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Social media is engrained in all aspects of our lives. It is not a trend or fad, but a 

fundamental shift in the way we now communicate as we are more informed, more 

connected and more open to share opinions thoughts and feelings with global 

audiences.

Social is disrupting business, by giving customers a voice and platform to share 

their experiences, opinions and interactions with brands and products. This creates 

challenges but also exciting opportunities for those businesses who embrace this 

change. 

Social media levels the playing field, providing businesses an opportunity they’ve 

never had before, the ability to differentiate with the market, with the amazing 

customer experience they provide. Social offers a powerful channel to connect 

with customers and build relationships, in a way no multimillion dollar marketing 

campaign could achieve. 

It is also important to remember that while it offers the ability to understand what 

your current customers are saying about you, it also gives insight into the market 

and your potential customer base at a scale no research group could ever reach.

Ultimately, the success of any business relies its reputation amongst existing and 

potential customers. Via social media, brands can engage with those customers who 

are advocates and engage with them to amplify their positive messages. In a world 

where we receive hundreds or thousands of advertising messages daily, this is the 

most authentic advert for any company, and best of all – its free!.

I believe there is an exciting chance for those who choose to embrace social, and I 

encourage you to read the following report to understand the power a social offers 

your business, and see how you can apply strategy and tools to utilise it.

Foreword:

Jessica Love
Product Marketing Manager,  
Dynamics CRM,  
Microsoft Business Solutions
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When social media monitoring first emerged, alarmist headlines threw the future of 

the technology in doubt. Particularly infamous was the Daily Mail’s: ‘How ‘BT Sarah’ 

spies on your Facebook account: secret new software allows BT and other firms to trawl 

internet looking for disgruntled customers’. In an age when privacy is a delicate matter, 

the prospect of businesses eavesdropping on social media conversations was easily 

portrayed as being akin to Big Brother.

But as social media has matured with improved privacy settings, and users have 

become better acquainted with the very public nature of social, it has become 

accepted – and even expected – that brands are listening to their customers’ 

conversations.

There has subsequently been a surge in interest in monitoring tools, with Altimeter 

research estimating that nearly half of businesses are now using social media 

listening tools. With adoption gathering pace, a number of large vendors such as 

Microsoft, Oracle and Adobe have invested heavily to acquire social listening players, 

adding monitoring functionality to their offerings.

And the signs are that investment in this field will continue its upward trajectory. 

Forecasts from Markets and Markets, for instance, predict that global spending on 

combined social monitoring, social listening, social mapping and social management 

tools will rise from $2.2bn to $17.92 billion by 2019.

In a few short years, social media monitoring has 
evolved from a technology dogged by consumer 
privacy concerns, to a booming market, adopted by 
half of all large enterprises.

Chapter 1:
An introduction to social listening

http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-1284363/How-BT-Sarah-spies-Facebook-account-secret-new-software-allows-BT-firms-trawl-internet-looking-disgruntled-customers.html#ixzz3cCCa0trK
http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-1284363/How-BT-Sarah-spies-Facebook-account-secret-new-software-allows-BT-firms-trawl-internet-looking-disgruntled-customers.html#ixzz3cCCa0trK
http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-1284363/How-BT-Sarah-spies-Facebook-account-secret-new-software-allows-BT-firms-trawl-internet-looking-disgruntled-customers.html#ixzz3cCCa0trK
http://www.altimetergroup.com/research/reports/social-data-intelligence
http://www.altimetergroup.com/research/reports/social-data-intelligence
http://www.marketsandmarkets.com/
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So what is driving this rapid adoption of social media monitoring tools and why are 

brands finding it so appealing?

 c Opportunities
Billions of conversations take place every day across the many social networks on 

the internet, with many related to brands, services and products. All public social 

data is aggregated by aggregators such as Data Sift and Topsy. While this data is 

unstructured, social listening platforms use their smart algorithms to enable brands 

to organise and collate it with keywords. And brands can use this functionality in a 

variety of ways. 

“Companies have woken up to the fact that they cannot only push out their own 

messages but need to know what customers and potential customers think about 

their products or services,” notes Lisa Barnett, social media services director at 

Emoderation.

“Social listening is not just about looking at your Facebook page or managing the 

@mentions on Twitter and Instagram, it is about collating all the data out there 

whenever your brand or product is mentioned. By listening to the entire social media 

universe, brands can obtain data on the volume, key topics or general sentiment of 

user-generated content.

“The data collated is vital to protect brand reputation, spot any serious business 

challenges or customer issues, as well as enable the company to reach new customer 

segments and continue to grow the business.”

 c Reputation management. It is now commonplace for brands use social 

listening tools to keep tables on what customers are saying about them.

 c Crisis management. PR and corporate communications departments utilise 

social listening to detect any emerging issues that may be harmful to the 

brand’s reputation. Social media monitoring during such a crisis can help 

companies to determine the scale of the problem, and provide steer regarding 

how best to respond.  

 c Human resources. HR departments can help organisations understand what 

current employees are saying about them, as well as ex-employees.

 c Customer service. Social media customer service is increasingly demanded by 

consumers, forcing brands to not only monitor social media for users in need 

of support, but also actively engaging with them to provide assistance. Major 

http://www.emoderation.com/
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Indeed, social media monitoring tools can be beneficial for many departments, and 

in many different ways. 

brands including Gatorade, Salesforce and Mastercard have recently invested in 

social command centres to change their customer support and marketing from 

a reactive to proactive environment, with social media monitoring placed at the 

heart of fostering new insights about customers. Reputation management. It is 

now commonplace for brands use social listening tools to keep tables on what 

customers are saying about them.

 c Crisis management. PR and corporate communications departments utilise 

social listening to detect any emerging issues that may be harmful to the 

brand’s reputation. Social media monitoring during such a crisis can help 

companies to determine the scale of the problem, and provide steer regarding 

how best to respond.  

 c Human resources. HR departments can help organisations understand what 

current employees are saying about them, as well as ex-employees.

 c Customer service. Social media customer service is increasingly demanded by 

consumers, forcing brands to not only monitor social media for users in need 

of support, but also actively engaging with them to provide assistance. Major 

brands including Gatorade, Salesforce and Mastercard have recently invested in 

social command centres to change their customer support and marketing from 

a reactive to proactive environment, with social media monitoring placed at the 

heart of fostering new insights about customers.

 c Marketing programmes. The marketing department can use social listening 

to gain useful insights into what messages and offers will be successful with 

different customer segments.

 c Products/services. Social data can provide valuable information to support the 

development, testing and refining of new products and services, potentially 

saving brands R&D expense.

 c Market research. Social media monitoring can help the market research team 

to identify industry trends and customer wants and needs. It can also be used 

to keep tabs on the competition, helping organisations to understand the 

positioning of their rivals, examine their strategies, and understand how this is 

resonating with customers.

 c Influencer analysis. Social listening enables brands to identify influencers in 

a given field, and build influencer lists. Marketing through influencers is an 

increasingly popular way of reaching and engaging with potential customers.
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The changing business landscape and software marketplace have also combined to 

nurture interest and access to social listening tools.

“The market has matured in a way that ensures it is part of the ‘Big Data’ wave/hype 

and has promises to reveal insights similar to that of Voice of Customer research, but 

at scale,” highlights Ben Saunders, senior measurement consultant at Seren. “The 

social listening vendor space is now as crowded as ever (key players include Sysomos, 

Brandwatch, Crimson Hexagon, Radian6), but some of the major players have been 

subject to buyouts (Salesforce acquired Radian6 as early as 2011), bolstering the 

offerings of large CRM vendor networks.

“This has helped to push prices down and increase accessibility for corporations, 

as part of larger CRM solutions. Large and medium sized corporations, driven 

by thought leadership around ‘data trumps intuition’ and inspired to embed 

consultative advice into their own operation are creating perfect conditions for the 

adoption of a corporate social listening strategy.”

 c Challenges
Clearly there are a great many opportunities to derive value from social media 

monitoring tools – from improving customer service and satisfaction to identifying 

threats to the brand; from improving market research effectiveness to identifying 

new sales opportunities; and from improving marketing effectiveness to identifying 

unmet customer needs. And with prices falling, and the appetite to capitalise on 

social data rising, it is easy to see why social listening has become an increasingly 

popular discipline.

However, there are a number of obstacles and errors that can undermine social 

media monitoring projects, and conspire to limit the value that they can deliver.  

For this reason, it is important that organisations are well aware of the challenges 

they could encounter.

 c Having a clear objective
First and foremost, organisations need to know why they are implementing social 

media monitoring. As we have outlined above, there are no shortage of uses.

Jenny Sussin, research director at Gartner, explains: “It is not unusual for people to 

not really define their business case. They invest tens or hundreds of thousands of 

dollars in social applications but they never really figured out what they were going 

to do with them. They decided they were going to do marketing or service or sales, 

http://www.Seren.com
http://www.gartner.com/
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but they didn’t really think about what that would look like and they didn’t think 

about how they would measure that against any business metrics that would tell 

them anything.

“You end up with a lot of companies who say their project has been successful 

because it increased their number of Twitter followers by 75%, but that doesn’t 

really mean anything. You need to tie it back to metrics that already have business 

meaning. That might be something like measuring the number of impressions, if 

we’re looking at activity metrics.”

 c Having the right expertise.
While it is important to implement the right social listening tool, businesses will 

still be unable to derive value from the investment if they don’t have the right 

skills within their team. Gleanster Research’s Gleansight Benchark Report recommends 

that experts are hired/trained to be able to understand search structures and 

linguistic constructs; to identify patterns; to find meaning, even in the meta data 

that surrounds different types of content; to conduct quantitative and qualitative 

analysis; and have a good understanding of various research methodologies. In some 

cases this expertise may be in-house, or it may be that sourcing these skills from a 

third party is more appealing.

“You can’t rely on the tool to present meaningful insights and conclusions,” 

emphasises Barnett. “This is where you need business analysts that are able to sift 

through all this data and identify the key trends and issues.

“Not having the correct social listening team in place is a big mistake. The huge 

amounts of data that companies can acquire can be overwhelming to an inexperienced 

team. This is where business analysts bridge the gap by looking at this data and 

identifying key trends, issues and patterns. This isn’t a job that is done by your 

social media manager or someone in their spare time. This is a dedicated and 

experienced person that is able to crunch the data and give the business meaningful 

recommendations and analysis that matches the company’s KPIs.

“A good social listening team can filter, categorise and tag data, and provide 

insightful analysis into the market and competitors to keep the company ahead of 

the curve. By processing social data, the social listening team can inform marketing 

efforts to ensure they are correctly targeted and result in supporting the company’s 

business goals.”

http://www.gleanster.com/gleansight/social-listening
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 c Generating actionable insights.
There’s no point investing in social media monitoring tools if nothing is going to be 

done with the data and insights gathered.

Barnett notes: “A good social listening tool does not come cheap so what is the 

business sense in making this investment when the company doesn’t listen to 

what is being said about it. Social listening is able to be the eyes and ears of what 

is going on in the market and provide valuable insights that the company can 

actually implement in its business. How many times have we seen costly marketing 

campaigns fail because companies failed to listen to what their customers are 

saying.”

This means that organisations need to be set up to act on the findings where 

appropriate, by implementing a formalised feedback process. But it also means 

ensuring that the insights gathered are actionable in the first place. For instance, 

sentiment analysis doesn’t necessarily provide you with anything in and of itself 

– some like your brand and others don’t. But by picking deeper, more actionable 

insights can be identified. Why is sentiment improving/worsening? What are the 

causal antecedents? Is it a particular segment that is disproportionately influencing 

the sentiment? What is motivating them to voice their opinions?

 c Integrating with other data.
If businesses do not integrate their social data with other data sources, they will fail 

to capitalise on the potential of social media monitoring.

Sussin explains: “One of the biggest issues is that companies are not integrating 

their social applications with any of their legacy applications. In a lot of companies, 

social media and social strategy is developed in somewhat of a silo, maybe in the 

digital team or the social team, sometimes in the marketing team more broadly, 

although a lot of time IT doesn’t get involved. So what happens is you have this new 

application where none of the data is either being stored in a central data warehouse 

or integrated with existing CRM records. And so you’re creating duplicate sets of 

records that have no ties back to cross-channel history. Therefore, you’re actually 

creating a very component-based customer experience, where you don’t actually 

know them.”
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 c Getting the right information to the right 
people.

As we have outlined above, social listening can be used to benefit a great many 

different departments, from customer service, to marketing, to human resources, 

to product development. When collecting and analysing the data that comes in, 

this means that it is vital that the relevant insights are disseminated to the right 

decision-makers in a timely and contextualised fashion.

“A lot of companies have social listening sitting in their corporate communications 

team but does this data ever make it outside of that department? Social listening 

needs to sit across the company as a whole. Everyone from all departments should 

be taking advantage of the insights that social listening offers,” says Barnett.

 c Outlook
Also an issue to take into consideration is the changing vendor landscape. There 

has already been a lot of activity in this space in recent years, as Saunders has 

highlighted previously. But this state of flux is something that is expected to 

continue for the foreseeable future, according to Sussin.

“You’re going to see a lot of consolidation,” she predicts. “There have been a lot of 

acquisitions. Years ago, Salesforce.com acquired Radian6, which was the beginning 

of it all. Oracle acquired a company called Collective Intellect. Adobe acquired a 

company called Context Optional. More recently Cision and Vocus – which is a PR 

communications technology company – acquired one of the prominent players in 

this space, Visible Technologies. So there’s a lot of volatility in this space, and we’re 

going to continue to see that volatility, and as acquisitions come into play, vendors 

will start selling these things as part of a package. But the interest isn’t going to 

wane.”

Indeed, despite the aforementioned challenges, investment into social listening 

technology continues to rise. As Barnett notes: “Social media is still such a young 

industry that it is constantly evolving. As companies embrace social media at the 

heart of the business, not as a separate department, then social listening will 

become the norm for all companies.”
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And there are already signs that businesses are becoming more sophisticated with 

their use of social listening tools, something that Gartner’s Sussin has noticed in her 

dealings with clients.

“We have found that people are super interested in social listening but haven’t really 

figured out their goal, and what happens then is they say this tool isn’t useful,”  

she explains. “But actually, it isn’t the solution that isn’t useful, it’s your strategy 

for the solution that isn’t useful, because technology doesn’t solve the problem, your 

people solve the problem and technology helps you.

“That has been where some companies have been going wrong. But actually we’re 

seeing that phase has passed a bit now, and people are being a little bit smarter 

about what they’re trying to do with social analytics. I’m impressed by a lot of my 

clients in their specific use cases of social data, everything ranging from market 

research to law enforcement clients who are using social analytics to identifying 

areas of risk to hospitals who frequently deal with celebrity clients and try to identify 

when a celebrity is on the way to their establishment.”

For those organisations taking a strategic approach to social listening, and 

who aren’t shy in tackling the aforementioned obstacles head on, social media 

monitoring can clearly be a powerful driver of business value.

“Social media creates new challenges, but also offers huge opportunities for business 

to reach customers in new ways,” concludes Jessica Love, product marketing 

manager at Microsoft Dynamics CRM. “Social insight is valuable to all aspects of a 

business; across sales, service, and marketing.

“Social savvy business can use social media as the engines of discovery and insight, 

to power their entire business.”

Neil Davey
Editor, 
MyCustomer

https://www.microsoft.com/en-gb/smb/products/dynamics-crm/
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And therefore, while the social web represents an exciting source of information 

for brands, harnessing this overwhelming flood of data is a colossal challenge that 

demands robust preparation and organisation.

Put simply, a well-planned, strategic social listening programme can drive change 

across the organisation – a tactical approach cannot.

“Saying you’re just going to ‘listen’ to social media is a bit like saying you’re just 

going to ‘earn money’ instead of writing out a business plan,” warns John Brown, 

head of engagement at Hotwire. “Let’s just take one channel, Twitter. There are over 

500 million tweets sent each day; it’s impossible to listen to all of them. In fact, the 

main purpose of having a robust social listening strategy is more about identifying 

what you’re not going to listen to rather than just what you are.”

Social listening in an ad-hoc, reactive way means companies miss out on the real 

value of social data. A consistent, strategic social listening programme will allow 

businesses to draw genuinely meaningful insight, and use this to inform business 

strategy and customer service.

So how can organisations develop and implement a robust social listening strategy?

Chapter 2:
How to build a social listening strategy

In the words of IT pioneer Mitchell Kapor, “Getting 
information off the internet is like taking a drink from 
a fire hydrant.”

Social media hasn’t caused this, but it has certainly 
dramatically exacerbated the problem in recent years.

http://www.hotwirepr.co.uk/
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 c Strategic foundations
Unsurprisingly, the foundation of the strategy should involve establishing the goals 

and objectives of the programme. With social listening able to support a wide range 

of different disciplines – including human resources, customer service, marketing, 

PR and product development – it is important to map out precisely how the tools will 

be used.

“It’s very easy to simply say “let’s get social listening in place” with no real 

definition of what you want to achieve from the activity,” notes Mike Scott, client 

services director at Yomego. “Yes, you can get great individual insights and, when 

looked at in isolation, these can tell you what’s going on at any point in time during 

your campaign. The issue is these are isolated pieces of information. We advise 

our customers to set out clear objectives for the activity before starting any social 

listening project. Whether you are looking for daily real-time listening reports or 

quarterly market reports this applies.” 

Graeme Delap, social media consultant at Amaze, adds: “The starting point for 

any strategy is to align it against the businesses overall goals and objectives. 

For instance, what is it, exactly, that the business is trying to achieve by better 

understanding how people talk about its brand, products and services? And what do 

we need to know that allows us to make a practicable difference?

“Reporting for the sake of reporting is the worst thing an organisation can do.  

So, the data and insight that social media listening generates should not be 

restricted to simple volume of mentions over time.  It needs to be placed in context 

and assessed against other insights, industry benchmarks and targets to deliver 

actionable recommendations. This refined insight informs improvements to tactical 

activity and wider strategic initiatives and recommendations. Without developing 

that framework in detail, which is specific to an organisation, social media listening 

will rarely deliver on its objectives, however big its potential.”

Goals and objectives not only need to have business relevance, but they also need to 

be measurable, so that performance and ROI can be monitored.

 c Tools and content types
Other considerations that need to be made from the outset include the type of 

content that is monitored – “If you are monitoring outside of your brand terms you 

need to consider the types of content that will be most valuable therefore ensuring 

http://www.yomego.com/
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relevance in the report you receive rather than superfluous data that will skew your 

statistics,” says Scott.

And organisations must also consider the sources of data as well – in other words, 

what social networks to monitor. In this case, it is important that brands know 

which networks their customers do and don’t use.

“Things to think about are: where does your audience hang out, what do they talk 

about online, what are they saying about your brand, and which conversations 

matter most to your business?” says Rowan Evans, head of social media at Greenlight.

“If you cast your net too widely, the results you get back won’t be that useful. Take 

time to consider what you need to know now and to further your current objective. 

This could be how one product line is being discussed in relation to another, or your 

share of social conversations compared to a competitor, or which age group talk 

about you most. Focus on gathering the information that is most critical to you and 

build from there.”

As part of the strategy, organisations will need to decide which tools will be most 

appropriate. This may in part be influenced by the last point, as there are certain 

listening tools that are specifically designed for specific networks. There is also the 

issue of cost to take into consideration.

“Some will be free, some will need investment, and having a blend is essential as 

there isn’t one killer listening tool just yet,” advises Brown.

Also influencing the vendor selection process are the stakeholders that will be using 

the tools. These stakeholders could, of course, cover a variety of disciplines, so they 

need to feed their opinions into which tool is best for the business and aide the 

selection process.

As well as tackling the convoluted process of vendor selection, organisations will 

also need to establish an operational strategy for how the tool is used when drawing 

meaningful, actionable insight and recommendations. In particular, this concerns 

the issues of resources and structures.

Ben Saunders explains: “With the vendor or vendors selected and the initial pegs laid 

for how a solution can be formulated for areas of the business involved, the business 

must consider resourcing personnel to realise the strategy.  This will involve either 

an investment in people or the upskilling of those with similar roles.  The business 

http://www.amaze.com/
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will need to allocate responsibility at a department or operations level, to ensure that 

the information can be gleaned, analysed and then combined with existing consumer 

insight and analytics data.”

 c Social listening responsibilities
This allocation of responsibility is vital, as you cannot develop a strategy for the 

use of social listening tools unless you are clear about who will be completing the 

analysis and who will be digesting it.

Saunders continues: “The ownership of the tool and of those best suited to conduct 

the research and analysis for company distribution is important when laying the 

groundwork for a social listening strategy.  Where does responsibility lie for the 

various elements operationally, e.g. ownership, deployment, query writing, analysis, 

reporting and insights?

“It has been suggested that consumer insight departments may be the best fit as tool 

owners and they may already have the experience in text analysis or have the tools or 

resource to perform such a task.  It can be argued they are in the best place to think 

in terms of group perceptions and sentiment. They may have the capability to exploit 

the full potential of social listening tools.”

Figure 2 below demonstrates how Saunders envisages social listening responsibilities 

could be organised within a business. Both marketing and PR departments will 

want to be close to the data and insights obtained from social listening tools, so 

any strategy should include these stakeholders. But other departments could also 

be factored into this structure if required, such as customer service and human 

resources.

Ownership; governance, deployment

Customer/
Consumer 
Insight

Analytics

Social Listening Analyst

Social Listening Tool

Marketing/
PR

Product

Figure 2. Social listening responsibilities in the organisation
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So if the structural model proposed by Saunders is most appropriate, it means 

appointing a social listening analyst – a task central to the social listening strategy.

Saunders continues: “The deployment, data capture configuration and analysis 

of social listening data requires a certain level of technical understanding, as well 

as a broad understanding of Social Listening data capture methods, The web and 

the myriad of touchpoints and behaviours that come with it. With this in mind an 

analyst or researcher must also have some of the qualities/skills belonging to a 

specialist in web analytics. This combination of skills is relativity rare. The specialist 

requires a grasp of human and social behaviour combined with a good knowledge of 

data, how to process text and, at a very high level, statistics.”

 c Ongoing process
With the groundwork done on the operational aspects of a social listening strategy, 

progress also needs to be made with the functional details. A process for analysis 

should be established, whether that would be to embed data extracted from the tool 

into an existing consumer insight schedule, the web analytics function or both.

“Another approach would be to centralise administration of the tool within either 

web analytics or consumer insight so that these teams can provide logins and 

training for departments identified as key usage stakeholders (e.g. PR or social 

marketing),” notes Saunders. 

Other important issues to address within a social listening strategy should include:

But even with all of this baked into a strategy, it is important to note that the 

framework will almost certainly require some refinement and amendment over time.

“Creating a social listening strategy is not something that will be perfected in the 

first go,” warns Scott. “Often you need to make an educated guess on the terms and 

content that you want to follow and then refine this content set as the data comes in. 

 c Setting parameters around the audience. “This is best done by developing 

generic personas that determine the type of person, the topics they’ll likely be 

interested in and the channels they’ll likely be using,” says Brown.

 c Establishing keywords and topics to monitor. “While determining the content 

you’ll listen to is crucial during this step, outlining what’s on the black list (i.e. 

what you’re not going to bother with) is equally as beneficial,” adds Brown.
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Much like when you are creating a PPC campaign you will learn which terms need to 

be excluded and what terms are perfect for measurement. 

“Once you have defined the content that you want to monitor (this can be anything 

from the entire marketplace, specific verticals, specific competitors or simply your 

brand/product) we then need to set the goals for the activity. These goals will in 

turn determine the frequency of reporting being either daily, weekly, monthly or 

quarterly.” 

Nonetheless, even the first iteration will give organisations the best possible 

platform on which to build a successful social listening programme.

Adam Lee, data and CRM consultant at Amaze, notes: “If you don’t have an over-

arching social media strategy, how can you be certain that you’re identifying the 

right volume and type of information that’s really going to make the most positive 

difference to your business? 

“With the right framework in place, you can understand what works and what 

doesn’t and how to connect the opportunities you’ve identified, with those areas of 

your business that you know have particular strength.

There are many excellent reasons that some of the biggest businesses in the world 

are developing their social media listening strategies and approaches. They wouldn’t 

invest time, resource and money if they didn’t fully understand the true value of 

social media listening and the insight and data it can bring to the entire business, 

not just certain departments.”

Neil Davey
Editor, 
MyCustomer

http://www.amaze.com/
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There isn’t necessarily a right or wrong way to escalate and respond to a crisis, as 

long as you have an effective plan in place that can be implemented quickly, when 

required. As a rule of thumb, the following steps:

Chapter 3:
Social listening and crisis management

Many brands will experience a crisis at some 
point. Whether it is a negative tweet or review, 
an insensitive advert, issues with a product, or an 
accidental post by an employee, your brand reputation 
is at stake so it’s crucial to have a plan in place to deal 
with any crisis quickly and efficiently.

 c Get the facts. Assume the worst – who, what, where, when, how.... Then decide 

whether you’re going with an instant rebuttal or damage limitation.

 c Instant rebuttal. The instant rebuttal is an absolute denial that the story is 

true. Make sure you are right, and remember, journalists often know in general 

but no-one ever tells them in detail. If necessary, in the case of an untrue report 

that is actually damaging to your company, you might need to consult with your 

lawyers and your PR professionals to obtain a retraction. There are quite specific 

techniques to obtain the retraction and to retain an ongoing professional 

relationship with the press concerned. 

 c Damage limitation. Take it on the chin – take full responsibility, be empathic 

to the victims, if there are any, and their families and be in control by outlining 

the problem and how they intend to solve it.  

 c Lead from the top. The ultimate fall guy makes the statements. We need to 

know you care. 
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With this in mind, there are a variety of ways that social listening (and social 

response) can support the reputation management and crisis management process.

 c Early warning
Social listening can provide an early warning system to a developing crisis, help you 

determine the scale of the problem, and give you an idea as to the most appropriate 

response. It is therefore essential for modern organisations to factor social into their 

crisis communications strategy.

In 2012, Gartner predicted that 75% of organisations with business continuity 

management programmes will have public social media services in their crisis 

communications strategies by this year, with the analysts stating that social media is 

critical to a brand’s crisis management strategy.

You can use social listening tools to create alerts based on spikes of activity or 

specific keywords, enabling you to check for significant or sudden changes in 

conversation volume or sentiment around your brand. 

“Most social monitoring software can show if sentiment is positive or negative, and 

this information is required to set benchmarks for regular activity,” says Caroline 

Skipsey, managing partner at Igniyte. “A crisis usually occurs when an abnormal 

number of negative social comments are made – if this is then shared by users with a 

large number of followers, or if the press pick up the activity.”

 c Get the facts
Lindsey McInerney, head of digital transformation EMEA at Hootsuite, believes that 

social media monitoring can be seen as a proactive way to monitor crises.

 c Communicate. With your staff, with your contact centre (remember, in a crisis, 

the person that answers the phone is as influential as top management), with 

your customers and with the media. Craft your message to suit your audience.

 c Remember, signals speak louder than words.  

 c Manage that valuable brand that’s such an important part of your market capital 

and business. 

http://www.Igniyte.co.uk
http://www.Hootsuite.com
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“Social media is the most real-time communication channel we have, so if you are 

tuned in and listening to it, and open to allowing it to drive business decisions, you 

can spot a crisis well ahead of it breaking in your typical media form.”

If you do find yourself in the middle of a crisis, social listening tools can help you 

assess the damage and plan your next steps.

“Monitoring social networks will give you a decent idea of how far and wide things 

have spread once a crisis is upon you, and whether it has been picked up by any 

media outlets - if that’s happened and there are target audience ramifications, then 

a strategy to repair reputation should be considered,” advises Luke Budka, director at 

TopLine Comms.

Social data can really help to mop up after a crisis and feed back into training and 

development, pinpointing the root of the issue and how it played out and escalated 

externally, remarks Tom Ball, director of digital at Immediate Future. 

“Social media is the most 
real-time communication 
channel we have, so if you 
are tuned in and listening 

to it, and open to allowing 
it to drive business 

decisions, you can spot 
a crisis well ahead of it 

breaking in your typical 
media form.”

http://www.toplinecomms.com/
http://www.immediatefuture.co.uk
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“The tools can also quantify the impact and speed of spread - this will help to 

contextualise the need for a quick response in social,” he says.

 c Risk matrix
Skipsey advises brands to develop a risk matrix that measures things like volume 

of posts, audience reach, and whether the press has picked up on any abnormal 

activity. 

“The higher the volume of negative mentions, or when the negative comments are 

shared to a larger audience, dictates the steps that need to be taken internally,” she 

explains.

“One bad Facebook post can be buried by a few positive posts and if the user needs 

to be monitored, this can be handled by your social media team. If a few people join 

in on that post and comment, you may want to apologise and then keep monitoring. 

If those users then begin to tag and copy in more people and also start posting out 

on your other social profiles, you should start looking at escalating the activity 

internally.”

However, technology can only go so far, so it’s essential to have a human voice 

behind your processes, and a good team in place to analyse the data. 

“Whilst protocols are vital to enable a speedy response, the most important thing 

is to ensure there is a human response to consumers in social media – the voice of a 

real person is critical,” comments Kate Cooper, CEO at Bloom Worldwide.

“The tools are only as good as those who use them but they can certainly help to 

speed up the identification, particularly when sifting through high volume,” adds 

Ball. “The better you are as a brand at planning for and dealing with issues, the less 

likely you are to deal with a full blown crisis.”

And it’s not just the PR and marketing team that need to be committed to the crisis 

management process. You also need direct access to senior executives in real crisis 

scenarios, with a slick approval process in place in order to communicate externally 

effectively - and this is where many brands fall down.

The public need to know you care, and this means action/statements from the top. 

During Toyota’s 2010 car recall crisis, it was months before the auto manufacturer’s 

president spoke, opening itself to even greater criticism. 

http://www.bloomworldwide.com
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 c Examples
Social tools are increasingly being used to identify and respond to crises, establishing 

themselves as vital components of modern crisis comms strategies. 

One example of a brand using social monitoring to respond quickly is Greggs Bakers. 

In August last year, Twitter started trending with an alternative (and very rude) 

Greggs logo that had mysteriously appeared on Google’s search page. 

That’s when the nationwide baker’s communication team set to work. In the past 

they may have spent a few hours carefully drafting a dry press release about the 

unfortunate nature of the whole affair and promising to get it fixed, but instead they 

banged their social media heads together and released this cunning caption on Twitter:
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Thus ensued a lively exchange with Google over Twitter about baked goods, and some 

light-hearted banter with customers, and before long the hashtag #fixgreggs was 

trending and everyone was suddenly discussing what great sports Greggs the bakers 

were.

Similarly, Burger King had to deal with a brand crisis in 2012, when an employee 

posted an image of himself standing in bowls of lettuce, with the caption: “This is 

the lettuce you eat at Burger King”. It quickly went viral on the internet, but Burger 

King had a social media crisis communication strategy in place, and was quick to 

react. The employee was promptly identified and fired, and Burger King shared the 

crisis resolution on social media immediately.

McInerney remarks that many brands these days are using social to manage crises. 

“Any brands that have had a crisis in the last year or so, such as some of the airlines 

or US politicians, are absolutely using social to manage their crisis and understand 

the impact.”

The key thing to remember in a crisis is to remain calm and try not to panic. Don’t 

react in anger or become defensive. Instead, ensure your chosen responses are 

consistent and authentic.

“If you are going to use social media, make it real, authentic and human,” advises 

Cooper. “Automated responses that are copied and pasted into customer complaints 

can do as much damage as the complaint itself.”

It can be hard to rise above the noise of a negative crowd online, however try not to 

use avoidance tactics, warns Skipsey.

“Short statements are best, and so is apologising,” she remarks. “You don’t 

have to admit to anything, but apologise for confusion or for not keeping people 

informed. Use your social profiles to signpost people to a company statement, and be 

consistent with messaging both online and offline.”

“Short statements 
are best, and so is 

apologising.”
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Much like when you are creating a PPC campaign you will learn which terms need to 

be excluded and what terms are perfect for measurement. 

“Once you have defined the content that you want to monitor (this can be anything 

from the entire marketplace, specific verticals, specific competitors or simply your 

brand/product) we then need to set the goals for the activity. These goals will in 

turn determine the frequency of reporting being either daily, weekly, monthly or 

quarterly.” 

Nonetheless, even the first iteration will give organisations the best possible 

platform on which to build a successful social listening programme.

Adam Lee, data and CRM consultant at Amaze, notes: “If you don’t have an over-

arching social media strategy, how can you be certain that you’re identifying the 

right volume and type of information that’s really going to make the most positive 

difference to your business? 

“With the right framework in place, you can understand what works and what 

doesn’t and how to connect the opportunities you’ve identified, with those areas of 

your business that you know have particular strength.

There are many excellent reasons that some of the biggest businesses in the world 

are developing their social media listening strategies and approaches. They wouldn’t 

invest time, resource and money if they didn’t fully understand the true value of 

social media listening and the insight and data it can bring to the entire business, 

not just certain departments.”

Lucie Michell
Contributor, 
MyCustomer



Chapter 4:
How can social listening support 
marketing programmes and promotions?
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The attraction is simple. social media monitoring is much less expensive than 

traditional media channels for testing your marketing strategies; plus the real-time 

element means that feedback can be almost instantaneous, enabling organisations 

to be nimble and flag up any issues early.

The audience data that social listening tools provide, and the light they shine on 

your customers, is invaluable, says Laura Careless, research and insight strategist at 

marketing agency iCrossing.

“They allow you to easily measure engagement, advocacy and sentiment, while also 

giving thematic and linguistic analysis so that you really get under the skin of your 

audience.”

“Many of the popular tools also pick up on the tone of the communication, such as 

a positive review or negative comment,” adds Daniel Flounders, digital marketing 

executive at ramarketing. “As well as this, these services can identify and chart the 

frequency of specific keywords or mentions – a great way to measure how much 

discussion and/or sharing is taking place around a particular product or promotion.”

Social media is rapidly becoming the main barometer by 
which to measure marketing success. More than this, 
marketers are not only using social to establish whether 
activity is resonating with target audiences, but also as 
a testbed before campaigns are even launched. 

Chapter 4:
How can social listening support 
marketing programmes and promotions?

http://www.icrossing.co.uk
http://www.ramarketingpr.com/
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 c Impact assessment
Measuring campaign ROI can often be fraught with complexities, and nowhere more 

so than in the world of social media. However, maturing technology has meant that 

ROI measurement is becoming more transparent. 

In particular, the emergence of built-in dynamic analytics and insight tools found in 

many of the main social networks, has provided marketers with an effective way to 

measure the success of campaigns, says Flounders.

“Many of these tools now give brands the chance to assess the impact of their 

campaigns through a number of metrics such as reach (how many people have seen 

the content), engagement (how many people have actively clicked on or shared the 

content) and insight into how many people are now following or ‘liking’ the brand’s 

various profiles,” he says.

One of the other benefits of social listening is that it enables brands to test their 

marketing programmes and promotions before they launch, by using the data 

gathered to either verify the approach or make adjustments. 

“It allows you to get into the hearts and minds of your consumers and potential 

consumers in a non-intrusive way,” says Cathy Crawley, head of social media at 

Ingenuity.

“You can segment your target customers very specifically by demographic. You can 

then analyse the nature, content and volume of conversations about your products/

services and your competition. From this, you can build a strong picture of what your 

target customers like and dislike. Similarly, you can build a very clear picture of the 

tone and style and language they use and respond to. You can reach out and ask the 

opinion of those who emerge as strong advocates or detractors.”

 c Social listening tips
Social media monitoring can be used to quantify and qualify the success of your 

marketing programmes, but it’s essential you do your research first, to make the 

most of the tools at your fingertips.

“Use consistent vocabulary and phrasing, including hashtags, to make it easier to 

find your brand’s marketing message,” suggests Careless. “Know your audience, 

http://www.ingenuity.com
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know your market, get to grips with the vocabulary they use about you, and don’t 

end up competing with One Direction for a hashtag.”

Lisa Barnett says that interpretation is key, as the tools are only as good as the 

people using them.

“A tool is reliant on the data that comes into it so it’s essential to have an 

experienced social listening team to filter this data and interpret it into meaningful 

analysis,” she comments.

“It’s also important to take a targeted approach. By using the power of social 

listening tools, brands can pinpoint trends to know when and where to spend their 

marketing budget. Instead of adopting a ‘throw money at the wall and see what 

sticks’ approach, you can have targeted spend to ensure the right customers see your 

promotion.”

One mistake to avoid is purely focusing on your own organisation’s campaigns. 

Social listening also enables brands to monitor competitor’s campaigns, so that 

enterprises can monitor reactions relating to their efforts, and how response differs 

in terms of volume, demographics and sentiment.

“One thing you should be aware of is when and where they are praised and how 

you can use this to reflect on your own campaigns, including where/how you could 

improve, with real insight to back it up within your own business,” remarks Crawley.

“Equally, you should be looking at negative sentiment and how you can use that to 

talk directly or indirectly to dissatisfied consumers to gain the market advantage. 

Other things to bear in mind include how engaged is your competition on their social 

channels? Do they respond to negative and positive comments, or do they ignore 

them or ask them to call or email customer service? This knowledge can then be used 

to engage with your customers in a way that is more timely, caring and genuine.”

According to Flounders, social media monitoring opens up a whole new window of 

competitor analysis.

“Relevant campaigns can be tracked to see whether they are engaging with their, 

and your, target audience, how many people they are reaching and how people are 

reacting. Customer feedback can also be monitored, allowing brands to see what 

consumers are saying about competitors’ products/services, and if there are any 

opportunities to reach out to disgruntled customers.”
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 c Integrating information
However, it’s important to remember, that social feedback shouldn’t be used in 

isolation when testing campaign - and there are risks involved for those that do.

“Social feedback only takes into account the population who regularly use social 

networks – traditionally a younger crowd – who proactively engage in discussions 

around marketing campaigns and promotions,” warns Flounders. “Depending on 

your product or service, this may be ideal, however care should be taken to ensure 

social feedback isn’t your only source of opinion when testing out new campaigns. 

Feedback derived from this source can also differ in reliability than that of 

traditionally-sourced information.”

Crawley adds: “It is critical to never use social feedback in isolation – it should 

always be used in conjunction with other more traditional methods of testing and 

monitoring results, such as research or web/email analytics.”

But those that heed these warnings have a powerful tool at their fingertips. In fact, 

social listening has become such an important part of the marketing toolkit that 

those neglecting to employ it are putting themselves at a distinct disadvantage. 

“It scares me in this day and age that some brands and marketers are not using 

social listening tools,” notes Crawley. “You don’t even need to spend money to be 

listening; you can simply search each social channel directly. As a marketer or brand 

manager if that is not already part of your daily practice you need to train and get 

with it fast. I don’t think you can sustain a career in this industry now without those 

skills.”

Lucie Michell
Contributor, 
MyCustomer



Chapter 5:
Social listening product development
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On the one hand, according to Jennifer Sussin, adoption has now started to move 

beyond the traditional social media fan base of retail and consumer packaged goods 

into sectors such as government, healthcare and financial services.

But on the other, as companies become more sophisticated in their approach to such 

offerings, they have likewise become more open to suggestion about different use 

cases – although these inevitably vary by organisation and sector.

This means that many are no longer simply monitoring online conversations around 

their own brand names, but are in some cases now using social listening tools to 

support new product and service development activities.

Their appeal in this context is that they can provide marketers with live access to 

unprompted consumer input from multiple social channels on everything from 

brand strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats to wider cultural and 

industry trends. 

The latter can prove particularly useful because, by exploring what customers talk 

about besides your brand, it may be possible to spot certain patterns and links such 

as coffee drinkers love to talk about dogs. This find could, in turn, help to generate 

new product development ideas or lead to profitable new brand partnerships.

Over the last 18 months or so, the market for social 
media monitoring tools has started to mature and 
move into the early mainstream. This has in turn led 
to a proliferation of deployments, with organisations 
putting social listening tools to good use in a number 
of different applications. 

Chapter 5:
Social listening product development
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But the analytics functionality included in social listening tools also makes it 

possible to filter data in terms of geography, demographics and even sentiment - 

although the latter is far from an exact science. 

 c Product development insights
Such filtering can prove especially profitable in identifying key influencers and 

product advocates, who may be persuaded to take part in pilot programmes, online 

testing activities or even product launches. 

A good example of such theory in action is Procter & Gamble’s Super Savvy Me online 

portal, says Alexei Lee, head of social media and promotion at marketing agency 

Strategy Digital. The site encourages consumers to participate in product trials and 

promotions and encourages stickiness by enabling them to access related health and 

beauty content from guest contributors, blogs and forums. These are subsequently 

monitored by the brand, which picks up on trends and preferences it can then factor 

into its product development. 

Another key advantage of analysing social conversations, meanwhile, is that you can 

explore large volumes of qualitative data in real-time in order to spot trends in how 

audiences perceive your brand and products – or those of rivals. 

For example, you can use social listening applications to track what kind of content 

works best for them when attempting to engage their audience, or how wide and 

deep their reach is. You can also use common gripes about specific product features, 

or the lack of them, to inform your own product or service development.

On the other hand, social listening tools can also help you find out more about your 

own customer requirements as well as discover new applications to which your own 

products or services are being put in the field, in ways that could be built on.

As Strategy Digital’s Lee points out: “This kind of insight is invaluable when it 

comes to product development - especially in the software industry – to marketing 

strategy, research and development, or even product range diversification.”

As an example of how social listening can positively help to inform product 

strategy, he cites Wispa, which Cadbury relaunched for a limited time in 2007 following 

pressure from a Facebook campaign, before bringing the chocolate bar back into full 

circulation a year later. 

https://www.supersavvyme.co.uk
https://www.supersavvyme.co.uk
https://www.supersavvyme.co.uk
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wispa
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Another instance is Blackthorn Cider, which agreed to reverse a change to the taste of its 

drink after a social media backlash from its core customer base in the West Country 

based around complaints that the move pandered to Londoners and had turned it 

into an alcopop.

 c Optimising usage
But, as with any tools, there are certain considerations that must be born in mind if 

you want to get the most out of them.

For starters, says Brian Taylor, digital managing director at digital marketing 

services provider Jaywing, “the key to unlocking value from listening tools is to 

create advanced query strings” rather than undertake broad-brush searches. 

Otherwise the danger is that the huge quantity of information produced makes 

it almost impossible to find what you are looking for amongst the “more generic 

noise”.

“Few brands have unlimited resource and the temptation to listen to everyone on 

social can be strong,” Taylor warns. So if, for example, a drinks brand is keen to 

discover summer events to target, it will quickly find that simply listening into brand 

names or lunch associations inevitably generates a “meaningless word cloud”.

Instead, the secret is to narrow the search down to understand common components 

of a summer picnic or family brunch in a bid to unlock new trends, consumption 

times, patterns or combinations that could prove useful to product developers.

Another consideration is not just listening to what is being said, but also to what 

is not, because it could signify a gap in the market. Taylor explains: “Marketers 

should look at this ‘negative space’ and ask themselves if there are certain topics 

that no brands are owning but are fighting for a share of in a crowded marketplace? 

Ultimately an absence can be just as informative as what is already there.”

But it is also worth bearing in mind that, while one of the core strengths of 

social media is the speed with which feedback can be gained, it is also one of its 

weaknesses. 

 c One tool in the toolbox
Carly Donovan, manager of design and development agency Deloitte Digital, explains: 

“There’s a bit of a debate going on at the moment as to the accuracy of social 

listening. The idea is that, if you’re getting feedback from people immediately,  

http://www.theguardian.com/uk/2009/apr/03/blackthorn-cider
http://www.theguardian.com/uk/2009/apr/03/blackthorn-cider
http://www.jaywing.com
http://www.deloittedigital.com
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it might generate other comments in a similar vein. So it may not accurately reflect 

the majority of your customer base - it could just be a relatively small pool that 

appears larger than it is.”

As a result, she recommends always using such tools in conjunction with feedback 

from other channels and more traditional market research activity. “It’s just one 

tool in the toolbox and shouldn’t be relied on for everything,” Donovan says.

A further point to think about carefully is what processes need to be put in place to 

ensure that social media data sets are not treated in isolation but are integrated with 

information from other channels. 

Gartner’s Sussin explains: “Social media is often dealt with by digital or innovation 

teams that are separate from marketing or customer services teams. But the danger 

is that if you look at data sets in silos and draw conclusions from that, they’re not 

necessarily very valid.”

This challenge extends to putting effective two-way processes in place for sharing 

relevant information with other parts of the organisation such as marketing, product 

development and sales, as well as for garnering their feedback.

But as Lee says, while social listening tools can be “hugely beneficial” for gaining 

consumer and product-related insights, a key problem is that they simply do not 

provide “as much control over data quality and method as other more traditional 

approaches to audience research” such as focus groups, testing and surveying.

Therefore at this point in time at least, he concludes, they should really only be 

used as a means to “support rather than replace thorough product research and 

development practice”. 

Much like when you are creating a PPC campaign you will learn which terms need to 

be excluded and what terms are perfect for measurement. 

“Once you have defined the content that you want to monitor (this can be anything 

from the entire marketplace, specific verticals, specific competitors or simply your 

brand/product) we then need to set the goals for the activity. These goals will in 

turn determine the frequency of reporting being either daily, weekly, monthly or 

quarterly.” 

Nonetheless, even the first iteration will give organisations the best possible 

platform on which to build a successful social listening programme.



38

customer.comMY

Social Listening Guide

Adam Lee, data and CRM consultant at Amaze, notes: “If you don’t have an over-

arching social media strategy, how can you be certain that you’re identifying the 

right volume and type of information that’s really going to make the most positive 

difference to your business? 

“With the right framework in place, you can understand what works and what 

doesn’t and how to connect the opportunities you’ve identified, with those areas of 

your business that you know have particular strength.

There are many excellent reasons that some of the biggest businesses in the world 

are developing their social media listening strategies and approaches. They wouldn’t 

invest time, resource and money if they didn’t fully understand the true value of 

social media listening and the insight and data it can bring to the entire business, 

not just certain departments.”

Cath Everett
Contributor, 
MyCustomer



Chapter 6:
Should you outsource your social listening?
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According to Peter Ryan, principal analyst at market researcher Ovum’s outsourcing 

services team, the prospect of flat or shrinking CRM budgets over the next few years 

combined with growing numbers of outsourcing providers could start to shake things 

up a bit.

At a global and regional level, all of the major contact centre service suppliers have 

now jumped into the game, offering services ranging from monitoring and collecting 

customer input, complaints and queries to feeding such information back to their 

client and responding to comments on their behalf. 

Depending on what else has also been outsourced to them, vendors can even include 

individual remarks in broader customer profiles nowadays in order to provide people 

with a more personalised experience.

But there are also lots of digital marketing and PR agencies providing similar services 

at a more local level – plus a variety of Cloud-based social listening tools such as 

Salesforce.com’s Radian6, Brandwatch and SentiMetrix that organisations can use 

in-house.

A key consideration for many businesses into the future though, says Ryan, will 

simply be a lack of specialist resources.

“We know from research that the level of flexibility in-house contact centre 

managers have is limited,” he says. “About 45% said their budgets would be flat or 

While most companies still undertake social media 
monitoring in-house, experts appear to have 
mixed opinions as to how extensive the market for 
outsourced services is likely to become.

Chapter 6:
Should you outsource your social listening?
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shrinking over the next few years so if they need to invest in technology and people, 

it’ll be very difficult. That’s why so many are now starting to look towards the 

outsourcing community.”

One of the challenges that they face is simply the cost and limited availability of 

people with social media expertise across multiple channels, many of whom are 

being hoovered up by the big service providers.

“You don’t need to hire a lot of people like you do if they’re answering the phone or 

email. But the price point tends to be higher and it’s more difficult to retain them as 

their skills are in high demand and so you pay more for them,” Ryan explains.

 c Outsourcing challenges
Nonetheless, there are definite challenges in outsourcing to third parties, which 

are unlikely to know your business quite as well as you do. As Chris Smith, chief 

technology officer for digital at KPMG, points out: “Where social listening is used 

in call centre type customer interactions many of the same risks around people not 

understanding your brand exist. If they respond in a canned way that’s not authentic 

or don’t use language in the right way, it’s a huge risk.”

Moreover, this risk will only become more prevalent as organisations become 

increasingly sophisticated in the way they employ social media. `’Social media is 

moving from a transactional to an experience-based economy, which is about having 

conversations with the customer,” Smith explains. 

As a result, going in for a direct hard sell is simply not acceptable in this brave, new 

world. “Instead you sell an experience, which is more about the overall brand than 

“Social media 
is moving from 

transactional to an 
experience-based 

economy.”
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any single product. Its about creating brand awareness, which while difficult to put 

numbers against, is a vital activity,” Smith says.

But the upshot is that, while some smaller companies do undoubtedly outsource all 

of their social media activity from end-to-end, few of his large corporate customers 

would consider doing so – and that includes their social media monitoring activity.

“Everyone has pretty much said that they want their own in-house team and to 

recruit their own people to do social listening. There’s a level of fear and one that’s 

pretty well justified in my opinion. It’s a fear that other people won’t understand 

their brand as well as them and that things can escalate across all channels very 

quickly if things go wrong,” Smith explains.

This scenario is particularly true of organisations in highly regulated industries such 

as financial services, utilities, government and healthcare, whose general reputation 

inevitably feeds into their broader compliance requirements.

Gareth Thompson, a consultant and senior lecturer at the University of the Arts’ 

School of Media, agrees. But he also points out that social listening comprises a 

number of different activities, each of which has varying degrees of likelihood of 

being outsourced.

The first level, which is the most liable to be put out to a third party supplier, 

comprises simply monitoring in a mechanical way what people are saying about the 

brand. Service providers in this instance provide regular bulletins at agreed intervals 

or enable customers to log onto a portal to view what is happening.

 c True partnership
The second stage involves evaluating and deciding on how to respond to feedback, 

particularly if it is negative or something goes wrong and a social media crisis policy 

needs to be invoked to deal with legal, brand or reputational issues. 

“So if, for example, a former disgruntled employee posts something negative about 

the company, what do you do? It’s an executive decision and isn’t for the service 

provider to decide so it’s not an easily outsourced set of activities,” Thompson says.

The third phase revolves round communication. Continuing with the example of the 

disgruntled former staff member, Thompson remarks: “So do you say ‘thank you for 

your post, we’ll investigate’, or ‘we’ll injunct’, or go on the attack and say they were 

fired for bad behaviour. There are lots of options, but any agency that’s not deeply 

embedded will struggle to help.” 
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As a result, he believes, on the one hand, that designing effective escalation 

processes is key, whether social media monitoring is outsourced or not. On the 

other, if the decision is taken to move such activity to a third party, it is imperative 

that it can truly act as a trusted partner.

“If you’re doing a lot of outbound activity, you’d typically have your social media 

team in-house as you want to be on top of what’s posted - or have a very trusted 

partner that’s very nearly insourced,” Thompson says. “You wouldn’t want an 

outsourcer to post on your behalf unless you had a very deep relationship with them 

and they understood the principles of your business profoundly.”

In fact, according to Ovum’s Ryan, all of the old rules around outsourcing apply no 

less to social listening than they do to any other sector. Therefore, when choosing a 

partner, it is imperative that they can prove a deep understanding of your business, 

customer base and the vertical market in which you operate. This contextual 

knowledge will enable them to analyse your inbound data in a meaningful way and 

offer strategic recommendations based upon it.

But constant proactive monitoring of the ongoing relationship from your side is also 

vital to ensure it remains functional and that you are deriving value from it. In fact, 

the ideal would be that your partner was involved from the outset in helping design 

your customer experience strategy so that they can really grasp your aims and goals.

“If it’s a tactical relationship where you catch up every three to four months and 

there’s no skin in the game, that’s where I see the challenges arising. So the secret is 

finding a provider that’s not just a vendor, but a true partner,” Ryan concludes.

Cath Everett
Contributor, 
MyCustomer
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But despite this, according to Gleanster Research’s Gleansight Benchark Report , 

benchmarking best practices is something of a low priority for organisations 

implementing and running social listening programmes. 

Perhaps it is because objectives for social listening programmes vary dramatically 

according to objective, function and organisation. Or perhaps it is a reflection of the 

relative immaturity of the discipline. 

Either way, clearly businesses need to step up their game. With this in mind, 

MyCustomer spoke with a number of experts to identify the best practices that 

organisations must keep in mind when rolling out a social listening programme – 

and also highlight some of the most common mistakes that can be made. 

 c Establish your business objective
Researchers and analysts alike will express the importance of first establishing a 

research objective before any research is undertaken. 

“The setting of questions and objectives plays a crucial role in what data is gathered 

to build analysis and to make creative recommendations,” says Ben Saunders. 

“Using a Social Listening tool in practice demands this approach. At the beginning of 

any research the analyst or insight specialist needs to identify the best information/

data for the job in hand.  When identifying this data there are a myriad of points 

to think about, some examples being…How to set up a text query string to capture 

“If a job’s worth doing, it’s worth doing well” 
– a maxim that should be at the heart of every 
business in the land. If you’re not adhering to best 
practices, then be prepared to fail. 

Chapter 7:
A best practice checklist for social listening

http://www.gleanster.com/gleansight/social-listening


46

customer.comMY

Social Listening Guide

a fair representation? Which networks and blogs to include? How to use verbs and 

adjectives in text filters?  

“Inclusive of data capture there is also a wide range of visual techniques that can be 

used when connecting relationships between user handles and words. The analyst 

also has the benefit, in some cases, where a tweet or Instagram post will have geo 

location data including, enabling mapping (using Google Maps APi).”  

 c Understand the problem you’re trying to 
solve
Once you know the main objective of the social listening project, you can start to drill 

down into the specific problems/issues related to this objective that you’re trying to 

solve. This is important, as it will be nigh on impossible to identify the important 

conversations you should be listening for, if you don’t know what it is you’re looking 

for. 

“By identifying key questions, queries, or trends, social listening can be an 

invaluable tool, as reports are tailored towards what they need from the service,” 

says Mike Scott. “This will allow the team to stay focused on delivering exactly what 

the brand wants, in order to implement social strategy and make recommendations 

for the coming months.”

Jenny Sussin adds: “If all you’re doing to do is monitor for a two-word mention of 

your brand name, you’re going to get a lot of crap and have to sift through it which 

will be time-consuming. 

“I always tell me clients think about it in the form of a question. So maybe if you’re 

Coca Cola, you might say something like “what do people like about Pepsi’s flavour” 

and then you could set up a query that correlates to that question. So instead of just 

searching for the name Pepsi, instead of just searching for the term ‘better’, instead 

of just searching for a positive sentiment, you’re looking for something very specific 

and you’re looking for something that can help you with product development. 

Maybe another question that you may want to ask is “what do people like about 

Pepsi’s brand name”. Then you’ll start looking at things like colour and you’ll start 

looking into the logo. These are very specific things that you’re searching for that 

can bring you to a business action and so what I advise my clients is put it in the form 

of a question and set up your query to meet the demands of that question and that’s 

the most important thing.”
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This approach also ensures that the insights you generate are actionable – which 

takes us onto our next point.

 c Ensure insights are actionable
You have to be able to gain actionable insight from the social listening data, and that 

actionable insight has to be within an area you have planned to explore and to which 

you are prepared to respond. Actionable insights could be anything from identifying 

unmet customer needs, to understanding customer sentiment about an aspect of a 

product or service, or gaining insight into the behaviours or preferences of target 

audiences. 

“Actionable insight is the difference between a robust successful social listening 

strategy and a vanity project that has little value beyond mentions and sentiment,” 

emphasises Graeme Delap. 

“Building a simple measure where you can say we have increased mentions this 

month and it is X% positive is a common mistake that’s been in the industry as 

far back as I can remember and it needs to removed. How we remove it and gain 

actionable insight is by having the right people in place to interpret the data. This 

team can be from either a social or data intelligence background (preferable with 

experience of both) but they need to be able to take the data, gain the key lesson out 

of it and turn that into their next move whether that is on social media or as part of a 

wider digital strategy.”  

 c Know what ‘normal’ looks like
Measuring sentiment is a common application of social listening, but unless you 

have a baseline sentiment level to work from, it can be confusing. 

Caroline Skipsey, explains: “You need to know what normal looks like. If, on average 

you receive 75% neutral comments, 20% positive comments and 5% negative, and 

this split starts to alter in any way on an on-going basis, you’ll need to show why 

this has happened and on which platforms.”

Rowan Evans adds: “From the get go, it’s important to establish a base line of 

your current activity, such as your current share of voice, sentiment score and 

engagement levels. Without this you will not know how well your social efforts are 

being received or be able to set realistic KPIs.” 
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But it is important to ensure you don’t just focus on the negative. 

“Don’t just concentrate on negative posts - in reporting social activity and 

sentiment online, the object should be to increase positive mentions,” continues 

Skipsey. “Negative mentions are often a symptom of poor customer service or 

business operations. If companies are looking to improve their processes and 

services, it’s likely that the same level of negative comment will remain or increase 

as the audience in grown online.”

 c Benchmark your performance
Once you’ve established what represents ‘normal’ for your organisation, then 

you can benchmark your performance. Scott recommends monthly or quarterly 

benchmarking. 

“At regular intervals throughout the year it’s always helpful to take a look at overall 

brand performance against your main competitors,” he says. “This allows you to 

review the effectiveness of any activity, get a view on where ground is being gained 

or lost and determine a course action for the coming months.”

 c Look beyond your own brand
Don’t only monitor mentions of your own brands/products - you should also 

be monitoring competitors and industry terms to seek out lead generation 

opportunities on social media.

You need to listen to what they are saying: your customer service, your type of 

products, your industry – and about your competitors as well. Social media can be 

a very valuable source of information for this. Fail to listen and you risk building 

products and messages that are don’t resonate with your target audience.

Disseminate insights to the right individuals

Successful social listening involves systematically analysing the rapid flow of 

unstructured social data to create actionable insights. But generating these insights 

alone isn’t enough. They also need to be delivered to the appropriate decision-makers, 

wherever they are in the business, in a timely and contextualised way. However, you 

must ensure you don’t bombard key stakeholders with a vast report each week. Think 

about what you want them to know and present it in a concise and useful format. 
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Alexei Lee, head of social and promotion, www.strategydigital.co.uk, says: “It’s 

essential that resulting data and reports are shared and available to all relevant 

parties (marketing, R&D, sales, customer services, etc.) for the brand to receive full 

benefit from the insight gained. Each team should have an opportunity to provide 

their interpretation of what the data means, as well as using that interpretation to 

help inform the work they do.” 

 c Integrate social data with other data 
sources
Social data shouldn’t be treated in isolation. As Evans notes: “One of the most 

common mistakes marketers make are not analysing the data in light of offline or 

other digital activity. All too often, marketers treat social media like it exists in a 

vacuum. It doesn’t. The conversations taking place are in direct response to the real 

world and should be treated as such.” 

Lee adds: “It’s important to note that while social listening tools can be hugely 

beneficial for consumer and product insight, they should support, rather than 

replace, thorough product research and development practice (for instance focus 

groups, testing and surveying). This is because social media listening doesn’t offer as 

much control over data quality and method as other more traditional approaches to 

audience research.” 

Neil Davey
Editor, 
MyCustomer

http://www.strategydigital.co.uk
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Founded in 1975, Microsoft is a worldwide leader in software, services and solutions 

to empower every person and every organisation on the planet to achieve more.

Microsoft Dynamics
Microsoft Dynamics offers a full range of software focused on delivering business 

insights that matter to both you and your customers. It offers a suite of customer 

relationship management (CRM) and enterprise resource planning (ERP) solutions 

that are easy-to-use, tailored to your market and dedicated to growing your business 

through happy customers.

Learn more here: www.microsoft.com/en-gb/dynamics/default.aspx

To learn more about social by Microsoft click here. To find out more about how social 

can transform your business, speak to one of our experts today.

https://www.facebook.com/msftdynamics
https://twitter.com/msftdynamics
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MyCustomer
MyCustomer.com is Europe’s leading online resource for customer-focused 

professionals, with over 100,000 members. Sharing news and advice on fields 

including customer service, marketing, sales and CRM,MyCustomer.com is a vital 

hub for business leaders looking to enhance every facet of the customer experience 

they deliver.

With a network of expert contributors from around the globe and a focus on strategy, 

technology and in-depth research,members of the MyCustomer community are 

able to tap into a wealth of knowledge and receive the most comprehensive view of 

the trends affecting and influencing the world of customer management. Join the 

community at www.mycustomer.com
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