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Introduction – What is Social Media Marketing?
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Social media marketing is a powerful tool available to companies and organizations of any size to find and connect with habitual or potential customers and users. Marketers create business Facebook pages and accounts on Twitter, Instagram, Pinterest and other major social networks.

However, few of them have clear goals and strategies and have an in-depth knowledge of how these digital media interact with consumers to increase brand awareness, boost sales and profits, and generate brand loyalty.

Knowing the ABCs of social media marketing, understanding exactly what social media marketing is, how it works, how much it requires in terms of time, human resources and budget, is the fundamental premise for those who want to make social network marketing effectively. So let's get some clarity by starting with an exhaustive definition of social media marketing.

Definition

Social media marketing or SMM (also known as social network marketing and social web marketing) is a form of internet marketing that exploits the ability of social media and web applications (app) to generate interaction (engagement) and sharing (social sharing) in order to increase the visibility and reputation of a brand or business. It includes activities such as the promotion and sale of particular goods and services, or of people (Personal Branding), the generation of new business contacts (leads) and the increase in traffic to a specific website.

For promotional purposes it is good to integrate this with other forms of online marketing and visibility such as search engine marketing (SEM), Social Media Optimization (SMO), Social Media Advertising (SMA) or Social ads, and Digital or Digital Public Relations Pr. Social media marketing together with social customer service, social selling and others, is considered a component of what is known as Social Business.

Businesses and Organizations create or connect to "networks of individuals" (communities) that share interests and values expressed by the Company itself on social networks. These people are offered relevant contents in various formats (text, images, videos, etc.) capable of generating discussions about the company and its vision on specific topics.

If managed correctly, the interaction of the user or client with this content can produce loyalty and social media advocacy. Users and customers with their "likes", "comments", "shares", activate online word of mouth by individually involving their network (friends, fans, followers) in the discussion.

This greatly increases the possibility that a fraction of these people end up becoming a fan or follower of the company.

Social media marketing or social marketing?

Sometimes on blogs, podcasts and other content, social marketing is wrongly used as a synonym for social media marketing. In reality social marketing has been a popular discipline since the early 1970s thanks to Philip Kotler and Gerald Zaltman, in which the "product" that must be promoted is not a good or a service but is "human behavior". The goal of a social advertising campaign is, for example, to encourage people to protect the environment. In social media marketing, instead, we focus on the sale of a product or service.

What are the benefits of Social Media Marketing?

Here are some of the main benefits of SMM.

	Improvement of customer satisfaction

	Increased customer loyalty (brand loyalty)

	Customer service improvement

	Increase in sales contacts (sales leads) and sales

	Increased web traffic to the site or blog

	Improved site ranking on search engines (this is often done with the use of search engine optimization, also known as SEO)

	Increased awareness or brand awareness

	Connection and development of interactive relationships with your target audience

	Development of a reputation as an expert or leader in the sector to which your company belongs (brand authority)


However, social media marketing also presents "disadvantages" due to the facts that:

	It requires more resources: social platforms are varied and different, consequently the various forms of content (text, video, podcasts, webinars, etc.) to be published and shared must be adapted to the specificity of each of them. In the same way a social media marketing campaign cannot be launched and left alone to itself. Also, as in the first case, it requires time and human resources dedicated to it. 

	Its nature: a negative post from a customer, or worse, a badly managed page, can become viral and thus seriously damage the reputation of a brand.


Why invest in Social Media Marketing?

	Low costs: Creating profiles on social networks is free as well as creating and managing social networking campaigns with different social media management tools.


	High ROI (return on investment) from advertising investments: the ROI generated by social media advertising is the highest among the various forms of paid advertising. Social ads are also a type of advertising that allows high targeting and personalized profiling: ads will only be shown to users who are really interested in the products or services promoted by the advertiser.


	High conversion rate (CR): more than 51% of social media marketers say that the development of significant relationships with customers has a positive impact on sales results.


	Improvement of Customer Insights: unlike shared content through private channels such as e-mail, instant messaging tools and apps, which is very difficult to measure (Dark Social), various social media marketing tools allow precise monitoring of activities on various social business profiles. From the analysis of the numerous data collected, using tools such as Google Analytics is possible to obtain important information on the "sentiment" towards the brand, as well as on the demographic composition, interests, behaviors and needs of the customers.


Why is social media marketing important? Social networks have become a virtual meeting place for people, in which:

	they exchange ideas on the most disparate topics,

	they read reviews on products and services they want to buy,

	they look for information on places where they want to go, such as restaurants or hotels.


Once, when these social platforms did not exist, this news exchange took place in bars or other social gathering spaces. Today, however, people spend much more time on Instagram, Facebook, YouTube or LinkedIn and that's where they often "meet" and talk to each other. 

What does this mean? This means that companies and professionals should increasingly work on the ability to intercept and engage users in online social discussions, because in these online environments it is possible to make them become their customers. People's opinions are increasingly influenced by internet conversations and this is a fact to be taken into account if you sell a product on the web or if you want to become famous and relevant as an influencer.

Being skilled on social media is also important for those looking for new professional opportunities to:

	find work;

	be desired by businesses;

	have career opportunities and increasing earnings;

	be interesting and attractive to companies.
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There are various ways in which a company or organization can do marketing on social media. All the social media marketing activities that want to be incisive cannot, however, disregard the implementation of an effective strategy. 

But how to define and set up a successful social media marketing strategy? As in any digital marketing strategy, this is developed through the definition of a social media marketing plan that consists of several precise phases:

Step 1: Conducting a social media marketing audit

In this first step the audit activity is aimed at evaluating the digital assets ((blog, site, app, etc.) you have available, also in relation to the competition, in order to detect on each social channel what works and what does not work. During this first phase, it is useful to answer the following questions as clearly as possible.

	On which social platforms is the brand currently active?

	Which social networks bring more value?

	What kind of content do competitors post?

	What is the tone of voice they have chosen?

	How much traffic to the website carries each social channel?

	What types of content do we post on the different channels? How frequently?

	Are we getting results from investing in social media advertising?


Step 2: Definition of social media marketing goals

Once the digital assets, the public and the competition have been analyzed, the next step to establish an effective social media strategy concerns the definition of goals and results that one hopes to achieve (leads, employee retention, increase in sales, brand awareness, ect). 

These goals must be aligned with the overall communication and marketing strategy so that social media enables the achievement of business goals and not just random goals thought on the spot. In setting goals, to ensure that these are valid, it is good to follow the SMART method (specific, measurable, feasible, realistic, timetable) used for the first time by Drucker in 1954, in the book "The practice of Management" .

Phase 3: Identification of the target audience

You need to be clear about who your target audience is so that the message you want to convey on social media is effective. Developing typical customer profiles (buyer personas) is essential for the development of a good and effective social media marketing strategy. The collection and analysis of data on the web or from conducting surveys allow the marketer to achieve a high profile of the typical customer. Once the audience is defined, through specific activities, expert social media marketers can understand on which social platforms the customer (real or potential) is present.

How to do social media monitoring?

The activity of identifying the audience can be carried out with the help of some social media monitoring tools. Let's briefly see how to do the identification phase on Facebook, Twitter and LinkedIn:

	Make a list of keywords that are meaningful to your potential audience that indicate your product or service, brand or need that they can satisfy

	Enter the chosen keyword in the social search field and wait for the results. In the search results field you can distinguish them between people, pages, places, groups, applications and events.

	Enter the following data relating to the information obtained (date, author, influence, sentiment) in an excel file and archive it. This gives you an overview of what is said online about the chosen brand or topic and it is a fundamental stepping stone to achieve long-lasting success.


Step 4: Creating a social media content strategy

The contents are very important in order to create engagement and to achieve the set marketing goals. In this perspective it is essential to follow a strategic approach focused on the creation and distribution of relevant content and value, aimed at a clearly defined audience. This practice is called “Content Marketing” and it is the foundation of every successful social media marketing strategy.

In order to make sure that the communication strategy on different social media is effective, it is good to plan the management of the content. Therefore, it is important to define the contents and images to be published based on the type of social media, the tone of voice with which one wishes to attend the network and a social media marketing editorial plan.

An important tool is the social media marketing calendar, that helps with the definition of days and times to publish the different contents.  

For the planning of the editorial plan it can be useful to draw up a matrix of the contents or use the Pareto 80/20 rule. In the latter case, 80% of the posts will have to serve to inform, train or entertain the audience, while the remaining 20% will promote the brand. As far as the publication frequency is concerned, provided that quality always beats quantity, for an SME 2 or 3 weekly contents are generally sufficient. Here are some of the most common types of content:

	Infographics

	Articles

	Images

	Videos

	Ebooks

	Interviews

	Institutional and corporate news

	Appointments and events


Step 5: Pay attention to the Influencers

Twitter research shows that 49% of consumers rely on the advice of Influencers in making purchasing decisions. Finding those who have a large following on social media about advice on the products or services you sell is therefore very important. One way for a company to gain visibility with social influencers is through the sharing system suggested by Joe Pulizzi and the Content Marketing Institute, known as Social Media 4-1-1. For every 6 contents shared via social media, 4 must be content relevant to the target audience but written by influencers; 1 must be an original content created by us and 1 must push for an active sale.

Step 6: Choice of the social media marketing platform

A social media marketing strategy must also be planned taking into account the market in which the company operates (B2B or B2C), the decision-making phase of purchase (social consumer decision journey) in which the customer can possibly find himself (research, consideration, decision). Knowing the differences between the platforms and identifying the best ones to support company marketing goals is fundamental. 
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