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Abstract 
Social media appeared on the scene as a communications medium, but the 

ingenuity of practical marketers in the field has applied it as a new tactical tool for 

them to break through many of the problems with conventional communications 

tools. This has achieved enormous success, given more targeted communications, 

reduced costs, minimised wastage. Now, it is being applied as a strategic tool, 

providing a quick barometer to environmental trends, and to consumer responses to 

them. Monitoring such trends enables organisations to have detailed, precise, timely 

input to their strategic plans. This paper discusses the unusual position of social 

media as a strategic tool for long term robust strategy design, and its use as the 

feedback element in marketing communications. 

Strategic-tactical tool 
Marketing has generated an impressive array of tools to assist analysis, suggest 

strategy and aid implementation. Powerful as they are, they all focus on the 

marketing planning process. Although not developed for the purpose, the internet, 

and social media offer a vehicle which complements existing tools to deliver more 

dependable plans. Academic literature recognising its power is growing, but is mainly 

limited to its use as a tactical tool for communications with feedback. Its relevance as 

a tool for reading the environment is less thought out, and models for its application 

across the planning spectrum do not exist. 

 The nature of change 
Alvin Toffler identified change so radical that his book „Future Shock‟ (1970) declared 

“The future is invading the present”. The baby boomer generation has seen more 

change, and more radical change than any generation before. Technological 

advances form most of the change, and the drivers for many more. Innovation is led 

by change in demand, technology, or ideology (Freeman 1987). The success of new 

services or products is strongest when all three coincide. Monitoring trends and 

spotting turning points in demand can help organisations develop winning innovative 

services driven by all three factors.  

Technology provides the solution to the problem organisations have in monitoring it: 

the internet. Originating in the 1950‟s as a means for defence scientists and high 

level academics to exchange ideas, it rapidly gained pole position as the key 

information provider, and medium for international communication. Social media 

emerged to facilitate informal student chat. Based on the original Harvard site, 

Zuckerman launched Facebook in 2007, quickly followed by a plethora of „me too‟ 

sites, as well as specialist ones, such as Linked In which caters for business people. 
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These sites provide a new channel for consumers to engage in two way 

communication with organisations. 

Social media offers organisations many operational advantages, but to the strategic 

marketer, it can firstly, steer robust strategies for organisational long term health, 

offering additional information about the drivers in the operating environment. 

Secondly, as a cost effective means of starting and sustaining meaningful dialogues 

with customers, it enhances one of the most fundamental robust strategies in the 

toolkit: Relationship Marketing. Thus it claims the rare distinction of operating 

effectively at both the strategic level, and also at the operational level. 

Robust Strategies 

Robust strategies differ from conventional planning because they are based on a 

“separate investigation of the long term strategies needed to exploit future 

opportunities at one extreme, and to survive major threats at the other.” (Mercer, 

1998) The two approaches have different objectives.  “Robust (long term) strategies 

are above all, about survival in the longer term; ensuring that all the potential threats 

are covered. Corporate (short term) strategies are quintessentially about optimising 

current performance.”  (Mercer, 1998) 

Conventional Strategic Planning 

Strategic planning was conceived as a single process, producing one corporate plan. 

Experiences of discontinuous change led to the emergence of a two headed 

approach to planning. Traditional strategic planning focuses three to five years 

ahead, driving profit maximisation and optimal resource use. Whilst important, these 

alone do not ensure long term survival of an organisation. Organisations need to 

look further ahead, and predict the backdrop to their future business. Five years is 

too short a time frame for that, especially when the process of concept, design and 

build for an item such as a Vickers‟s Challenger tank can take twenty five years. 

Many industries share long time frames:  The oil and gas industry searches for new 

oil wells continually, knowing that each new find will take many years to reach 

productivity. Shell, and many forward thinking organisations engage in robust 

strategies formed through scenario planning, run in tandem with more conventional 

near and medium term plans.  

If the British Government had engaged in scenario planning and robust strategies, 

perhaps our manufacturing sector would not now be in the doldrums. The North East 

Development Agency paid consultants to work with companies in the coal mining 

sector, but not until the late 1980‟s, by which time, sales had declined, companies 

laid off skilled staff.  Scenario planning would have given early warning of industry 

decline, and the government‟s reluctant support. Victor Products (Federal Signal 

Group) moved their product portfolio from the manufacture of hazardous area mining 
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lighting into specialist lighting for a wider range of industries, as well as sirens for 

emergency vehicles. They employ 10% of their former staff, but are thriving in new 

markets, using the same skill set. Although they engaged in robust strategies 

relatively late, they managed to adapt in time and reap some of the benefits. 

Scenario Planning 

Environmental scanning and its partner, scenario planning, enable organisations to 

project future events, based on coincidence of a number of environmental drivers, 

and to build scenarios around them.  

It is a process that most organisations engage in to a greater or lesser extent, and in 

varying degrees of formality. Even formulating a SWOT or TOWS analysis for the 

five year plan demands that organisations look outwards and consider influences the 

environment might have on their fortunes. Johnson & Scholes identify several stages 

in this process. The starting point of this process, the environmental audit, is known 

as scanning. Fahey and Narayanan (1986) highlight three goals for environmental 

analysis: 

“First, the analysis should provide an understanding of current and potential changes 

taking place in the environment. Second, environmental analysis should provide 

important intelligence for strategic decision makers. Third, environmental analysis 

should facilitate and foster strategic thinking in organisations....” (Fahey & 

Narayanan, 1986, cited by Mercer 1998) 

Steps in environmental analysis: 

Johnson & Scholes 1988

1

• Audit of environmental influences

2

• Assess the nature of the environment

3

• Identify key environmental forces through structural analysis

4
• Identify competitive position

5
• Identify key opportunities and threats

Strategic Analysis

Strategic Position
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We all scan, read the papers, listen to the news, and read trade press specific to our 

sphere of involvement. Joseph Aguilar formalised the process by identifying four 

modes of scanning: 

 Undirected viewing: general exposure to information, the viewer has no 

purpose in mind except exploration. 

 Conditioned viewing: directed exposure, not involving active search, to a 

more or less clearly defined area or type of information...the viewer is 

sensitive to the particular kinds of data and ready to assess their 

significance.... 

 Informal Search: a relatively limited and unstructured effort to obtain specific 

information for a specific purpose... the information is actively sought. 

 Formal search: a deliberate effort... to seek information....   

(Aguilar, J., 1967, Cited in Mercer 1986) 

As Johnson & Scholes indicate, environmental scanning forms the basis for scenario 

planning, on which robust, long term strategic plans are based. 

Social Media Providing Early Warning of Environmental Trends 

Environmental scanning forms an important aspect of strategic planning, and the key 

input to scenario planning. Scenario planning enables organisations to envisage and 

plan for changes in the distant future. Traditionally, environmental scanning has 

been a very „hands on‟ process, poring over trade and national press etc. Aguilar 

(1967) also identifies it as a very costly process, since information is boundless. That 

was true in 1967, how much more so in the era of the information superhighway?  

Fahey & Narayanan (1986) also highlight that undirected viewing potentially 

represents the costliest form of scanning, whilst being the most powerful key to long 

term organisational survival. “Scanning frequently unearths actual or imminent 

environmental change because it explicitly focuses on areas that the organisation 

may have previously neglected, or it challenges the organisation to rethink areas to 

which it had paid attention” 

Social media offers a new medium for spotting trends, and organisations are using it. 

Cadbury‟s withdrew the Wispa bar in 2003 but, in 2007, the strength of public 

opinion, expressed on Facebook prompted the re-launch of the Wispa bar in 2008. 

Furthermore, they made use of their supporters to make the new razzmatazzy 

advertisement, and to spread the word through viral marketing on Facebook. Social 

media gives very quick feedback of customer responses to corporate actions. 

Strategically, it provides outstanding input to environmental scanning, and does 

much to overcome some of Aguilar‟s misgivings about the high cost of scanning. 
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Trends in the macro-environment create the need or opportunity for new products 

and services, which are the lifeblood of any organisation. Monitoring environmental 

trends, and predicting when the turning point for a trend to move into mass popularity 

is likely to occur is key to scanning. The internet, and specifically, social media give a 

literally up to the minute reading of what customers and potential customers are 

saying about you, your competitors, the market you operate in. Organisations ignore 

it at their peril; many, however, are engaging with it haphazardly, without a plan for 

their activities, or a model to understand its operation. 

Social Media’s Role in Communications 
One of the best known statements about advertising is "Half the money I spend on 

advertising is wasted; the trouble is I don‟t know which half” It has been attributed 

variously to both John Wanamaker (1838-1922) and Lord Leverhulme (1851-1925). 

Both have outstanding credentials for identifying the effectiveness and otherwise of 

advertising spend, Wanamaker was a retailer and “The Father of Advertising”, whilst 

Leverhulme‟s wealth derived from soap powder. Neither solved it, and the 

conundrum persists today.  

Inbound marketing presents the possibility of closing the loop missing from 

conventional advertising. Feedback is vital to marketers knowing whether the 

adverting budget has been a judicious investment, sheer profligacy, or somewhere in 

between. Yet with advertising spends for some products well into the billions of 

dollars (Coca Cola-more than $2.5 billion) (Janet Thaeler Marketing Pilgrim16th 

October 2007), many companies remain ignorant. 

How Communication Works 

Shannon and Weaver‟s transmission model of communications developed in 1949 is 

generally accepted as a description of the communication process. It identifies where 

communication can potentially break down. As  telecommunications engineers 

employed by the US company Bell telephone, their focus was on ensuring the 

efficiency of radio cables and telephone wires (a technological process), rather than 

on the social communication process between two people, or the commercial 

communication process between a potential supplier and a customer. Nevertheless, 

their model gives an explanation beyond the purely technical. Their work spawned 

information theory, contributed to computer science, and formed part of research on 

language redundancy, and is not to be decried, but for both interpersonal and 

commercial communications, it leaves some gaps. 

Standard Communications Model 
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Elements in the Communications Model 

 Sender: the person or organisation trying to send a message to a receiver.  
 Encoder: Often, a message cannot be conveyed directly through the chosen 

communications medium. An email, for example is encoded as a series of 
computer codes, rather than sent as the words typed by the sender. This is 
essential for the transmission of the message; similar process decodes at the 
receiver end, enabling it to be read.  

 Message: what has been encoded for transmission  
 Medium: what performs the act of transmission. In the case of an email, the 

medium is whatever cable, Wi-Fi or Ethernet system the internet uses.).  
 Decoder: converts the encoded message into a form the receiver 

understands; in the case of an email, it converts it back into typed words.  
 Receiver: the desired audience for the message.  
 Noise: In any communication, things can prevent successful message 

transmission at the encoding stage, in sending, or in the receiving or decoding 
phases of the process. From a technological perspective, the email may not 
be uploaded properly, the sender‟s internet provider may have a problem, the 
internet may be malfunctioning, or the receiver‟s ISP may block the message. 

This model makes sense, but omits the subliminal messages of person to person 

communication and, looking at the makeup of the message received in this context; 

these form the greater part of the message. The words, the „message‟ account for only 

7% of the message received, whilst tone of voice, delivers  38%, and body language, adds a 

staggering 55% (Mehrabian 1967). There is at least a parallel messaging process at work on 

a person to person level that Shannon and Weaver‟s model does not address. From an 

advertiser‟s perspective, subliminal messages arrive in different forms, such as corporate 

image,  affiliations and actions, but they may be no less powerful than tone of voice and 

body language are in person to person communications. Use these inadvisably, and the 

wasted 50% can grow very rapidly, or worse, transmogrify into a campaign with a 

detrimental effect on both revenue and reputation.  

The key criticism of this model is that it lacks a feedback element. As a technological model, 

this is not needed, because a reply is treated as a new message. In the world of human 

communications, feedback is gained as the sender subliminally „reads‟ the receiver‟s body 

language; is the receiver alert, making eye contact, nodding his head, making noises of 

Sender Receiver 

 

Encoder Decoder 

Message 

Noise 
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agreement, or has he or she nodded off, folded their arms, or walked away? In corporate 

communications, it is harder to get a reading at all, much less one as immediate as a bored 

or enthusiastic listener. Without it, the wasted 5o% remains forever elusive. 

More up-to-date models recognise the need for a feedback loop, although few identify a 

satisfactory means of ensuring that it occurs in corporate communications. 

How Advertisers Have Historically Filled the Feedback Gap 

Marketing managers are measured by the effectiveness of their strategies to 

generate more revenue, but also their ability to control marketing budgets. Hence, 

the ability to measure how much revenue is generated per pound, dollar or yen spent 

is a vital element of performance measurement. To state that half is wasted is bad, 

but not to know which half is suicidal for a marketing manager. Hence, over the 

evolution of advertising as a targeted tool, there have been attempts to obtain 

feedback. These have been in the form of market research, coupons, dedicated call 

in numbers on TV ads etc. Mostly, they are crude tools.  

Market research typically looks at advertisement recall, and attempts to relate this to 

product sales. This is based on the seven step stair model outlined by Lavidge & 

Steiner (1961), an elaboration of the rather better known Attention Interest Desire 

Action (AIDA) model. There is little evidence that this works in a controllable or 

predictable way. Call in numbers work for immediate sales, but do little to enhance 

the brand. Retailers scuppered the success of the coupon by accepting any coupon, 

whether the product was bought or not. 

The Growth of Social Media 

Computer communication started in the 1950‟s; the Internet as a named entity 

emerged in 1985. At that time, it was limited to academics; gradually, it emerged as 

a popular communications medium, with high levels of penetration by 1993 in the UK 

and USA. When Zuckerman, building on the success of the Harvard site, launched 

Facebook on February 2007 the power of the internet for social communications 

became apparent. There is now a range of social media sites to choose from, 

offering the advertiser an instant means of accessing self-segmented consumers. 

The Facebook community numbers well over 500 million users, making it a larger 

community than any other on earth. 

Social Media as a Means of Plugging the Gaps 

Social media is segmented, so although it is a mass market, marketers can easily 

focus on the particular segments relevant to their campaigns. Compared to TV 

advertising, it is a cheap and cost effective method of marketing communications. 

Unlike traditional forms of communication, the feedback loop is built in, and can be 

related to individual users. Most companies now have a website; many use You 
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Tube to generate viral marketing by creating witty advertisements that consumers 

send as emails.  

Publicity happens whether or not the organisation manages it; social media has its 

own energy, which organisations need to plan and control. Already, stories abound, 

such as the negative publicity generated by Wayne Rooney‟s affair. As the new 

celebrity endorsing Coca Cola, his peccadilloes created a devil‟s horn effect instead 

of the sought for halo effect. 

Social Media as an Integrating Factor in Marketing Communications and 

Strategy 

Effective marketing communications campaigns now integrate their activities so that 

the consumer sees slight variations of the same message in a variety of different 

media. The most effective campaigns need cohesion and coordination, and company 

websites and social media sites can achieve this at relatively low cost. More 

importantly, it provides a personalised campaign, focused on the needs of niche 

groups of consumers. In the past, niche marketing was costly, and, because the 

budget had to be spread thinly among many vehicles, it was hard to create an impact 

in any niche. The low cost of creating social media campaigns has made it possible 

to address one individual, along with selected groups. Social media fosters good 

marketing communications by acting as the „mortar‟ which can unite elements of a 

well-planned integrated marketing communications strategy. 

Social media can help strategically, providing input to the top level of the strategic 

plan, heralding opportunities and warning of potential threats. It does an effective job 

of informing new product development. On an operational level, it is a powerful tool 

for communications, enabling cost effective targeting with sound, identifiable 

feedback. We may be no closer to understanding which half of advertising budgets 

are wasted, we can target tiny groups or individuals and some ads go viral, but that 

may not actually generate a sale. We are still groping for answers, but we have a 

torch to shine in the darkness. It is truly a top down- bottom up tool, which marketing 

needs to espouse in a proactive manner. There is scope to explore the power of this 

new weapon in the marketing armoury.   

Fiona Urquhart is Module Leader for Service Excellence on Durham Business School’s 

Global Learning MBA, as well as tutoring several marketing modules. She has also 

established The Exchange at Durham, a group which enables businesses and academics to 

share and test theories and experiences of Service Excellence. Through Excellence 3, with 

partners Annette Rowe, and Fiona Thompson, Fiona helps organisations create journeys to 

excellence. She can be contacted at fiona.urquhart@btinternet.com, 0793 574 6272. 
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