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Praise for THE FACE-TO-FACE BOOK


“Ed Keller and Brad Fay have tapped into the secret of becoming a must-have brand: It’s the word you spread in the real, rather than virtual, world that matters.” —Jean Chatzky, financial editor of NBC’s Today show and bestselling author of Make Money, Not Excuses


“See why despite the hype, social media is not always so shiny and definitely not so new. The Face-to-Face Book is the real word-of-mouth book.” —Jon Bond, CEO of Big Fuel and cofounder of Kirshenbaum Bond + Partners


“Word-of-mouth is a topic all businesses should understand, and no one has better data on consumers’ face-to-face conversations than Ed Keller and Brad Fay. Before you jump on the social media bandwagon, be sure to read this book.” —Jonah Berger, Marketing Professor, The Wharton School


“This book is approachable and immediately applicable for the marketer who wants to understand the new consumer landscape. Keller and Fay shine a well-documented light on a new marketing model that reimagines social media and word-of-mouth at the center of a marketing mix. The book is filled with examples that inspire and demonstrate the link to business results.” —Mark Addicks, SVP / Chief Marketing Officer, General Mills


“In a world being reshaped by technology, customers crave a sense of humanity—companies that exude a sense of values, brands that engage emotionally. In this important and timely book, Ed Keller and Brad Fay remind marketers, executives, and innovators of all kinds that the best way to get people talking about what you offer is to offer them something worth talking about. Yes, the Internet is changing everything. But if you want to make your organization more memorable, make it more human.” —William C. Taylor, cofounder of Fast Company and author of Practically Radical







IN 1848 GOLD WAS DISCOVERED IN CALIFORNIA, setting off a frenzy that sent men and women from across the American continent flocking to the West Coast in search of fortune. The Gold Rush brought wealth to some, but most left empty-handed.


Today, marketing consultants Ed Keller and Brad Fay say social media is unleashing a new kind of frenzy. Blinded by the shiny allure of sites like Facebook and Twitter, companies are spending billions, pinning their hopes on social media marketing without appreciating how social influence truly functions in the marketplace. That’s where Keller and Fay come in.


For the past six years, they have undertaken a unique, ongoing study of consumer conversations. The surprising result? Over 90 percent of consumer conversations still take place offline, primarily face to face. The implication is clear: Social media is big and growing, but it is dwarfed by the real world in which people live and interact.


Make no mistake. There is a hugely important social wave rolling across the world of business today. New scientific evidence reveals that we humans are fundamentally social beings for whom social influence determines nearly every decision we make. And the greatest impact comes when those conversations happen face to face, as emotions and nonverbal cues are communicated along with words.


In The Face-to-Face Book, Keller and Fay offer key insights and recommendations for how businesses, both large and small, can best succeed in today’s socially motivated consumer marketplace by looking at how consumers act in real life as well as online. The authors share their extensive research and the stories of companies—large, such as Apple, General Mills, Kimberly–Clark, and Toyota, as well as innovative small businesses—that have hit pay dirt with a balanced and holistic approach to social marketing. They also discuss those that have bet big and lost by over-committing to online social media alone.


The Face-to-Face Book does not overlook the extraordinary growth and importance of social media, which offers important new tools for businesses of all kinds; however, the authors caution against placing too grand a bet on online social media at the expense of other forms of social marketing.


This book is a celebration of the supremely social nature of all human beings and how that drives the consumer marketplace. It’s a story that will leave you thinking anew, and talking.




[image: images]


© KEVIN VAN TASSELL


ED KELLER is the CEO of the Keller Fay Group and has been called “one of the most recognized names in word-of-mouth.” The publication of his first book, The Influentials, has been called a “seminal moment in the development of word-of-mouth.” He is a past president of the Word of Mouth Marketing Association (WOMMA) and of the Market Research Council. He lives in New York.
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Praise for The Face-to-Face Book


“A timely reminder from two of the most influential minds in business that creating real relationships requires more than counting likes and shares. For brands that want to avoid chasing the latest social media trend and harness the power of a face-to-face relationship, this book will give you the inspiration and tools to do it!”


—Rohit Bhargava, SVP of Social@Ogilvy and author of Likeonomics


“Ed Keller and Brad Fay are at the very front edge of the industry conversation about how to get consumers talking, and they are creating new wisdom on the subject every day. The Face-to-Face Book is a must-read for anyone looking for inspiration to drive buzz in new ways, as we have been doing at NBCUniversal.”


—Tony Cardinale, EVP Brand Planning and Strategic Insights at NBCUniversal


“The Face-to-Face Book presents cutting-edge thinking in a great book. With the explosion of digital marketing and the increasing hype of social media we tend to forget that a table and several chairs is still a favorite way for word of mouth to spread. If you want to understand the true impact of your marketing, pick up this book. You are in for a great ride!”


—Ekaterina Walter, social media strategist, Intel


“The Face-to-Face Book is incredibly useful for anyone in marketing. Keller and Fay’s research covers the broadest spectrum of brand-relevant conversations, which then lays the groundwork for communication strategies that are ‘social by design’ instead of simply social as a channel. At SMG we have found that more meaningful conversations about brands will lead to the more meaningful human experiences that truly drive long-term marketplace success.”


—Kate Sirkin, EVP, Global Research, Starcom MediaVest Group


“Charles Handy once said, ‘measuring more is easy, measuring better is hard’—that’s what this book is about. Keller and Fay have cracked the code on providing a complete assessment of the origins and impact of word of mouth, its multiplier effect, and the ultimate in earned media.”


—Artie Bulgrin, SVP Research and Analytics, ESPN, Inc.
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THE SOCIAL MEDIA GOLD RUSH


When the history of the early twenty-first century is written, will textbooks observe that Internet users spent billions of dollars on “virtual” animated online farm creatures during the worst economic slump since the Great Depression?


Much of history has been built on a series of gold rushes, not only for precious metals, but also for stocks, real estate, even tulips during the Dutch “tulip mania” of 1637. Could social media be the next big bubble? Is the rush to do business with Facebook, Twitter, and Zynga—the creators of the online farm game FarmVille—overheated?


During the American Gold Rush of 1848–1853, more than a quarter-million people flocked to California to exploit the new state’s golden bounty. That migration built proud cities like San Francisco and Sacramento and helped to fuel the great westward expansion of a young nation, with enormously important consequences for America. In today’s dollars, tens of billions’ worth of gold were discovered. But the vast majority of those Forty-niners, as they were called, became no richer for their journey and hard work.


We believe that social media today represents the latest gold rush, with too many businesses and marketers in search of Facebook and Twitter gold dust that they hope will rub off on them, chasing an immense social wave that is not yet fully understood. Missed in the frenzy is a far bigger opportunity with much greater impact to connect with people—consumers, voters, supporters—in important new ways. While the growth of social networking sites is impressive, the largest social gold mine is literally right beneath our noses: in the word-of-mouth conversations that happen in our kitchens and living rooms, in our churches and synagogues, next to the office water cooler, on the sidelines of youth soccer and baseball games, powered by the intimacy of face-to-face communications.


More than 90 percent of the conversations about products, services, and brands that take place every day in America happen offline, according to research that will be revealed in the chapters of this book.1 This adds up to billions of brand-related conversations and recommendations each and every week in America that take place face-to-face, or in real life (IRL), as it is known in Internet circles. Only a small percentage takes place online, whether through the multitude of social networking sites that we think of as social media, or through other online channels such as texting or email. Social media is big and growing, but it is still dwarfed by the analog world in which people live and interact.


That’s why this is The Face-to-Face Book. It is the story of how the decisions we make are based on true interpersonal influence: social influence, which happens most often, and most powerfully, face-to-face.


Make no mistake: there is a hugely important social wave rolling across the world of business today, based on the very belated insight that we humans are fundamentally social beings, for whom social influence determines nearly every decision we make. It’s an insight that was first observed and discussed decades ago, in the 1950s and 1960s. But with the rise of the golden age of television, it was largely ignored in favor of the glitz of that era’s revolutionary new medium. The opportunity was there, though almost entirely missed by the world’s marketers and entrepreneurs, until Mark Zuckerberg, the founder of Facebook, proved to everyone that there’s gold in them thar hills. Yet too many people are attempting to mine only one vein of social opportunity, following the path blazed most successfully by Zuckerberg. It’s as if those gold-seeking Forty-niners were crowding together in pursuit of gold only at the original site of Sutter’s Mill in Coloma, California, where James W. Marshall found those first nuggets of gold in 1848.


The opportunities of the Gold Rush were not limited to the Sutter’s Mill property, but spread across much of the Sierra Nevada mountain range. And the opportunity, ultimately, was not just to find gold. California turned out to be a place of many other bounties—agriculture, trade and commerce, tourism, and invention—all of which were helped by the explosion of population and discovery induced by the gold rush. It was that same spirit of invention and discovery that brought Zuckerberg to the Golden State from the ivory towers of Cambridge, Massachusetts, in the famous early days of Facebook.


This is neither a book against Facebook nor against social media in general. In certain respects, Mark Zuckerberg is the James W. Marshall of today’s social wave. The man and his company tapped into a mother lode that was there all along but ignored by many. He proved the power of social connections to the world. As of this writing, Facebook is approaching one billion users, one in seven of the world’s population, and the largest audience for a single media platform in the history of humanity. It is an awesome achievement, but the successes of Facebook—and its social media kin—are the result of a tremendous social opportunity, and not its cause or source. People flock to Facebook because it meets a social need that was previously underserved online. But people’s desire to be social manifests itself in many other places as well, creating multiple opportunities for businesses that wish to participate.


We believe in a marketplace that is highly social, but not because of particular platforms or technologies. The most successful businesses in the future will be the ones that embrace a model that puts people—rather than technology—at the center of products, campaigns, and market strategies. They will recognize that people have a far greater impact on each other than we previously realized, and that consumers are not just a collection of individuals. It’s an insight that applies as well to politics, which is increasingly impacted by socially driven movements such as the Tea Party, the “Occupy” protests, and peer-to-peer movements that are reshaping politics across the Middle East. New communications opportunities are being revealed by a rapidly growing “science of social” that is gathering momentum. Those who achieve the greatest success will recognize that there are many ways to tap into the power of today’s social consumer. Social media sites are just one way, and still a relatively limited one at that.


In the chapters of this book we will share with you our perspective on how you can think holistically about social influence in business, marketing, and politics. We rely heavily on insights from research about social influence by our firm, the Keller Fay Group, and others. So there is a solid, research-based foundation for everything we describe. But while the foundation is built on research, this is not a book that is dominated by numbers. We have interviewed top executives of companies that are going about things in smart, new ways—ways that are consistent with the facts and not just the hype—and we have endeavored to let their stories take the lead role, with the data in a largely supporting role. These companies include Audi, Best Buy, Dell, Domino’s, General Mills, Kimberly-Clark, Kraft, MillerCoors, Procter & Gamble, Toyota, and Zappos, among others.


But social marketing is not only the domain of large companies, so we feature the stories of some small companies that are thinking creatively about how best to create social businesses offline and online. And outside of business altogether, we look at how recent presidential campaigns have tapped into social marketing strategies. We hope we have been able to strike the right balance for those readers who understand things best through stories, and those who take comfort in the facts that come from research.


As we describe the history, present, and future of social marketing, you’ll learn what motivates people to talk about brands and companies and about the influencers who are at the center of the conversation. We write about the important role of advertising and other forms of traditional marketing in sparking conversations, and how media can be planned more effectively to maximize consumer advocacy and word of mouth. We also recommend how to use social media in smart and meaningful ways, and give examples where brands have taken the bait and have been misled. We will share examples of how word of mouth can be not only a goal and a strategy that drives business forward, but also how it can be used as a primary channel unto itself. And we look at the mix of positive and negative word of mouth with some facts that will surprise you and help you to realize the good that can come from negative word of mouth when it’s properly managed. We conclude with a discussion of companies that have changed the way their organizations operate to deal successfully with the social era in which they operate today, and that will continue to define the marketplace in the decades ahead.


There are many pathways to tap the power of people’s social connections and their desire to share and learn from each other. Some businesses recognize this and are responding appropriately. We applaud and celebrate them. But those marketers who are mining only one vein—namely, social networking tools and technologies—are not seeing the full scope of an enormous social opportunity. And if history and research prove true, they will ultimately lose business because of it. The great social wave is an opportunity that no business can afford to ignore or look at myopically. It’s happening all around us, mostly in the real world, face-to-face.





1
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The Science of Social


The California Gold Rush was about putting everything on the line to chase a dream, find a new life, and have a chance for riches beyond imagination. Hundreds of thousands of ordinary Americans did just that in 1849 and for a year or two afterward—the Forty-niners, they were called. Some struck it rich, but most did not. The truth, though, is that most of the people who took the risk had little to lose. They lacked property and had few possessions and few economic prospects back east or in their home countries. So why not “go west, young man,” as the popular columnist Horace Greeley advised, in search of fame and fortune?


In this day and age, an established and successful $17.5 billion consumer products company would never take that sort of “all-in” risk. Or would it?


The beverage and snack giant PepsiCo provides the most dramatic example of a company that succumbed to the social media gold rush mentality. In 2010 the company sharply pulled back its spending on traditional media, especially on television, and most symbolically on its much anticipated commercials during the 2010 Super Bowl. Instead Pepsi placed a very large bet on social media as the smart, new way to engage its consumers and drive sales. Launching a campaign it called the Pepsi Refresh Project, the brand engaged 87 million consumers through Facebook and other social media in an effort to distribute $20 million in charitable contributions to local causes as an alternative to traditional advertising.


The campaign’s ambitions were impressive and aligned with the times—a transformative communications model that was based on creating community, engaging consumers, and, of course, leveraging a wide range of new online social networking tools. The advertising industry trade publication Advertising Age offered a prophetic headline in February 2010, announcing the Refresh campaign: “Pass or Fail, Pepsi’s Refresh Will Be a Case for Marketing Textbooks.”


Though ours is not a textbook, we use Pepsi’s Refresh as a case nonetheless. Pepsi’s big bet on social media did not come close to achieving the pay dirt it intended. While Pepsi’s Refresh Project deservedly won praise for being innovative and for the public good that it offered, the strategy did not meet the company’s core goal: selling soft drinks.


In March 2011 the trade publication Beverage Digest announced that for calendar year 2010 Diet Coke had surpassed Pepsi as the number-two soft drink, behind the Coca-Cola Classic brand. Pepsi sales in 2010 were down 6 percent in a category that declined 4.5 percent overall. In a tacit admission of error, Pepsi announced in early 2011 that it was raising traditional ad expenditures by 30 percent and returned to the 2011 Super Bowl after just a one-year absence. Several months later Pepsi executives were telling the Wall Street Journal about plans for a new ad campaign for the flagship Pepsi brand and about their decision to sign on as a lead sponsor for The X Factor, Simon Cowell’s TV music competition (in the mold of American Idol), which launched in the United States in the fall of 2011. The reported cost of Pepsi’s campaign was $60 million for the first season. Big-time advertising and sponsorship was back at Pepsi.


“We need television to make the big, bold statement,” Massimo d’Amore, CEO of PepsiCo Beverages North America, admitted to the Journal. Pepsi learned the hard way that traditional mass media is still a powerful weapon for driving social engagement and sales. The mistake Pepsi made when it withdrew advertising in favor of the Refresh campaign—whatever its social benefits—was thinking that it could replace rather than supplement a large and sophisticated media strategy that had been refined over decades. PepsiCo believed in the social media hype to its detriment.


Pepsi was right about the potential benefit of social interaction, but it was overly focused on online social networks. Our research at the Keller Fay Group shows that Pepsi does in fact sell soft drinks because of social interactions, but not necessarily because of online interactions. In virtually every decision we make, every one of us is influenced to a remarkable extent by other people, mostly the people we spend time with in the “real world.” Human beings are a fundamentally social species, and virtually all of our decision making, including consumer decisions, are based on the influence of the people around us—and most powerfully, the influence of those who are physically near and emotionally close to us. The discovery of how we influence each other in the offline world is the true breakthrough unfolding today. Scientists are finding the most important action is happening not online, but in our hearts, in our minds, and in our neural systems—in other words, in the real world.


The Burgeoning Science of “Social”


While face-to-face conversation may be as old as time, our understanding of the importance of social interaction is new and still emerging. Scientists today—anthropologists, evolutionary biologists, social psychologists, neuroscientists, epidemiologists, network theorists, and more—are uncovering powerful new evidence of just how connected we are to each other and the degree to which our decisions, large and small, are influenced by people around us. They are challenging the central conceit of marketing: that messages created by marketers can be transmitted to individuals, who become aware and ultimately persuaded, leading to a change in behavior. Instead we are discovering that messages are usually received in a supremely social context, in which people share with each other what they see and hear in advertising, compare experiences and opinions, and then make collective choices. Good marketing starts conversations, and chiefly because of those conversations people make decisions that ultimately determine which brands are successful and which fail.


This analysis of how marketing works received a strong endorsement in late 2011 from a well-regarded company that doesn’t have a stake in the word-of-mouth industry. MarketShare is a leader in market mix modeling, serving half of the fifty largest companies in America. MarketShare undertook a broad analysis of how marketing really works on behalf of a half dozen of their clients. They used a wide array of data—from advertising and marketing expenditures, product sales, economic factors, and, critically for our purposes here, word-of-mouth data relating to their clients’ brands and competitors (provided by our firm, the Keller Fay Group) as well as data about brands that are discussed via social media. MarketShare then ran sophisticated statistical analyses that came to the following conclusion: “Social voice represents a critical pathway through which more than half the impact of paid advertising and media passes in generating consumer purchases.” In other words, advertising works most of the time because of social influence.


MarketShare is not the first to conclude that social influence is critical to the success of advertising and marketing. In fact the idea has its origins in the 1950s, when two Columbia University professors, Paul Lazarsfeld and Elihu Katz, published the results of a major research project in their seminal book, Personal Influence. They found that advertising was ineffective at directly changing consumer preferences and prompting purchase. Rather, they said, advertising is effective because it prompts conversations between “opinion leaders” and other people, who are persuaded to purchase based on personal influence. Though largely ignored for another five decades, the idea that social influence makes mass communications effective means that virtually every marketing campaign should strive to generate consumer conversations, engagement, and social interaction; otherwise the campaign is much more likely to fail.


How do marketers encourage conversations, sharing, and engagement? That’s a key topic of this book, and it is a subject of great interest to many researchers and scientists today. One leading thinker in the field is Dr. Carl Marci, currently a member of the faculty of Harvard’s Department of Psychiatry and the cofounder of a market research company, Innerscope, that uses biometric data, including heartbeat and blood pressure, to measure consumer responses. In an interview in his Boston offices in 2011, he discussed the importance of emotions and social influence. The function of emotions is to help us navigate our socially complex world—to make decisions that consider the needs and wants of others close to us. Our survival as a species has depended not merely on our being the strongest or most aggressive, but on our being collaborative. Because human brains take longer to develop than the brains of any other species—more than twenty years following birth—our survival has always depended on our ability to obtain care and support from others. The survival of our offspring—and, through them, that of our own DNA—depends on our willingness to provide support and to obtain the assistance of others to help raise those children. As a result, our evolutionary history has given us highly effective tools for reading the emotions and opinions of other people and for adapting to them. This means we have developed exceptional skills for empathy, morality, and affection—qualities that are essential to living and thriving in a highly social world.


These conclusions are achieving consensus across a wide variety of fields, spawning a growing literature, including, in ascending chronological order, Social Intelligence by Daniel Goleman (2006), Herd by Mark Earls (2007), Connected by Nicholas Christakis and James Fowler (2010), Join the Club by Tina Rosenberg (2011), and The Social Animal by David Brooks (2011). These books focus on implications of social interactions for human relations, education, sociology, medicine, social movements, and even politics.


The purpose of our book is to show how businesses and brands can benefit significantly from a new understanding of our highly social species and our social style of decision making, and to highlight the many paths that businesses and other organizations can, and should, take to engage on a more social basis with consumers, and in a way that produces concrete results.


Christakis and Fowler have done original research that offers compelling evidence for the power of social influence. Between them, Christakis of Harvard and Fowler of UC–San Diego have expertise in medicine, public health, politics, sociology, and genetics. In their 2010 book they argue that human beings are effectively part of a larger, interconnected human “super-organism.” They find that emotions are transmitted rapidly from person to person, and so are behaviors and preferences of all kinds. Everything about us is contagious.


According to Daniel Goleman, one way to understand this behavior is to pay attention to the way emotions pass from person to person. We instinctively mimic people we are with. When we are with happy people, we are happier. When we spend time with sad people, we become sadder. What is surprising is the mechanism through which emotions are transferred. In a process called “affective afference” we mimic the facial expressions of the people we are with. Writes Goleman, “Whenever we gaze at a photograph of someone whose face displays a strong emotion, like sadness, disgust, or joy, our facial muscles automatically start to mirror the other’s facial expression.” In other words, expressions precede feelings, not the other way around. It is easy to imagine the power of such nonverbal communication to influence human evolution: even before language, early humans could quickly communicate messages such as “Run, fast!” upon realizing they were in the path of an oncoming predator.


Indeed the primitive human example is hinted at in the title of Mark Earls’s book, Herd. Earls puts it this way: “Most of our behavior is… the result of the influence of other people because we are a super-social species. A herd animal, if you like.” We agree with his advice to communicators, that “we will find it much easier to change mass behavior if we develop a better conception of humankind; if we abandon our existing ways of thinking and accept that we are not a species of independent, self-determining individuals.”


The transfer of emotions and opinions seems to be strongest among people with close ties: family, friends, and loved ones, the people we are most apt to encounter face-to-face. In 2011 the Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences of the United States published the results of a novel experiment that was conducted in the Spanish village of San Pedro Manrique, on the occasion of an annual ceremony commemorating the summer solstice. A group of scientists led by Ivana Konvalinka, a bioengineering doctoral student in Denmark, monitored the heart rates of twelve “fire-walkers” as they crossed a twenty-three-foot-long carpet of burning embers. In addition, the heart rates of spectators were measured, including nine family members of the fire-walkers and seventeen unrelated persons who were visiting the event. The study found that the heart rates of the related persons beat at almost the same rate and pattern as the fire-walkers before, during, and after the crossing of the burning embers, while the heart rates of unrelated visitors did not increase nearly as much.


Social contagion is not limited to emotions. Christakis and Fowler write about their analysis of a thirty-two-year longitudinal medical study, known as the Framingham (Massachusetts) Heart Study. Christakis and Fowler discovered that the original Framingham researchers had collected a large amount of personal relationship data for each of the 12,000 study participants solely for the purpose of being able to use friends and family to locate study participants who had changed addresses. For the study to be successful, it would be essential for the researchers to be able to reinterview their subjects at regular intervals over decades, and they had good reason to worry that their subjects would move without remembering to leave a forwarding address for the researchers. For each participant in the study, they knew the names and addresses of close friends and family members, many of whom were also participants in the study.


Christakis and Fowler realized that this information about personal contacts made it possible to map the social networks of study participants. They were able to identify the people who were located more centrally in the network, or who connected multiple groups, versus those who were more isolated. Most important, they had firm connections between participants that could allow them to monitor changes in lifestyles, behaviors, and health outcomes as they spread through networks. Their hypothesis was that changes for one participant would often be mimicked by those connected to them closely, and then by other people connected via mutual friends.


That is exactly what they found. Behaviors and health outcomes radiated across social networks in a way that Christakis and Fowler could dramatically illustrate with computerized diagrams. What happened to one person often also happened to his friends and to his friends’ friends. The trends started centrally and rippled toward the periphery. Christakis and Fowler discovered that when a person’s friend becomes obese, his own chance of becoming obese tripled—a startling finding that led to a considerable amount of media attention for their research. They also found that positive behaviors were contagious. For example, one of the strongest social effects they found was for smoking cessation: when one person stopped smoking there was a large increase in the chance that her friends also stopped smoking. While there has been some debate about whether true social influence alone can account for the enormity of effects measured by Christakis and Fowler, academics in the field believe social influence accounts for at least some of the observed behavior changes in the Framingham study.


As a species we have long realized that social factors are important to us and to changing behavior; this is why Weight Watchers and Alcoholics Anonymous (AA) have been so successful. Both organizations are focused on regular meetings of participants to discuss issues and share experiences with each other. With this kind of in-person social support, positive life changes become much easier to achieve. In her book Join the Club: How Peer Pressure Can Transform the World, Tina Rosenberg writes about the “social cure,” which has been used to overthrow the dictator Slobodan Milosevic of Serbia, to improve health and raise living standards in impoverished areas of India, and to teach calculus to minority students. In these cases, programs are designed to deepen connections between people, to form mutually supportive organizations, and they produce results not otherwise possible.


The “social cure” can work when people consciously and voluntarily choose to participate, as in the cases of Weight Watchers and AA. The resulting changes in our lifestyles occur because we have made a conscious decision to make the change, and in our minds the supportive community merely helps us to achieve what is a highly personal goal. What’s so startling about the literature on social influence is that most of the time this effect is unconscious. The Christakis and Fowler analysis of the Framingham Heart Study measured social effects that are unknown to the study participants: our friends can make us fat even when we aren’t aware of it! It happens because our friends change our sense of what is a reasonable weight; we tend to copy their food choices and portion sizes, and we may also mimic their exercise routines.


Similarly with respect to smoking, regulatory bans against smoking in public places have reduced the prevalence of seeing people smoking. There’s less smoking on TV and in movies due to pressure from advocacy groups. When people smoke, they often appear to have been ostracized to a company’s loading dock or to a cold sidewalk on a winter day. As smoking becomes less prevalent and less glamorous, fewer people decide to smoke, or they smoke less, or they stop altogether.


Another example of the potential power of social influence can be seen in a state-funded “social norm” pilot program to reduce problem behaviors among local teens. The high school in Montgomery Township, New Jersey, is one institution that participates in the program, run by the Rowan University Center for Addiction Studies and Awareness and locally managed by the school’s substance abuse counselor. The program’s premise is that young people often make poor decisions because they want to behave in ways that are “in keeping with the norms or beliefs of their social group, not in ways that are necessarily consistent with their belief system.” Because many young people inaccurately overestimate the prevalence of behaviors among their peers, they may adopt destructive behavior, such as use of alcohol, drugs, or tobacco, subscribing to the fallacy that “everyone is doing it.”


The program combats false assumptions by conducting an anonymous survey of students to determine the actual prevalence of “at-risk” behaviors, and then publicizing those results throughout the school on posters and through events and games linked to the survey results. Posters that have appeared in Montgomery High include such messages as “2 out of 3 of us have not used alcohol” and “More than 4 out of 5 of us think our friends would disapprove of us smoking cigarettes.” By repeatedly emphasizing that most students aren’t engaged in or supportive of alcohol or drug use, Montgomery officials—and those statewide—believe they can further reduce the prevalence of certain negative behaviors among teenagers.


Montgomery High happens to be the school that coauthor Brad Fay’s two teenagers, Brendan and Allison, attend. The teens both participated in a very different social experiment with their father while driving home from Boston during a spring break vacation. The three were talking about the Framingham Heart Study and the power of social influence, Brad having interviewed Nicholas Christakis the day before and their route passing, as it did, through the town of Framingham. As the discussion progressed, Brad observed that they were being passed on the left by cars that seemed to be traveling in groups. There would be rather long stretches when no cars passed the family vehicle, followed by a series of cars passing in rapid succession. He suggested that they might be witnessing a form of social influence, according to which drivers were adjusting their speed to match that of others on the road, and thus traveling in groups.


So the Fays decided to try to test this hypothesis, based on the premise that if people were influencing each other’s driving speeds, they would tend to travel in groups rather than pass by at random intervals. Driving west on the Massachusetts Turnpike, in the middle of three driving lanes, Brad set the cruise control of the family car at a speed only slightly above the posted speed limit. During the next thirty-eight minutes, seventy cars passed by. Brendan wrote down the number of cars that passed during each full minute as indicated on the dashboard clock. Upon reaching the Route 84 interchange, the experiment was ended and the analysis began.


It turned out that thirty-six of the seventy cars passed during only thirteen of the thirty-eight minutes. In other words, half of the cars passed during just a third of the minutes indicated on the clock. If drivers were making decisions independently of each other, one might expect roughly a third of the cars to pass in a third of the minutes. Thus it appeared that many of the drivers were adopting speeds based on the influence of other drivers—a rather vivid example of human “herd” behavior.


Undoubtedly there are a number of potential problems with this small experiment: some cars may have been blocked by cars immediately in front of them, forcing the second to travel close behind; also, the experiment was of short duration and it was limited to a single morning on a single road. Still, the finding is highly suggestive of a social effect.


Upon arriving home, Brad was intrigued to discover that there is an emerging literature on social influence and driving speeds. A Google search quickly yielded a 1993 article in the Journal of Accident Analysis and Prevention titled “Some Contagion Models of Speeding” by Terry Connolly of the University of Arizona and Lars Aberg of Uppsala University in Sweden. They conclude, in part, “We propose that a significant role may be played by drivers’ comparisons of their own speed with that of other, nearby drivers.” They based their conclusions, in part, on an observational study of 249 vehicle “pairs” and 843 “free-flowing” vehicles driving under several types of traffic conditions.


What is convenient about the example of social influence in the context of highway driving is that it is possible for almost any of us to run the same test that Brad and his children did. Most of us have had, at one time or another, the realization that we also are driving faster than we intended, likely due to the speed of traffic around us. It is not uncommon to catch ourselves unconsciously “driving under the influence” of other people.


We have many other opportunities to notice how people influence each other unconsciously in the real, offline world. For example, when one person in a room yawns or coughs, other people often do so as well; when one seated person crosses his legs, others often do the same; and when one person in a conversation leans forward, the other often does too. Now we also have evidence that people are eating and smoking (or not) based on the influence of other people. Can there be much doubt that we often shop, eat, drink, and watch TV “under the influence” as well?


Social influence, whether conscious or not, happens because we are the most social of creatures on Earth. In The Social Animal, David Brooks points to research by Michael Tomasello of the University of Leipzig, Germany, comparing infant humans to chimpanzees to test the degree to which being social is fundamental to our humanity. Brooks writes, “An infant of 12 months will inform others about something by pointing. Chimpanzees and other apes do not helpfully inform each other about things.” Thus we see that even before language, humans instinctively give advice and recommendations. Brooks goes on to develop his thesis that emotional and social skills are much more important to success in life than intellect and rational decision making.


As we get older, social influence can happen both consciously and unconsciously, as discussed earlier. In prehistoric times, there was a great need to share information about where to find the best food and water and how to construct a shelter. These basic needs are still present, only the advice we share concerns the best brand of food or restaurant chain, the best tasting soft drink, or the best real estate agency to use. Nowadays a great many of the decisions we make, and the advice we share, concerns brands and companies.


Indeed the volume of daily consumer conversations about brands is staggeringly high, giving clear and compelling evidence that we are all under the influence and are active participants in today’s social marketplace. According to our firm’s research, about half of all Americans talk daily about food, beverages, and entertainment brands. More than a third of people talk each day about sports and hobbies, telecommunications, technology, health, and automobiles.


Because we are hard-wired to be social in all that we do, it is no wonder that social factors are important to the effectiveness of marketing and media.


Why (and How) We Study Word of Mouth


Of late it has become fashionable to study word of mouth in the consumer arena, but not because researchers and marketers recognize that social influence is deeply embedded in our DNA and critical to purchase decisions. Rather the primary factor has been the explosion of interest in online social media.


Huge sums of money are being shifted from traditional to digital media, with the greatest growth recently in the social arena, often called “Web 2.0.” According to e-Marketer, a publisher of data, analysis, and insights on digital marketing, media, and commerce, social media spending in 2011 was expected to be $3.1 billion, up 55 percent from the year before. Marketing researchers have followed advertisers into social media as well, in part because research naturally follows marketing dollars, but also because social media offer the promise of a vast supply of consumer opinion that is unprompted and unmediated by survey researchers asking questions and preselecting study participants. Hundreds of companies are now engaged in measuring “online buzz,” or consumer opinions that are available publicly on social networking sites, forums, blogs, consumer review sites, and more. For further reading on this subject, an entire book, Listen First! by Steve Rappaport of the Advertising Research Foundation, describes the many companies and techniques involved in “social media research.”


But “social” is not about technology, and as we have said, only a very small percentage of word-of-mouth conversation takes place via social networking sites. For this reason, our company measures all forms of word of mouth—face-to-face, over the phone, and online—and is the only company that does this on a regular basis.


We founded the company in late 2005 after about two decades at the market research company Roper Starch Worldwide and several successor organizations. Many of those years were spent working closely with Burns W. “Bud” Roper, the son of the company’s founder and marketing research pioneer, Elmo Roper. Having helped to start the commercial survey research industry in 1933 when both Roper and the Gallup Organization were founded, Roper was early to word-of-mouth research in one specific way. Beginning in the 1940s he worked with the Standard Oil Company of New Jersey (now ExxonMobil) to devise a methodology for identifying everyday “opinion leaders” who were likely to share their views with others. The segment they identified represented the 10 percent most politically and socially active people who read influential media like the Wall Street Journal and New York Times, and they could be expected to spread their opinions to others.


In the late 1980s and 1990s we worked with our Roper colleagues to tell the story of this segment, ultimately dubbed “the influential Americans,” leading to a 2003 book by Ed and colleague Jon Berry called The Influentials: One American in Ten Tells the Other Nine How to Vote, Where to Eat and What to Buy. The Influentials led to an invitation for Roper to become a founding member of the Word of Mouth Marketing Association (WOMMA), and Ed later became the trade group’s first and longest-serving board president. From the beginning the need for research to help marketers understand the role of word of mouth and its impact was a cornerstone of the association and a key theme of WOMMA conferences. Upon leaving Roper in 2005 we began to think of how best to fill the need for research in word of mouth.


Already there was an enormous focus on buzz monitoring using blogs and chat rooms, which later was supplemented by social networking sites, all of which would eventually be known collectively as “social media.” Research that relies on the data that can be mined by monitoring social media sites has become known as social media research (SMR). But our experience in consumer research told us that online buzz was only providing a partial picture—indeed quite often a distorted picture.


By the fall of 2005 we had the idea to launch a continuous survey among a representative sample of Americans to collect data on all their conversations, offline as well as online. The idea was that consumers would keep track of all the conversations they had “yesterday” about brands and companies, and we would probe for specific characteristics of the conversations. Studying “yesterday’s” behaviors is a common approach among researchers to ensure the selection of a random time period for which people have fairly good recollection. We wanted to know how many conversations they had, and about what categories and brands. Were those conversations positive or negative? Did they happen at home, at work, or someplace else? Did those conversations happen face-to-face, over the phone, or online? How credible was the advice that people received, and did they plan to make a purchase because of the conversation? By doing this day in and day out, 365 days per year, we could have a continuous read on America’s word-of-mouth conversations, including what gets talked about, where those conversations take place, and the forces that drive them.


We believed marketers would find the data valuable in several ways: it would be possible to determine which brands were truly engaging consumers, that is, which were winning and which were losing the battle for word of mouth; brands would also be able to develop better strategies for increasing word of mouth; media companies and agencies could be smarter about planning for word of mouth and for tracking their success in generating it. All of this was grounded in the belief that social influence is extremely important to the decision-making process for consumers—in the “real world,” where most word of mouth happens—and that marketers were going to need a true and complete picture of consumer conversations about brands.


TalkTrack launched officially in June 2006 and has been conducted every week since, with each week’s research being conducted among a new sample of 700 American consumers age thirteen to sixty-nine.2 We work with some of the big online research panel companies to invite representative samples of people to participate in a survey about “conversations.” If they agree, they receive an email link to the two-page diary, which they download and print for taking notes during the next twenty-four hours. The next day, with their conversation diary as a memory aide, they are asked to complete an online survey about those conversations.


The 700 weekly interviews add up quickly; about 3,000 people are surveyed per month, 36,000 each year—a very large sample for market research purposes. In 2011 we launched a continuous survey in the United Kingdom, and over the years we have conducted similar one-time studies in countries around the world, including Australia, Japan, Korea, Russia, Greece, Argentina, and Mexico. Through our research we have learned an enormous amount about word of mouth and have helped marketers make marketing and advertising much more effective: better insights to develop a “talkworthy” message that will be shared with others; better targeting of “influencers” to drive word of mouth; and better selection of media and marketing channels to facilitate conversation. These are all topics that we discuss in subsequent chapters.


The first results of TalkTrack taught us many things that were previously unknown about word of mouth. The study showed that the average American talks each day about roughly ten brands, and that the typical brand conversation lasts between three and five minutes. More than two-thirds of these conversations involve a recommendation to buy, consider, or avoid the brand. In other words, there are a lot of conversations each day, which are not just quick and passing references to brands, and which are about helping others decide which brands to buy and which to avoid. Results in most other countries are quite similar to those seen in the United States.


The 36,000 people interviewed every year in the United States are surrogates for the entire U.S. population of about 250 million people age thirteen to sixty-nine. Because the sample has been carefully designed to be representative of the U.S. population, it is possible to make estimates, or projections, from our survey sample to everyone, as if everyone had been able to take the survey. These calculations reveal that people are exposed to conversations about brands 15 billion times per week. With so many conversations about brands, there is no doubt in our mind that the marketplace is truly social. To succeed, marketers need to know how many of these conversations are about their brands versus the competition, what drives those conversations, what impact they have on people’s behavior in the marketplace, and how their brand can improve its word-of-mouth performance.


TalkTrack also provided an answer to a critical question on the minds of many marketers: How much word of mouth (WOM) happens online versus offline? The answer almost always provokes surprise: 90 percent of word-of-mouth conversations are offline, while 8 percent are online.


[image: image]


The first reaction from many people is that 8 percent sounds very small in this Internet age, given all the excitement about social media. But if you remember that 15 billion word-of-mouth impressions are made on consumers every week, 8 percent actually translates into quite a few exposures to blog posts, tweets, status updates, emails, and instant messages: about 1.2 billion per week.


It’s not so much that online is small, but rather that offline is enormous. We social creatures just can’t stop talking and sharing. We live to share our experiences and opinions with each other. We rely on the kindness of others to help us make smarter decisions. We are born to share.



Two Different Conversations


In addition to knowing how many conversations take place offline versus online, an equally important question about social media is this: How well does the online conversation about brands represent the offline conversation? How closely aligned are conversations on Facebook, Twitter, Blogspot, and Gmail to the conversations that are happening at the water cooler, over the dinner table, at the neighborhood bar and grille? And how do those conversations translate into business success? If all conversations were fundamentally the same, it would obviously be most convenient for everyone to rely on readily available commentary posted on blogs and chat rooms as a proxy for “all word of mouth.” But that’s not the way it turns out.


In 2009 two Israeli marketing professors decided they wanted to better understand the relationship between online and offline word of mouth and how it relates to important brand characteristics, such as brand equity and imagery. The professors were Renana Peres of the Hebrew University of Jerusalem, who was then a visiting professor of marketing at the Wharton School of the University of Pennsylvania, and Ron Shachar from the Interdisciplinary Center in Herzliya, visiting at the Fuqua School of Business at Duke. As part of their project, they assembled a very large set of data, including online word of mouth, offline word of mouth, brand equity, and their own custom research on brands. Roughly 700 U.S. brands in total were analyzed, spanning sixteen product categories, covering the period 2007–2010. This was by far the most comprehensive and robust research effort ever undertaken to compare and contrast online and offline word of mouth.
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