E-COMMERCE LIMNK

By Een Burke

Demystifying
Social Computing

The five steps to sales success

Soctal computing technologies are
an imcreasingly vital part of consum-
erhives. Induiery analvst Forrester
Research reports that we of social
networking sites grew & whopping %0
pemene from 2006 to 2007; in the
same Lirme pn;'rin.t, |'l||;|-|,; nmumpﬂinn
grew by 83 percent and the number
of comsumen relying on RSS feedi 1o
clezill content jumpe fully 300 percens
Consaumers ore talking 1o esch other,

Lbiquitous social computing
meand i’ easier than ever o pub-
lish views through blogs and online
video and to find like-mimnded oth-
ers online. And as consumers inter-
act, they tend to place les tnst in
messages delivered by merchant
Forrester also found that 38 percent
al eomsumers don't want e-madl even
froim their Bvorite retailers—wig 68
pentent szl 'I|'|r:1.'
trust “athers like
them™ o make
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Burpee solichs informaticn on
customar reviewaers that helps
ity other customers better
aszess how closely a prodwct
review applies to their needs,

recommendations, and 56 percent
sapd Friends and family were their
top brand influencers. This shift, if
managed wisely, can be leveraged by
merchants 1o build their nsinesses.

You see, the question isn't wheth-
er customers are talking about your
brand=—it’s o s wiere. Menchants
st join the conversation or else risk
being sidelined. But take heant: Social
cormpuling can actuzlly be a cosg-efjec-
tive means of deiving acquisition and
converuon. Tosmive—and thive—in
the brave new world of social comput-
g, takee the followaryg steps.

L Burvey the landscape

The Iechn.::-'l-ngu.-.-: amd tools for social
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Brand moni

taring firms track

where your key audience is spending

time online. O, for o les costly alter-

native, corsider using the following

deit-voursell tooks:

* [ceRockescom—for searching blogs
and MySpace activity
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* Doogle—for searching YouTube
vides content

® Google Alerts—alerts that e-mail
notices of mew anticles, blog posts
a'II'IIJ WE'.'I Condent !I'l-\.ll coaviam ‘-I'I'E'
keyvwords you choose,

Llse your EXENNE analytics pn-.'kaﬂ,_;«r
to lewm more aboust your customers,
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® what kind of Intemet connection
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Once you've slenified your cus-
boimers” s il compualing halxits, start
Coimmuricniung with therm. 5;4:1'9. Eries B
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2. Ome essentinl fbature:
oustomer reviews and
ratings
Regandles of their Internet sophisi-
cation or their usage of other social
computing technologies, consumerns
gy there's one feature they can't do
without: custommer reviews and -
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ings. Fosrester reports that more than
75 percent of enline shoppers rely on
reviews for candid product advice,
while Interner measurement firem
wcom=core found that even when mak-
ing a purchase offline in a physical
store, 25 percent of shoppers consult
onling revbews first,

Many merchorus balk at the pros.
pect of seeing their sates plastered with
negative product feedback. But thee
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from the textle arts niche that drives
its product mi:

fears are largely undounded; customer

review platform provider Bamarvoice

feund that pesitive reviews outweigh
regative ones B-to-1. You can further
bocst the reliability of reviews by:

* Including reviewer profiles that
indicate their level of expertise and
Bmiliasety with the products ae hand,
At Burpee, for example, reviews can
reveal the experte level and location
of the reviewer so that shoppers can
focus on mtings from others whise
garden climate and green thumb abil-
vies mont closely match their own.

» Adding sound and motion via video
reviews to show products in action
and give reviewers i further opportu-
nity 1o show their personalities.

3. RES: Distributing
product information in
quick-scan format
RSS—which stands for Really Simple
Syndication—enables you to offer
a text-based list of your products.
Shoppers can view the list in any
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number of formats, from a headline-
atyle feed on their iGoogle or Yahoo!
homepages 1o a drop-down list of
links anchored directly i their brows.
ers. The list keeps shoppers up-to-dare
from beyond your e-commerce site,
allowing them to pick and click links
that take them directly to the infor-
matioe that's mast relevant.

The key to successful RES content
i e keep it new and fresh; therefore,

| eonsider I'l-'h'liclng feeds firit and Fore-

vt for new products,
just-rechsced items and
gEasanal promotions.

Cber product-specific
vinriations, such as appar.
el by gender, particular
brands, products withina
consider letting dhoppers
custeming their owrn fosd.
Aureeon.coem allows shope
pers to pick from severl
drop-down optioni—
amount and maximem
price-—to create RSS luts that are moat
relevant to them.

' 4 Blogs, viogs and

podeasts: Enriching
content, engaging dialog
Blogs—running diaries of events and
irsights contributed by an individual
O froup-—gIve yOu an opporunity to
shaovwese expertise and open a dialog
with consumens. Ith a great forum for
letting your brand personality shine
theough; you can be more casual, imever-
ent, erudite or geeky on a blog than your
product pages might othensise reveal.

Depencling on your audience, corsid-
er whether 1o limit your blog w text and
words or whether you want to branch
out into showcasing video snippets—in
which case the blog can be called a
viog. Podcasting i another extenssomn
of blogging, giving shoppers a continu-
:llqu:duuihﬂd'-ﬂﬂbdlp

To boost effectiveness in any for-
mat, follow these best practices:
= Brand the blog environment with a

look and feel consistent with vour

site, and link to your homepage.
* Bilog about a topic your brand “owrs™

puthoritatively, one for which youcan
provide fascinating and compelling
content. Penuvian Connection has
focused its blog on textile ans, align-
ing the brand's lusury apparel with
serions comnoisseurs of fabric finery,
[ = At che same time, don't forger the
comimence, Inchude links to cument
deals and specific produces that are
mentioned i the blog menbe e the
side columns of the page layout.

B. Bocinl networldng sites:
Ths ultimate frontier

[ If your customers are wild abour
MySpace or busily creating applica-
tions in Facebook, then its time m
dive into the world of social networks.

| These sites offer the ultimate oppostu-
niky b ingerace with customers They
can literally call vour brand a “friend.”
or decide it's not worth the effore. So,
serve them with a page that offers up
plenty of extras: custom wallpaper,
badges and instant-messaging icons
1o decorate their virtual spaces, and
plenty of custom content to keep them
coming hack.

Social networking pages are ideal
verues for encouraging shopper partici-
paticn. Memibers of Gen Y—the dermo-
graphic most heavily ergzged in these
sites—are more likely to want to share
their opinions, sccording to Pormester
Research; keverige this willimgmess w
share by soliciting feadback, olfering
interactive contests and allowing them
o weigh m with you and each other.

Focous on customers

The warld of social computing can
seem sprawling and chaotic. Bur by
following your customers’ cues and
offering relevant and timely features,
you can use social computing tech-
nologies to cement a brand connec.
tion, create a loyal following and give
shoppers the tools to make informed
purchases—all of which ultimarely
Incscmes ehve bottom line. n

Ken Barke is founder and CED of
Markerlive, an e-commerce technology
services provider beeed in Petalema, Calif.
He can be reschied at keri@mmibive.com, or
vislt wwwomarketlive.comsitereview
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