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Introduction 

First, let me be transparent and say upfront that I am writing this from a dedicated and passionate 

public relations (PR) perspective (meaning genuine PR, based on integrity and transparency, not 

spin!). I am doing this because I believe that such a view, based as it is on relationships, may 

provide a worthwhile and complementary understanding of and insight to what really matters in 

order to achieve success in the world of social media. And by achieving success, I mean for all 

stakeholders involved. Likewise, it may help for me to be clear as to what I mean by stakeholder 

here because it still remains a somewhat corporate term rather than one that is used casually in the 

„real‟ world; so I define „stakeholder‟ as everyone you and your organisation is involved with or has 

an impact upon: not „just‟ your customers, but also, and just as importantly, your employees, 

shareholders, the media and their readers, your local communities, agencies and suppliers and, of 

course, your potential clients. Importantly, too, while this article is written primarily from a 

„business/commercial‟ point of view, my arguments apply equally to other types of organisation, 

including governments, communities, lobbying groups, protest groups, local councils, NGOs, etc.  

There continues to be a real passion for the immensely popular world of social media – and 

understandably so, given that it is all about engagement and a user‟s own content creation and/or 

feedback to others‟ content. Such enthusiasm is reflected by the numbers of those of us who 

participate online.  

As key examples of social media the vast majority of us are already familiar with, and no doubt in 

at least some of them all of us participate in ourselves, as of 2011, the figures of usage demonstrate 

massive popularity of this world: across Facebook (over 750 million users), YouTube (more than 

three billion views per day), tweeting (200 million users), blogging generally (156 million 

individual public blogs as of February, according to Nielsen), LinkedIn (120 million users) to ... 

well, as we all know, the list goes on without end and social media and other online sites continue 

to be created and develop evermore rapidly. Besides all of this, our access to traditional media is 

also evolving online, such as with newspapers and magazines, and the opportunities with them, now 

available to us from almost all of them, to respond to – and not simply just read - content produced 

by them.  

Even though the online world and social media is still in its adolescent phase in terms of its 

development, its potential for growth and innovation is significant (just think: YouTube is only six 

years old; twitter is just over five and, one of the biggest and most successful purely internet-based 

companies, Amazon.com, is still in its teens, at 17 years). Likewise, so is the potential for greater 

spend, investment and profit, as a result of the growth in numbers and active engagement of all of 

us online. (As for growth alone: according to Internet World Stats, as of March 31, 2011, over two 

billion people - 2,095,006,005 people, or 30.2% of the world population, to be precise! – are 

internet users. In terms of a percentage since the year 2000 this reflects an astonishing increase of 

480.4%. ) 

Also, unlike traditional media advertising and marketing, the online space provides users with a 

plethora of analytics and other helpful tools to identify and measure specific demographics and the 

whys and wherefores and response rates to determine the success or failure of an advertising or 

marketing campaign, general trends or other factors. Such measurements are vital for any brand to 

succeed.  

http://www.twitter.com/bobbygw
http://www.bobbygwpr.wordpress.com/
http://www.internetworldstats.com/stats.htm
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But in the flurry of excitement about what the social media world means to marketers, 

advertisers and the brands they help to promote, are the rest of us losing sight of what really 

matters most? 

Of course, everyone may claim that they have the stakeholder‟s interest at heart - well, at least the 

major brands will, whether true or not - but the modus operandi used by many advertising and 

marketing companies on behalf of brands is more often than not sadly based upon the language and 

actions of mindful exploitation and manipulation (or, to give it many brands‟ own self-definition for 

such behaviour: emotional branding). It is as if the consumer is a dull-witted subject and receptacle, 

waiting without question to ingest every „feel-good‟ branded message poured down his or her 

throat. (As a by the by: if you are a decision-maker or can influence one in your company, and find 

your own agencies, suppliers and professional services firms are regularly using such Orwellian 

terms as „targets‟, and „pushing messages‟ and „exploiting market share/audiences‟, and much else 

– and worse – besides, then fire them! - because clearly they don‟t care about relationships, only 

numbers and that, as I said, still reflects the old world of false values. And if you work for such an 

organisation, then consider moving on, if you possibly can given our globally abysmal economic 

climate, to those others who actually do care, or, at the least, seek to work with your colleagues to 

create positive change from within about attitudes towards all stakeholders, including yourself. ) 

All of us are aware that those within the social media and online world - more so even than in the 

„real-world‟ (because it is so easy to participate within the former, compared to the latter) - directly 

engage you and the brand you represent. They engage in multiple ways and are much more 

passionate, powerful – and – importantly – quicker to voice their views and opinions online. 

Increasingly – and quite rightly – the consumer wants communication in multiple ways: to be heard 

and engaged at the point of sales, at home, online, 24/7, and wherever else they may wish (and, in 

the online world, geographically, it should be immaterial whether they are local to you, regional or 

global). They are active in forums and chat rooms, they blog and tweet, meet on Facebook and 

numerous other digital spaces, and can – and do - freely express their feelings and judgements about 

brands, among many more important matters besides (unless, concerning the latter, you happen to 

live in a dictatorship, and even then, as the amazing Arab Spring has shown, revolutionary social 

protest can be supported and galvanised through the social media world; given these events across 

Northern African and Middle Eastern countries, is it really too unrealistic to consider that the same 

may take place in China, if its own one-party government doesn‟t at some point being to reflect 

genuine stakeholder relationships?).  

So my concern here is to focus on the fundamentals of what really matters: Namely, the 

stakeholder relationship. The two must go hand-in-hand if brands are to succeed, and likewise 

advertisers and marketers on behalf of the companies they support.  

The world of social media is still relatively new and continues to develop exponentially when 

compared to the evolution of traditional media (as many have remarked, the development of the 

internet is a milestone in the growth of civilisation that justifiably compares with the creation and 

development of the printing press). As such, it demands that we first and foremost understand that 

the online world responds best to qualities that we may still only associate with relationships. If we 

think and act within the boundaries and terms of a healthy personal relationship we will empower 

customers and our other stakeholders, building loyalty with, through and for them, and likewise 

benefit ourselves.  

In other words, if you treat the stakeholder badly - as an unquestioning blockhead simply open to 

manipulation by you or your brand, she or he will – quite rightly – and likely sooner rather than 

http://www.twitter.com/bobbygw
http://www.bobbygwpr.wordpress.com/
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Arab_Spring
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later - look and move elsewhere to spend their hard-earned money. If you treat your stakeholders 

well, then it seems more inevitable that they will develop a long-lasting relationship with you and 

your brand.  

It strikes me that there are too few organisations - whether private or publicly listed on a stock 

exchange, a charity or government body - that genuinely demonstrate commitment to the ideas I 

have outlined here so far. And yet surely we would all agree with the notion – even if we can‟t 

demonstrate proof of it - that if you‟re not engaging the stakeholder in a dialogue and providing 

them with meaningful, positive value and if you‟re not treating them with respect and interest, then 

you‟re in danger of losing their business and your own. Maybe it won‟t be tomorrow, or next 

month, or even next year, but it will happen.  

Then why take the risk? If what you do reflects real care and the qualities associated with engaging 

the stakeholder, you can be far more certain that they will have reason and motivation to be loyal to 

the brand you are supporting. (Note I said „supporting‟, not „promoting‟ or „pushing‟. Why? 

Because „support‟ relates to the language of relationships, whereas the other words reflect the old-

world, old-media attitudes of treating people like numbers and passive consumers. ) 

Martyn Perks and Richard Sedley of cScape (www.cscape.com), and authors of Winners and Losers 

in a Troubled Economy, define stakeholder engagement as: 

Repeated interactions that strengthen the emotional, psychological and physical  

investment a customer has in a brand (product or company). 

Let me break it down more fundamentally in terms that matter most: 

Success with those who engage in social media will be determined by whether or not a brand‟s 

advertising and marketing activities can demonstrate the understanding that a successful social 

media and online world is all about: 

1. Communities 

2. Conversations 

3. Collaboration 

4. Meaningful content creation 

5. Contribution (i.e., that the brand is expected to contribute to the stakeholder‟s world of 

meaning and value, and not just to take).  

And that all of the above factors should be shaped and framed by the qualities you find in a 

good, healthy personal relationships. In other words: 

1. Honesty 

2. Transparency of motives and meaning 

3. Reciprocity 

4. Consideration 

5. Respect 

6. Compromise 

7. Understanding 

8. (Where appropriate): a sense of fun, liveliness and humour 

9. Kindness 

10. Fairness 

http://www.twitter.com/bobbygw
http://www.bobbygwpr.wordpress.com/
www.cscape.com
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11. Passion 

12. Sincerity 

13. And no doubt each of us can think of more, besides.  

Too much of a tall order? 

Then you‟d better start packing your bags, and giving up your brand accounts now, because the 

consumer of and participant within of social media has the power online either to make or break the 

brands you represent.  

And what matters most in social media communications – better to call it conversation – after 

all, this is about relationships - with your stakeholders? Inevitably the same things that I hope 

matter to all of us in a personal relationship.  

1. Be genuine and don‟t misrepresent yourself – if you lie, you can kiss your brand value 

goodbye (to paraphrase Dexter‟s newly appointed nanny in series 5, quoting her own 

mother, “don‟t lie to someone you trust, and don‟t trust someone who lies to you”) 

2. Invest time, energy and effort in your communication: you‟re in this for the long-term, 

remember, not a one-night stand  

3. Pace yourself accordingly – so, ideally, look before you leap - make a decision that can 

impact on your stakeholder- think things through fully before you talk/engage, and avoid 

haste if at all possible 

4. Mindfulness: in other words, paying attention to being fully present, alert and responsive 

within the moment 

5. Be personable – engage in a human, not a corporate/marketing/advertising voice  

6. Give, give, give – share as much information of value that you know about the brand so the 

stakeholder can make an informed choice. The more you give, the more the stakeholder will 

return to your brand.  

In social media we can all think of a number of brands that are doing very well and have embraced 

the fundamentals of good stakeholder engagement and relationship-building. We each have our own 

favourites and every list is personal.  

In no particular order, and simply to cite some past examples of ones that I think have been 

successful, are: 

dove.com 

apple.com 

southwest.com 

innocentdrinks.co.uk 

When you engage your stakeholders through your integrated communications activities - by which I 

mean ensuring a consistency and coherence among all your communication work so all activities 

complement each other and work together seamlessly –  i.e., from your advertising and marketing, 

to your internal communications with employees, to media relations, conferences, press releases, 

your website content, Facebook, twitter and other social media accounts – with one key goal 

uppermost in mind: to build successful relationships, and treat them with value and respect and all 

of the other vital qualities that determines such a relationship, then you can expect that your brand, 

profits and stakeholder loyalty will all benefit. In short, if you and your brands treat customers and 

other stakeholders as you would wish to be treated, you‟re more than likely to succeed.  

http://www.twitter.com/bobbygw
http://www.bobbygwpr.wordpress.com/
http://www.dexterblog.com/all-about-dexter/
http://www.dove.com/
http://www.apple.com/
http://www.southwest.com/
http://www.innocentdrinks.co.uk/


5 

 

 How to achieve success in the world of social media. Or: what really matters most?   
By © @bobbygw & bobbygwpr website 

 

Conclusion 

Social media can, of course, be a tremendously powerful and effective tool that can help either to 

grow or destroy a brand‟s reputation (whether an individual or company or governments – the latter, 

as one brief example, something we‟ve all witnessed vis-à-vis the Arab Spring) and to gain or lose 

share in your marketplace/stakeholder relationship.  

Imagine the world based not on the traditional destructive attitudes of push-and-pull between a 

brand and its stakeholders, of „power-over‟ and manipulating, controlling, ignoring, spinning and/or 

exploiting – as some global brands still even now tend to do (besides the examples given above, two 

other examples spring vividly to mind: the fiasco of BP‟s management of the oil crisis, and of the 

UK‟s abysmal financial and political record under the stewardship of Brown). Instead, imagine one 

based on relationships as I have outlined.  

If you are a decision-maker, it is within your power to help achieve this by your advocacy and 

commitment; if you feel you have no power, hopefully you still have a voice; use it, collaborate 

with others online and offline, in the social and real worlds, to help make the social media world, if 

not the real - though surely we would all advocate both - a dynamic and healthy one for us all. By 

engaging with and being supportive of all your stakeholders, the social media world in general 

offers you the opportunity to build a meaningful and profitable community (in every sense). It will 

be one based on happy, healthy relationships that we can realistically achieve through a 

commitment to engagement, reciprocity, transparency, integrity, responsiveness and the other 

qualities I have listed above. How can we fail when we take into account what really matters most? 

 

http://www.twitter.com/bobbygw
http://www.bobbygwpr.wordpress.com/

