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within the company and discusses their opportunities

and risks.

After establishing the basic terms and ideas about so-

cial media and social media networks the paper gives

an overview of the perceived changes in media usage

and customer expectations. Then it presents significant

aspects of communicating in social media networks and

the challenges for corporate communication. Based on

these results it describes, categorises and evaluates in-

tegration strategies for multimedia marketing and

branding. The paper concludes with summarising re-

marks and a brief outlook on current trends.

With the emergence of web 2.0 technologies communi-

cation has been changing tremendously in recent years,

becoming more dynamic and moving from broadcasting

to personalised dialogue. In this context companies are

required to constantly re-evaluate information struc-

tures and flows in order to create competitive advan-

tages. The audience, and in particular young users, can

no longer be reached just via traditional channels but

prefers so-called lifestyle media, providing the desired

content at the right time, the right place and on the pre-

ferred medium. Thus, social networking sites have be-

come relevant channels for digital natives and

immigrants.

Besides well-known social networking sites addressing

the largest possible number of users, there are plat-

forms covering specific topics regarding an industry or

shared interests such as LinkedIn, Xing, or TripAdvisor.

Beyond that, consumer sites specialise in collecting and

bundling evaluations and complaints, for example Ciao,

Get Satisfaction, Ripoff Report or The Better Business

Bureau Complaints Portal.

Depending on the changes in media usage and the re-

sulting requirements companies must develop relevant

concepts for social media communication. This paper

introduces potential strategies to include social media

into multimedia branding and marketing communication

and assesses their feasibility. It thoroughly describes

the necessary requirements for their implementation

1.
INTRODUCTION

2.
DEFINITION
OF TERMS
2.1. SOCIAL MEDIA AND 

SOCIAL MEDIA NETWORKS

The term social media is not defined consistently in the

literature as either the focus lies on social interaction1

or the technical implementation in the internet2. Gener-

ally, definitions refer to a variety of digital media and

technologies attributed to web 2.03 that allow geo-

graphically distant users to produce and share content

with each other4. Increasing social interaction and col-

laboration in social networks alter traditional media

1 Cfr. EVANS, Dave, Social Media Marketing. An Hour a Day, Wiley, Indianapolis (IN), 2008, pp. 32, FISCHER, Tim, „Weblogs als neues Medium fucr Public Relations“, in PICOT, Arnold,
FRANCK, Egon, REICHWALD, Ralf (Eds), Unternehmenskommunikation und Neue Medien. Das neue Medium Weblogs und seine Bedeutung fuAr die Public-Relations-Arbeit, DUV, Mucnchen,
2006b, p. 89, or WERTIME, Kent, FENWICK, Ian, DigiMarketing. The essential Guide to New Media & Digital Marketing, Wiley, Singapore, 2008, p. 8.

2 Cfr. FISCHER, Tim, “Medientypologie fucr den Public Relations Bereich”, in PICOT, Arnold, FRANCK, Egon, REICHWALD, Ralf (Eds), Unternehmenskommunikation und Neue Medien. Das
neue Medium Weblogs und seine Bedeutung fuAr die Public-Relations-Arbeit, DUV, Mucnchen, 2006a, pp. 88. For additional information on the history of new media technology see BACK, An-
drea, HEIDECKE, Florian, „Einleitung“, in BACK, Andrea, GRONAU, Norbert, TOCHTERMANN, Klaus (Eds), Web 2.0 in der Unternehmenspraxis. Grundlagen, Fallstudien und Trends zum Ein-
satz von Social Software, 2. ed., Oldenbourg, Mucnchen, 2009, pp. 1-8 and Evans, op cit., pp. 4.

3 Cfr. KAPLAN, Andreas, HAENLEIN, Michael, “Users of the World, unite! The Challenges and Opportunities of Social Media”, Business Horizons, Vol. 53, No. 1, 2010, pp. 60.
4 Cfr. Back, Heidecke, op cit., p. 4, MEISSELBACH, Christoph, Web 2.0. Demokratie 3.0? Demokratische Potentiale des Internets, Nomos, Baden-Baden, 2009, pp. 36 and PRICEWATER-

HOUSECOOPERS (PwC), The Rise of Lifestyle Media. An International Perspective, PricewaterhouseCoopers, New York, 2006, Retrieved 23. September 2010,
http://www.pwc.com/en_US/us/technology-innovation-center/assets/lifestylemedia-gx.pdf, p. 9.



monologues (one to many) into socio-medial dialogues

(many to many)5. Users share their knowledge consum-

ing or producing, some emerging as prosumers combin-

ing both functions. Other users relate to existing content

adding additional items, comments, evaluations or rec-

ommendations, thus forming social relationships6. Over

time the relationships develop into a network structure

with constantly evolving numbers and forms of links7.

A social network can be represented through a social

graph consisting of a set of nodes linked by so-called

edges8. Nodes can represent members of a social media

platform, the edges the social relationships between

them9. If an edge simply indicates that a relationship

exists between two nodes it is called undirected. For

flows of information between two nodes, i.e. if one

member influences another, the direction can be repre-

sented by a directed graph. The amount of information

or the intensity of the influence is added by labelling the

respective edge. Another significant key figure is the

completeness of the network. It indicates the number

of existing links in relation to the maximum number of

links in a network (if all nodes were linked with each

other). The higher the completeness the faster infor-

mation can spread in a particular network. Besides the

number of links their form plays an important role be-

cause the stronger two participants are connected, e.g.

through similarities in their wants, the higher the prob-

ability of passing on information and/or exerting influ-

ence10.

Social media networks characterise a “new kind of ac-

cess and (self-)organization”11 gradually dissolving the

incline between sender and recipient in the traditional

communication model. The emerging structure shows

a much higher complexity and contingency which in

turn create new challenges for professional and every-

day life.12

Nevertheless three principles increase interconnected-

ness even further. Exponential growth of computer ca-

pacity accelerates the expansion of social media

networks. Network effects, i.e. the increase of the value

of a network with a growing number of participants,

support this development. Beyond that, the transaction

costs for cooperation in networks are usually lower

than in analogue business processes.13

Mass and social media differ in a number of ways. Con-

tent production and distribution with social media tech-

nologies is easy and inexpensive while traditional media

such as newspapers or TV require special resources and

expert knowledge14. Mass media focus on the linear

communication of a broadcast or article; social media

apply the long tail principle as well as a high real-time

factor to generate attention and reach15. Although so-

cial media can and want to reach a large number of peo-

ple depending on their particular objective, many types

of content are only directed at a small group of recipi-

ents or even just a single person.

By now, a considerable variety of web 2.0 platforms is

available for social media communication such as
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5 Cfr. BRENNAN, Valerie, “Navigating Social Media in the Business World”, Licensing Journal, Bd.1, 2010, pp. 8, and MIELAU, Marc, SCHMIEGELOW, Axel, “Markenfuchrung in sozialen Medien.
Neue Wege zum Konsumentenherz”, in BEISSWENGER, Achim (Ed.) YouTube und seine Kinder. Wie Online-Video, Web TV und Social Media die Kommunikation von Marken, Medien und Men-
schen revolutionieren, Nomos, Baden-Baden, 2010, p. 109.

6 Cfr. ESCH, Franz-Rudolf, LANGNER, Tobias, Ullrich, Sebastian, “Internetkommunikation“, in BRUHN, Manfred, ESCH, Franz-Rudolf, LANGNER, Tobias (Eds), Handbuch Kommunikation.
Grundlagen – Innovative Ansätze – Praktische Umsetzungen, Gabler, Wiesbaden, 2009, p. 130, and Wertime, Fenwick, op. cit., pp. 17 and 22.

7 Cfr. MECKEL, Miriam, WILL, Markus, „Media Relations“, in MECKEL, Miriam, SCHMID, Beat (Eds), Unternehmenskommunikation. Kommunikationsmanagement aus Sicht der Un-
ternehmensfuAhrung, 2. ed., Gabler, Wiesbaden, 2008, p. 297.

8 Cfr. KOCH, Michael, RICHTER, Alexander, “Social-Networking-Dienste”, in BACK, Andrea, GRONAU, Norbert, TOCHTERMANN, Klaus (Eds), Web 2.0 in der Unternehmenspraxis. Grundlagen,
Fallstudien und Trends zum Einsatz von Social Software, 2. ed., Oldenbourg, Mucnchen, 2009b, pp. 69, SMITH, Marc, HANSEN, Derek, GLEAVE, Eric, “Analyzing Enterprise Social Media Net-
works“, in IEEE COMPUTER SOCIETY (Ed.) Proceedings of the 2009 International Conference on Computational Science and Engineering, IEEE Computer Society, Vancouver, 2009, pp.,
and STOCKER, Alexander, TOCHTERMANN, Klaus, “Communities und Soziale Netzwerke”, in BACK, Andrea, GRONAU, Norbert, TOCHTERMANN, Klaus (Eds), Web 2.0 in der Unternehmen-
spraxis. Grundlagen, Fallstudien und Trends zum Einsatz von Social Software, 2. ed., Oldenbourg, Mucnchen, 2009, pp. 67.

9 Cfr. Koch, Richter, op. cit., p. 69.
10 Cfr. Ibid, p. 70, MÜLLER, Claudia, GRONAU, Norbert, “Untersuchung virtueller Informationsräume auf Basis der Netzwerkanalyse”, in BACK, Andrea, GRONAU, Norbert, TOCHTERMANN,

Klaus (Eds), Web 2.0 in der Unternehmenspraxis. Grundlagen, Fallstudien und Trends zum Einsatz von Social Software, 2. ed., Oldenbourg, Mucnchen, 2009, pp. 246, and RADIc, Dubravko,
POSSELT, Thorsten, “Word-of-Mouth-Kommunikation“, in BRUHN, Manfred, ESCH, Franz-Rudolf, LANGNER, Tobias (Eds), Handbuch Kommunikation. Grundlagen – Innovative Ansätze –
Praktische Umsetzungen, 2009, Gabler, Wiesbaden, pp. 255.

11 Meckel, Will, op. cit., p. 297 and Meckel, op. cit., p. 475.
12 Cfr. Meckel, Will, op. cit., p. 297 and MECKEL, Miriam, “Unternehmenskommunikation 2.0”, in Meckel, Miriam, Schmid, Beat (Eds), Unternehmenskommunikation. Kommunikationsmanage-

ment aus Sicht der UnternehmensfuAhrung, 2. ed., Gabler, Wiesbaden, 2008, p. 475.
13 Cfr. Meckel, Will, op. cit., p. 297 and Meckel, op. cit., pp. 475.
14 Cfr. Evans, op. cit., p. 33.
15 Cfr. Mielau, Schmiegelow, op. cit., p. 112.



weblogs, micro-blogging, social networks, social net-

work aggregators, wikis, opinion and evaluations plat-

forms, social tagging services, event portals,

newsgroups, forums, instant messenger, content sharing

sites (photos, videos, music etc.), tag clouds, network

games and virtual worlds16. All platforms have in com-

mon that they provide the networking facilities to pro-

duce and share content17.

2.2. MARKETING AND BRANDING 

COMMUNICATION

Marketing and branding communication refers to the in-

struments and measures a company uses to communi-

cate with its current and potential customers as well

as stakeholders with an interest in the company and/or

brand. Stakeholders are groups or individuals who can

influence the realization of company goals or whose

own objectives could be affected by company activi-

ties18. Management, employees and owners form the

group of internal stakeholders, while customers, sup-

pliers, competitors, state and general public are called

external stakeholders19. Hence, corporate communica-

tion administers the communication processes be-

tween the company and its internal and external

environment.

Companies are required to design their corporate com-

munication, including marketing and branding, such that

all stakeholders receive the same, coherent messages

in order to achieve a high level of trustworthiness, cul-

tivate a positive image and company reputation, develop

strong brands and hence to ensure continued existence.

Although marketing and branding communication pri-

marily addresses customers, the diversified and individ-

ualized environment demands a more varied approach

as stakeholders usually interact in different roles with

a company, including those of internal stakeholders20.

Corporate communication is to fulfil three fundamental

functions: the representation function aims at the

image and reputation of the brand or company, market-

ing conveys information on the products and services

offered in order to enhance sales, and the dialogue

function directs information exchange with company

stakeholders21. The convergence of the so-called TIME

industries (telecommunication, information technology,

media and entertainment) has affected the playing field

through online and mobile media and their interactive

services. As a consequence the traditional communica-

tion functions blur, overlap and need to be addressed si-

multaneously using multimedia communication22. The

challenge is, while acknowledging tensions between

the three functions, to find a balance where marketing

and branding do not adversely affect reputation or

stakeholder communication.

16 Cfr. BERNECKER, Michael, BEILHARZ, Felix, Online-Marketing. Tipps und Hilfen fuAr die Praxis, Johanna Verlag, Köln, 2009., pp. 38, Koch, Richter, op. cit., p. 69, Meißelbach , op. cit., p. 31,
and Wertime, Fenwick, op. cit., p. 17.

17 Cfr. TUTEN, Tracy, Advertising 2.0. Social Media Marketing in a Web 2.0 World, Praeger, Westport (CT), 2008, p 19.
18 Cfr. FREEMAN, R. Edward, “The Stakeholder Approach Revisited”, Zeitschrift fuAr Wirtschafts- und Unternehmensethik, Vol. 5, No. 3, 2004, pp. 228, and FREEMAN, R. Edward, Strategic

Management. A Stakeholder Approach, Pitman, Boston, 1984.Freeman (1984), p. 25.
19 Cfr. SCHMID, Beat, LYCZEK, Boris, “Die Rolle der Kommunikation in der Wertschöpfung der Unternehmung”, in MECKEL, Miriam, SCHMID, Beat (Eds), Unternehmenskommunikation. Kom-

munikationsmanagement aus Sicht der UnternehmensfuAhrung, 2. ed., Gabler, Wiesbaden, 2008, p. 76.
20 Cfr. Schmid, Lyczek, op. cit., pp. 68 and 103.
21 Cfr. BRUHN, Manfred, “Das kommunikationspolitische Instrumentarium”, in BRUHN, Manfred, ESCH, Franz-Rudolf, LANGNER, Tobias (Eds), Handbuch Kommunikation. Grundlagen – Inno-

vative Ansätze – Praktische Umsetzungen, Gabler, Wiesbaden, 2009, p. 26, and Fischer, op. cit., 2006b, p. 184.
22 Cfr. Bruhn, op. cit.,. pp. 34. Bruhn describes all instruments in detail.



A number of modifications in media usage are spurred

with continued spreading of web 2.0 technologies and

migration to digital platforms growing with double-digit

rates23. Changes in consumer habits are also driven by

the demand for greater control over the content they

consume24. The consumer is no longer a passive re-

ceiver of content but an insistent participant in the se-

lection process25. Advances in digital technology such

as mobile internet, online communities, content-on-

demand and uploading self-generated content enable

the new control. Growth in mobile access from any lo-

cation through mobile devices increases market pene-

tration of high-end devices such as smart phones,

tablet PCs or ebook readers which all combine access

and mobility26.

However, the changes do not only concern the way dig-

ital content is being consumed but extend well into so-

cial interactions and relationships. Online communities

and social networks allow for an uncomplicated ex-

change of user-generated content across the internet,

Twitter or instant messaging services have become

components of everyday life. Advertisers view the huge

collective buying power on these interactive platforms

as very attractive targets for marketing campaigns27.

The assumption that media usage can be categorised

based on age or education is increasingly misleading. The

well-known classification into digital aliens, digital im-

migrants and digital natives28 conveys a notion of clearly

distinguishable categories. The picture, however, is more

diverse with different generations influencing each

other on different levels. The continuously emerging Net

Generation – youth that grew up digital – not only intu-

itively uses new media technologies but also expects

business models emphasising a more personal two-way

relationship between themselves and companies29. Fur-

thermore, this generation exercises a vast influence on

their parents and grandparents assisting them in their

efforts to use the new media and communication plat-

forms. This influence increases also because the older

generations have become more value conscious with the

difficulties of the economic downturn30.

Consumers now prefer so-called life style media which

provide the desired content at the right time and place

on the preferred medium31. This includes the ability to

side-load, i.e. consuming the same content on different

platforms. Besides added control consumers expect

value from the use of media products and services32.

Increasingly, cost-benefit judgements drive the deci-

sion between alternative ways to consume media

3.
CHANGES IN
MEDIA USAGE
AND 
CUSTOMER 
EXPECTATIONS

23 Cfr. PROJECT OF EXCELLENCE IN JOURNALISM, The State of the News Media. An annual Report on American Journalism, Executive Summary, 2010, Retrieved 25. September 2010,
http://www.stateofthemedia.org/2010/chapter%20pdfs/2010_execsummary.pdf., p. 2, PRICEWATERHOUSECOOPERS (PwC) Global Entertainment and Media Outlook 2009-2013, 10th

annual ed., PricewaterhouseCoopers, New York, 2009. p. 11.
24 Cfr. VAN WEEZEL, Aldo, “Organizational changes in newspaper firms and their relation to performance”, International Journal on Media Management, Vol. 11, No. 3, 2009, p. 145.
25 Cfr. Wertime, Fenwick, op. cit., p. 31.
26 Cfr. THE MEDIA CONSORTIUM, Journalism’s new and emerging Realities, 2009, Retrieved 28. November 2009, http://www.themediaconsortium.org/2009/11/02/journalisms-new-and-

emerging-realities-2/.
27 Cfr. PwC, op. cit., 2009, p. 19.
28 Prensky, Marc, “Digital Natives, digital Immigrants”, On the Horizon, Vol. 9, No. 5, 2001, pp. 2.
29 Cfr. FRANZ, Gerhard, “Mobile Onlinenutzer in der crossmedialen Markenkommunikation”, Media Perspektiven, No. 5, 2010b, pp. 245, and Wertime, Fenwick , op. cit., p. 122.
30 Cfr. JÄCKEL, Michael, “Was unterscheidet Mediengenerationen?”, Media Perspektiven, No. 5, 2010, pp. 249, and PwC, op. cit., 2009, p. 18.
31 Cfr. PwC, op. cit., 2009, p. 2.
32 Cfr. ARIS, Annet, BUGHIN, Jacques, Managing Media Companies. Harnessing Creative Value, Wiley, Chichester, 2005, p. 27, Koch/Richter, op. cit., 2009a, p. 59, and Wertime/Fenwick , op.

cit., 2009, p. 168.
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motive is closely related to the topic spectrum of net-

work users. Participants interested in entertainment

regularly talk about low-cost consumer products, cars

and furniture while information and news seekers

rather communicate about politics, finance, telecom-

munication or computers. Consumers willing to pur-

chase access e-commerce and online-banking sites and,

depending on the complexity of the product or planned

transaction, engage in dialogues with other users. Their

topics include insurance, finance, living, DIY and sports

equipment. Contact seekers converse preferably about

alcoholic drinks, coffee, sweets, and computers41.

Social network users also diverge in their value systems.

These differences express variances in age and life sit-

uation. Younger users favour fun, action and self-actu-

alisation while with growing age society-related values

such as environmental protection, justice, status or se-

curity gain higher importance. Brand messages should

correspond to customer values. Younger audiences like

fashion, design, and new technologies whereas as they

grow older they also accept messages on perfection, el-

egance, fitness, family, responsibility etc.42

where users opt for low-cost or free alternatives, often

in return for accepting advertising, or choose paying

premium fees for high-quality content. The key issue in

these decisions is the availability of substitutes of com-

parable quality33.

Usage of social media is growing over-proportionately

compared to other web applications34. Currently, three

quarters of internet users worldwide visit social net-

works and almost 22% of internet time is spent on so-

cial media platforms. Most of the growth is generated

by Facebook with the age group of 35 to 49 years grow-

ing particularly fast35. Close to half of all internet users

have an account with a community site, profiles set up

for leisure and private purposes time making up 90% of

all profiles and professional communities taking only a

10% share36. Younger users prefer sites such as Face-

book or MySpace, participants older than 30 years ca-

reer networks such as LinkedIn or Xing.

For the analysis of social networks those users are of

particular interest who have a particularly extensive

network and frequently communicate about a wide

range of topics37. The size and scope of the network is

a good indicator for the potential of a participant to

function as a multiplier38. A high number of links com-

bined with many communication activities increases

speed and reach for the dissemination of information39.

Current studies indicate that the size of personal net-

works is largest for better-educated men with an above

average income. There are no significant age related dif-

ferences40. Besides demographical attributes the usage

33 Cfr. PwC, op. cit., 2009, p. 18.
34 Cfr. THE NIELSEN COMPANY, Global Faces and Networked Places. A Nielsen Report on Social Networking’s New Global Footprint, 2009, Retrieved 27. August 2010

http://blog.nielsen.com/nielsenwire/wp-content/uploads/2009/03/nielsen_globalfaces_mar09.pdf, p. 2. Nielsen researchers speak of a “Social Networking Footprint”.
35 Cfr. LENHART, Amanda et al., Social Media and Mobile Internet Use Among Teens and Young Adults, Pew Research Center, 2010, Retrieved 24. September 2010,

http://pewinternet.org/~/media//Files/Reports/2010/PIP_Social_Media_and_Young_Adults_Report_Final_with_toplines.pdf, pp. 5, MADDEN, Mary, Older Adults and Social Media. Social
networking use among those ages 50 and older, Pew Research Center, 2010, Retrieved 24. September 2010, http://www.pewinternet.org/~/media//Files/Reports/2010/Pew%20Inter-
net%20-%20Older%20Adults%20and%20Social%20Media.pdf. pp, 3, and THE NIELSEN COMPANY, Social Networks/Blogs Now Account for One in Every Four and a Half Minutes Online,
2010, Retrieved 27. August 2010, http://blog.nielsen.com/nielsenwire/online_mobile/social-media-accounts-for-22-percent-of-time-online,

36 Cfr. VAN EIMEREN, Birgit, FREES, Beate, “Fast 50 Millionen Deutsche online – Multimedia fucr alle?”, Media Perspektiven, No. 7-8, 2010, pp. 340.
37 Franz points out that besides social media face-to-face communication and telephone are used by members of a personal social network. Face-to-face is still the most commonly used

method, while the telephone is about to be overtaken by social media. FRANZ, Gerhard, “Word of Mouth und klassische Werbung”, Media Perspektiven, No. 1, 2010a, pp. 30.
38 Cfr. BODENDORF, Freimut, KAISER, Carolin, “Detecting Opinion Leaders and Trends in Online Social Networks”, in ASSOCIATION FOR COMPUTING MACHINERY (ACM) (Ed.) Conference

on Information and Knowledge Management. Proceedings of the 2nd ACM Workshop on Social Web Search and Mining, ACM, New York, 2009, pp. 65, BREAKENRIDGE, Deirdre, PR 2.0. New
Media, new Tools, new Audiences, Pearson, Upper Saddle River (NJ), 2008, p. 35, and GLOOR, Peter et al., “Web Science 2.0. Identifying Trends through semantic Social Network Analysis”,
Computational Science and Engineering, 2009, pp. 215..

39 Cfr. Franz, op. cit., 2010a, p. 32.
40 Cfr. Franz, op. cit., 2010a, pp. 33, and van Eimeren, Frees, op. cit., p. 337.
41 Cfr. Franz, op. cit., 2010a), p. 37, and FRANZ, Gerhard, “Digital Natives und Digital Immigrants. Social Media als Treffpunkt von zwei Generationen”, Media Perspektiven, No. 9, 2010c, pp.

401.
42 Cfr. Franz, op. cit., 2010c, pp. 401.



Against the background of increasingly complex prod-

ucts and services that require additional explanation so-

cial media provide excellent research capabilities for

potential buyers enhancing the information supplied by

the seller. From the participants’ points of view social

networks reduce complexity, because the network con-

stituents can join their competencies and accelerate

their own decision making processes by using commu-

nication and cooperation within the network43. Beyond

that, many non-codified, informal pieces of information

regarding companies, products, services or people are

often only accessible in informed networks44.

Long before the appearance of social media recommen-

dations by friends and business partners were already

treasured; word-of-mouth is one of the oldest methods

to receive trustworthy information on the quality of

people, companies and their supplies45. Since recom-

menders in a personal social network do not (normally)

have a commercial interest, their information is per-

ceived as more valuable by recipients. Studies have

shown that word-of-mouth communication does in fact

have a strong influence on purchase decisions and

buyer behaviour. Moreover, the attention level is raised

considerably if a topic has been communicated in a per-

sonal setting46. Recent studies indicate that the number

of positive recommendations correlates with company

success47.

However, social media can also create extended forms

of commercial interaction when customers join in their

complaint efforts or combine buying power to negotiate

better deals48. Meanwhile, there are hardly any indus-

tries immune against social media activities because

customers look for information on almost any product

or service ranging from commodities to daily use prod-

ucts49. Social media uses are not limited to customers

but they are also used by other stakeholders such as

business partners, owners, investors, or job applicants.

43 Cfr. Mielau, Schmiegelow, op. cit., p. 111.
44 Cfr. Meckel, Will, op. cit., p. 298.
45 Cfr. Radic, Posselt, op. cit., pp. 251.
46 Cfr. Mielau, Schmiegelow, op. cit., p. 112, and Radic, Posselt, op. cit., p. 252.
47 Cfr. Radic, Posselt , op. cit., p. 252.
48 Cfr. Koch, Richter (2009), op. cit., pp. 190, and Mielau, Schmiegelow, op. cit., p. 112.
49 KOLLER, Peter-Julian, ALPAR, Paul, “Die Bedeutung privater Weblogs fucr das Issue-Management in Unternehmen”, in ALPAR, Paul (Ed.), Web 2.0. Eine empirische Bestandsaufnahme,

Vieweg+Teubner, GWV, Marburg, 2008, pp. 33, investigated how large German corporations are covered in the blogosphere. The car industry, retailing and telecommunication were re-
ceived the most frequent coverage but other industries such as transport, industrial goods, media, chemical goods and banking are increasingly discussed in blogs. The topics include the
companies in general, products and management. Although more than half of the comments were neutral, a third of the contributions were negative with respect to these topics. Media,
telecommunication and transport are criticized more often than other industries.

4.
IMPORTANCE
OF COMMUNI-
CATING IN 
SOCIAL MEDIA
NETWORKS

INTERNATIONAL BUSINESS AND ECONOMICS REVIEW  . 105104



Traditionally two departments in the company organi-

sation, often are run as separate entities, communicate

with stakeholders. Marketing addresses customers and

corporate communication all other groups of stakehold-

ers, e.g. owners, employees or the general public. Both

departments use (mass-)media to convey their mes-

sages but apply different types of content, selecting the

communication channel deemed most appropriate for

the situation. Communication is not always coordinated

between the entities potentially leading to undesired in-

terference.

Web 2.0 and the resulting means of social media com-

munication have deeply changed the context of corpo-

rate communication because they permit transparency,

participation and decentralisation. Modular structures

replace the fixed systems, introducing new communi-

cation standards with users taking partial control of

communication processes50.

The new media challenge both corporate communica-

tion and marketing because they demand novel forms

of address. Instead of giving a direct impulse to a mass

audience the objective is now to include messages on

brands, products, services or company into the personal

communication with social network participants, thus

creating individualised dialogues. If successful, users

pass on content to their friends and/or recommend the

product or brand. Overall, communication and advertis-

ing in social networks resemble sponsoring in that

brand and company move to the background.

A theoretically unlimited number of people collaborates,

evaluates, selects, categorises, combines and syndicates

content on social media platforms. User interaction de-

termines the resulting product of the communication

process as well as its quality assessment51. Thereby, in-

formation becomes a collective and cooperative good

that is administered and developed as a peer product ap-

plying the open-source-principle. This also means reor-

ganising established classifications and categories

because social media do not combine content in sequen-

tial hierarchy structures, e.g. regarding particular places

or subject areas, but allow (almost) unrestricted link-

ages. As a result, the organization modes of company and

market that allocate resources through hierarchical

management structures or the price mechanism are

being complemented by the mode of social media. The

latter coordinates the production and distribution of in-

formation goods in self-organising processes52.

Another challenge of communicating in social media is

the immense diffusion speed and reach of information.

A single posting on the internet can accumulate into a

resonating wave that increases with a growing number

of content sharers. Companies need to be prepared to

5.
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50 Cfr. Breakenridge, op. cit., p. 140, and Meckel, op. cit., p. 473.
51 Cfr. Esch, Langner, Ullrich, op. cit., p. 130.
52 Cfr. Meckel, op. cit., pp. 476.



react adequately to the situation: stakeholders do not

only demand immediate but also personalized informa-

tion. Constant monitoring of the information circulating

in social media therefore is a must. The earlier the de-

tection of an adverse development, the less significant

the scope of the problem, and the easier it is to resolve.

Otherwise a company may find itself in a defensive po-

sition difficult to leave53.

Social media transform all messages sent by compa-

nies or directed at them into opinion-orientated com-

munication offers, embedded into a network of social

links that eventually assess their meaning and value.

Both, processes and information are fully transparent.

Companies are well advised to take good care which in-

formation is to be published and how. In any case they

should refrain from false, incomplete or incorrect infor-

mation because it will be inevitably detected, com-

mented on and turned back at the company54. Any

company not communicating truthfully endangers its

reputation and hence its communicative capital. The dy-

namic interactivity of social media may even result in a

loss of defining power with respect to its own identity

if the perceived image created by stakeholders deviates

further and further from the company’s perception of

itself. Reconstruction of image and reputation is a time-

consuming and costly process55.

Management of communication in social media net-

works affects all functions and expressions of corpo-

rate communication and marketing. The company

becomes a part of these networks and must integrate

into the interactive processes with its stakeholders. In-

formation is no longer an asset that needs to be pro-

tected but becomes a dynamic good whose usability

and productivity increase the more people use it in their

creative processes56. The company is only one of many

members in the network and therefore cannot predict,

let alone control, how its contributions will be applied

by the heterogeneous and diverse network con-

stituents. Over time the interpretation authority of

company information is passed on to the social media

participants57.

Stakeholders expect an individual and personalised di-

alogue on all channels of integrated media platforms.

In this context the traditional duality of corporate com-

munication and marketing seems to be an obstacle,

hence demanding closer collaboration and eventual in-

tegration. The division between external and internal

corporate communication also becomes obsolete be-

cause owners or employees can be present in social

media both as internal or external stakeholders. All em-

ployees, not just those of corporate communication, are

strategically important communication partners and

should be used as intermediaries.

53 Cfr. Esch, Langner, Ullrich, op. cit., pp.130, and Meckel, op. cit., p. 478.
54 Cfr. Wertime, Fenwick, op. cit., p. 147. Meckel, op. cit., pp. 481 examined several cases where companies were caught using undercover social media campaigns and severely punished by

the users.
55 Cfr. Evans, op. cit., pp. 41, and Meckel, , op. cit., pp. 487.
56 Cfr. Meckel, op. cit., p. 479 and 485.
57 Cfr. Esch, Langner, Ullrich, op. cit., pp. 131 and 138.
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Corporate communication and marketing have a variety

of options to incorporate social media. As outlined

above, these must be included into an integrated con-

cept that adequately represents the company, its

brand(s), and products and services. The following sec-

tions describe the general process and the application

for marketing and branding.

6.1. INTEGRATION PROCESS 

FOR SOCIAL MEDIA

Network communication strategies need to address a

number of issues58. In a first step those networks need

to be identified which have a core meaning for the com-

pany’s communication activities. These networks are

then analysed regarding properties, positions, structure

and dynamics. Investigation of properties uses data

mining to identify specific patterns of attribute distri-

butions. Structure analysis determines network density

and connectedness between network participants. Po-

sition analysis examines node features and their posi-

tion within the network. Of particular interest are the

closeness of two nodes, whether a node lies on a com-

munication route between two other nodes, and the in-

tensity of data flows. Finally, dynamics analysis

compares networks over time showing changes in

nodes, relationships, attributes etc.59

The next step determines how a company can become

part of its relevant networks. This depends on the de-

gree of centralization. If centralization is high there are

central participants. Of particular interest are central

communicators who also have high position power as

they can be used as information disseminators. In a

network with low centralization, a so-called chain,

there are no central figures and therefore all members

have to be addressed individually.60 Furthermore, infor-

mation and communication flows in the network are

analysed regarding their strength and stability to dis-

tinguish stable relationships (strong ties). Beyond that,

identification of structural holes could provide compet-

itive advantages if other participants are not connected

with each other61.
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58 Cfr., also regarding the following paragraph, Meckel, Will, op. cit., pp. 299.
59 Cfr. Mucller, Gronau, op. cit., pp. 48, and SPILIOPOULOU, Myra, BERENDT, Bettina, “Wie werden Surfer zu Kunden? Navigationsanalyse zur Ermittlung des Konversionspotentials ver-

schiedener Sitebereiche”, in HIPPNER, Hajo, MERZENICH, Melanie, WILDE, Klaus (Eds), Handbuch Web Mining im Marketing. Konzepte, Systeme, Fallstudien, Vieweg, Braunschweig, 2002,
pp. 401.

60 Cfr. Meckel, Will, op. cit., pp. 300, and Smith, Hansen, Gleave, op. cit., pp. 706.
61 Mucller, Gronau, op. cit., p. 247.



From a company perspective it is especially important to

determine the personal interfaces of the different net-

works constituting the communication arenas with its

stakeholders (including journalists). Usually there are

only few people with central power positions between the

networks who have a high communicative influence62.

Targeted planning, implementing and controlling of

communication in social media networks require the

ability to measure activities and their effects. This in-

cludes quantity, i.e. how often and how long a specific

topic (company, brand, product, etc.) has been dis-

cussed, by participants. On a qualitative level the com-

munication mode for a topic can be positive, negative,

or neutral. Unfortunately there is currently no generally

accepted measurement system available for social

media networks but several approaches are being dis-

cussed in the literature. Furthermore, automated meas-

urement is still in its early stages, with predictive

indicators and algorithms still under construction63.

Finally, it needs to be noted that companies cannot cre-

ate or impose networks. Furthermore, the decision of

who belongs to a network is not taken by company rep-

resentatives or communicators. Successful networks

grow over time and need constant cultivation to unfold

their full potential64.

6.2. SOCIAL MEDIA MARKETING 

AND BRANDING

Social media marketing refers to a form of online mar-

keting that aims at reaching branding and marketing ob-

jectives more effectively by participating in a variety of

social media. The overall objective is shared with general

marketing and branding, namely to interact with target

groups in the market to generate attention for brand(s)

and product(s) and to entice them to purchase. The gen-

eral campaign set-up and process of social media mar-

keting follows the established approach65. However, the

promotion mix also includes social media to enhance the

effects of the traditional channels though forms of

word-of-mouth communication.

Word-of-mouth communication must be an integral

part of marketing campaign planning and implementa-

tion to fully exploit its potential. Viral effects need to

be initiated with a strong impulse through traditional

mass media channels such as TV or radio to achieve the

necessary reach and contact dosage66. Media selection

should weigh those channels higher that address sub-

ject specific networks with high communication den-

sity67. Companies are also advised not to limit their

activities to a single social media platform but to use

different kinds such as brand communities, news

groups, evaluation portals, price search engines etc., to

benefit from their diffusion scope and speed68. It is es-

sential to monitor the effects throughout – and well be-

yond – the campaign to be able to interfere and correct

if necessary69.

Eventually, the information exchange through viral

processes is to generate concrete product and brand

recommendations that once transferred to a personal

communication level finally become part of daily life.

Company messages and usage experience should

match; otherwise negative signals adversely affect pur-

chasing probability.

Targeted communication in social media must address

those participants with a high level of activity and

62 Cfr. Fischer, op. cit., 2006b, pp. 184, and Meckel, Will, op. cit., p. 300.
63 Cfr. ARBEITSGEMEINSCHAFT SOCIAL MEDIA, 1. Treffen der Arbeitsgruppe Social Media Measurement, 2009, Retrieved 17. September 2010, http://ag-sm.de/?cat=39., Breakenridge, op.

cit., pp. 73, Evans, op. cit., pp. 289., and Tuten, op. cit., pp. 159.
64 Cfr. Meckel, Will, op. cit., p. 298.
65 Cfr., also for details on the campaign process, Bernecker, Beilharz, op. cit., pp. 28, Tuten, op. cit., pp. 27, UNGER, Fritz et al., Mediaplanung – Methodische Grundlagen und praktische Anwen-

dungen, 5. ed., Springer, Berlin, 2007, p. 41, and Wertime, Fenwick, op. cit., pp. 48.
66 Cfr. DE BUHR, Thomas, TWERASER, Stefan, “My Time is Prime Time”, in BEISSWENGER, Achim (Ed.) YouTube und seine Kinder. Wie Online-Video, Web TV und Social Media die Kommunika-

tion von Marken, Medien und Menschen revolutionieren, Nomos, Baden-Baden, 2010, pp. 84.
67 Cfr. FRANZ, Gerhard, “Werbekampagnen. Crossmediale Synergien von TV, Radio und Online”, Media Perspektiven, No. 10, 2010d, pp. 537.
68 Cfr. Esch, Langner, Ullrich, op. cit., p. 136.
69 Cfr. Breakenridge, op. cit., pp. 188, and Mielau, Schmiegelow, op. cit., p. 116.
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power who can be used as brand communicators. After

all only a small group of people produces content on a

constant basis, most users rather consume content

that is already available. If multipliers in a strong brand

community can be won over, other network participants

may be convinced through branded entertainment70.

High trustworthiness of personal dialogue communica-

tion complements advertising messages but the one-

sided influencing potential of ads reverts to the

background and becomes less obvious. Viral marketing,

however, always bears the danger that crowd wisdom

discloses the campaign as an advertising trick, in turn

creating a negative brand effect. On the other hand, if

sender and message of a campaign are hidden too well,

there may be a viral effect but no benefit for the com-

pany or brand71.

Special attention should be paid to wording and tonali-

ties of campaign content because users detest and re-

ject marketing speak and in particular prefabricated

text modules. Instead, tonality and phrasing of the

messages should reflect recipient preferences as well

as the brand values72.

However, it also needs to be noted that social media are

limited in their influencing potential. The number and

dynamics of networks make it difficult to discover the

opinion leaders relevant for the company subjects. Not

all topics are suitable for viral marketing and con-

sumers increasingly hesitate to pass on commercial

content to their friends. Branded content must there-

fore be highly innovative and offer value to senders and

recipients73.

Social media provide companies with additional multi-

media communication options. However, they have

changed communication with stakeholders as processes

become not only more dynamic but also move from

mass communication to individual dialogue. Customers

demands such as „My time is prime time“, and „Don’t in-

terrupt, discuss“ 74 are obvious expressions of the cur-

rent environment.

The challenge for corporate communication and mar-

keting is that in social media they address a large and

invisible audience – like in mass communication – but

with the significant difference that the audience ex-

pects an interpersonal and informal communication and

wants to participate in active dialogues. If a company

succeeds in making their stakeholders share their (pos-

itive) opinions with others it can develop strategies for

a deeper multi-level-communication. This requires the

implementation of guiding principles regarding authen-

ticity, openness, dialogue, user benefits instead of ad-

vertising, and branding as customer experience.

Weaknesses in online communication such as lacking

transparency, incomplete information or even dishon-

esty will be disclosed and hence, negatively affect com-

pany reputation.

However, social media also bear limitations. Without

automated monitoring and evaluation the number of

networks and their dynamics is impossible to handle on

7.
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70 Cfr. Mielau, Schmiegelow, op. cit., p. 113, and Tuten, op. cit., pp. 89.
71 Cfr. de Buhr, Tweraser, op. cit., p. 88, Franz, op. cit. 2010a, pp. 33, and Meckel, op. cit., p. 483.
72 Cfr. Breakenridge, op. cit., p. 204, and Franz, op. cit., 2010d, pp. 536.
73 Cfr. de Buhr, Tweraser, op. cit., pp. 88, and DI MICCO, Joan et al., “Motivations for Social Networking at Work”, in ASSOCIATION FOR COMPUTING MACHINERY (ACM) (Ed.) Computer

Supported Cooperative Work. Proceedings of the 2008 ACM conference on Computer supported cooperative work, ACM, New York, 2008, pp. 711.
74 Cfr. de Buhr, Tweraser , op. cit., p. 81, and Wertime, Fenwick, op. cit., pp. 235.



a broader scale. Not all topics fit into viral marketing

and consumers become more reluctant to disseminate

commercial content.

Regardless of the problems companies must be present

in social media. Otherwise they could well find them-

selves excluded from communication and fall behind

their competitors. It is also important to monitor com-

munication on company-related topics to discover po-

tential effects at an early stage to prepare fast and

trustworthy responses, also in crisis situations.

Currently several trends emerge in the communication

arena. Media usage continues to evolve with mobile

gadgets offering ever more functionalities. In social

media video sharing experiences high growth rates,

complementing textual information. Consumer expec-

tations further increase with respect to personal ad-

dress and individualised content they can consume on

any device, in any format, anytime and anywhere, in

other words: high tech, with high touch.
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