Social networking

Social networking has rapidly become the way we communicate and stay ‘up to the minute’ with friends, family and colleagues.  Among the most popular social networking sites, Facebook has over 400 million active users, 35 million of which access the site to update their status every day.  These users share a wealth of personal information with each other – not only where they’re from, where they’re living now, their work history but a huge amount of detail on how they spend their time, what they’re interested in and who their friends are.  

There are social networking sites designed specifically to help small businesses develop an online presence, network and share information.  BT Tradespace for example, is designed to do just that; businesses can upload a profile, photos, blog and maps quickly and for free.  It couldn’t be easier to make contacts and build an online community that will benefit your business.  

	PROS
	CONS

	· The opportunity to expand to make contacts to work in partnership with people and businesses that may skills and experiences that you need.

· Social networking makes organising events and more efficient and cheaper.

· It’s a flexible media – meaning that you can introduce a new product using text, photography and video at the same time, whilst also encouraging users to give feedback.  In short, it’s market research and marketing rolled into one!

· It’s a great media for encouraging interaction and hype around a new product or service.  
	· Protect your personal data – don’t put personal contact details on your social networking profile.  Make sure customers and businesses are directed to your business website and contact details.  

· Keep your personal social networking profile completely separate from your professional social networking profile.  

· Social networking sites can be used be scammers to encourage you to download faulty software which can slow or damage your system.    




If you’re planning on using social networking to promote your business, here are some things to keep in mind:

· Research which social networking sites suit your business needs – if you’re looking to make contacts and network professionally then LinkedIn or Facebook might be your best options.  If, on the other hand you’re a musician, then MySpace should be your first call.  

· Be selective about which social networking sites you join – don’t spread yourself so thin that you end up social networking more than you are running your business!

· Be active – upload quality content regularly and encourage others with the same interests as you to interact with your content.  

Twitter

There are those that say Twitter is a meaningless application but there are far too many businesses, large and small, using Twitter to raise their profile and generate business for it to be a coincidence.  Twitter allows you to put a face on your business; one that has people behind it, travelling to work, and working in offices.  Twitter allows you to keep customers ‘up to the minute’ with your business.  You can show your customers the workings of your business.  

Twitter started 2009 with only 3 million users – not bad for a ‘meaningless application’.  By the end of 2009, Twitter boasted no less than 60 million users!  Entrepreneur, Duncan Bannatyne ‘tweets’ as do an array of multi-national companies and local businesses.  A number of high-profile celebrities ‘tweet’, among them comedians, radio presenters, authors, and TV personalities; it takes time and effort to persuade a celebrity to lobby on behalf of your business who are careful about with whom they associate, however Twitter means that the biggest fish are a pool with some of the smallest and a witty or interesting ‘tweet’ that gets you noticed could mean that you bag a free mention on the radio!   Charities have used Twitter to encourage endorsements from high profile users and multi-national corporations have organised unique advertising campaigns and events by posting open invitations to users on the site.  

	PROS
	CONS

	· You can use Twitter as an opinion poll and get instant results.

· Twitter can be used to break news much quicker than other media – to launch a new product, announce an event or a discovery – meaning that you can get a head start on your competitors.

· It can give your critics a powerful voice but it also means that you can study them and learn from them. 

· It can help you to keep your business relevant – you want to be active where your customers are active and if your customers see that you are active in the same spaces as they are you’re keeping your business at the forefront of their minds.  


	· Twitter can open up your company to more criticism and complaint – for bigger businesses, you may want to consider developing a new media policy that outlines unacceptable ‘tweets.’

· Twitter sometimes isn’t given credibility – some think it a waste of time or that it’s meaningless chatter.




If you’re thinking of tweeting about your business, here are some things to keep in mind:

· Create an account and check out any mention of your business or your competitors – it’ll serve you well to listen to others ‘tweeting’ first so you can get a feel for the media.

· Add things of interest – for example, a picture, a note on what’s got your attention, a question.

· Turn the spotlight on your surroundings – you get into the habit of only ‘tweeting’ about yourself but it’s just as interesting, if not more interesting, to ‘tweet’ about your space, your colleagues stories and free time and to ask people who ‘follow’ your ‘tweets’ about their interests.

· Use Twitter to promote a blog post, a video clip or an addition to a webpage – but always give introduce it and explain what’s coming next.

· When you’re using Twitter to comment on a business development, make it helpful – give tips, pictures and ask for opinions.

YouTube

YouTube sometimes gets a bad press but there are lots of creative ways in which you can use YouTube to generate positive interest in your business.  YouTube can help you to turn the spotlight on a particular campaign you are running, introduce a new prototype or arm of your business or to give customers an ‘inside view’ of your business.  

	PROS
	CONS

	· YouTube can be an effective tool to support a campaign that you might be running to promote your business – for example, you can turn your podcasts into videos or post film clips of you interviewing a customer who has bought your product or service.

· You can post videos of activities that your business is involved in – for example, a film clip of you or a sector expert giving a presentation on your product or service would help you to promote the credibility of your brand.

· You can attract customers to your premises or help them to feel more involved in a business by giving them a virtual tour of your offices on YouTube.

· Sharing tips with your customers about how best to use your product or service can enhance your reputation for customer care – for example, a restaurant might choose to share a recipe with their customers or a flat pack furniture company might post DIY videos helping their customers to assemble furniture.

· You can ask other users to use your product or service or quote your business in their uploads – you can research where you’d like to place your product based on the number of hits that other users get.

· You can run contests – for example, you can encourage customers to use your product in a variety of scenarios – for example, challenge customers to come up with a new flavour of ice-cream that your business will adopt and sell in its stores for a period of time and ask customers to upload videos of their time in the kitchen.

· YouTube is very flexible – you add captions to your video content, post links to your videos via social networking sites or promote future events by posting videos of previous events that have raised the profile of your business. 


	· Uploading material onto YouTube means that a huge global audience has access to your post – protect your personal data and make sure you don’t put your name, home address or contact details on YouTube.

· Copyright issues are common – take advice from a copyright lawyer and be confident that you understand YouTube’s copyright policy – there are ways that you can block a video and track number of hits on a video.

· Be savvy about intellectual property and only upload clips of new products or services you’re launching if you have registered and patented it.




If you’re thinking of using YouTube to promote your business, here a few things to keep in mind:

· You might want to earn money from the videos you post by entering into a partnership with YouTube

Blogging

A blog is just an online journal – an internet user posting text about a particular topic or theme – that can be accessed by other internet users who want to keep up to date with new entries.  Blogs are not always ‘open books’ completely disconnected from one another.  There are hundreds and thousands of blogs online and they can form part of a blogging community.   A blog can ‘link’ to another blog whose topic is similar or complimentary.  

Blogging is creative and informal and blogging has become so popular that blogs now exist on a variety of different themes; well known bands and musicians use blogging as a means of directly communicating with their fans via a method that is more personal than via a website or a magazine; spokespeople or celebrity supporters use blogging as means of raising the profile of a chosen charity or business; and small business use blogging to start a debate about a new product, comment on  research associated with their market or to introduce special offers and events.  The opportunities are endless and you may find that your business attracts a cult following, helping to build novelty and hype around your product or service.  

	PROS
	CONS

	· It’s a more personal method of communicating online.

· It can be creative and attract a loyal following for your business.  

· It’s an effective way of starting a conversation around your product or service – for example, you might want to blog about the different ways customers can use your product.


	· Blogs need to be maintained regularly in order to be effective – users subscribe to blogs because they want to get regular updates about a topic and your blog will lose credibility if you don’t keep it fresh.




If you fancy trying your hand at blogging, here are some things to keep in mind:

· Keep your blog reader-friendly – write as you would speak to your customers and let as much as possible of your personality shine through.

· Don’t make your blog too specific – not only will you struggle to come up with varied and interesting content, but your readers will struggle to comment.

· Make updates - little, high quality and often.

· Plan what you’re going to write before diving straight into the detail – this will also help you to develop a style of writing, which if you keep the same, your readers will relate to. 

· Don’t do it all – your readers will want to add to and comment on your posts so leave them something to add.

· Let your personality shine through – include insights, your own experiences and your own voice.

· Don’t promote your link all over the web – you’ll be seen as a spammer and it’ll reduce the likelihood of other blogs linking to your blog. 

· Position your adverts – you can often buy adverts quite cheaply over the network but make sure that the attention grabbing advert you paid for features prominently on your blog. 

