
2.7
P = Presenter, S = Sarah Palmer

P: OK, we hear about companies being customer-focused all the time these days, but there’s no point being focused on your customer if they aren’t focused on you. Sarah Palmer from the e-marketing consultancy firm Excite is here to tell us how organisations can generate that kind of interest. Sarah … 

S: Thanks, Greg. The key to good marketing is being able to turn your customers into fans, in other words people who want to share a passion for what you do with others. These days, a company has no hope of doing that unless they use social media: not just to sell their products and services, but to really involve people in what they’re doing. Basically, customers want to know your story, and they want to learn something. And you, the company, want to get them to buy into your story. There’s no doubt that a straight sell can work occasionally, for example, if a customer happens to be looking for a particular thing at a particular time and an ad pops up on their screen. Companies are getting much better at engineering that kind of event, but creating a loyal following is far more effective.

P: So, can you give us some examples of organisations that use social media effectively, in the way that you’re describing?

S: Yes, we’ve been looking at examples of best practice in social media marketing and a good one is National Geographic. They actively encourage fan interaction: inviting users to share travel stories, or to do surveys on how ecologically they live, and then compare their scores with their friends. You can enter competitions, and there are also links to different causes you can support – like helping to protect an endangered species. 

P: OK. That all sounds great, but is there no mention of selling at all?

S: Yes, there is … there are offers of discounts for magazine subscribers, coupons you can use for National Geographic products. It’s a business too.

P: And I see how this fan-building works for an organisation with a worthy mission. But what about a company that’s just trying to sell a regular product, like bathroom cleaner? They have no alternative but to present the product in an ordinary way.

S: No, it’s really no different – the same principles apply. Try to tell a story or engage customers in a way that’s fun. No matter what you’re selling, if you can involve people, you‘ll find an audience. I was recently looking at a company that sells tea, and their website had this great widget that gave you an interactive tour of the teas of China. It was really fun, and you wouldn’t believe the number of varieties and how much some of them cost. It’s a whole other world out there. 
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