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 ARE YOU SOCIALLY CONNECTED?

Almost every week I seem to be receiving requests to join one or other of the new ‘social networking’ sites.

Reading through a newspaper article on-line recently I was asked whether I want to share it on Delicious, Facebook, Google, Live, Reddit, Twitter, Digg, Fark, LinkedIn, MySpace, StumbleUpon or Buzz!  Share it with whom… and why?  If I wanted to send the article (or a link to it) to someone I thought might be interested in it I would do so directly without involving the millions who subscribe to these sites.  But, it seems, there are thousands who prefer to share just about anything this way and I have to admit to not being part of Gen Y (or even X).

An IT exhibition at the KL Convention Centre last year displayed large posters and banners advising people – children in particular - not to share their personal information with anyone and yet here we are being bombarded with requests to do so.

And now these sites are becoming industry-specific with the launch of sites such as i–Meet and Events-Network.  Both these sites originate in the USA and, frankly, serve little useful purpose that I can see.  They would not dissuade me from being a member of one of the active Australian industry association, for example, and I certainly have no desire to tell the world to whom I’m in contact or details of my travel plans.  And while it’s always good to extend one’s circle of friends and colleagues I’m of the belief that unless you’re into computer dating, a friendship (or a business relationship) starts with a meeting not just of minds but also of people.

However, according to an article in Wise Marketer (www.thewisemarketer.com) last year “information from social networking and media sites is having an untold influence not only on consumers’ purchasing decisions but also on customer loyalty”.  The article quotes statistics such as “…some 30% of Google searches on the world’s top 20 brands provide results that link to social media on the first page” and “social networks influence 40% of all offline sales”.  If you’re an incentive practitioner or a loyalty marketer these statistics should frighten you.

That is unless you’ve already built into your loyalty program the influence some of these sites have on your target market.

The power of the Internet to influence purchasing decision is enormous.  With one click of a mouse button consumers can decide not to buy one product in favour of another from a manufacturer that could be located anywhere in the world.  Indeed, it is estimated that by 2020 some 40% of retails sales in the UK will be made entirely on-line (and already over 50% of US-based broadband users claim that the Internet has influenced a recent purchase decision).  Loyalty schemes that do not encompass on-line sales and work actively to create brand loyalty on-line as well as off line including the option to rapidly adapt to support tactical sales issues will certainly fail.

Technology is available to provide solutions to these issues and an experienced incentive practitioner will be able to advise on measures to ensure that brand loyalty remains a very potent method of retaining customers.

There is little doubt that social media has caused a shift in consumers’ expectations.  They expect communications with businesses to be as efficient and personalised as when they log onto one of the social networking sites to communicate with friends.  So, even if your inclination is not to be part of the worldwide ‘let’s be friends’ movement, maybe you should keep a watching brief – it could seriously affect your business.
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