
 

 

No denying, the social web has become the new center of 
online gravity. Its immediacy, engagement, and user-
created content have dramatically captured the web’s mo-
mentum. Proportionately, this third-wave web has radical-
ly slowed the growth of champion e-commence and web 
portals. 

We’re at a fascinating, new inflection point. As illustrated, 
Google’s (April ’09) unique U.S. visitor count has all but 
flat-lined growing 1.8% YOY to 139.5 million. During the 
same period, Facebook’s unique U.S. visitor count in-
creased an amazing 249.7% YOY to 104.1 million. [source: 
compete.com] 

Facebook’s gravitational pull has been so strong that gov-
ernment’s use it to post news, information, and commen-
tary. The Obama presidency is connecting with global 
audiences by publishing speeches on Facebook. 

Given current trend lines, Facebook could best Google’s 
worldwide unique visitor count sometime in the next 24 to 
36 months. Of course, much could change by then. 

In terms of unique visitors, Facebook is rapidly gaining ground on #1 Google.
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Twitter  (... because you’re no doubt interested) grew 
1,192% to 19.4 million unique visitors (YOY April ’09). 

The social web fulfills the long-held ambition of “customer 
segments of one” It is much about self-branding ... truly a 
narcissist’s dream. It is driven by empowerment, transpa-
rency, and self-expression. It is intimate, unvarnished, and 

unpredictable. It is 24/7 conversations between real 
people sharing opinions, everyday insights, facts and per-
ceptions. It is an interactive conversation with friends, 
strangers, the broader general public – even brands. 

Social media – the sum total of what is created, shared, and 
documented – stretches from mundane and trite to the 
ultimate in genius and invention. It is wikis, mash-ups, 
participative gaming, and group ideation. It is the trans-
portability of our social profiles, social web browsers, and 
social search. With new super apps, our identities and per-
sonalities become one ... and seamlessly transcend elec-
tronically ... forever. 

Content of Social Media

é blogs, vlogs

é wikis

é gaming

é livecasting

é micro- blogging

é bookmarks,
tagging

é rants,
opinions,
commentary

é photo, video, music sharing

é social search

é networkingé social news

é mash ups

é virtual worlds

é social marketing

é events

é communities

é apps

é e- journals

é profiles

 

Three giant portals – Google, Yahoo, and MSN – sur-
vived through the web’s rapid ramp-up and consolidation. 
AOL  and others remain very weak sisters. New ones con-
tinue to arrive almost-daily. Their continuing innovation 
create all-new professions, energize lifestyles, and deliver 
unimagined personal control. They unleash an explosion 
of personal and professional collaboration, creativity, and 
content. 
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With the genie out of the bottle, web 2.0 (... and beyond) 
has become all about bookmarking, linking, tagging, web 
feeds, IMing, music-video-and-photo sharing, site search, 
blogging, and vlogging. New global brand identities like 
MySpace, YouTube , Plaxo, hi5, Scribd capture interest 
and participation. Driven by digitally-connected global 
cultures, they gain credibility, funding, and fans. 

Currently, the #2 application on Facebook is Causes [go 
http://exchange.causes.com/] – a grassroots platform for in-
dividuals to mobilize their networks to build social and 
political movements. With 18.9 million worldwide mem-
bers, this viral platform is growing at a daily rate of 2.8%. 
That’s brand building! That’s the power of the social web. 

Going Mainstream 

Twitter’s gone “populist”... with politicians and personali-
ties. On Facebook, mega-brands like Coke and Starbucks, 
as well as the Java Cafe in Davenport, Iowa (55 fans), are 
rushing to stake their claim on Facebook. Wik ipedia is 
the new Encyclopedia Britannica. Newsprint is stumbling 
badly as we now Bebo, Meetup, Digg , Stumbleupon, 
SurfWax , Keotag, Xing , Twing , and PeekYou. 

The “big bang” of social and professional web-based appli-
cations enable us to: Zimride  (carpooling communities), 
Cramster (online study groups), Trailfire  (community 
knowledge sharing), Meebo (community IM’ing), and Qi-
tera (enterprise search). New levels of personal empower-
ment are created with applications like: Yuku (one account 
with up to 5 distinct profiles), Remember the Milk  (on-
line task list), Evernote (cross-platform content capture 
and search), Shazam (cell phone multi-media capture and 
sharing), and 5min (instructional videos for DIY projects). 

Tough Questions  

With all the glitter and excitement of this new-world so-
cial web, what tough questions follow for brand strategists 
and owners? 

• Do we have a true, insightful, and proprietary social me-
dia strategy? Or, are we just the next brand into Face-
book? Does “me too” participation get noticed? 

• Is the social web core to our brand imagery, personality, 
marketing, and sales? Or, are we hoping for a free-
standing plug-in? 

• Does social media lead to all-new consumer segmenta-
tion? Does the user’s social personality affect the way 
brands leverage and exploit the social web differently? 

• Are we leveraging a clear understanding of distinct so-
cial web dynamics? How does our brand translate onto 
social properties? What’s all new? How must we re-
think relationships and brand engagement? 

• How does the concept of “social” totally destroy the 

nicely-controlled, premeditated, and measured world of 
brand marketing? How does the old order integrate ex-
panded social agents ... like front line service teams, em-
ployees (past, present), customers (happy, upset), licen-
sees, franchisees, operators, vendors, strategic partners, 
lawyers, media, and elected officials? 

Diving into the Social Web: Head First?  

For all the frenzy, brands must urgently stand-back and 
understand the powerful dynamics driving this brave, new 
world. As marketers, we’re most comfortable with well-
measured strategies, calendared promotions, and cohesive 
metrics. We are broadcasters – reaching out to target 
segments and motivating them to specific actions. 

Oops – the social web is driven by a hugely-different set of 
dynamics ... few, if any, directly controlled by brands. To 
leverage the social web, marketers must re-group and en-
vision all-new “opportunities” based upon these dynamics. 
Control, to the greatest extent, belongs to participants; 
and by-words like empowerment, immediacy, and transpa-
rency come-to-life with a viral spread that is tough to con-
trol or contain. Brands must become masters of listening, 
interpretation, flexibility, and agility. 

The following graphic highlights 10 social web dynamics 
we believe are essential to leveraging the social web. A 
more detailed discussion of each of these dynamics is 
available at http://amicusbd.com/socialweb.htm. 

ñBrands who enter social spaces without understanding and leveraging 

the underlying social dynamics will not achieve innovative leadership.ò
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Engage -- Engagement on the social web – just as in real 
life – is a process. It starts by capturing attention and, 
through bonding, takes us to a common purpose. Along 
the way, we learn, share, challenge, understand, and par-
ticipate. It occurs mostly in free-form ... as values are 
shared and benefits of the relationship come true. In this 
sense, engagement occurs amongst individuals, within 
communities, and with brands.  

Zappos.com, the online shoe and apparel brand, has 
grown primarily through customer and employee word-of-
mouth. They’ve engineered online engagement through, 
proprietary YouTube channels, Zappos.TV, Twitter, and 
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brand blogs including employee tweets. Despite the global 
recession, Zappos generated over $1 billion in sales and 
record profits in 2008. 

Community -- Communities are “what bind us.” From ad 
hoc to formal or invitation-only, their gravitational pull is 
shared beliefs, common interests, and / or mutual support. 
They satisfy the basic human desire “to belong.” Commun-
ities enable engagement and transcend geographical, cul-
tural, lifestyle, and political boundaries. In this sense, the 
social web simplifies and accelerates discovery and bond-
ing. 

Historically Walt Disney World Resorts  relied on travel 
agents to convert lookers into bookers. With the explosive 
growth of e-commerce and the social web, they’ve re-
cruited passionate loyalists (... with extensive Disney 
World knowledge) to interact and answer questions from 
potential visitors. Check out “momspanel” 
[http://disneyworld.com/moms/].  

Immediacy -- While separated by 24,902 miles, the social 
web brings immediacy ... across timelines, across genera-
tions, and across media. The exchange of voice, ideas, im-
ages, answers, and experiences occurs uninterrupted, in-
stantaneous, and across technologies. As in e-commerce, 
the social web brings immediacy to everything ... and an 
expectation that nothing is too far, too big, or too compli-
cated. 

In this sphere, customers expect immediate and complete 
answers from Brands. Anything less is perceived as a lack 
of respect ... and a lack of expertise. 24/7 responsiveness is 
crucial to sustaining the conversation ... in that sense, im-
mediacy is the currency of bonding. 

Collaboration  -- The social web is radically redefining 
and expanding collaboration ... amongst individuals, for 
organizations, for causes, for ideas, and for brands. Brands 
are exploiting social platforms to drive both internal col-
laboration and idea sharing, as well as involving custom-
ers and freelance experts in product design, testing, and 
extended forms of consumer research. 

Vans, the millennial shoe brand [see: http://shop.vans.com], is 
leveraging social collaboration to allow customers to de-
sign personalized shoes – then share and invite feedback 
from their friends (... this via AOL IM, mobile phone mes-
sage, and/or email). This application not only vastly ex-
pands brand buzz, but provides loyalists with tools to 
communicate the values, expertise, and personality of the 
Vans’ brand.  

Interactive  -- Interactivity is a timeless element of com-
munication where participants pay attention, listen, and 
share. While not new – or even exclusive to the web – the 
term “interactive” has become a buzz word for tactics like 
search optimization and keywords, pay-per-click adver-
tisements, re-targeting campaigns, and email blasts. Yet 
these don’t come close to the level of interactivity deli-

vered by social networks. 

Within social networks, exchanges may be very quick 
probes to gain feedback on one’s thoughts or extended 
discussions over a period of time. These occur across a 
person’s network and can span geography, generations, 
language, and even culture. 

Di scovery -- A huge motivation of the social web is the 
desire for discovery – of yourself, your friends, your peers, 
your family, your community, and the world. 

One brand that has leveraged discovery to build loyalty is 
Nike . In 2006, Nike owned 48% of the U.S. running shoe 
market. By the end of 2008 their market share increased 
13 points to 61%. Much of this growth is attributed to 
Nike+. Nike+ is more than just a tool for tracking distance 
run, total time, average pace, and calories burned. More 
importantly it is a discovery community that taps into the 
social web to challenge friends, compete in virtual races, 
and find local running partners. Nike establishes and 
sponsors several other affinity communities to support 
engagement, interactivity, and self-discovery. 

Self-Expression -- On the social web, self-expression is 
conveying one’s passions and distinct personality through 
words, music, art, photos, videos, and other artistic means. 
A fresh example is “United Breaks Guitars .” This in-
spired music video strikes a chord by touching on people’s 
apprehensions regarding travel. It is incredibly well-
produced and shares Dave Carroll’s frustration over an 
airline’s apathy. During its first week on YouTube, over 
three million people had experienced this viral video. Only 
then did United approve the claim. Today, United incor-
porates this video into their customer service training. 

Brands can harness this dimension to their benefit by help-
ing people express their individuality through “make it 
mine” customization tools. Among others, these include 
pre-defined and customizable themes, plug-in apps, photos, 
and mash-up opportunities. 

Transparency -- The social web imparts vast, unframed, 
and often unfiltered visibility into participant’s lives. Per-
sonal profiles summarize their self-identity and public per-
sona. Through postings and community involvement, en-
hanced insights into one’s true motivations, ambitions, 
dreams, and purchase behaviors can be deduced. 

Brands like Zappos, Amazon, and eBay routinely leve-
rage social neural networks to knit seemingly inconse-
quential data into precise, predictive models targeting fu-
ture behaviors. They exploit these proprietary insights to 
nurture brand relationships and build positive brand buzz. 

Democratic -- Through control of traditional media, pub-
lic discourse, and the dissemination of official facts, repres-
sive regimes historically contain an individual’s voice and 
vote. Yet the social web has made it possible for ordinary 
citizens to share their stories with the world. As such, the 
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social web has the potential to become a greater democrat-
ic equalizer than all the economic embargoes, foreign aid 
projects, and surreptitious tactics that have failed to incent 
regime change. 

Given the social web’s vast transparency, attempts to ma-
nipulate results are ultimately rendered mute. Borrowing 
a page from President Obama’s campaign, former Iranian 
Prime Minister Mousavi organized his ill-fated, yet fear-
less campaign through Facebook. Many predicted the vote 
to be extremely close. In an attempt to suppress his mes-
sage, authorities blocked all access to Facebook for three 
weeks prior to the election.  

The official results were so unbelievable that protests were 
quickly organized and broadcast to the world through so-
cial sites like YouTube, Flicker, and Twitter. Street dem-
onstrations continued for over a week and the struggle 
continues today within the clerical powers. 

 

Viral  -- In the social realm content is shared from person 
to person. When this content is so compelling that our 
friends pass it along to their friends – it has the potential 
to go viral. Viral happens when content is shared – like a 
chain letter – at least six levels deep. 

While virality is one way for brands to reach huge au-
diences through a relatively small number of influencers, it 
is an unpredictable, double-edged sword.  

The speed at which brand damaging content spreads 
across the social web cannot be taken lightly. This spring, 
Domino’s took 48 hours to request YouTube to remove 
an unsanitary video. By this time, the damage was done. 
Given the immediacy of the social web, brands cannot he-
sitate to take decisive action in a public relations disaster. 

Engage and Connect 

As customers share their experiences on the social web, 
brands must become more proximate, more immediate, 
more interactive, more innovative, and more personalized. 
These are the new paradigms. 

It’s about grabbing target customer’s attention and bring-
ing the brand’s pillars, personality, and storyline to life. 
It’s servicing immediate needs, establishing relationships, 
and enhancing preference among loyalists. It’s nurturing 
emotional connections through engagement, community, 
immediacy, collaboration, interactivity, discovery, self-
expression, transparency, democracy, and viral. 

Lifestyle brands like REI and Nike  exhibit great agility in 
leveraging these dynamics. For them, the addition of so-
cial web channels is both natural and authentic. They see 
these as integral extensions of their brand, ones that facili-
tate their ability to interact with customers.  

Participating in the social web demands dedicated re-
sources and experiential tactics. Seed them, sustain them, 
track them, reinvigorate them, and integrate with tradi-
tional marketing. These are the keys to social web success. 
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