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Social media has forever changed how customers and 

companies interact. Companies are eager to embrace 

social media, but they rarely take the time to set a well-

thought-out social media strategy. Not only does this limit 

the opportunities they capture, but it can also be dam-

aging to their brands. To maximize their ROI from social 

media, companies need a customer-centric social en-

gagement strategy that aligns with overall corporate and 

marketing objectives.

Additionally, companies must realize that customers 

use social media predominantly to engage in interactive 

one-to-one conversations. Those businesses that use 

social media efforts only for advertising or sales will find 

lackluster results. A recent study on FT.com shows that 

57 percent of social network users in developed countries 

dislike receiving advertisements through social media. 

The lure of social media opportunities should not over-

shadow the risks and the effort that is required to proper-

ly plan and manage corporate social media engagement.

Social media opportunities and risks
There are many opportunities for telecom, Internet, and 

media (TIME) companies to develop their own unique 

approach to social media engagement with custom-

ers. Just by listening these firms can capture customer 

insight and competitive intelligence. For example, net-

work security firm Symantec uses social media to drive 

positive customer product ratings through its “Social  

@Symantec” microsite, which features forums, blogs, 

podcasts, and videos, as well as links to its product-spe-

cific customer communities and its Twitter and Facebook 

pages. Additionally, about 10,000 customers participate 

in Symantec’s “Norton Brand Advocates” program; 

these customers have created more than 1,000 reviews 

and testimonials, as well as shared more than 2,500 of-

fers with friends and colleagues. Symantec tracks and  

analyzes those comments, as well as product reviews 

on e-commerce and specialized websites, and then inte-

grates its findings into its email campaigns. This has con-

tributed to improvements in the average review ratings 

on e-commerce websites and increased online sales on 

Amazon.com by $26 million, according to Forrester.

Other players across TIME industries focus on increas-

ing customer satisfaction and driving support costs down 

through social care. For example, Apple encourages cus-

tomers to assist one another in its own support communi-

ties; others such as HP and AT&T use Facebook support 

forums to quickly respond to customers.

Yet social media activity is not without risk. It offers de-

tractors a loudspeaker to voice their complaints and vent 

their frustrations, so companies should be prepared to 

respond quickly. Additionally, companies must maintain 

their presence in social channels and ensure that con-

versations are consistent across channels. A customer-

centric social engagement strategy can help. It should 

have the following three components:

At a Glance
•  Social media is changing the world, and while most companies 

realize the opportunity, they rarely take the time to plan out their 
social engagement strategy. 

•  Broad and unstructured initiatives could lead to major risks as 
social media puts word of mouth on steroids.

•  To maximize their return on investment from social media, 
companies need a customer-centric social engagement strategy, 
embedded in a holistic digital customer agenda and aligned with 
overall corporate and marketing objectives.

social engagement
PLANS:

Taking the Leap From Social Media 
to Social Engagement 
Instead of a standalone social media strategy, companies  
must develop a customer-centric social engagement strategy 
that is aligned with overall corporate and marketing objectives.
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1. Define social media engagement objectives and 

strategy Customer and company objectives are not al-

ways in sync. While companies may be eager to benefit 

from customer-driven ideas and innovation over social 

media, customers may only be on social to research 

product information and reviews or get customer support. 

Consequently, there is sometimes a mismatch between 

objectives and results (see Figure 1). So TIME compa-

nies first need to identify and differentiate their current 

and prospective digital customers, at a minimum by their 

needs from and expectations of social media. Second, 

they should clearly define their own social media objec-

tives. Third, they need to design a strategy that helps them 

achieve their ambitions while catering to customer needs. 

Finally, it’s essential to define specific metrics to assess 

the return on investment from social engagement. 

2. Align the organization, processes, information, and 

technology Business leaders need to determine how 

they’re going to structure their company’s social engage-

ment governance structure. There are various models 

(see Figure 2, page 38), and each comes with its own 

advantages and drawbacks. For example, a centralized 

model can ensure that there is full alignment on all so-

cial engagement activities. More decentralized structures 

(e.g., organic, hub-and-spoke) can be less effective when 

aligning social activities, but can better engage the entire 

organization and drive social engagement innovation.

OrGAnizAtiOn: Truly effective social media initiatives 

require dedicated resources. Personnel should include 

representatives from key departments, such as market-

ing, customer service, corporate communications, and 

others functions that fall within the scope of the target 

social media strategy. Companies should train their em-

ployees on how best to engage in positive online con-

versations with customers. It’s essential that employees 

represent the brand well; this includes effective commu-

nication, experience investigating customers’ requests, 

and thorough follow-up with customers. Employee em-

powerment is essential to the success of these efforts. All 

of this requires support from top management, otherwise 

cross-organizational alignment and effectiveness will be 

difficult to achieve.

PrOceSS: Senior leadership must determine key pro-

cesses and SLAs, such as how best to monitor social com-

mentary, disseminate insights to key decision-makers, and 

address potential action steps. However, it’s critical that 

Figure 1: How Hot Is Social engagement?
A heat map shows where company and customer social media 
objectives align and diverge

Customer-Centric Social Engagement
To maximize their return on investment from social media, 
companies must avoid the false lure of “me too” engagement 
in social media activities with no clear objective, end-to-end 
strategy, governance model, or technology to support it. It’s 
imperative that they take the time to develop a customer-
centric social engagement strategy, which is made up of 
three components:

1.  Define social media engagement objectives  
and strategy 

2.  Align the organization, processes, information,  
and technology

3.  Execute, measure, and refine your customer-centric 
social engagement strategy

Social engagement: Pillars of Overall corporate Strategy
Components of social engagement are building blocks to compa-
nywide strategy

corporate and marketing
objectives

Digital customer agenda

customer-centric social engagement

Define social media  
engagement  

objectives and  
strategy

Design aligned  
organization,  

processes, information, 
and technology to  

engage socially

execute, measure, and re-adapt social engagement strategy

cuStOmer vS. cOmPAny SOciAl meDiA ObjectiveS
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recommendation

product discount
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these processes remain flexible in order to cope with the 

rapidly evolving nature of social media platforms.

infOrmAtiOn: Data captured from social media initia-

tives should be transferred to other departments through 

a structured data flow. Companies should collect social 

data on an ongoing basis, and then use that information to 

help define, adjust, and leverage their actions in the social 

media space and elsewhere. 

technOlOGy: Technology plays an important role in 

supporting social media initiatives, in large part because 

interaction speed is imperative. Companies should lever-

age social media monitoring tools, as well as platforms 

for online communities and digital dashboards for perfor-

mance monitoring. Other systems include marketing and 

campaign management software and self-service tools. 

3. execute, measure, and refine your customer-centric 

social engagement strategy Executing a customer-

centric social engagement strategy requires learning 

and adapting. Social media is rapidly evolving, and so 

is customer behavior. For this reason program pilots are 

important, as long as they are well managed and map to 

a specific objective. Each program’s impact will vary by 

objective, company type, and customer demands. 

Adding to this complexity is the evolving nature of the 

platforms themselves. For example, as Facebook con-

tinues to grow with products like places and deals, other 

platforms, like Google Buzz, are shutting down. Conse-

quently, companies should revisit their social engage-

ment strategy every six months with an update every 

quarter to check results against performance metrics.

Companies cannot really know whether or how best 

to change their strategy unless they measure its perfor-

mance on an ongoing basis. Each objective should have 

specific metrics attached to it. For example, if the ob-

jective is to measure awareness, then number of unique 

visitors and click-through rates may be good measures. 

On the other hand, if the objective is to generate new 

product ideas from customers, then the number of valid 

ideas and their impact on product sales versus original 

launch targets is what the company should measure. 

Each company needs to align social engagement metrics 

to its overall business goals.

bringing social engagement to digital customers
In 2011 Peppers & Rogers Group helped a major telecom-

munications operator create a digital customer agenda. 

This included producing a customer-centric social media 

• Resources for social media

• Representatives from key departments

•   Executive-level support for social 
media initiatives

•  Centralized repository for social 
media results and analysis

•  Defined performance metrics to 
measure social media effectiveness

Organization

Information

Processes

Technology

Social Media
Initiatives

• Monitoring

•  Disseminating insights from social 
media to key stakeholders

•  Defining actions based on social 
media insights

•  Social media monitoring tool

•  Email marketing/campaign  
management tool

•  Digital dashboards for performance  
monitoring

Figure 2: Social Organization Structure?
TIME companies have choices in how to structure their 
social engagement governance.

OrGAnic centrAlizeD hub-AnD-SPOKe

•   No predefined  
roles

•  Flexible  
execution

•  No strict  
planning 
and budgeting

•   Clear role 
descriptions

•  Centralized 
coordination

•  Centralized  
planning and 
budgeting

•   Cross-functional 
teams

•  Consistent  
policies

•  Distributed  
planning and 
budgeting

Figure 3: Align the Social OPit
Breaking down social media alignment into four quadrants
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engagement strategy. The project consisted of two com-

ponents: define customer-centric objectives and strategy, 

and then design a plan to execute the strategy. 

The project included reviewing and revamping all of 

the telecom’s existing social media presences, including 

Facebook, YouTube, and LinkedIn profiles. Additionally, 

the project team defined plans to establish a new presence 

on other social networks, like Flickr and geography-based 

social networking sites. The strategy focused on develop-

ing social media applications that would link directly to 

information on the operator’s products and services. The 

telecom promoted newly created content, mainly through 

social media links and widgets on the corporate website 

and across all related company micro-sites. 

The company created a Digital Value Management unit 

in charge of coordinating and managing all online execu-

tion and social media engagement initiatives, including 

marketing and customer care. The team defined key 

performance indicators and built a social engagement 

dashboard to monitor both campaign and employee per-

formance for continuous learning and improvement.

With a sound social engagement strategy in place, the 

company executed various campaigns to test the im-

pact of social engagement on customer acquisition. In 

the case of one product, Facebook campaigns resulted 

in a 184 percent increase in the number of fans of that 

product and a 5 percent increase in Internet traffic in less 

than two weeks.

the future is wide open
It’s difficult to guess where social media will go. However, 

what we do know is that companies should avoid broad, 

unstructured initiatives. Programs with no clear vision or 

return on investment may create detractors rather than fol-

lowers and advocates. It’s imperative to put a dynamic, 

long-term plan in place for sustained customer-centric so-

cial engagement. That plan must be part and parcel of a 

broader digital customer agenda and in line with the com-

pany’s overall corporate and marketing objectives. n

>  Adham Fahmi is a manager with Peppers & Rogers Group; 

afahmi@peppersandrogersgroup.com
>  Mohamad Ghalayini is a consultant with Peppers & Rogers 

Group; mghalayini@peppersandrogersgroup.com

3 insights from  
Social media listening 
People have a natural tendency 
to share what they feel and think. 
Moreover, they engage more freely 
in social spaces, whether online 
or offline. This brings an unprece-
dented opportunity for companies 
to capture extremely valuable cus-
tomer insight through social media. 
Customers and social media chan-
nels are both diverse, so companies need to first identify 
where their engaged customers are before they can begin the 
online aspect of their voice of the customer initiative. 

listening to social media activity can generate 
three important learning opportunities:

1. What is being said?
Companies can capture a wealth of information about their 
various products and services through thousands or even 
millions of conversations that take place on a daily basis 
between social media agents and customers, as well as 
among customers themselves. Moreover, companies can use 
social media to listen in on what customers are saying about 
their competitors.

2. Who is saying it?
Companies can identify key influencers among their custom-
ers by monitoring and analyzing those who are most net-
worked and engaged. Customer profiling, combined with 
capturing what is being said, will allow companies to segment 
customers and take appropriate action.

3. What is going to happen?
Companies can use data on what’s being said and who’s 
saying it to predict the impact of changing customer atti-
tudes and preferences. Doing so requires having previously 
analyzed patterns and consolidated insights from other 
company channels. Then map them to outcomes such as 
customer satisfaction, campaign success, or sales in their 
predictive models. Accurate prediction is a stealth weapon 
in any company’s arsenal to react faster, avert catastro-
phes, and plan better on an ongoing basis.

However, listening and predicting require ample planning 
and investment. There are two types of analyses commonly 
used: first is text and sentiment analysis to make sense of 
what is being said across social media; second is network 
analysis to identify and quantify influencers. Both need to 
happen on an ongoing basis.
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