining 

your goals before building the plan to achieve those goals, and 

selecting the tools you likely will use. Strategy within social 

media is required because of its two-way nature. However, it 

is unwise to isolate it from the rest of your communications 

strategy, because the Fourth and Fifth Estates are intrinsically 

linked.

Positioning your offering or social action in a clear, 
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streamlined fashion is a crucial aspect of forging your strategy. 

Listening and research are keys to developing an informed 

strategy to ensure your success.

Shiny Object Syndrome

It’s important to vet your strategy for Shiny Object Syn-

drome. If you find yourself talking about the tools; i.e. Face-

book pages and iPad apps, without first having your outcomes, 

positioning strategy and general approach outlined, then you 

probably are experimenting instead of communicating.

Participation Is Marketing

“Participation is marketing” means that getting involved 

in the community and doing more than talking helps your 

organization build relationships. Showing a human face, 

demonstrating a larger conversation than messaging and 

showing interest in others can produce a wide range of in-

tangible benefits.

The Editorial Mission: A Commitment to Service

Social media content works best when it is designed to 

serve specific stakeholders. Employing an editorial mission 

keeps an organization on track with its service commit-

ment to the community. Applications and websites that 

succeed keep a singular focus and avoid spammy, sales-like 

approaches.

Influencer Relations

Many organizations build relationships with crucial in-

fluencers and hope the communities following those leading 
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voices will follow suit. However, making this happen takes 

more than buying a list, because many top influencers are fed 

content and ideas by their social networks.

Empowerment

Empowerment assumes that the organization will commit 

to building a far-flung community. Empowerment strategies 

create conversations and ideas that are so extensive that they 

exist well beyond the organization’s reach. Crowdsourcing is 

the most common example of the empowerment strategy, 

but managing it requires substantial time and guidance. Large 

organizational efforts need empowerment guidelines across 

far-flung operations. 

 



Chapter 5

Promotion Within Your 
Community
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Now that you’ve forged your strategy, it’s time to mingle 

with the Fifth Estate! Go out there, build relation-

ships, and see how the long tail of media can impact your 

organization. 

First, understand that a “build it and they will come” atti-

tude could keep your effort from reaching its fullest potential. 

Additionally, launching it with an “us vs. them” mentality 

will immediately segregate the community— beginning its 

demise before it can flourish. These two no-nos are hallmarks 

of the old, command-and-control approach to messaging and 

communications. 

This crystallized  for me when Ike Pigott first said that 

social media was an organic process.109  His statement struck 

me as inherently true, in large part because of the significant 

amount of time and care one has to invest in building an ac-
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tive community. Like farmers who invest love and labor day 

after day watching their fields slowly yield beautiful fruits 

and vegetables, community developers must tend to their 

communities and build relationships through thoughtful 

interactions, valuable content and empowerment methods.

Most marketers and communicators fail to realize the 

imperative of engaging the Fifth Estate as a group of people 

just like them. Instead they analyze their consumers as a group 

to exploit and focus on how major online media like Google 

and Facebook have changed with widespread adoption.110   

They obsess with the business objective and cannot grasp the 

human context.

I have a friend, Meryl Steinberg, who says that when she 

signed on to Twitter and Facebook, she didn’t sign on to be a 

consumer. Her sentiments mirror many others’ on social net-

works; they find themselves assaulted with marketers’ messages 

trying to persuade them to support their products or causes. 

These communicators analyze the data, looking for the 

big score. They hope, even expect, that when they launch 

their social media, the results will become their own version 

of the Haiti text-based fundraising phenomenon and raise 

tens of millions of dollars,111  or that they can reproduce the 

viral success of Old Spice’s “Old Spice Man” videos.112  These 

social ads featured a bare-chested, sculpted man telling la-

dies what they want in a man, and then responding to social 

community inquiries via YouTube and Twitter posts. Com-

municators might never replicate this success. In reality, their 

best chance is to build a loyal community that eagerly looks 

forward to initiatives from the organization, and then launch 
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an effort that infuses that special mix of creativity, intentional 

stakeholder-centric approach, and, yes—timing.

When the engine starts and engagement begins, often 

the Fifth Estate does not respond. The seeds have only begun 

to be planted. Loyal relationships don’t sprout overnight.  A 

vast majority of organizations don’t experience immediate 

success online.

The road can be long and hard, and at times, communi-

cators can feel like they are walking through a desert, hoping 

desperately to find an oasis of engagement. This is the point 

at which many organizations quit and let their social effort 

lie fallow.

It’s important not to minimize the effort and time that 

must be invested to build and then to sustain a community. 

The Fifth Estate requires continued interactions; the time 

and human-resource commitments are significant. Have the 

patience to see it through from start to finish, to forge ahead 

through the dry spells that lie between moments of fruitful 

interaction.

The social media environment is filling with more and 

more businesses and nonprofits seeking to engage their vari-

ous communities, creating competition for the Fifth Estate’s 

attention. Members are used to getting hit up for sales, dona-

tions, click-throughs and the dissemination of messages. They 

usually turn deaf ears to such blatant efforts. 

To help attract members of the Fifth Estate to the impor-

tant conversation you’d like to hold with them, you’ll need a 

community relations program. Relationships will need to be 

developed with influencers and regular folks, as well.

 While some of these tactics are conventional, they 
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should all be used in the spirit of participation within the 

community—based on service, relationships and trust. In 

essence, the attitude must be one of approaching peers, 

listening and then providing value, rather than generating 

leads or selling product. The measurable and desirable 

outcome any organization seeks —return on investment—

should be considered a by-product of successfully interact-

ing with your community, a result of providing valuable 

insights and information to them. In essence, help them 

and they’ll help you. 

The following tactical areas represent some of the more 

common methods of interaction across different forms of 

social technology. These general areas range from the sim-

plest to the most complex.  

This book means to provide you the information necessary 

for leadership, for empowering champions for change and for 

building your organization’s community with some general 

approaches. To help you lead through an effort, here are some 

aspects of tactical outreach that work.

If strategy is a plan to achieve a desired goal (A to B), then 

tactics represent the actions of engagement. In a social media 

sense, tactical mastery is the art of contacting and interacting 

with your stakeholders using the outreach and tools you have 

chosen.

Note that Facebook is not a tactic. The use of Facebook is. 

More specifically, tactics cause you to examine whether you are 

publishing messages or asking questions of your community. 

Is activity strictly limited to your page, or are you writing on 

the walls of your important community members? Are you 

sharing useful information or merely asking people to attend 
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your event? The actions you employ on Facebook represent 

your tactical execution.

As you frame social media tactics in this light, there are 

many general actions to consider:

 Conversation Starters: Do you use conversation-

starters or messages?

 Relationship Approaches: How are your interactions 

with others? In a relationship-oriented media, it’s about other-

centric behavior.

 Shareability: If you built something, from a simple 

widget or blog to an application or social network, how social 

is the design? Is it easy to use, open and share?

 Integration: How well does your social effort integrate 

into your larger communications plan?

 Influencer Relationship Development: Are you build-

ing relationships to last or spamming your influencers?

 Community Management: Are you using principles 

to encourage the community to absorb your subject matter 

and make it theirs? Or are you dominating the conversation?

 Course Correction: Sometimes even the best planning 

can’t anticipate how the community will react. That’s when 

you adapt. Is your effort flexible enough to change course?

 Reputation Management: What will you do when the 

Fifth Estate disagrees and openly questions your position?

These questions apply to just about every social media out-

reach effort. And that’s not including the specific use of tools 

and their best practices. You’ll need to know the ins and outs 

of your preferred social media networks, publishing engines, 

applications and widgets, too.
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Conversation Starters: A Modern View of Messaging

Organizational messaging has been under fire for a long 

time from many a PR 2.0/social media/web 2.0 pundit, includ-

ing me. While the Cluetrain principle that there’s no market 

for messages discussed in Chapter 1 is a critical theory that 

drives much of the two-way conversation online, more evolved 

messaging has taken its place: starting the conversation. 

When engaging the Fifth Estate, a good message doesn’t 

drill home a sales proposition, highlight a brand attribute or 

control public perception. Instead it inspires a great conversa-

tion among community members. It’s a conversational lead, 

something that provokes raw dialogue about an issue that is 

relevant, not only to the organization providing the starter, 

but also to the community participating in the discussion.113  

In that sense the modern message isn’t controlled. It’s 

actually crafted with the hope of sparking a wildfire of uncon-

trolled word of mouth. That means giving people something 

worthwhile to talk about.

So a message actually becomes Socratic in nature. It poses 

a question and/or causes other parties to actually think about 

a topic, as opposed to trying to force proscribed ideas into 

their heads. Social web messages can start the conversation, 

but they may not end them.114  

In fact the community conversation may turn the message 

upside down. Many brands have experienced this, includ-

ing Apple and AT&T with iPhone pricing, Domino’s Pizza 

and Motrin Moms. In such cases, an organization needs to 

respond to and be flexible with its community. That’s where 

loosening the reins and actively participating in dialogue really 

comes into play. If the message serves the community with 
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informative conversation, then the organization that started 

the community should understand that it may need to shift 

its position.

Approaches Toward Building Relationships

When asked to recommend a book for social media, some-

times I’ll quip, “How to Win Friends and Influence People.” 

It only seems amusing. Kidding aside, Dale Carnegie’s prin-

ciples have stood the test of time because they provide sound 

guidelines for fostering better relationships.115  

For the United Way’s Staff Leaders Conference in 2009, 

social media leader Meg Keaney and I presented best practices 

for tactical social networking. We decided to embed and apply 

Dale Carnegie’s principles to three of the main social networks: 

Facebook, LinkedIn and Twitter.116 We walked our participants 

through applying these suggestions online. 

We just scratched the surface on how to apply Dale Carn-

egie’s principles to social media. The ways to create great 

relationships online are endless. Yet it’s this kind of tactical 

engagement that makes or breaks online campaigns. The 

importance of successfully strengthening relationships with 

influencers, customers, donors, volunteers and other members 

of the Fifth Estate cannot be overestimated. It’s the equivalent 

of editing, spell-checking, and re-editing an important docu-

ment before releasing it to the public. 

Case Study: Samuel Gordon Jewelers

Oklahoma City-based Samuel Gordon Jewelers is a 
family-owned, 106-year-old company. Fourth-generation 
owner Dan Gordon took over the company in the mid 
1990s; he always has had a fascination with the World 
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Wide Web.  In 2004, the company was spending as much 
as $500,000 on its traditional advertising budget, and that’s 
when Gordon began experimenting with social web tools, 
primarily using a participation strategy.117 

“The motto I’ve lived by in real life and online is the 
same: ‘Give everything you’ve got, and you will get more 
back than you ever thought,’ ” Gordon said. “What that 
means to me is several things. I learn from others, hopefully 
I give value of what I learn and know myself, and, in turn, 
the cycle continuously repeats itself.  To make a long story 
short, I stay unselfish, un-self-centered, and try to make 
sure that people know who the real me is, and I give more 
back than I receive.”118 

Engagement

Dan’s social efforts began with a Wedding to Remember 
in 2004, a crowdsourced contest that saw locals voting on 
his website.  The nine-month post tripled his website traffic, 
encouraging Gordon to do more.

Next came a blog that engaged customers in a very 
successful dialogue.  Then Twitter and Facebook rolled 
around, and Gordon built a following that comes for the 
conversation and then become interested in specials. Gor-
don is the voice of the company on the social web, giving 
top-level access and continuing the tradition of a family-
owned business.

When mobile came around, Gordon added an iPhone 
and Android application that allow people to sound off on 
different jewelry conversations.  Samuel Gordon Jewelers 
has even added a “mayor special” for people checking in 
on mobile geolocation-based social network Foursquare.

Results

 Since 2004 Dan Gordon’s foot traffic has increased by 
30%, while he has used social media tools as the primary 
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thrust of his outreach effort.  He still uses traditional media 
to promote his business, but his advertising budget has been 
cut by 90% to $50,000.119 

“What I liked about Dan’s focus on and incorpora-
tion of social media is that he remains grounded in how it 
will impact his business,” said Shonali Burke, a marketing 
consultant who wrote a case study about Samuel Gordon 
Jewelers.  “That does not, however, detract from his un-
derstanding of the conversational and connection element 
of the medium. Rather, it reinforces his use of it, which is 
precisely why he has been able to reduce his ad spend as dra-
matically as he explained when I profiled him on BNET.120”

Gordon continues to innovate.  At the time of writing, 
he was working on crowdsourcing initiatives, including 
customer-created ads, and figuring out how to layer mobile 
geolocation activities to make the game aspects more enjoy-
able. “The future plans are to see what works, analyze results 
as they accumulate, find new ways to grow community and 
convert more,” Gordon said.121 

Design

Shareability is using online site design and applications 

that “plug in” to your website to ensure that Fifth Estate mem-

bers can easily share your content, information and anything 

else they want to share on your site. Whether they want to 

share the information on their social network, on their blog 

or with their e-mail contacts, you want people to be able to 

do this with as few mouse clicks as possible—ideally no more 

than two. 

From a technology perspective, an organization can do 

much to embrace “shareability.” Specifically, there are great 

software plug-ins such as AddThis!, ShareThis, and FaceBook’s 

OpenGraph (Like) that let anyone port content just about 
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anywhere. OpenGraph’s shareability has empowered Facebook 

to separate itself from the pack, and it is rapidly becoming the 

dominant social network of the new decade. Facebook has 

surpassed Google in web traffic. 

From a policy and approach standpoint, shareability means 

highlighting customer and volunteer stories. It may even mean 

acknowledging a customer complaint or issue on the main 

site. But the general ethos should be empowering stakeholders 

and making them feel good for becoming a part of your core 

community. That builds loyalty and movements, and it makes 

people feel good about associating with your brand.

A classic concern for traditional organizations is copyright 

and intellectual property rights. In most instances, shareability 

and grassroots communications should supersede concerns 

about plagiarism of your content. It’s a question of which will 

have more impact, defending your rights or spreading your 

contributions to community dialogue. In cases where intel-

lectual property should be protected, technologies like Adobe 

PDF and sites like Flickr, Scribd and Slideshare can protect 

your social content with intellectual property licensing while 

empowering people to access it electronically.

Integration: Leverage Your Current Marketing Activities

There’s a cliché in the advertising business that you have to 

touch customers seven times (this number varies depending 

on the source) through a variety of mechanisms to get them 

to act. Regardless of the actual number, it’s important to use 

different media forms to promote your social media effort. 

People don’t go home and say to themselves, “Hmm, I 

think I’ll go consume some social media, then write something 
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so I can become a member of the Fifth Estate.” They don’t 

think about it. People drift from print to TV to electronic 

media and back without parsing their media choices. Their 

picture of information and the brands that are introduced 

to them through the media is seamless. They may not even 

remember, and likely don’t care, where they first heard of a 

product or company. 

So smart organizations serve their stakeholders through 

several media channels. They know it’s necessary to garner 

mindshare.

For example, in 2007, for the first time, several Super Bowl 

ads like Doritos invited viewers to related websites for user-

generated content and contests. In some cases the ads were 

selected or created by participants within the company’s social 

media community. 122 

In 2010, Pepsi diverted its Super Bowl advertising budget 

to crowdsourced community projects promoted via social 

media power users and causes that rallied their networks to 

become the most popular. Pepsi’s Refresh project involves 

more than online communications, including public-relations 

pitches to traditional media, radio and TV ad buys, event 

sponsorships and more; it’s a well-publicized and advertised 

outreach campaign.

These advertisers know that social media users access 

information through a variety of mechanisms, so they com-

municated using an integrated outreach effort. Some simple, 

obvious ways to promote a blog or other new media initiative 

include:

• Signatures at the end of an email

• Prominent links on main websites
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• Email or letters of introduction to existing contact   

 databases

• Direct mail

• Advertising

• References during media interviews

• Links in newsletters promising related, value-added   

 content

• URL on business cards and stationery

• Inclusion within corporate brochures and collateral

All of these channels can alert online users to your con-

versations. If you attract their curiosity, you’ve opened an 

opportunity to engage in dialogue and build a more loyal 

community. In some cases you might even migrate current 

consumers of traditional media communications to new me-

dia. Even more, online communities are no longer the stuff of 

Millenials and Generation X with 42% of adults older than 50 

using social media tools in May 2010.123 

While not all traditional media consumers will migrate 

to your new content and the value you’ve created for them, 

some will. Migration toward social media is inevitable as the 

form becomes more dominant. And by helping or making 

your community aware of your organization’s effort, you build 

value in your outreach efforts with an even larger community.

Outreach: Pitching to New Media Outlets 

There’s much debate about communicating directly with 

influencers. The classic marketing mistake still is address-

ing influencers with traditional media methods. New media 

voices do not have any obligation to “report” or field inquiries, 

they don’t have to write a kind review of your product (even 
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if you comp them something), and a great majority distrust 

traditional public relations tactics. 

Influencers determine how they want to be contacted. Keep 

in mind their role as an independent voice in the information 

world. Try focusing on building relationships over time. Cre-

ate value for them in relation to their work or their lives, talk 

to them about the things that they care about and help them 

achieve their goals. By doing these things and generally build-

ing a stronger social network with influencers embedded as 

hubs in your ongoing interaction, you become more effective.

Unless strong social network relationships are in play, news 

that may be of interest to a community cannot be commu-

nicated naturally and virally. This weakens an organization’s 

or company’s position because it forces marketing to push 

initiatives onto influencers rather than attract their attention. 

Social media is not receptive to this kind of promotion.

A strong social network strategy, or providing value to a 

network, links Fifth Estate members to the organization’s ef-

forts. If they believe in the organization, they often are willing 

to help promote it. A dialogue already exists, so it’s okay to tell 

your social network about an exciting new development—as 

long as it’s of interest to them. 

The Gap’s gift of clothes to the female blogging com-

munity before the BlogHer conference is a good example of 

engaging a community in this manner. The Gap understood 

that it had something of value (new professional clothing) to 

offer the bloggers.

“Regardless of the industry segment or specific details of 

the campaign, the best influencer relations programs have 

one thing in common: the value exchange between brand 
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and influencer is balanced,” said author Susan Getgood. “Each 

gives something of value to the other, both are satisfied with 

the exchange and nobody feels taken advantage of.”124 

Experience demonstrates that a very simple pitch drawn up 

for new media outlets should be customized to each individual. 

It’s better to reach out to 50 individuals than to group blast 

500 with a news release. As with media relations, customized 

intelligent pitching, particularly when there may be a pre-

existing relationship, has a higher rate of success.

Any pitch should be clear about the new media outlet’s 

interest and must provide value to the influencer by offering 

information that corresponds to that interest. One example is 

early trials of products or services. Be prepared, however, for 

less-than-rave reviews. If the information is poor, you certainly 

can expect a negative write-up. On the other hand, you could 

gain insights that elude traditional market research. It’s also 

often suggested that no pitch overtly demand or request a post, 

but instead should provide an “FYI” only or a request for help. 

The pitch is usually sent as a private message, emailed 

or presented as a tip submitted through a web form on the 

social media site—if the site invites tips.  Once you send your 

pitch, let it go. Do not follow up or harass community mem-

bers or bloggers. Pressure equals bad write-ups about your 

organization.

If you’ve talked to enough people and there’s no pick-up 

or interest, take it as a sign that your organization isn’t creating 

enough value for your community or that your relationships 

are not in order, and be happy you didn’t get slammed by one 

of the bloggers. Begin again by building value for the commu-

nity instead of trying to exploit its members by pitching them.
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Fostering Strong Community 

What about communities within and beyond the oft-

talked-about majors like Twitter, Facebook, YouTube and 

Flickr? “How does one engage,” is a very common question. 

There are general principles that apply across all social com-

munities, major or not.

Some of these tenets are obvious,  human behaviors that, 

when exhibited in a two-way conversation, can turn users off. 

Some are best practices learned from mistakes and based on 

actions others have taken.

 1) Return to your site. Be smart, especially if you are build-

ing a community within a larger network. If you want to build 

relationships with people, give them a way to contact you and 

perhaps further engage. Provide intelligent calls to action. Post 

meaningful links and content that your community members 

may want to see. Then provide avenues for those who want to 

develop an even stronger relationship with you.

Many companies and nonprofits do well in branding and 

awareness on major social networks, but they fail to achieve 

significant relationship development. They only publish con-

tent on Facebook and Twitter. Getting people to interact with 

you on your site is the difference-maker here. The numbers 

are smaller, but the relationships are stronger.

2) Let them lead. A common mistake is to over-commu-

nicate and attempt to dominate your social media. Rather, 

foster an environment in which at some point the conversa-

tion takes off and community members become activated, 

seeking to lead conversations themselves. It’s at this point that 

the organization has achieved grassroots activism or brand 

evangelism. So let them lead.
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This transfer of roles is delicate. Your organization is seek-

ing to shift from conversation starter to community facilitator. 

An apropos metaphor is hosting a party. Be a non-meddling 

host who lets guests enjoy the company and ambience. No one 

likes a host who seeks to dominate every interaction. 

3) Play within existing communities. It doesn’t make sense 

most of the time to create your own community. In fact, most 

organizationally originated communities fail.125  Usually an 

appropriate community already exists on Ning, a community 

bulletin board or, yes, one of the majors. Explore where open 

application programming interfaces (APIs), value-added con-

tent and groups will let you play within a larger community 

rather than immediately seeking to create your own network.

Consider how HubSpot created Twitter Grader, a service 

that ranked Twitter users’ individual clout, then used that data 

to produce the “State of the Twittersphere” report.126  Hubspot 

also produces inbound marketing software, a natural tie to 

their value proposition for stakeholders who need to report 

data—and need to know how to build a successful application 

like Twitter Grader.

4) Work with the community.  Another somewhat obvious 

personal relations skill is recognizing that an organization’s 

users are also its partners.127 Companies like Southwest Airlines 

have figured out how to use their social communities to vet 

significant changes.128  Partnering with community members 

keeps them engaged and further increases their loyalty. This 

increases exponentially when you publicly acknowledge and 

reward their successes.

5) Stay relevant. Sometimes communities grow stale. Keep 

updating the technical prowess, features, content and capabili-
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ties that are feeding your community. Consider the updates 

that networks like Twitter and Facebook make every year, and 

sometimes more frequently, to keep their network relevant. 

When platforms change, your effort is inadvertently affected 

because you need to adapt with the community. Sometimes 

changes like this cause the community to leave, as the Digg 

crowdsourcing news network found out when it over-managed 

user behavior that created top news stories. 

Most of these tactical best practices make common sense 

when you consider them in the context of personal relationships. 

You can never go wrong with “Golden Rule”-based actions and 

principles.

Case Study: Plum Village

The Unified Buddhist Church, commonly known as the 
Plum Village International Sangha and personified in Zen 
Master Thich Nhat Hanh, launched a social media presence 
approximately one year before a 2009 U.S. Teaching Tour. 
Led by Nobel Peace Prize nominee Thich Nhat Hanh, the 
effort was launched using Twitter and Facebook in an ef-
fort to reach a broader, and younger, audience of people 
who are interested in mindfulness practice but who may 
not frequent static web pages.

“The goal was not lofty, but simply to put the voice of 
Thich Nhat Hanh into the new social media environment,” 
said the online architect of the effort, Kenley Neufeld, who is 
a lay practitioner ordained in the Unified Buddhist Church. 
“I wanted to reach a new, younger, non-Buddhist audience. 
People who can practice mindfulness. Anyone.”

Engagement

Launched on Facebook and Twitter in 2008, the 
social media efforts were integrated into e-mail distri-
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bution lists and on traditional web pages. The online 
audience for the Thich Nhat Hanh branded accounts 
grew in ways that were unexpected, and it grew fast. 
The initial demographics represented groups not typi-
cal of those who came to retreats. They revealed many 
more young people and a better balance of male and 
female followers.

“What’s really happened is that a conversation is taking 
place between audience members,” said Neufeld. “They talk 
to each other. Discuss. Explore concepts and ideas together. 
The ‘official’ page can really take a back seat and allow for 
the conversation to take place on its own.” 

The traditional community wasn’t too keen on the 
Twitter/Facebook stuff. However, monastics appreciate 
Facebook because it connects them to their brothers and 
sisters in the different centers across the globe, so in many 
ways they are leading the way. This is evident in the develop-
ment of online monasteries. Both the voices of newcomers 
to Buddhism and longer-term practitioners are included 
in the conversation.

Outcomes   

The biggest outcome for the Unified Buddhist Church 
and Neufeld was the ability to reach audiences. On a 2009 
tour, the Colorado event was the largest retreat on the U.S. 
tour ever—with 900 attendees—and the dynamic experi-
ence spawned a new book, One Buddha Is Not Enough. 
Today, the volunteer effort has a significant Facebook com-
munity with more than 160,000 members.

As a result of these successes, there is a new movement 
to create an online monastery where people can hear and 
practice the dharma at a distance. Additional forms of on-
line media are being incorporated into the church’s efforts. 
Thich Nhat Hanh has encouraged this and provided the 
resources (monastics and money) to help make it happen. 
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The group is purchasing computers, cloud servers and 
other resources.

Two of the other centers in the Order of Interbeing 
tradition (Deer Park Monastery and European Institute 
of Applied Buddhism) have created Facebook pages where 
they are interacting with the audience. Deer Park, in par-
ticular, has started an “Ask a Dharma Teacher” effort though 
Facebook. For the most recent Southeast Asian Teaching 
Tour, the church is livestreaming its efforts. In addition, it 
continues its Facebook and Twitter initiatives to share live 
dharma talks by including quotes and key concepts through 
the social media environment.

Course Correction

Sometimes you find yourself in the middle of the outreach 

effort, and results are lagging. Measurable outcomes based 

on your original objectives seem unattainable. Your organic 

community development seems to be lost in the Sahara, and 

fear creeps in. 

That’s when to consider a course correction. Does a course 

correction represent a failure?

Maybe. Maybe not. For organizations that are relative 

newcomers  to online communities, the need to shift can result 

from not fully understanding how the Fifth Estate disagrees 

on a questionable matter, or perhaps stems from a need to 

fine-tune an application so it’s easier to use. 

Sometimes a strategic choice is simply off-base; the or-

ganization overestimated the value it offered. The issues that 

arose over KFC’s 2010 offering of pink fried chicken buckets to 

benefit cancer research fundraiser Komen represents a classic 

example of this disconnect. Obesity is a risk factor for breast 
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cancer among older women, according to research linked to 

on the Komen website. So many in the nonprofit blogging 

community saw the Komen/KFC partnership as inappropri-

ate or hypocritical.  When challenged about it, KFC chose to 

continue without changing course and reaped negative posts 

that became indexed in Google.

What is clear is that monitoring measurements (discussed 

in depth in the next chapter) during outreach should tune you 

in and help you to head off possible failures and recognize op-

portunities for optimization. When these issues are identified, 

not making a course correction can be the worst failure of all.

 Reputation Management

Difficulties arise. Mistakes happen. Reputations become 

tarnished—this is the way of the world, particularly when 

an error occurs after a company brand achieves a leadership 

position or a human being becomes famous. As we’ve seen 

time and time again, when a problem is avoided or “hushed 

up,” the blemish becomes more pronounced. But when the 

setback is embraced, reputation damage can be ameliorated 

and in some cases, even reversed. 

While an enraged Fifth Estate creates accelerated brand 

damage for organizations, conversational media can mollify 

angry customers or perturbed fans with direct interaction. 

Further, demonstrating responsiveness can help reputation 

management via online searching. When people see response 

to criticism and a commitment to resolve issues after public 

outcries, they are much more likely to believe the company 

cares about its customers. 

Perhaps the most storied example of this is Dell’s mag-
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nificent use of its blog when laptop batteries were literally 

blowing up, setting their laptops on fire.130  By embracing the 

issue, Dell went a long way toward resolving the matter and 

defusing anger directed at the brand. Robert Downey Jr. and 

MC Hammer (an online media star in his own right) are great 

examples of individuals who recovered their reputations after 

being tarnished.

On the other hand, failure to engage creates its own issues. 

Pop icon Prince found out that the worst way to handle these 

situations is attempting to force fans (and commenters) to 

retract statements. Message control in social media environ-

ments doesn’t work; two-way conversational capabilities have 

permanently closed the door on that strategy. 

When Prince tried to shut down three united, fan-gen-

erated sites to protect copyrighted material, fans dug in their 

heels. One fan wrote to prince.org: “The more I think about 

it, I say just drop him, remove all content, let him have his 

way. It’s obvious he doesn’t want us as fans anymore, so why 

should we want him?” Instead of quelling the storm, actions 

like Prince’s attempts to control the use of his image and media 

tend to incite increased hostility.131  

When a crisis occurs, successful communication efforts 

employ factual, timely updates. Organizations admit their 

fault and take public steps to address the issue. Such times can 

offer a company the opportunity to shine and actually build 

goodwill with its community.

Applying these principles to negative comments can 

achieve similar results. When the popcorn industry faced 

a diacetyl crisis—reports that a flavoring used in popcorn 

products was linked to lung disease in its workers—par-



130    Welcome to the Fifth Estate

©2011 Geoff Livingston
www.welcometothefifthestate.com

ent bloggers were incensed, concerned that they had been 

feeding their children a cancer causing food. Smart organic 

popcorn companies engaged bloggers directly by posting 

comments. These companies didn’t even have a social me-

dia presence but together unified to respond to concerned 

voices. They acknowledged the issue for mainstream pop-

corn brands, but also highlighted brands that did not use 

diacetyl as an ingredient. Within a day the incident was 

quelled.  

Some of the lessons learned from all of these incidents 

include:

• Respond promptly.  Days are too long when minutes 

and hours can create an uprising on the Internet.

• Acknowledge wrongs or problems and the steps taken 

to correct them. 

• Publish a co-joining statement on their blog or website. 

• Don’t apologize and then repeat your errors. 

• If someone is complaining, and the company can’t 

effect change, acknowledge their remarks. Make them feel 

heard.

Remember that smaller members of the Fifth Estate mat-

ter, too. A common mistake is to ignore remarks on blogs and 

social networks with less traffic, assuming they’re too small 

and don’t matter. What if a more influential blogger or a 

journalist reads a small site and picks up the story? Influence 

is also determined by who reads the post, not just by quantity 

of readers.

At the same time, an inevitable byproduct of success is 

the attraction of negative elements. Aptly dubbed “trolls,” 

these folks attack no matter what you do. If the negative com-
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menter is a troll, usually a Google search will reveal a litany 

of negativity. 

The best thing to do with trolls is to ignore them. Do 

not comment on their sites; engaging trolls only fuels them. 

If they attack in the comments sections of other sites, then 

respond—but only as it pertains to the general post, not the 

troll’s remarks. Remember, they seek attention. While the com-

ment may seem worthy of deletion by your policy, deletion 

can just further fuel attacks.134 

Interested readers who click through to a troll’s site will 

see the general negativity and should be able to exercise good 

judgment. They may even Google the person in question and 

find the same results you did.

Of course, if threats are made, follow up with law en-

forcement. Then uber-popular blogger Kathy Sierra received 

death threats in 2008 from a few wayward followers.  She 

notified the authorities who discovered the perpetrators. 

Similarly, if continued blatant defamation and libel occur, 

the company or individual may want to consider legal ac-

tion. Usually, if you don’t take the bait, the troll will move 

on to another target.

Chapter Five SnapShotS

Social media communication requires a significant invest-

ment of time; it is an organic process that can take months, 

even years to reach fruition. Organizations need to invest 

patience in cultivating their online stakeholders. Getting there 

requires a focus on tactical performance and maximizing 

interactions with the Fifth Estate. 
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Conversation Starters

Instead of trying to deliver messages, use your strategic 

positioning to create a conversation starter. Well-crafted, in-

tentional and inviting of dialogue, these initial forays should 

inspire the Fifth Estate to engage with your organization. 

Approaches To Relationship Building

Fostering relationships requires an other-centric ap-

proach that engages people in ways that foster likeability 

and positive emotional bonds. This is the basic “blocking 

and tackling” of social media. Enduring principles such as 

those presented in Dale Carnegie’s How to Win Friends and 

Influence People can help an organization focus on strength-

ening ties to others through modern social networks such as 

LinkedIn, Facebook and Twitter.

Design for Shareability

Good tactical website design encourages sharing of your 

content in every way possible. Use widgets and applications 

to empower members of the Fifth Estate to port your data 

and information any way they would like, with a minimal 

number of clicks. From an intellectual property standpoint, 

weigh the benefits of grassroots communication versus that 

of protecting ideas. Usually sharing content and ideas is 

more valuable.

Integrate Your Communications

People do not delineate their media consumption, so 

why should you? The Fifth Estate still holds business cards, 

watches TV programs, reads e-mail and hears radio ads. 
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Integrating social media into your larger communications 

program dramatically increases the likelihood that your orga-

nization will make an impression on important stakeholders.

Influencer Relations

Building relationships with influencers remains a crucial 

aspect of online communications, regardless of the social 

media form. Keep in mind that influencers have no obligation 

to write about your organization. Focus on building value for 

them and demonstrating how your effort best affects them 

and their communities.

Fostering Community Ties

Managing the community requires paying close atten-

tion to and fostering stronger ties with your loyal members. 

Strengthen ties by bringing them back to your site, listening 

to their feedback, empowering them to make decisions and 

run groups. Seek them out where they already congregate on 

the main social networks, and work to stay relevant to their 

evolving conversation.

Course Correction

Using measurement benchmarks, you can tell if your 

online campaign is off the mark or can use some tweaking. 

Almost every online effort requires adaptation; success is 

contingent upon paying attention to the signs and adjusting 

as necessary.

Reputation Management

Sometimes the Fifth Estate takes issue with your organi-
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zation. Rather than shutting down or enforcing controlled 

communications, crisis PR tenets are very helpful in online 

communications. It’s important to respond, and to do so fac-

tually. When you’re in the wrong, prompt amends should be 

made. It’s important to vet and handle negative factors as well.
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The problem with communication and relationships,  

which both are hallmarks of social media,  is the difficulty 

of quantifying their effects. Most people don’t connect online 

efforts to bottom-line sales, funds raised or other business re-

sults, or even to softer measures such as improved relationships 

and competitive advantage. Because of this, organizations tend 

to measure the easy stuff in social media—follower counts, 

blog traffic, rankings and, if they are really sophisticated, 

engagement measures such as the number of comments on 

Facebook or a blog, retweets and mentions on Twitter, links 

to their blog or website and other such indicators of attention.

There are three camps of thought about measuring the 

effectiveness of social media: the “Measurement Naysayers” on 

the left, the “Bean Counters” on the right and the “Measure-

ment Explorers” somewhere in the middle.

A chapter guest-written by Kami Watson Huyse, APR

Chapter 6

A Common-Sense Approach 
to Measuring Social Media
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The Naysayers eschew measurement, calling it antithetical 

to the ethos of social media. This camp says that each indi-

vidual voice is important and that all input should be seen as 

valuable. It feels that by measuring, an organization sets up a 

transactional relationship instead of building a more desir-

able, egalitarian one. On the opposite side of the divide are 

the Bean Counters, those who say that business results should 

drive the involvement of an organization in social media. They 

are not very interested in the softer measures of influence, 

reputation or relationship building. Their focus is return on 

investment (ROI), and they don’t see the point of wasting 

valuable resources on something that doesn’t contribute to 

the bottom line. 

The third camp, which we will call the social media 

Measurement Explorers, falls somewhere in between the 

other two and is happy to look at multiple measures to show 

the efficacy of social media. While a monetary return is the 

primary objective, there are a variety of ways to measure the 

impact that social media channels have on advancing the goals 

of the business or nonprofit. This moderate view is the most 

common-sense approach for social spaces and usually yields 

the best results.

In reality, people fall all along this continuum of measure-

ment philosophies, and each organization needs to look for 

the right balance. However, the more an organization moves 

toward the middle ground and becomes an explorer, the 

more likely it will achieve success. It’s hard to run a business 

or nonprofit on good feelings alone, and conversely, facilitat-

ing word-of-mouth advocacy will be difficult if the goal is to 

convert every touch into a transaction.
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Measurement as a Diagnostic Tool

 As was laid out so well in the first thesis of the Cluetrain 

Manifesto135,  the classic book at the forefront of the social 

media movement, “Markets are conversations.” People increas-

ingly demand that companies and nonprofits wake up from 

their slumber and connect with them. Or as the authors say: 

“You want us to pay? We want you to pay attention.”

Of course, organizations must make money to survive, 

and that is where a social media measurement program can 

help determine where to focus money, time and effort in a 

way that also recognizes that markets want organizations to 

engage. At its most basic level, a measurement program is a 

diagnostic tool. Rather than seeking to squeeze the last drop 

of profit from every customer engaged in a social networking 

context, measurements should be used to determine if a social 

media strategy is working, if it needs adjustment and where 

it should be adjusted. They also should take into account the 

softer assets that social media can bring to the table, such as 

improved client or stakeholder relationships, organizational 

reputation and competitive advantage.

Moreover, measurement of social media, as with all 

communication efforts, helps to quantify its value to the 

organization. In a blog post about the report “Social Mar-

keting Analytics, A New Framework for Measuring Results 

in Social Media,”136 Jeremiah Owyang, industry analyst for 

the Altimeter Group, explains the importance of a measure-

ment strategy:

While experiments can fly under the radar for a short term, 

without having a measurement strategy you run the risk of 

not improving what you’re doing, justifying investments 
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and the appearance of being aloof to upper management. 

To be successful, all programs (even new media) must have 

a measurement strategy.137 

A well-thought-out measurement strategy can justify the 

loftier goal of engagement and relationship-building activities 

that social media are so good at brokering. If an organization 

can demonstrate loyalty, increased sales, decreased marketing 

costs, reduced customer service calls, improved reputation 

and a number of other measures, it can make a persuasive 

argument that digital marketing and social networking are 

worthwhile.

This chapter examines what to measure and how to go 

about doing it. In addition, at the end of this book there is an 

appendix of free tools an organization can use to jumpstart 

its measurement program. Here’s a look at what is discussed 

in the rest of the chapter:

Set SMART objectives: Is the measurement program at-

tainable within a reasonable set of guidelines? What are the 

return on investment and key performance indicators of an 

organization? 

Measure what matters: Since so many things can be 

measured, it’s easy to become distracted. It is crucial to focus 

on measuring relevant factors.

Use the three A’s of online measurement: Action, At-

titude and Attention—including in-depth looks at how to 

measure them.

Setting SMART Objectives

When designing a social media measurement program, 
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it helps to approach measurement as a discipline. The first 

step is setting objectives. This is the step where a lion’s share 

of communication and marketing programs (social media or 

not) fail to perform. It also is where award-winning campaigns 

shine compared with others. They usually have well-defined 

objectives, and thus, well-defined results.

Setting objectives is easier with knowledge of what they 

need to contain. A good place to start is to look through a 

management lens. The SMART138  method of setting objectives, 

which George Doran published in Management Review139  in 

1981, calls for specific, measureable, attainable, relevant and 

time-bound objectives. In other words, the objective should 

be specified: “How many, by when.” 

 SMART Objectives

 S Specific

 M Measurable

 A Attainable

 R Relevant

 T Time Bound

For example, if an organization runs a social media cam-

paign to support an event, it might write this objective:

“By three months before the event, we will confirm at least 

20 online influencers to attend the event, with half of those 

blogging or otherwise creating content about the event.”

The objective is specific in its scope, will allow the orga-

nization to see if it is meeting the expected result, is attain-

able given the time and scope and is relevant to the goal of 

generating online buzz about the event. The goal is to get at 

least half of the influencers to create content about it. This is 
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a relational objective, rather than one that will measure sales 

or a return on investment. 

An organization should be sure that objectives support 

one or more of the key performance indicators (KPIs).140 

KPIs align with the long-term goals of the organization, and, 

like the SMART objectives, are measureable. An organization 

may not call them KPIs, but this is a common tool used by 

management to express the areas in which the organization 

must perform to succeed. 

Talk with the chief financial officer, sales team, owner, 

executive director or someone of that stature in an organiza-

tion and ask which numbers are measured regularly. Some 

KPIs include hard measures—leads and sales for companies, 

donations for nonprofits and membership for associations. 

Other KPIs include reducing costs in areas such as customer 

service or marketing. 

For instance, an organization’s goal might be to “Be the 

best place to work in Texas.” A helpful KPI would be a low 

turnover rate. If the social media program is aimed at engag-

ing employees, management might devise a measurement 

program to look at how many employees engaged with the 

entity and survey staff members to see if this engagement is 

affecting their relationship with the organization. To get to 

outcomes, the organization could look at its turnover rate in 

relationships to its social networking campaigns, internally 

or externally, to see if the campaigns had an impact. Also, the 

organization can track new hires that come through social 

networking.

As an example of a non-cash KPI, Waste Management 

invested seed money into a division that it called Greenopolis. 
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Part of Greenopolis’ charter is the goal of reducing solid waste 

by encouraging recycling. On its community site, Greenopo-

lis141  has a counter that tracks the tons of glass and aluminum 

recovered and recycled through its Greenopolis Recycling 

Kiosk. This is an important KPI for the parent corporation, 

and it is kept front and center. In late 2010, Waste Manage-

ment had tracked the recycling of more than 5 million tons 

through its online efforts.

Certainly there are important softer measures, such as 

reputation, competitive advantage and key relationships with 

influencers. Then there are the measures of attention, such as 

hits, page views, and numbers of friends. It isn’t that social 

media is hard to measure—it’s that it’s hard to decide which 

of a myriad variables are the right ones to measure.  

SMART objectives help organizations start from the end 

and work their way back. In many ways, knowing where a 

company or nonprofit wants to go creates the strategy and 

tactics to get there, and the measurement of performance 

along the way. 

Case Study Yahoo! You In?

Yahoo! was looking for a way to more deeply engage its 
600 million users to amplify the good works of individuals 
and embody its brand values of being fun, human, relevant 
and personal. They also wanted to go beyond supporting 
a cause—to inspire their base—while also building on the 
overall goal of their corporate responsibility program to 
show “How Good Grows.”

Yahoo! took an innovative approach by focusing on 
the stories of average people doing extraordinary things to 
drive engagement—a case of using content distilled from 
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its user base to drive overall business goals. One example 
was when a rare Minke whale unexpectedly joined Jodie 
Nelson as she paddled from Santa Catalina Island to Dana 
Point for a cancer fundraiser. Yahoo! featured the story on 
its homepage,142 and Nelson, who had only raised $6,000 
from family and friends, saw that number jump to more 
than $120,000—all from people donating $20 to $25.

This plays to the core of what Yahoo is trying to inspire 
with its brand, engage individuals to make a difference and 
also move toward its vision, which is to become the center of 
people’s online lives—a hard vision to realize in the fiercely 
competitive world of search and online media.

Engagement

That was why Yahoo! was in search for something dif-
ferent for its 2009 holiday giving campaign, something that 
would better highlight its strength as a digital media content 
and communications provider. It wanted something that 
would allow its 600 million users to better connect with 
inspiring ideas and build a stronger emotional bond with 
the brand. Yahoo! staff drew inspiration from the story of a 
woman who had impulsively bought groceries for someone 
at the store; they parlayed that into a fundraising campaign 
to help others.

Yahoo’s “You In?” campaign was conceived as a way to 
engage the user base by creating a ripple of happiness in 
social networks. It would start with a simple act of kind-
ness that users could report on their social networks, and 
particularly in the newly released status update feature in 
Yahoo! Mail.

Yahoo! seeded the campaign by identifying 300 inter-
nal and external influencers and giving them $100 each to 
perform random acts of kindness. They were to report these 
acts of kindness in their social networks. The call to action 
was the tag, “You In?” This encouraged the influencer’s 
social networks to do likewise. The “You In?” reports were 
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added to a Yahoo! map at the website http://kindness.yahoo.
com so people could see the impact. Yahoo! took some of 
the best stories and amplified them with coverage on its 
dot-com site and also by conducting its own acts of kindness 
inspired by people’s status updates. For instance, inspired 
by one update, they visited the San Jose airport and paid 
for luggage fees, resulting in 45 mainstream media articles, 
just on that one engagement.

Results

The positive results of the “You In?” program extended 
far beyond the clip books and mainstream media coverage 
although there was plenty of it. The campaign generated 
2,200 mainstream media reports, 1,700 radio mentions 
and 200 positive mentions on blogs—with one Ad Age 
headline reading, “Brilliant Holiday Marketing Stunt.” This 
coverage trumped mentions of a concurrent multimillion-
dollar ad campaign, a compelling comparison of cost for 
engagement. 

However, perhaps more compelling were the engage-
ment numbers themselves. There were 320,000 status 
updates from 18 countries, using the Yahoo! Mail status 
updates feature, an increase in the use of status updates in 
Yahoo! Mail by 30 percent in a month-to-month compari-
son. For a media company that bases its income on advertis-
ing sales and impressions, it was a tangible business result.  

Moreover, the campaign drove 1 million brand impres-
sions for partners Network for Good, Global Giving and 
Donors Choose, and it resulted in more than $20,000 in 
donations for nonprofit organizations.143 

The proof of concept for this program was high, and 
Yahoo! intends to repeat the effort.144   

Measuring What Is Important

Once you have decided to measure, the question becomes 
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what to measure. Katie Paine, CEO of measurement firm 

KDPaine & Partners and author of Measuring Public Relation-

ships: The Data-Driven Communicator’s Guide to Success,145  

talks about the two laws of measurement: “Only measure that 

which you can change,” and “You become what you measure.”

Obviously, an organization should only measure things 

that matter to it and that it can change, or it is wasting time. 

Less apparent is that once measurement starts on certain so-

cial media activities (like number of friends, for instance), the 

tendency is to focus on that activity, perhaps to the exclusion 

of more profitable activities or tactics. There are better sources 

of measurement than the number of Facebook or Twitter 

friends. Here are some suggestions for what else to measure 

and how to get started.

To see how far downhill this thinking can lead, look at 

a recent New York Times headline that read: “The Value of 

a Facebook Friend? About 37 Cents.”146 In a Burger King 

campaign called the Whopper Sacrifice, users could install 

a Facebook application, dump 10 friends and get a coupon 

for a free hamburger. Someone calculated the value of each 

friend to be about 37 cents by taking the value of a Whopper 

and dividing it by the number of friends Burger King wanted 

consumers to drop, yielding the supposed free market value 

of a friend on Facebook. Of course, not all friends are created 

equal, and this marketing stunt obviously was not meant to set 

a value on friends. Unfortunately, however, people do similar 

things in the measurement of social media every day. Just as 

arbitrary advertising equivalency values are assigned to cover-

age in mainstream media to “prove” the worth of an outreach, 

some social media managers employ the same kind of faulty 
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logic by assigning monetary value to friends, followers and 

online properties. Resist this urge. Instead, an organization 

should do what Paine recommends:

You need to understand what matters to the business [or 

nonprofit], and how you contribute to that effort. Then 

you want to measure that, not implement some shiny new 

object that purports to measure success but in fact is just 

a proxy for activity or hits or whatever other meaningless 

number that is out there.147 

The real question for a company or nonprofit that is using 

follower counts as its main criterion is, “What do additional 

Facebook or Twitter friends actually gain us?”

Most likely, the answer isn’t clear. The organization needs 

to focus instead on what those friends do. In a recent study 

at Northwestern University, Professor Alok Choudhary and 

graduate student Ramanathan Narayanan found that celebri-

ties with huge followings on Twitter often carry no influence 

outside their areas of expertise or interest. “Our premise is that 

influencers are those that dynamically change the opinions of 

people on specific topics, or the topic of the moment. So in 

real time we can determine how people are getting influenced 

for an important topic,” said Choudhary. 148 

The Northwestern researchers built an interesting tool 

called the Pulse of Tweeters149  that evaluates current Twitter 

trends based on influence instead of followers, with more 

action-based measures such as retweets and tonality. While 

this tool has shortcomings due to its automated nature, it 

illustrates an important point—that someone with a small, 

motivated following may be more influential than someone 

with a vast, but disconnected, following.
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Many other tools claim to measure influence, but be wary 

about using a single, indexed influencer number to measure 

overall “rank.” When it comes to influence, organizations 

should think bigger. 

The value of online followers depends on how an organiza-

tion engages with them, and on what they do in return. In a post, 

Augie Ray, a former analyst at Forrester Research, pinpointed 

the problem of trying to assign value to fans:

If you lift a ball off the ground and hold it stationary, it 

has no kinetic energy, but it does have potential energy; 

drop the ball, and the potential energy becomes kinetic 

energy.150   Facebook fans are like that—all potential energy 

until you introduce something that creates kinetic energy. 

As such, the operative question isn’t, “What is the value 

of a Facebook Fan?” but “How do I make my Facebook 

fans valuable?” 

Consider how Anas Younes, a doctor at MD Anderson 

Cancer Center in Houston, Texas, harnessed the power of 

his fans. Younes specializes in lymphoma and needed more 

patients to enroll in his clinical trials. For 18 months, he used 

Twitter and Facebook to share important information about 

cancer studies and trials, focusing on lymphoma. He amassed 

a modest but respectable community of 617 followers on his 

Facebook fan page and 1,511 on Twitter151  — not bad for a 

busy doctor, but probably not successful from purely a popu-

larity standpoint.

The key was that his fans were highly motivated by his 

topic. If someone has lymphoma, Younes is a “go-to” guy. He 

has built strong thought leadership on Facebook, Twitter and 

through MD Anderson’s Cancerwise blog,152 and he curates 
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the topic well. As a result, Younes has had a lot of people email 

him with questions about the disease. More importantly, they 

are signing up for and referring friends to his clinical trial pro-

gram. According to Younes, he has quadrupled the number of 

patients in his clinical trials using social media channels. For a 

busy doctor who relies on robust participation to further his 

career, this metric is much more important than the number 

of Facebook fans he has. Younes has the right fans, who are 

taking action to benefit his bottom line as a research doctor 

at a prestigious hospital.

The Three A’s of Measurement:
 Action. Attitude. Attention.

When it comes to social media measurement, one of the 

hardest things for most organizations to determine is where 

to put their limited resources and focus. All measurable objec-

tives for online media should be consolidated to a dashboard 

that is frequently updated and can show where online efforts 

stand at a glance. 

Dashboard software is available online, but it can be as 

simple as a PowerPoint document with numbers and goals 

updated on a monthly basis. Also, entering these numbers 

into an Excel spreadsheet allows an organization to analyze 

the numbers for a period of time and to add other data, such 

as sales numbers.

A word about social media monitoring: It is crucial, and 

all companies and organizations should invest money and 

effort into it because it allows them to listen and respond to 

the Fifth Estate. But monitoring is not, in itself, a measure-

ment program. Analysis of raw monitoring data is necessary 
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to discern what it might mean, or to determine whether there 

are opportunities to look at data in relationship to other met-

rics in the organization. A measurement program starts with 

monitoring, but it requires more than looking at the number 

of mentions of a brand, organization or issue.

Types of measurement include three gauges: Attention, 

Attitude and Action. These roughly correspond to the more 

traditional measures of communication: Outcomes, Outtakes 

and Outputs, which gained popularity with researchers in 

2002.153 

Measuring Action

Probably the most important and least measured part of 

a social media campaign is the action people take as a result. 

This is where campaigns can be tied to key performance indi-
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cators (KPIs) or other organizational goals for action. Return 

on investment also can be measured in terms of actions. 

Business measures can include things such as registrations 

for conferences, sales leads, hiring, store traffic and reduction 

in customer service costs. For nonprofits, business goals in-

clude donations, votes (for politicians), new volunteers, return 

volunteers, volume of donations and the median amount of 

money per donation.

One useful example is a research study conducted by Al-

timeter and WetPaint called EngagementdB154 , which sought 

to connect key business results to social media engagement. 

The study looked at the engagement in social media by 100 

top brands as measured by BusinessWeek / Interbrand “Best 

Global Brands 2008” rankings and correlated that engagement 

with one of the biggest KPIs for many organizations—revenue 

and profit.

The study found brands that were highly engaged in a 

number of social media and networking channels showed 

stronger revenue and profit than those that were not. More-

over, it found that those that were not active in social network-

ing performed worse in all categories than those that were. 

The correlation is striking, because it indicates the need for 

an open mindset of listening and responding to the needs of 

customers, donors or other stakeholders for a company or 

organization to be successful. 

In his “Basics of Social Media ROI”155  presentation, Olivier 

Blanchard, author of Social Media ROI, outlines a process to 

tie online activities to revenue and cost savings. That includes 

looking at sales data overlaid with social media activities and 

campaigns. He recommends looking at frequency, or number 
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of transactions per month; reach, or number of new custom-

ers; and yield, or total transactions.

For example, overlay basic sales data with social media 

activities, the results of your monitoring and any market re-

search, then look at the data for areas where they seem to rise 

in concert (commonly known as deltas in the measurement 

world). This kind of measurement is best done for a significant 

period of time to give the best results, and it can demonstrate 

which social media activities and campaigns appear are hav-

ing the best effect. 

If an organization noticed that more lively chatter on its 

Facebook page usually means better attendance at weekend 

events, it might consider timing communication or promo-

tions for maximum effectiveness. Determine what’s most 

important to the business, and start measuring that right 

away. More variables can always be added, and it’s better to 

start small than not to start at all.

Universe of social media measurement includes:

• KPIs, with SMART objectives that map to them.

• Monitoring mentions of the organization and looking 

at the balance of positive, negative and neutral mentions.

• Analytics, including number of comments, unique 

users, popular content, time spent on page.

• Business data, sales, volume and other raw data that 

can be correlated to activities.

• Market research, including satisfaction survey results 

and pre- and post-attitudinal studies.

• Chart of activities, to link them back to data points.
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Case Study: Fire Nancy Pelosi

After the 2008 election, the Republican Party (or the 
“Grand Old Party,” the GOP), invested extensively in its 
social media capabilities.  In its efforts, the GOP took on 
a participation and crowdsource strategy, building a core 
group of followers who support the party and its platforms.  
In addition to primary tools Facebook and Twitter, the GOP 
hired Todd Herman to direct their online effort, community 
managers, and developers.  This team tools an open API 
to integrate the social effort into the electronic database 
maintained by the Republican National Committee.

By the time the 2010 general election began in earnest, 
the GOP had developed a large constituency, far surpassing 
the reach of a Republican newspaper in a major market 
like the Washington Times.  The GOP had embraced and 
become a part of the Fifth Estate. This social media power 
was unleashed after the health-care reform act was passed by 
the U.S. Congress.  In response, the Republicans launched 
a “Fire Nancy Pelosi” campaign to galvanize their core 
nationally and change the balance of power in Congress.

Engagement

When it became clear that Congress was going to move 
health-care reform through, the Republicans developed 
their response.  They integrated their Fifth Estate engage-
ment using the firenancypeosi.com domain, the new 
GOP.com, Facebook, Twitter, the Points API key for “Fire 
Pelosi” donation widgets and—most importantly—their 
influencers.

Before officially launching the Pelosi campaign, the 
GOP reached out to its core 100 influencers. A hashtag 
keyword—#firepelosi—was created for use on Twitter to 
track conversations via search and encourage other like 
minded individuals to participate too. #firepelosi started 
to appear early because the party seeded it.  Then the cam-
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paign began in earnest with a TweetBomb and the GOP 
unleashing its full community on the effort. “Fire Nancy 
Pelosi” became a Twitter-driven phenomenon, trending on 
the social network for a day because so many people were 
posting #firepelosi tweets.

Then Twitter drove widget adoption, which linked back 
to the Fire Pelosi website and drove search results. The fresh 
content on Fire Pelosi drove it to become the third-highest 
link anytime someone searched the name “Nancy Pelosi.”  
After Google searches (achieved organically by the high 
number of Twitter mentions) sustained the campaign, the 
GOP turned to Facebook community members and asked 
for donations. Donations on Facebook cascaded via up-
dates, galvanizing friend networks to follow suit and make 
their own donations. 

Results

The Republican Party experienced a 100-to-1 return 
on investment, spending $17,000 to raise $1.7 million 
via the FireNancyPelosi.com widgets and donation tools.  
Perhaps even more amazing was the 22,800 widgets that 
were distributed, customized for each blogger or content 
owner’s site. 

An even more incredible telltale sign was the size of 
some of the donations.  Often criticized for being a me-
dium that doesn’t deliver big donations, the Republican 
social media effort provided a different result. The GOP 
received eight donations of $16,200, the federal cap for a 
political donation from an individual.  When the GOP won 
60 Congressional seats in the 2010 mid-term election, the 
Fire Pelosi campaign was credited by several media outlets 
as starting the inertia that led to the groundswell election.  
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Measuring the “Three Ss” of Attitude

In addition to knowing how and why people in the Fifth 

Estate take action, measurement can help an organization 

know how they feel about their brand. Attitudes provide an 

idea of a person’s relationship to a brand or issue. The “Three 

Ss” of attitudes measure this attribute: Sentiment, Satisfaction 

and Surveying. 

Sentiment is an important way to gauge the attitude of 

people in the Fifth Estate toward an organization and to get 

a “feel for the conversation.” Organizations can use this data 

to “read the tea leaves” and make wiser decisions to better 

manage the expectations of a community. It’s possible to 

measure sentiment using free tools that collect the raw data 

and analyze the sentiment. Paid services also can prepare this 

data. Usually, the category buckets for sorting this data are 

positive, negative and neutral. 

An organization, topic or brand with large volume will 

want to consider using a paid tool. Many of these tools 

apply an automatic sentiment score to the data feed; but 

some measurement professionals say that this figure can 

be off-target by as much as 70 percent. While monitoring 

tools such as Radian6, Spiral16, Sysomo, Social Media 

Metrics and myriad others are useful for gathering large 

amounts of data, there still is a need to define what falls 

into the positive, negative and neutral sentiment buckets. 

This requires a human to make sure articles and posts are 

tabulated correctly.

For instance, if someone said, “I had a hell of a time at the 

opening of the show,” a computer might put that in a nega-

tive bucket, while any human would know immediately that 
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the commenter loved the show. Then there is the problem of 

spam. All paid services work hard to filter it out, but usually 

a significant amount of spam gets classified into one of the 

three buckets—enough to make a real difference. A person 

needs to look at each entry (or at a sample of entries) and 

make judgment calls.156  

Sentiment is a great measure when done right, and it can 

be especially useful when overall sentiment is compared with 

that of competitors. It also helps show that online activities, 

such as providing customer service through Twitter or engag-

ing a negative community, are helping improve a company’s 

reputation.

The second “S” is old-fashioned satisfaction. When it 

comes to social media measurement, people sometimes forget 

to use what already is at their disposal. A customer-focused 

organization typically asks people about their satisfaction 

after a sale. It can take these scores and add some questions 

about customer engagement in social media channels. Then 

measurement is as easy as cross-tabulating satisfaction scores 

with the level of social network interaction.

If an organization does not offer a consumer product, it 

still can gauge the satisfaction of visitors to its blog or website 

by using a pop-up exit survey. According to analytics guru 

Avinash Kaushik,157  there are three questions an organization 

should ask on any website survey of its customers:

1. What is the purpose of your visit to our website today?

2. Were you able to complete your task?

3. If you were not able to complete your task, why not?

These questions give insight into why people came to the 

blog or website and whether they were able to complete their 
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purpose for being there. If people routinely can’t complete 

tasks, an organization can learn what is frustrating them and 

work to fix it.  

The third “S” is a “survey of relationship.” In the paper, 

“Guidelines for Measuring Relationships in Public Relations,” 

Linda Childers Hon and James E. Grunig lay out a series of 

questions that gives an immediate snapshot of what is working 

and what isn’t in the relationship with key online stakeholders 

and gives insights into how to improve it. 158 

Use simple pre- and post-surveys to see how attitudes 

have shifted because of a campaign or program. Also use 

online focus groups to test new ideas, get feedback on prod-

uct development and avoid pitfalls in social media outreach. 

In measuring attitudes, organizations have to take the old-

fashioned approach of talking to people rather than relying 

heavily on computer-generated insights.

How to Measure Attention

Attention is perhaps the most measured aspect of social 

networks. Often the counts of followers, “likes,” links, com-

ments and perhaps retweets and mentions are the only form 

of measurement to which the organization pays attention. 

But these measures are inadequate. They can be gamed159  by 

determined people hoping to gain influence, and they tell 

very little about what people are doing in relation to a brand. 

Respected people in the online media and technology 

community have raised questions about the efficacy of this 

measurement strategy. Iain McDonald of Amnesia RazorFish 

in Australia wrote a detailed post160  on how to spot when 

someone has been gaming the system, and blogger and influ-
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encer Anil Dash161  has pointed out the problem with Twitter 

accounts that amass a passive following that wasn’t  earned 

through merit. Dash observed that these accounts do not 

experience a commensurate growth in engagement as their 

follower counts skyrocket. 

The issue of gaming aside, an organization probably knows 

very little about those who follow its social media accounts. 

Are they competitors, spambots, friends or foes? Can the or-

ganization discern the difference? Aliza Sherman, blogger at 

the popular tech blog GigaOm162  argues for seeking quality 

followers rather than quantity. Remember lymphoma spe-

cialist Anes Younes? He had the right followers to meet his 

objectives. That is what a company or nonprofit needs: quality 

interactions (retweets, mentions, clicks on links, comments) 

in its community.

However, interaction numbers tell very little about why 

the interest was generated. Increased traffic to a blog could 

mean that people really love the most recent post, or it could 

mean that the search engine indexed the page for an irrel-

evant search term. For instance, a post about the marketing 

strategy of entertainment phenomenon Justin Bieber could 

garner hundreds of hits from teens looking for the latest 

Bieber news rather than from potential customers.  An ana-

lytics tool for keyword search traffic would show entry via 

the term “Justin Bieber,” and a corresponding, atypical spike 

in the average number of “bounces” (people who come to 

the site, read one page and leave) would indicate the traffic 

is useless to the organization. 

Blog analytics can be thought of as content, relationships 

and action. Look at how content is performing, what an audi-
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ence finds most interesting, where they are spending their time 

and how loyal they are to the blog. Some of the most interest-

ing analytics reports on a blog include the content overview, 

which can help to set the editorial calendar; the number of 

absolute unique visitors, which is much more accurate than 

hits or traffic; and the number of return vs. new visitors, which 

shows readers’ loyalty. 

On a social website or blog, a high bounce rate is less prob-

lematic because many readers come from a link on another 

social site or feedreader and leave after reading. However, 

time spent on the site might be a good measure to watch, 

and knowing which content is more compelling allows an 

organization to tweak popular pages to get more engagement 

and more click-throughs. 

Measuring relationships in an analytics program is a bit 

harder. Traffic sources can be a telling sign. Return visitors, 

top traffic referrals and the average time people spend on the 

blog site are some of the standard analytics that merit the 

most attention. For instance, by knowing which sites share 

information and send traffic to a site, a community manager 

can encourage or reward the people behind those posts by 

acknowledging them. Moreover, an organization can test 

how blog posts are generating action by using unique links 

to e-commerce, donation or other action pages. In the free 

program Google Analytics, this kind of link is called a “tag,” 

and these links can be used to follow the reader from the blog 

content all the way to the sale.163  

More than anything else, keywords should drive an 

organization’s search engine optimization strategy. This 

is achieved by looking at the keywords people are using 
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to find a site and then modifying copy to bring in more 

qualified traffic. If certain keywords are performing well in 

both overall traffic and stickiness—meaning lots of people 

are staying on the page long enough to read the content—
then an organization has likely found its natural audience. 

Cater to them to drive up the relational measure of return 

visitors, or loyalty. 

The most loyal fans deserve red-carpet treatment. Give 

them content that interests them. If a small core of people 

returns every week to spend a significant amount of time on 

the site, be sure to work at growing this segment by provid-

ing them more of the content that interests them. Growing a 

community includes increasing unique visitors, return visitors, 

time spent on site and number of pages viewed.

Becoming a Measurement Maven

Effective social media measurement is not nearly as dif-

ficult as the “Naysayers” believe. Nor is it as complicated as 

the “Bean Counters” would like it to be. Professionals who 

learn how to take the universe of measurable information 

and parse it into actionable insights that can drive strategy 

will have the best chance of success. Just because something 

can be measured doesn’t mean it should be, and just because 

“everyone else” is valuing a particular measure doesn’t mean 

it is right for every organization.

It is important to measure that which is central to the 

overall goal of the organization. If that is sales, it’s important to 

correlate them with customer/follower relationships, because 

those can be the basis for future sales. Determine if the growth 

of relationships helps drive sales higher. If the important 
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measure is increased volunteers, measure how social media 

participation tracks against volunteerism and survey volun-

teers to see if an organization’s social media-based volunteers 

differ from those who don’t use conversational media.

Chapter Six SnapShotS

Like many forms of communication, social media can 

be difficult to measure. There are three views of social media 

measurement, the Naysayers who believe that social media 

shouldn’t be measured because it’s about people; the Bean 

Counters who don’t believe social media should be engaged 

in unless they produce hard results, and the Explorers who 

look at a variety of measurements.

Measurement not only displays results, but also can serve 

as a diagnostic tool. By determining whether or not a program 

is succeeding in its goals, changes can be made and adjust-

ments can occur, furthering the organization’s business or 

advocacy goals.

Set SMART Objectives

SMART objectives are specific, measurable, attainable, 

relevant and time-bound. An organization can use these 

guidelines to frame the parameters of online measurement, 

from hard sales numbers to the speed of interaction. 

Measure What Matters

Industry thought leader Katie Paine says, “Only measure 

that which you can change,” and, “You become what you mea-

sure.” That does not include Twitter and Facebook follower 

accounts. Organizations need to do more than just look at the 
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numbers. They have to determine what these numbers mean 

to their business or cause.

Measure Action

Measuring action provides the hard data. It’s here that 

an organization determines which online social efforts are 

driving results. Facebook posts that yield sales and social 

media programs that create stronger loyalty and retention are 

examples of actions.

Measuring Attitude

Attitude is how people feel about the organization. Given 

that social media are relational, it’s easy to measure the emo-

tional ties to an organization (or lack thereof). To measure atti-

tude, use the three “Ss,”  sentiment, satisfaction and surveying. 

Measuring Attention

Attention, follower counts, number of posts, tweets, etc., 

are the most popular kind of social media measurement on-

line. It’s important to tie these measurements to actions that 

are drawing attention, so that an organization can maximize 

these activities and optimize its online program. Further, 

measuring attention enables the empowerment of the orga-

nization’s loyal influencers.  

 



Chapter 7

Sustaining Your 
Community Over Time

161

Care2 is a community comprising 15 million people inter-

ested in societal issues around all sorts of change, from 

climate issues to human rights. In an online conversation, 

Founder and CEO Randy Paynter discussed how important 

it is to stay relevant after 10 years as an online community 

developer, and how interactions need to change over time to 

continue to foster growth.164 Maintaining position online is 

one of the biggest challenges facing organizations now that 

their initial forays into online media have matured. Once 

you have developed a following, moving from a conversation 

driver to a conversation facilitator is crucial. It empowers the 

community to become part of the brand, as Paynter noted. 

That’s why Dell’s social effort continues to thrive after 

its difficult “Dell Hell” turnaround in 2006 and 2007. That 

turnaround featured an online reputation nightmare with 
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almost half of all posts about Dell featuring a negative tone, 

and catchphrase—Dell Hell—that was associated with its 

customer service. Dell reduced negative commentary by more 

than half through active listening and direct engagement, 

resolving Internet users concerns, case by case. 

The company keeps innovating and responding, exter-

nally and internally, to its community. In 2010, Dell began 

systematically training every employee to use social media 

tools in their jobs, facilitating better communications in 

every aspect of Dell’s business. The company culture has 

become truly social.

Dell is the unusual case. More often brands suffer from 

“one-hit wonder” success. The summer of 2010 saw a viral 

hit with the “Old Spice Guy,” a series of advertisements mixed 

with social media that featured a buff, shirtless actor address-

ing witty quips about manliness to the ladies in his audience. 

The Internet was awash in buzz and discussion among people 

eager to get a response from the Old Spice Guy in video or 

on Twitter.165 By autumn,the concept was aging, and the buzz 

started dying down. Old Spice switched to an ad campaign 

with football spokespersons, targeted toward men.

Just as community behaviors change, online technologies 

rapidly evolve. New features develop, social networks are born 

and others fade into obscurity. Communities adapt and move 

in and out of social networks quickly over time.

Maintaining relevance requires a “think liquid” attitude 

that allows your organization to move with the times and serve 

your stakeholders. Like flowing water, which finds the path of 

least resistance to the ocean, an organization needs to remain 

flexible and follow its community––using the tools that it 
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finds most relevant in the moment. Can you imagine if your 

favorite nonprofits and brands still insisted on using AOL?166 

One of the reasons Facebook and Twitter remain rel-

evant is that they are constantly, proactively upgrading their 

feature to serve the people using their networks. While the 

networks came to prominence in 2007, in 2010 they both 

underwent major adaptation–Facebook with its “Like” 

technology, and Twitter with its first major interface change 

since its launch. When presenting video and pictorial con-

tent becomes more important, these services focus on them. 

If shareability needs to be optimized, the networks adapt.

Like technologies, issues stay in motion, too. If a brand 

or nonprofit is too rigid in its methods of staying on topic 

or message, it may miss the boat. Plus, an organization can 

become comfortable repeating a successful conversation.

Dictating interesting points of view to the Fifth Estate 

may capture its attention, but if there’s no give and take, no 

commitment to serving the community’s evolving interests, 

it will move on. Common interest is a two-way street.

Because the Fifth Estate represents a wide swath of our 

society’s voices—real people—it changes. Relevance to our 

various communities is about a commitment to changing and 

evolving with the times. 

Organizations that have had success within their social 

communities might feel like they have mastered the crowd. 

That’s an easy trap to fall into. People––particularly those who 

comprise the vociferous Fifth Estate––are complex. No one 

person has a singular area of interest. People like or don’t like 

the arts, sports, civic activity, working, parenting, family, etc.  
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For an organization to assume it can capture their interest and 

maintain it is short-sighted.

In reality, the Fifth Estate may become aligned with an 

organization for a period of time, then move on. As Charlene 

Li and Josh Bernoff note throughout their book Groundswell, 

the community’s support can rise and fall in a moment.167 

Engaging interested Fifth Estate members in a conversation 

about a cause or a company’s products and services over a 

long period of time is extraordinarily difficult.

American interest in organizations is transitory. In the 

United States, more than 2.5 million charities compete for 

volunteers.168 According to the National Conference on Citi-

zenship, 62 million Americans volunteered with a nonprofit 

between 2007 and 2009.169 Yet, 18.6 million people took ac-

tion with their neighbors independent of a 501(c)(3) to fix 

a community problem. That’s 29% of the larger 501(c)(3) 

volunteer base. Even with an overcrowded nonprofit sector, 

causes cannot capture all of the actions Americans engage in, 

and in fact, they miss many opportunities to serve as vehicles 

for volunteerism.

In the 2009 movie “Up in the Air,” George Clooney as Ryan 

Bingham said, “There’s nothing cheap about loyalty.” Getting, 

and then keeping, a community engaged requires dedication 

and a commitment to serve, with an eye on moving with the 

community’s technological choices and interests. The rest of 

this chapter discusses several key tenets of sustaining long-

term communities online:

• Social network agnosticism (The Death of Facebook)

• Mobility as the next thing

• Attitudes toward technology evolution
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• Evolving community management

• Changing influence

Case Study: Dell Becomes a Social Enterprise

Dell was one of the first big breakthroughs using so-
cial media. During a period of time in 2006 and 2007, the 
company engaged in a customer service program to turn 
around its reputation. It started with a 49 percent negative 
blog post ratio and reduced overall tonality to 22 percent 
negative.

As the program evolved, it launched the successful 
Direct2Dell blog, a series of secondary support blogs and 
community sites like the crowdsourcing IdeaStorm. In 
the years since 2007, more than 400 ideas submitted on 
IdeaStorm have become actual product ideas.

Now after years of success, the company is trying 
adopt social media as a tool across the whole fabric of the 
company toward building better business, not just better 
communication. 

 The company sees social media as a great tool, and it 
is attempting to embrace it as a betterment measure across 
the entire organization, in effect becoming a “socialprise.”

“This is not about campaigns or initiatives,” said 
Richard Binhammer, senior manager for outreach com-
munications and executive initiatives, social media and 
community at Dell. “It’s about adopting social media as a 
way to do better business.”

Engagement

Dell’s social revitalization began in earnest during late 
2010. To achieve its objectives, practically every social media 
tool has been deployed internally. The organization blogs. 
It uses a crowdsourcing site EmployeeStorm, mirroring its 
popular consumer effort IdeaStorm; it uses chatter, a micro 
blogging platform like Twitter. 
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To help the organization adapt, Dell has robust training 
initiatives with employee conferences in each of its global 
regions, as well as training programs that lead to certifica-
tion as social media and community professionals. At the 
time of writing, more than 2,000 people had been trained 
in the space of two months. In addition to certification, 
Dell has been training employees across the enterprise on 
the use of listening and conversation tools.

Results

A daily tracking report is emailed to more than 
500 people (including the CEO, CMO and lead of each 
business unit) in the organization highlighting top top-
ics in social media and overall Twitter reach of various 
conversation threads. Interest in adoption is high across 
the organization.

“I can tell you that our four major business units––
enterprise, public sector, small and medium business, as 
well as consumer––all seem to be adopting social media as 
a viable tool … to use and connect directly with custom-
ers,” Binhammer said. “Our product group is also engaging 
both on and off of dell.com.”

Early signs are positive, with increased visits to Dell.
com, sentiment, share of voice, and revenue generated. 
Binhammer promises more statistics will come in 2011.

The Death of Facebook

Who in their right mind would predict the death of Face-

book, given its ever-increasing dominance?170 But everyone 

always asks, “What’s next?” 

One thing long-term Internet citizens have seen over the 

past 30 years: Communities and social networks get large, 

even as dominant as Facebook now is, and then they fade. 



    167Sustaining Your Community Over Time

©2011 Geoff Livingston
www.welcometothefifthestate.com

Some stay relevant as leaders in their niches—YouTube, for 

example—and others drop into a second tier, or worse. Friend-

ster, MySpace and AOL exist in some form to this day, but 

none of them enjoys the leadership positions and mindshare 

of their heyday.

One of the secrets to Facebook’s longevity is its replica-

tion of the McDonald’s business model. McDonald’s offers 

a cheap menu of foods and beverages that contemporary 

society demands. If a customer wants a latte, they can go to 

McDonald’s. Ice cream? McDonald’s offers soft serve. Salad? 

No problem! And McDonald’s still offers the now classic Big 

Mac, just in case someone wants a burger.

Facebook does the same with its social network function-

ality. It literally watches competitors create new features, and 

then it incorporates those functionalities into its network, 

competing head-to-head in that functional space. Facebook 

relies on its incredibly large user base to accept and use the new 

features. We saw this with Facebook Places and the competi-

tion it offers Foursquare. Other examples include:

• Facebook Pictures competes with Flickr

• Facebook Video competes with YouTube (this feature 

does as well as a McRib sandwich on market share)

• Facebook Chat competes with AOL’s AIM

• Facebook Questions and Groups compete with   Linke-

dIn Questions and Groups

One could argue that the strength of this business model is 

also Facebook’s weakness. As we have seen over time, Facebook 

constantly updates its interface to incorporate these changes. 

This is relatively easy because of its text-based, three-column 
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layout. While text allows Facebook to offer all of these features, 

the user interface has become clunky and cumbersome. In 

essence, being the McDonald’s of social networks has forced 

it into an over-reliance on text. 

If a competing technology arose that provided a new 

interface, an almost completely visual tactile (touch) input 

to a social application, then Facebook would be challenged 

to completely redesign its web site. Several new apps on iPad 

have shown a new way to interact. Early signs show these ap-

plications are becoming immensely popular. 

One iPad application, Flipboard, allows users to create 

their own magazines based on preferences and socially rec-

ommended content. ABC’s popular iPad app features a visual 

globe of news stories. Both application interfaces rely heavily 

on pictures with very few words, and why shouldn’t they, given 

that a picture is worth a thousand words?

It’s only a question of time—maybe even within the next 

two years—before a primarily visual-interface-based social 

network launches. Processing time, software development and 

bandwidth inevitably will increase to enable it. 

How will Facebook upgrade its interface to compete with 

this kind of innovation? 

It would take an almost complete gutting of its social 

networking code. Facebook’s system has become so clunky 

that Facebook CEO Marc Zuckerberg can’t make changes 

that he wants to in order to open the network.Plus Facebook’s 

original feature of private, closed social networking was its big 

differentiator. The privacy tension caused by the movement 

toward openness continues to haunt Facebook.171 

Such a network upgrade likely would force Facebook to 
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abandon users who are still text-based. It would be very hard 

for McDonald’s to keep serving Big Macs while offering a 

tastier Filet Mignon sandwich that holds market share (Angus 

Wraps aside). If you think Facebook  cannot unseated,or it will 

not be by a tactile-input-based network, what about a video-

based network? Bandwidth and technology permitting, how 

about Third Life, a better version of Second Life’s would-be 

virtual-avatar-based world, where interaction would occur in 

a computer-generated 3-D environment? Or a video-based 

network like, but more nimble than, the original Seesmic? 

Isn’t it just a question of time before Facebook meets a 

competitor with a better, next-generation interface that it 

can’t match? Yes given the context of Internet history and 

technology development.

If a better, easier choice becomes available, you can ex-

pect people to spend more time on it than on Facebook. The 

Fifth Estate moves with what’s hot, and without thinking 

about the historical value of today’s technology platform 

of choice. 

Business leaders and strategists cannot afford to become 

too entrenched on a mega social network like Facebook or 

Twitter. If an organization cannot move with its community 

because of an over-investment in one network, it loses the 

opportunity to serve stakeholders effectively. 

Mobility as the Next Thing

If one had to read the sands of time to find the next big 

evolution in online media, they wouldn’t have to look far. 

According to Pew Internet, in 2010 40% of adults use the 

Internet, e-mail or instant messaging on a mobile phone (up 
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from the 32% of Americans who did this in 2009).172 Of that 

group, 38% browse the Web using their phones.

This trend, in combination with the ever-growing (and 

cheaper) smartphone marketplace, represents the greatest 

sea change on the social web since Facebook opened its 

firewalls to welcome members who were not enrolled in 

universities.173 Positioning a company or nonprofit to ef-

fectively engage stakeholders on their smartphones, tablets 

or other portable devices only makes sense. Mobility is the 

most obvious change that communities are making wholesale 

on the Internet.

Mobile web access is expected to surpass desktop access 

by 2014.174 Because of the wide proliferation of mobile phone 

platforms –– iPhones, Android, Blackberries, Windows –– it 

makes the most sense to develop your site to, at minimum, 

offer a great mobile experience before considering any par-

ticular application. Applications can be costly, only work 

on singular platforms (iPhone, Android, Blackberry, etc.), 

and need to offer more value than simply repackaged Web 

content.

Beyond the obvious mobile Web come usage changes in 

patterns and how they affect the data and user. There are many 

questions here spurred by the location-based social network 

craze––with Foursquare and Gowalla taking the lead and 

Facebook and Twitter trying to compete. However, experts 

are beginning to notice that check-in programs do not offer 

real long-term value for organizations.175 

The real development is in understanding how people use 

their phones to engage the Web, and then building mobile 

programs to serve the customer. In some cases, that may mean 
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delving into a location-based social network’s database via its 

API and developing custom applications or unique informa-

tion to serve the community.

Consider that Central Park is the most checked-in place 

in New York City on location-based network Foursquare.176 

Central Park supported this latent community by adding 

historical data for check-ins throughout the park, providing 

context and information to the average Foursquare/Central 

Park visitor’s experience. There also are mobile applications 

that let people track where they are in the park and find at-

tractions and locations near them.

Understanding how mobile data can benefit your stake-

holder is the key. Whether that’s easier experiences with less in-

put because of touch interfaces, or actual hard location-based 

use depends on the organization. What is clear is that this is 

a trend that companies and nonprofits can no longer avoid.

Attitudes Toward Technology Evolution

Evolving technology and revelant conversations are crucial 

to the lifeblood of any community. Balancing the two––serving 

community and adapting new tools––always revolves around 

two principles: A relentless focus on the community’s actual 

use of technology and consistent willingness to experiment.

A crucial component to success is ensuring that an organi-

zation’s evolution in social media adheres to its community’s 

needs and purpose. That means serving the community with 

valuable content, tools and conversations that are on-topic 

and on-mission. 

Adopting new tools that better serve the community is a 

constant consideration and an exercise in experimentation 
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and testing. Sometimes that means moving away from a tech-

nology or application that’s becoming universal because it is 

not well used by a specific community. In other cases, it may 

mean focusing on popular older tools. Technology adoption 

requires serving the community with valuable content, tools 

and conversations that all seek to sustain momentum. The 

meme “serving to sustain” is ever-present, regardless of tactic 

or approach.

To illustrate the universality of serving to sustain, I con-

ducted qualitative research with Care2, Dell, the Humane 

Society of the United States, LinkedIn and Wiser Earth.177 

Their disparate goals include one providing professionals 

with vast social networking capabilities; one dedicated to a 

social network community focused on change of all kinds; a 

smaller social network that works to build a sustainable ethos; 

a major cause whose community is network-agnostic and 

focuses on animal rights; and Dell’s IdeaStorm, a community 

crowdsourcing site that has created more than 400 product 

ideas for the computer manufacturer. 

In the cases of Care2 and LinkedIn, their communities are 

a decade old and existed well before the rise of Twitter and 

Facebook. The Humane Society, Dell’s IdeaStorm and Wiser 

Earth are newer, with their social efforts started in 2006 or 

2007. All five have kept their communities engaged.

Whether it was continuously adapting to the community’s 

changing technology needs, a relentless focus on mission, or 

empowering access and information exchange through larger 

networks, these social networks and communities––while 

completely different in scope and scale––have done what was 
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necessary to survive and prosper. Here’s a glimpse at some of 

the common methods they share.

LinkedIn has a unique technology approach, investing 

in new products and data analytics, so that professionals can 

more easily find one another, connect and discuss topics they 

care about. Technology and feature adoption always revolves 

around this mission. Perhaps the greatest example of this is its 

groups feature set, which at the time of writing had 600,000 

groups, with 1,000 groups added every day and 100,000 profes-

sionals joining a group every day. Other examples include its 

People You May Know service and its new popular Company 

Profiles.

The Humane Society’s team of six community manag-

ers is challenged by what could be called consistent platform 

flux. They continue to adapt their approach on networks 

like Facebook as the networks evolve, in turn producing new 

community behaviors. For example, as Facebook newsfeeds 

become flooded with branded messaging, it becomes more 

important to be selective in the organization’s communica-

tions. In addition, the team is always experimenting with the 

latest tools to see which ones the community adapts to. This 

includes participating, creating contests and experimenting 

with geo-location tools.

During the first year of Dell’s IdeaStorm in 2007, its op-

eration continually evolved based on community feedback. 

Three years later in 2010, Dell began considering how best to 

revitalize IdeaStorm. To ensure that it serves the community, 

the company is conducting conversations that will determine 

its future direction.

For example, Dell community members may suggest a 
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relevant idea, but because a product that would use the concept 

has just been launched, the company ends up tabling it for 

months. For the new IdeaStorm, Dell has beta-tested a feature 

called “storm sessions.” This rapid conversation topic is for a 

short, defined period and seeks specific feedback related to a 

particular business matter under consideration. This is be-

ing considered as a potential solution to the time-alignment 

problem between product launches and idea suggestions.

Care2 involves its community in its technology evolution 

decisions, going to great depths to ensure that there are no 

surprises when a feature set is unleashed. The network deploys 

surveys, listens to feedback and analyzes use data before mak-

ing product decisions. Then it solicits feedback before making 

significant site changes. Wiser Earth management also pays 

close attention to its community and polls its members for 

feedback on new features.

Integrating Major Social Networks

To not use the behemoths of major social networks is 

to deny one’s effort access to the larger Fifth Estate. General 

networks like Twitter and Facebook serve as beachheads to 

participate in larger community conversations. By engaging 

in these networks, an organization can draw interested parties 

into more specific community conversations.

On the opposite side of the spectrum, community mem-

bers rarely limit their conversation to one network or one 

topic. Empowering fluid conversation out of specific com-

munities only makes sense.

Both Care2 and Wiser Earth integrated Facebook and 

Twitter connectivity as those networks rose to prominence. 
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Wiser Earth opened Wiser Earth’s directory through an API 

in a campaign called OpenWiser, and its Executive Director 

Peggy Duvette runs their Twitter presence. Care2 deployed 

community managers operating on Facebook and Twitter, 

added its petition functionality as an application on Facebook 

and integrated StumbleUpon into its offering.

Although LinkedIn is more of a direct, professional-

oriented competitor to Facebook, it, too, integrated Twitter 

capabilities into its status update offering. This created a popu-

lar feature that turns LinkedIn updates into tweets and turns 

professional tweets into status posts using the #in hashtag.

The Humane Society also plays on both networks, But the 

organization is mindful that things can change. “It’s important 

to not focus on the technology, but on the people,” said Carie 

Lewis, the organization’s director of emerging media. “Build a 

loyal community so if Facebook disappears, and you’re forced 

to go somewhere else, they will follow.” Dell also has integrated 

Facebook into IdeaStorm.

Evolving Community Management

When a community development effort begins, it often 

requires significant amounts of effort, from participation and 

relationship development to content creation and seeding 

“influentials” with ideas. While to some extent these efforts 

never stop, part of sustaining a community is letting the com-

munity run itself. 

Consider the dynamics of a great party. For it to be truly 

memorable, usually the host of the party must be gracious 

and allow the guests to mingle, discovering each other and 

the commonalities they may share. The host, while obviously 
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playing a central role, doesn’t dominate the party, but rather 

acts as facilitator––seeding the gathering with libations and 

merriment.

Applying that philosophy to online communities, an or-

ganization needs to embrace the Fifth Estate’s independence 

and empower individual members to become active leaders 

in a community. Organizations need to encourage continued 

participation by celebrating input and giving it a central role 

in the facilitated conversation. That sometimes means that 

topics and features are developed to meet the community’s 

actual conversation.

Going back to a few of the case studies from the previous 

section on technology, Wiser Earth develops new content areas 

and promotes volunteers who want to be active as editors. 

When climate talks became a dominant conversation topic in 

the community, Wiser Earth created a group for live reports 

from Copenhagen.

Care2 takes the approach of building larger networks 

that facilitate conversations and connectivity, and it gener-

ally focuses on tools that support those conversations. While 

laissez-faire in its community management, Care2 found that 

its blog content was encouraging more community participa-

tion than its groups were. In response, it developed channels 

of content dedicated to areas of change so its participants 

would have more opportunity to converse in greater depth 

and specifics.

In addition to action on the behalf of animal rights, the 

Humane Society uses its social tools to encourage fun con-

versations about pets. While one could argue this has nothing 

to do with taking action, it does empower community mem-
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bers to feel like they belong to a larger group of like-minded 

animal lovers.

Keeping the Peace

It is crucial to be extremely sensitive to a community’s 

needs and foibles. Communities, whether they are tens of 

millions of people or hundreds of thousands, are painstak-

ing about contact and behavior so they thrive. This includes 

building in mechanisms to minimize disruption and to ensure 

that the larger mission is accomplished.

For example, the Humane Society limits the amount of 

“asks” it makes, so when it does reach out to community 

members, it is taken seriously. LinkedIn lubricates more con-

nectivity and interaction by providing a “clean, well-lit venue.” 

Dell manages IdeaStorm with an eye toward maintaining an 

active flow of ideas and aligning ideas from the community 

with its own products.

If the larger community’s interests are to be encouraged 

and sustained, than community-centric behavior needs to be 

enforced. That means the organization will have to use some 

of its community management resources to enforce and even 

build new rules.

Care2 deploys community managers who artfully work 

through conflicts to ensure that passionate conversations 

about change don’t devolve into painful personality conflicts. 

Wiser Earth had to develop a clear governance structure that 

applied to volunteers, partners, board and staff. 

This can be particularly true of crowdsourcing initiatives. 

While the crowd craves freedom, people need to be told how 

to participate and what the rules of engagement are. These 
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rules have to be clear, empowering of the crowd and directive 

in their end result. Unfortunately, even with rules in place, 

community “policing” can become necessary. Rules can be 

broken, the spirit of a contest can be thwarted and unforeseen 

behaviors can necessitate action.178 

Perhaps the largest crowdsourcing effort in history, the 

Pepsi Refresh project, seeks input from the general American 

public on great ideas that need funding to benefit local com-

munities. The beverage company needed to adjust its official 

rules in June 2010 to address fraudulent voting that was tak-

ing place. People were using bots or software programs to 

auto-vote as a proxy. Further, the project management team 

continuously monitors the community to ensure that the rules 

are being followed, quality levels are up to par and votes are 

indeed authentic.

“Throughout the duration of the program, we’ve worked 

with a number of organizations that ensure that voting pro-

cesses adhere to the rules, grants are implemented according 

to budget and timelines, and we have a team that works each 

day to respond to consumer inquiries,” said Shiv Singh, head 

of digital for PepsiCo Beverages. “In addition, a member of 

the Pepsi organization reviews every one of the thousand 

submissions each month to ensure the quality of ideas on the 

refresheverything.com site.”179 

Case Study: charity: water

One of the more popular brands in nonprofit social 
media has been charity: water. From its appearance as a 
favorite among bloggers to its designation as beneficiary 
for the first Twestival, charity: water remains present. As 
social media has evolved, so have charity: water’s efforts, 
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demonstrating a brand that can sustain and build upon its 
community. This was reaffirmed with its September 2010 
birthday campaign.

In 2006, founder Scott Harrison “gave up” his Sep-
tember birthday party and raised enough money to build 
six wells in Uganda. In 2007, more people joined in and 
raised $150,000 to provide water projects in Kenya. The 
2008 campaign saw charity: water focus on Ethiopia and 
raise $1 million. In 2009, the social-media-integrated 
mycharitywater platform was launched to enable grass-
roots fundraising for anyone supporting the cause. In 13 
months, that site raised more than $4 million.

In September 2010, charity: water focused on Cen-
tral African Republic, one of the poorest countries in the 
world. The key goals: bring clean and safe drinking water 
to all 16,000 Bayaka people who don’t have access to clean 
water, and to provide all of them with the necessary access 
to fund solutions that would bring clean water to 90,000 
people through 210 water projects. The goal is to raise 
$1.7 million––all of it online, and the vast majority of it 
via individual fundraising campaigns on mycharitywater.

Engagement

The organization used several social media channels 
and tools to engage stakeholders:

• Vimeo to share video footage 
• Facebook to connect with the audience 
• Custom “September” tab with quiz, gifts, etc. 
• Twitter to connect with charity: water’s com- 

  munity 
In addition to social media, charity: water deployed 

a larger, integrated campaign. Elements included email 
marketing, outreach to influential figures and celebrities, a 
full media and search plan provided pro bono by Razorfish 
and pro bono PR support to pitch bloggers and traditional 
media from Golin Harris.
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The average fundraiser on mycharitywater raises 
$1,000, so the organization targeted at least 2,000 cam-
paigners. The greatest point of connection was a “Live Drill” 
on Sept. 7, 2010, in Moale, an isolated village that has never 
had clean water and seen attempted wells fail twice in the 
past 20 years. Unfortunately, the charity: water well also 
failed. But the cause shared the story, and the community 
responded with resolve. As charity: water moved to a nearby 
village to try again, the community rallied, and the first 
successful well of the September campaign was drilled.180 

Results

September was charity: water’s most successful month 
ever in terms of money raised on mycharitywater.org and 
traffic to the site, significantly outshining any other month 
in the cause’s history. By early October, the 2010 effort 
started with a large surge, totaling $720,901 raised, 100 
percent online via mycharitywater.org by grassroots indi-
vidual fundraisers in all, 2,040 people started September 
campaigns between Aug. 16 and Sept. 30, 2010, to raise 
money for the Central African Republic.

Grassroots fundraisers varied from celebrities to 
communities, as well as beneficiaries. Will and Jada Smith  
joined the fight and gave up their September birthdays and 
raised more than $60,000. The Ruby on Rails program-
ming community raised more than $37,000: Tariku, a child 
adopted from Ethiopia who lost a brother to waterborne 
disease, raised more than $5,000.

“Core brand attributes make it easy for us to play in 
social media,” said Paull Young, director of digital media 
for charity: water. “Our 100% model means we send every 
dollar donated to the field, making us true partners with 
our donors. Trust: We ‘prove’ our projects by marking each 
water project on Google Maps and showing our donors 
where their individual money went. Transparency: We’re 
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not afraid to ‘fail’ as shown by our live drill. Our greatest 
commitment is to our fundraisers, we’re much more fo-
cused on working with our supporters to help them raise 
money for us, than in repeatedly asking them for money 
or trying to drive clicks on a donate button.”

Changing Influence

Sometimes at events, I like to sit in the back row. On one 

occasion, I recognized two influential gentlemen in front of 

me, both long standing and often–referred–to members of the 

community. They were listening to the speaker, commenting 

back and forth and being quite critical. It seemed cruel, yet it 

also felt familiar–something I, and many others on the Inter-

net, have done and continue to do nearly every day.

As members of the Fifth Estate, influencers develop new 

ideas and question others’ opinions. Then we reinvent the 

ideas, publish them, bandy them about on social networks and 

sometimes evolve them. This development of idea memes is 

human nature. Consider the many conversations that occurred 

in fall 2010 about Mark Zuckerberg and his character as it 

was depicted in the Hollywood movie “The Social Network.”

 Influence and marketing theorist Malcolm Gladwell 

speculated in a fall 2010 New Yorker article that social networks 

and the influencers behind them don’t really effect social 

change. This reflected a rigid, relevant view of influencers 

but perhaps was grounded in old data.181 As a result, many 

Internet influencers criticized the theory, citing examples of 

where Gladwell was wrong.182 

When it comes to influence, assuming right and wrong or 

black and white can be a dangerous game. As developers of 
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online communities, it’s easy to assume a correct approach, a 

finite method, a sure answer based on instincts, experiences 

and other community examples. As a result, one’s model of 

influence may be grounded in the current reality.

But things change. And online they seem to change even 

faster. Nothing can be the same as it was.

So although you can make educated judgments and deci-

sions based on your assumptions, and often be correct, it is 

important to be open to change and new realities about what 

influence is and how to achieve it. 

Consider our theories and ongoing debates about influ-

ence. Some say popularity is influence, while others say influ-

ence is tied to how many times your comments and content 

are shared with others.183 Who holds sway may change at 

any time, depending on community reaction to positive and 

negative events and input. And perhaps it depends on the per-

son––someone can become influential by of being in the right 

place at the right time. Anyone’s sudden rise to prominence 

can disrupt existing community influencer roles.

The dynamics of social network technology continue to 

evolve. What gives someone clout can be taken away or affected 

by new networks, capabilities and influences. 

In 2007, bloggers were pre-eminent. By 2008, Facebook 

and Twitter took hold, and comments began to occur on social 

networks. New voices, people who for whatever reason did not 

blog, arose to become influential. While bloggers still hold a 

prominent role in social networks, popularity–measured in 

follower counts, retweets, links and more–became crucial (and 

debatable) criteria of influence.

At the time of this writing, society is in the early midst of 
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the mobile social Internet revolution. As communicators, we 

are just beginning to understand how pervasive mobile Web 

access has become, much less how this burgeoning trend af-

fects our community influence patterns. Empirical scientific 

studies have just begun.

While we try to force finite concepts onto this zeitgeist, we 

are at the same time evolving the way it works, changing our 

own information patterns as we seek to understand, evolve and 

grow this evergreen world. Because we are in constant flux, 

sedentary thought and finite peanut gallery criticisms present 

a real danger–the danger of being left behind.

The lesson? Remain teachable. The ability to adapt keeps 

us relevant.

Chapter Seven SnapShotS

As social media initiatives mature and communities 

are built, organizations meet a new challenge: How to stay 

relevant. This issue is more complex than simple product 

marketing. With the Fifth Estate it includes a changing choice 

in issues, as well as in technology platforms. Further, as more 

members participate in your social media, the actual role of 

your community management changes.

Social Network Agnosticism (The Death of Facebook)

Facebook is a dominant voice in the social media world, 

but it, like almost every one of its predecessors, is likely to 

lose its place as industry leader. As technologies evolve, the 

community moves to new platforms, and communicators and 

executives need to be prepared to move with them rather than 

becoming overinvested in one platform.
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Mobility As the Next Thing

If there is any next big thing happening in online media, 

it’s mobility. Mobile Web use will supersede static landline use 

by 2014, causing a need to focus on how to make Web content 

more effective for mobile users.

Attitudes Toward Technology Evolution

Organizations that have been successful with their social 

communities over a period of years demonstrate an attitude 

of service. They evolve their technology platforms to serve 

their unique communites needs and foster more interaction. 

Further, they integrate themselves into larger conversations 

that are occurring on the Internet using social media. 

Evolving Community Management

Similarly, content initiatives and community management 

evolve to meet the needs of the community and facilitate the 

end result. Sometimes this means taking the role of facilitator 

instead of lead voice, and even enforcing guidelines to ensure 

the community stays on track.

Changing Influence

A great deal of the online world revolves around influenc-

ers, but black–and–white models of influence don’t accurately 

depict an evolving Internet. Influence can be momentary and 

become subject to dramatic shifts caused by technology evolu-

tion. Organizations should remain open to new influencers.



 Afterword 

All created things are impermanent. Strive on with dili-
gence. —Guatama Buddha

The most ruthless of political minds and the most loving 
of spiritual sages wrote about change. Centuries and even 
millennia ago, wise men like Machiavelli and Sun Tzu and 
the Buddha all understood change is a fundamental reality.

Indeed, from the simple presence of Fifth Estate feedback 
to the evolving nature of communities and technology, change 
has become the unifying principle of our conversation about 
online communications. And that’s my one desire for you, 
the reader, to understand that this entire online world is in a 
constant state of flux, and that so long as we participate in it, 
we will always be changing to meet the times.

Change has been hard for communicators to embrace.  
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Whether it was a refusal to participate in online conversa-
tions when blogs first emerged to the current painful adoption 
period where messages are delivered on social networks with 
increasing frequency, the trials and tribulations of change 
have been significant.

When I first began discussing the maturation of the social 
media technology adoption curve, colleagues began profess-
ing an opinion that the general public needs to better under-
stand social media and that because of networked effects, 
social media supersedes traditional media. These voices feel 
that online is a mirror of our reality, only exponential, and 
that enough people are not participating yet.  Until the public 
better understands and participates more, the voices of dissent 
feel that social media has not been adopted.

As a professional I want more voices, too; however, I 
disagree on one fundamental level: The Fifth Estate doesn’t 
care about social media. They care about their lives, and 
information gathering and participation simply serves that, 
regardless of medium.

Professional interest in how social media is used or how 
the communications technology is being adopted is just 
that—professional interest. The average consumer does not 
care about social media best practices, they just use it when it 
suits them. Just like they would a treat a movie, a book or TV 
program. That’s not traditional media thinking, that’s reality.

People don’t care about communicators, tools, comment 
boxes, GPS check-ins or any of that junk. They don’t. They 
care about their dinner, their children, their job security, 
whether or not their team won, how they can help their 
community.
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The industries that have a vested interest–technology and 
communications–in the technology’s adoption do care. While 
one can try to differentiate new media and traditional media 
attitudes, it’s still talking like technology and media profes-
sionals. The average consumer just isn’t concerned about how 
relationships are being built or not being built, how revolutions 
are being formed or how earthquake relief is being gathered. 
They just do or don’t participate in these things. They vote 
with their fingertips, either consciously or subconsciously.

Our job as professionals is to become valuable to them, to 
offer something of interest. Now that we have social media, 
we’re lucky because if we’re successful in at least a minimal 
level of engagement, we’re getting feedback and can better 
ourselves. 

Technology is not people. Technology is technology. 
Technology adoption is determined by percentage of use. 
Analyzing people’s use patterns or purpose, the “proper” use 
of these tools, or conscious knowledge of their use of social 
media technology does not affect that percentage. Diffusion 
theory remains the same, as do the numbers. The numbers 
don’t lie.

Ironically, my determination that the social media adop-
tion curve was maturing was based on the more conservative 
of two reports on demographics as determined by age. An 
eMarketer study that came out at the same time demonstrated 
that social media technology adoption is even further along.

I have a great professional passion for social media, and 
I am thrilled to see other industry experts do, too. My sense 
about the debates on social media is that there has been an 
overemphasis on the tools, as well as a lot of conversation 
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about the dramatic change they have brought to professional 
approaches to communications.

With social media, there’s so much more that we can 
accomplish to better our societies, especially now that most 
people in America have access to these tools. I don’t think 
social media technology adoption is the end of the road for 
communications. After all the widespread use of libraries in 
society did not end learning. On the contrary, the availability 
of more conversations is really just the beginning.

It’s now incumbent upon us to make a compelling conver-
sation for our stakeholders. To do that we have to change as 
they change and maintain a continuously relevant dialogue, 
regardless of the medium available or tool used. We are for-
tunate to live in a time when this is possible.
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