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Relationship marketing is an important part of the development of brands.  The following 
report conceives the role of relationship marketing and how brands can use social 
networks as a key for unlocking a relationship with their consumer.  This report presents 
the managerial implications on relationship marketing, the importance of dialogue, and 
social media.  This report is for marketers to understand the importance of initiating, 
developing and maintaining a relationship with consumers and translate the concepts so 
that brands can successfully apply them into social networks. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 
 Social networking technology has changed how relationships can be managed, 

especially consumer-brand relationships. The success of social networking is because of 

the distinct connectedness an individual is able to maintain with others.  However, in 

order to benefit from consumer-brand relationships, a brand must first effectively 

communicate with consumers.  

Communication is the be-all-end-all.  When communication exists it is evolutionary.  
When communication ends, extinction befalls. 
 

Communication is most valuable in the form of a dialogue.  Furthermore, 

communication is necessary for initiating, developing and maintaining a relationship. 

Therefore, if a brand is able to manage a dialogue with the consumer, the brand can 

successfully communicate to the consumer, thus empowering the consumers’ control of 

their satisfaction and providing brands the leverage to foster a more intimate and 

exclusive relationship.  Research shows that this often results in brand loyalty and a 

higher rate of customer retention (McEwen, 2005). 

 Social networks are just one vehicle that brands can use to enhance the 

communication between the brand and the consumer because of the relationship 

management capabilities that social networks host.  While face-to-face communication is 

an effective way to manage a relationship, the impact of social networks and instant 

message communication delivers an alternative for consumer-brand dialogue.  The 

immediacy and storage of the dialogue can provide real-time solutions for consumer 
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affairs and can enhance the overall brand long-term.  The reason why social networks are 

ideal is because it empowers the brand to share pertinent information with the rest of 

those who are subscribers to that social network.  Brands can share information, respond 

to consumers and publicize major announcements without spending enormous amounts 

of money.  This is why brands’ should consider social networks as one segment of the 

media mix.   

However, it is important to note that brands will not be able to disseminate 

messages without creating a network of users to share their information with.  

Consequently, in order for the brand to be sustainable on social networks, they should 

initiate, develop and maintain relationships.   

Brands should maintain a place on social networks, but the brand should have a 

purpose for being on the social networks.  Social networks can generate a high volume 

reach for free.  This results in more exposure and impressions and will translate directly 

and indirectly to sales.   

Overall, it is important to understand that social networks are not a trend, rather a 

new media that should be understood.  Undermining the value of social networks and its 

role in marketing could affect the brands potential growth.  

Overview 

The purpose of the following report is to identify the importance of relationship 

marketing, developing dialogue, and how marketers can use social networks to initiate, 

develop and maintain customer relationships.  The report concludes by providing 

managerial implications and the effect of the study for marketers.  The objective of the 
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report is to clarify the importance of dialogue within consumer-brand relationships and 

provide reasons why social networks are a great medium to involve consumers and 

manage dialogue. 
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II.  CONCEPTUAL BACKGROUND 
 
A.  The Consumer 
 

It is important for a brand to understand the importance of the consumer.  The 

consumer should be the number one focus of any brand decision because consumers have 

control over the choices they make. It is the consumer who chooses whether or not they 

wish to have a relationship with the brand (McEwen, 2005).  Brands should encourage a 

relationship with its consumers because consumer-brand relationships can be beneficial 

to the brand as well as the consumer.  After all, a brand cannot survive if it has no 

consumers.  With this reason in mind, it is the customer that should be an organization’s 

reason for serving the public or producing their product.   

Customers mostly know what they want and need, and customer requirements 

vary among consumers (Francis, 2004).  Ultimately it is the consumer’s buying decisions 

that dictate whether or not a product succeeds, as well as, the brand (McEwen, 2005).   

Consumers have varying purchasing decisions.  Since consumers have no obligation or 

commitment to stay, at any point the customer may leave (Kelly, 2006).  Consumer 

purchasing behavior is a complex science in and of its self.  However, with a relationship 

that is developed between the consumer and the brand, a brand can maintain its business 

performance by driving customer loyalty.  Also, the brand can help the consumer obtain 

their fulfillment through a relationship because a successfully managed relationship can 

increase consumer satisfaction (Buttle, 2004). 
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The first step in forming a relationship with the consumer is, understanding 

consumers have wants and needs, and it is a brand’s obligation to fulfill them.  

Developing a relationship with the consumer is an important bridge for the development 

of the brand and the consumers’ satisfaction.  Brands should consider using social 

networks as a platform for consumers to maintain their relationships with consumers. 

B.  Relationship Marketing 

Relationship marketing is a brands attempt to involve and integrate consumers 

(Sheth & Parvatiyar, 2000).  Managing a relationship takes time and effort, but the reason 

why companies want relationships with their consumers is because, companies can 

achieve a greater return when they are able to satisfy and manage their most profitable 

consumers (Buttle, 2004).  Developing a relationship with the consumer makes the 

consumer less transactional and more involved with the brand, which will generate 

positive response toward the brand. 

According to Fournier, there are many typologies of consumer-brand relationships 

(Fournier, 1998).  Flings, friendships, and arranged marriages are a few examples that 

Fournier describes as types of relationships a consumer and brand may have (Fournier, 

1998).  The type of relationship the consumer has with the brand is reflected in the 

relationship quality.  Fournier’s preliminary model of brand relationship quality shows 

that the brand behaviors and consumer behaviors reinforce the brand relationship quality 

(Fournier, 1998).   

The consumers’ perception of a brand is an outlier for the potential development 

for a successful consumer-brand relationship (Blackston, 1993).  While perception is 
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merely the mental impression of a brand in a consumers mind, it is important for the 

brand to maintain an exceptional status with the consumer.  Brands are more likely to 

manipulate the perception of the consumer the stronger the relationship is between both 

parties. 

There are three phases of relational management including initiating, developing, 

and maintaining.  In order to initiate, develop and maintain relationships with consumers 

requires certain components of a relationship.  The brand must: identify its purpose, 

create awareness, listen, sustain an emotional connection, gain trust, and satisfy.  To 

successfully manage the relationship and essentially marry the consumer to their brand, 

the brand must perform well in all of the components of their relationship. 

1. Brand Purpose 

An organization’s consumer base determines a brands growth. Therefore, in order 

for consumers to have the desire to pursue a relationship with the brand, it is important 

for the brand to first focus on it’s purpose.  “A purpose is informed by the needs of the 

world.  Ergo, if you build your organization with a concrete purpose in mind—a purpose 

that fills a real need in the marketplace—it stands to reason that performance will follow” 

(Spence, 2008). 

 Purpose can make decision-making easy, satisfy your employees, and engage 

your customers (Spence, 2008).  Purpose trumps everything (Spence, 2008).  It’s what 

drives your brands success.  It is the brands reason for existing beyond making money, 

and the results are often greater than expected (Spence, 2008). 
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A brand’s purpose is important because it establishes a brand’s position in the 

market place.  Quite simply, it’s what a brand stands for.  The purpose of a brand is going 

to resonate with consumers as one exponential factor during a consumer’s purchase 

decision.  Once a brand develops its purpose the goal then becomes giving the consumer 

a reason to fall in love with your brand.  In order for a consumer to fall in love with your 

brand, they first must be aware of your brand’s existence.  

2. Awareness 

Consumers cannot successfully bond with a brand if they are unaware that brand 

actually exists.  Awareness is just the first step in the relationship.  Consumers cannot 

develop love, trust, interest and commitment for a brand before they are aware of the 

brand.  The awareness stage for a consumer is simply the process of when the consumer 

is first acquainted or engaged with a brand.  How a consumer is introduced to the brand is 

an important part of initiation. As described by Rossiter and Percy (1987), if brand 

awareness does not exist, then no other stages of the communication process can occur.  

One of the many forms of advertising is a great way to generate awareness for a brand. 

Advertising is not the only way for a consumer to become aware of a brand.  There are 

other indirect ways in which a consumer may be informed of a brand’s existence. 

3. Emotion 

With clear reason, it is emotion that drives consumers.  It is emotion that drives 

any relationship.  Certainly by advertising you can create an emotion to the masses.  In 

particular brands should seek to generate positive emotion from consumers.  The types of 
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negative emotions consumers may feel are regret, embarrassment, or anger (Laros & 

Steenkamp, 2003). 

One type of positive emotion that people need and desire is intimacy (Roberts, 

2005).  People need intimacy and love, and businesses have not taken much care and 

effort into developing these forms of emotion with their consumers (Roberts, 2005).   

One of the reasons this became affixed as Roberts described was because brands were 

listening to their shareholders, the investors in the brand instead of listening to their 

consumers, their intimate counterpart and reason for being (Roberts, 2005).   

Brands that want a relationship with their consumers should gain love from the 

consumer.  In order for the consumer to experience this opportunity, the consumer must 

develop a respect for your brand.  This remains true to develop any form of long-term 

emotional relationship.   If a consumer loves your brand passionately, this can trump 

some of the negative emotions that your brand may cause the consumer to feel (Roberts, 

2005). 

According to Roberts, “Intimacy has got to be a two-way process.  Listening as 

well as talking.  Listening is something that most brands are not great at.  They evolved 

alongside the mass media, and that is where most of the have stayed” (Roberts, 2005).   

4.   Listening 

It is powerful to manufacture a personal connection.  The way you fabricate a 

personal connection is by listening.  Consumers will talk—an example that Roberts 

(2005), proclaims is by looking at the history of the telephone.  The telephone was 

developed so that an individual could transmit one-way vocal information to others on 
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the receiving end, without receiving any feedback.  It is human nature to talk back and 

that is why the telephone evolved into a two-way communication device (Roberts, 2005). 

This ideology is the foundation for the use of social networking. Brands that have 

adapted to social networking sites have begun to effectively facilitate a dialogue between 

the brand and new consumers.  However, brands are still focused on being the main 

center of attention and focusing mainly on what they are saying.  Brands are not doing as 

well as they could be if they listened to the consumer.  The way brands can truly 

understand their consumers’ emotions is by listening and empathizing.   

There are many ways in which a brand can listen to the consumer. Scheuing 

(1996), list’s a few ways: Focus groups, surveys, critical incident reports, advisory panels 

and one-on-one conversations (Scheuing, 1996).  Social networks provides a new 

dimension that brands can listen to consumers, by developing and managing a database of 

feedback and dialogue that also incorporate profiles of consumers.  This will give brands 

even more leverage if this information is successfully managed. 

5. Trust 

 There are three levels of trust that may give confidence and security to the 

consumer from the brand’s benevolence, honesty and competence (Buttle, 2004).  The 

brands ability to gain the consumers trust is a determining factor of the strength of the 

relationship.  If there is little to no trust in the brand, the consumer will feel uncertain and 

will be less likely to interact with the brand (Buttle, 2004).  Since trust is based on 

experiences and interactions that the consumer has with the brand, the more positive 

experiences that occur the more risk and doubt diminish toward the brand (Buttle, 2004).  
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The brand’s purpose should be reflected in the brand promise, and the brand promise 

should always be carried through in order to gain the trust of your customers (McEwen, 

2005). 

6. Satisfaction 

  Customer  satisfaction  is  the  customers’  response  to  an  experience  (Buttle, 

2004).    This  experience  may  include  consumption  and  use  of  the  products,  the 

overall  experience  of  the  service,  and  other  components  that  constitute  and 

experience  (Buttle,  2004).      If  the  brand  is  able  to  meet  the  consumers’ 

requirements, expectations and deliver value  to  the customer, most often  this will 

result  in  a  satisfied  customer  and  this  translates  directly  to  brand  loyalty  (Buttle, 

2004).    Satisfaction  is an emotion based on  the perceived value and quality of  the 

brands products  or  services  (Cronin, Brady, & Hult,  2000).    The brand’s  ability  to 

satisfy the consumer is also an important factor when evaluating the strength of the 

relationship between the brand and the consumer. 

7. Relationship & Marriage – Consumer  Brand Style 

 David Ogilvy has been quoted as saying, “The consumer isn’t a moron; she is 

your wife” (Ippolito, 2008).  A bad example considering the divorce rate in America, but 

the concept itself is the brand’s reason for being.  Both high-involvement and low-

involvement products should strive to attain this disposition.  The way brands develop 

such a traditional relationship is providing an experience to the consumer (McEwen, 

2005).  It is through the brands ability to: identify its purpose, create awareness, listen, 

sustain an emotional connection, gain trust, and satisfy the consumers, that will constitute 
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how successful the relationship between the consumer and the brand will be, and if 

marriage shall come as a ramification of successful management of the relationship. 

 By understanding what makes your target consumer happy is the approach a 

brand should devise its marketing strategy. The steps for relationship management 

provided above are important for a successful marriage of a consumer.  Successful 

marriage management can be achieved only by a complete company integrated effort 

(McEwen, 2005).  This means ever person that is part of the company, is part of the 

commitment towards marrying each individual consumer.  Brands should use social 

networks as one integrated part of a successful consumer-brand marriage.  

Communication and dialogue are both important factors in the consumer-brand marriage. 

C.  Importance of Dialogue 
 

When brands have demographic and psychographic information on consumers 

they possess consumer information leverage.  This supplemental information is an 

advantage that can assist brand’s roll out strategy for placement of their advertisements 

based on the existing trade information (Kelly, 1960).  Brands should give consumers an 

opportunity to give immediate feedback and suggestions. This additional information is 

valuable because it creates an opportunity for a dialogue.   

A dialogue between the consumer and the brand can assist the development of a 

consumer-brand relationship and the overall the development of the brand (McKenna, 

1991).  By managing a social networking site, brands are able to gather information on 

individuals that are friends of the brand including: demographic and psychographic 

information, feedback, comments to and about the brand, and dialogue management. 
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With a dialogue developed between consumers and the brand, the brand will be 

able to establish a more intimate relationship with the consumer.  Intimacy will increase a 

brand’s potential for growth and sustainability and also the consumer’s satisfaction with 

the brand (Wierseman, 1996).   

Communication is different now than it was even 10 years ago.   Listening to 

consumers is just as vital to success, of a brand, as talking.  “It is through dialogue that 

relationships are built and products are conceived, adapted, and accepted” (McKenna, 

1991).   

This does not mean that advertising and marketing are always better in dialogue 

form.  Both monologue and dialogue, marketing techniques can be effective.  In some 

instances it is better to talk with your consumer (dialogue), and on other occasions it is 

more suitable to talk at your consumer (monologue).  Overall, the relationship between 

the brand and the consumer relies on an effective mixture of effective monologue and 

dialogue.   

Companies are basing advertising and marketing strategies off of data and 

statistics instead of information.  I do not argue that statistical information on consumers 

is not important, but I also do not want to undermine the value of consumer dialogue.  

Market research companies provide statistical measurements of consumers but don’t 

really have substantial evidence of quality information (Kelly, 2006).  Feedback from 

consumers creates a dialogue.  It only makes sense to use the dialogue and consumer 

information to enhance the relationship for the consumer.  “In the absence of face-to-face 

contact, the only means of establishing a relationship with customers is through the data 
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generated by customers” (Kelly, 2006).  This is why social networks can be an ideal 

medium because of the data that can be generated directly from these networks. 

Developing a dialogue between the brand and the consumer will result in 

customer satisfaction, and increase repeat purchases by the customer.   All of the 

purchases an individual makes are captured, and their selections are noted and the profile 

of each consumer is developed.  What consumers are doing and when they are doing are 

all claimed (Kelly, 2006).  Finding out why consumers are doing what they are doing will 

require dialogue.   

Brands should not ask consumers for personal information over the Internet when 

there is no clear value for doing so (Kelly, 2006). Consumers are constantly bombarded 

with SPAM e-mails, unsolicited telephone calls, and irrelevant messages from all 

mediums than ever before and these messages can have a negative emotion from the 

consumer (Kelly, 2006). By acquiring a dialogue with your consumers through the use of 

social networks, marketers will be able to perform individualized marketing as opposed 

to mass marketing, resulting in the possibility for a more intimate relationship with the 

consumer. 
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III.  SOCIAL NETWORKS 

A. Social Network Services Profiles 
 Social networks are web-based platforms that allow the users of the social 

network connect through profiles and view various forms of information throughout the 

profiles (Boyd & Ellison, 2007).  There are different types of social networks outside of 

the person-to-person sites, including photo-sharing sites, blogging sites, and video-

sharing sites; all together can be defined as social media (Rutledge, 2008). Before I 

explain the impact of social networks on consumer-brand relationships, I compiled a brief 

profile based on my knowledge from using the following social networks as well as using 

each social networks “about us” page to list current social networking services and 

emerging trends. 

Facebook: Began primarily as a network for college students.  It became so popular that 

eventually the network has become open to everyone, including businesses.  

The premise for Facebook is that an individual or entity creates a virtual 

profile that they can choose to share with other individuals.  Content that you 

can share may consist of information about yourself, pictures, videos, blog 

entries, or status updates.  The Facebook platform is able to host applications, 

games, instant chat features for other friends that are online, and sending and 

receiving messages via your inbox.  According to Facebook statistics, 

Facebook has more than 400 million active users from countries across the 

globe, of which more than 100 million active users access Facebook through 

their mobile devices.  Based on activity on Facebook, mobile users are twice 

as likely to access Facebook.  Each week the content posted on Facebook 

accumulates about 5 billion pieces, including web links, news, blog posts, 

notes and photo albums (facebook.com) 
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MySpace: Is a platform that directly competes with Facebook.  MySpace has more 

customizable features than Facebook, allowing the user to have more control 

in the layout of their page.  Users of this social networking site are able to post 

music on their profile page as well as customized page layout.  Consequently, 

these pages take longer to load and view than that of competitor Facebook.  

While MySpace and Facebook share a lot of similar features, one difference is 

that MySpace allows more flash-based content on individuals’ profiles.  There 

are many different means for use of MySpace, but one of the most successful 

uses of MySpace, in my opinion is Barack Obama’s page.  President Obama 

was successfully able to create an impact on MySpace users by posting blogs, 

sharing videos, and readily release content to all of his 1,911, 396 friends 

(myspace.com) 

Blogging Social Networks 

Twitter:  Is an instant message service, micro-blogging site that allows you to share 140 

characters on status updates per entry.  Twitter functions as a platform that 

allows all users to create a less detailed profile of them self than Facebook.  

Twitter allows for its users to send and receive, “tweets”- a term used for 

sending a message, or posting a status for the followers of your profile to see.  

Many businesses have sought to use Twitter as a form of communication to 

update interested individuals.  One company that is making noise by using 

Twitter effectively is Best Buy.  They have decided to use their twitter page as 

means for instant messaging customer service.  The name of their Twitter 

page is @twelpforce.  They offer advice to users who communicate to their 

page in need of help.  I argue that other businesses should catch on  

(twitter.com). 

 

Yelp! : Takes it’s users and gives them the control.  Essentially users of Yelp are 

transformed into the role of critic.  Yelp is a review based social network that 
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allows its users to write a review about a brand.  Other consumers can then 

come to this website and browse feedback by other users and their experience 

with the brand.  Each user is allowed to comment about any business and 

share it with other individuals’ interest in using the brand.  The user typically 

posts a rating about the brand from 1-5 stars.  Yelp also provides access to 

information such as the brands address and phone number.  Users can view 

hours of operation, and reviews on each brand.  Yelp has created an Elite 

Squad as a way of “upgrading” its most passionate users that post reviews.  In 

short, Yelp is an amplified viral community version of word of mouth 

(yelp.com) 

 

Google Buzz: caught wave of the impact of social network relationship trends and 

decided that it was a great idea for them to create their own for individuals 

who have a Gmail account.  Google buzz is set up so that Gmail account 

holders can view other Gmail users buzz feed.  Users can post pictures, 

videos, share links or status updates on Google buzz.   While Google is 

uncertain of where this could lead they are testing the features and capabilities 

out.  For now Google will remain a top of the search engine food chain, even 

with the merge of rivals Yahoo! and Bing.  While Google owns the market for 

location-based marketing, Google definitely understands the impact of social 

network based integrations into its capabilities (google.com) 

 

Video-Sharing Social Networks 

YouTube: Is based on users ability to share video content with other subscribers to 

YouTube.  This social network essentially allows you to “broadcast yourself” 

and distribute your video to other users.  Posting your video on this website 

automatically creates a link that allows you to embed your video in other .html 

friendly places.   By posting a video on YouTube and having others view the 

video.  Brands are realizing that they can successfully post videos on 
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YouTubes platform to successfully enhance a relationship with their 

consumers.  One example of a company that is doing this well is Home Depot.  

Home Depot uses their experts to develop “How-to” home improvement 

videos.  Not only do these self-help videos generate a lot of views however, 

the videos arguably are building rapport with their consumers if they are 

deemed helpful (youtube.com) 

 

Emerging Trends1: 

Bubbly:   a social network that has become extremely popular in India, and Twitter 

should be taking notes.  Bubbly is simply a voice activated Twitter.  This 

social network platform allows its users to record and post their messages to 

those following that users’ profile.  In less than a month of its launch, Bubbly 

users accumulate approximately one half of a million users.  In order to follow 

a person you must know the other persons phone number.  Also, this does not 

require an application for it to function.  To update your followers you simply 

dial a short code from your phone and then speak (Parekh, 2010). 

 

Loopt:  connects users based on the location of the users’ smart phone.  It lets you 

know where your friends are and what they’re doing.   Some of the features 

include: real-time messaging, browsing profiles of interesting people 

surrounding you, post photos and status updates, as well as, saving money 

with special offers and coupons from nearby retailers.  Loopt has opened the 

door for possibilities for location-based advertising, which is an arising trend 

and shift in the advertising industry (loopt.com) 

 

Blippy:  is a social network service that allows you to share your credit card 

transactions socially.  Users that are following you can comment on the item, 

                                                
1 Emerging trend social networks have yet to garner a large following, yet each network has innovative 
ideas and enough development potential to reach mass audiences in the near future. 
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opening the door for word of mouth on the Internet.  For example, if you 

purchase a surfboard on eBay, people who are following you can see this 

transaction.  This opens the door for consumer conversation. Blippy is able to 

get consumers talking about their purchases and as a result businesses will be 

able to capitalize on word of mouth marketing and possibly spawning an 

individual’s followers to purchase the same product as well (blippy.com) 

 

Groupon: provides one coupon per day for major cities across the U.S.  The coupon 

typically is an offer greater than 50% off.  Users can purchase the coupon and 

redeem the coupon at the local business.  This is a form of social media that 

engages consumers to purchase at a great value (groupon.com) 

 

Gowalla/Foursquare: allows the user to check-in to a business based on their location.  

For example, using your smart phone and Gowalla’s application, you can be 

sitting in your favorite restaurant and simply sign in to Gowalla to “check-in” to 

the establishment.  You may find a reward for checking in, but ultimately its 

purpose is to share that you are at a particular business.  Also, Gowalla allows the 

user to post their location to Facebook.  Foursquare is similar to Gowalla in that, 

it uses your location to share with your friends any business establishment you 

may be at.  Foursquare offers the user to add businesses that are not listed on the 

application.  Using both social network platforms you can update your friends of 

your location, and possibly be rewarded as a loyal customer for attending an 

establishment frequently (gowalla.com & foursquare.com) 

 

Knocking Video: is an application on the iPhone that allows you to “knock” on another 

users smart phone.  If the user that you knock to “opens the door” then they 

automatically receive a live streaming video from your phone.  This is social 

network is adding a new dimension to social networking.  Unlike Blippy, 
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knocking video takes the element of sound one step further to video.  I can 

envision the next social network incorporate live video posts.   

B. Impact of Social Networks 
 “Marketing’s transformation is driven by the enormous power and ubiquitous spread 

of technology” (McKenna, 1991).  Fast-forward almost twenty years from the time this 

book was published and the evolution of social media is just the beginning.  Social media 

adds a new dimension to relationship marketing.  There is however, one struggle that 

brands are facing: they are losing control of their messages and consumers can disperse a 

message to millions of people every day.   

It is no secret that the transmission of information is immediate thanks to the 

Internet.  Information travels faster than ever before and one constituent is because of the 

connectivity from social networks.  Social networks are developed to create a community 

of people via the Internet to generate interaction amongst its users.  

Online social networks have developed into a phenomenon, particularly the top 

two social networks in the United States, Facebook and MySpace.  These types of social 

networks allow Internet connected communities to socialize and stay in contact.  By 

creating an online profile an individual can use their page to promote information, as they 

deem necessary.  Due to the large numbers of users and connectedness on these social 

networks, information spreads instantaneously.   

According to Facebooks’ statistics (Facebook.com), they report among 400 

million active users.  One fourth of these users actively access Facebook through mobile 

phones.  More significantly Facebook claims that more than 5 billion pieces of content, 



 20 

whether it is web links, news stories, blog posts, notes, or photos are shared each week.  

Each piece of content or information that is shared is visible by the “friends” of that 

particular profile.  In order to be a friend with someone and view their content with their 

page, first one person must request to be friends and the other party must accept the 

friendship.  On average, Facebook claims that the average user on the site has 

approximately 130 friends.  That means that any given message that is posted potentially 

may be viewed by 130 of their friends, who then can repost the same information and 

show the content to their 130 friends.  One can easily see that the information is shared 

faster than word of mouth, in fact information goes world of mouth (Qualman, 2009).  

Warren Buffet is well known for his saying, “It takes a lifetime to build a 

reputation and only 15 minutes to destroy it”.  I claim, “it takes a lifetime to build a brand 

and it only takes a few messages to posted on a social network to kill that brand.”  This is 

the influential power that social media has on consumers. 

What was once a simple message now becomes a mass flow of information to the 

individuals.  The flow of communication that is dispersed has significantly changed from 

the traditional model of communication.  Companies should consider how they 

dynamically impact consumers by using and adapting to a relatively new field and form 

of consumer relationships.   

The use of social networks is a relatively new and innovative industry for media.  

Advertisers are struggling to figure out how they can use this new social phenomenon, 

effectively.  I will deconstruct the importance of initiating, developing and maintaining a 

relationship on social media in the following section of this report. 
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C. Initiating a Relationship on Social Media 

In any relationship, before you attempt to initiate the relationship, it is important 

that as a brand you have a purpose.   As a brand, you must realize that what you are able 

to offer and what you stand for is going to attract a certain type of consumer.  Therefore, 

before initiating a relationship, you must understand whom you will be attracting based 

off of what you are prepared to offer.  It is useful to prepare before initiating a 

conversation with another party by defining your purpose and what you are capable of 

offering. 

Similarly, before a brand embarks on initiating a conversation with a potential 

consumer, it is fundamental that the brand should have an established purpose.  The 

brand promise is key to the overall relationship (McEwen, 2005).  When you are trying to 

attract someone to your business, you are searching for a ‘first date’.  From that first date 

you are attempting to establish trust, find common interest, and ultimately the overall 

goal is to attract a second date (McEwen, 2005).  To acquire a consumer there are many 

different elements to which the consumer will have an opportunity to interpret and 

consider.  

When considering how to initiate a conversation there is no blueprint on how to 

do it.  The answer is situational.  For every situation there is an effective way to initiate a 

conversation with another party.  Before you consider your approach you should be 

cognizant of one important rule:  No Matter What, Be Honest.  Roy Spence states, “If you 

tell consumers one thing in your marketing, and they experience something entirely 

different (or something entirely ordinary) when they go to use you, the relationship won’t 
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last long” (Spence, 2009).  As a brand you cannot gain your customers trust by selling 

false hopes.  It may work for an initial purchase but your brand will not sustain.  This is 

why telling the truth is the most important variable in communication.  It is important that 

when a brand is initiating a relationship with the consumer, that they are mindful of what 

they are telling the consumer.  The quickest way for the relationship not to develop is to 

give the consumer false hopes.  A brand not able to fulfill its promise, should not 

anticipate developing a relationship with the consumer.   

For example, Wal-Mart’s purpose is to provide consumers with “Everyday Low 

Prices”.   The consumers that choose to go to Wal-Mart know that they will be saving 

money on their purchases.  The knowledge of a brands purpose is only one factor that can 

influence consumer’s behavior.  While there are many factors for a consumer’s decision 

making in general, initiating a relationship is as simple as a consumer’s knowledge and 

awareness of the brand’s existence.   

Social media is a great way to initiate a conversation with the consumer but how 

can you use social media to initiate a conversation?  

As a brand, consider your purpose.  If being on a social network does not conflict 

with your brands purpose then you should consider being on the social network.  I 

strongly advise against brands being on social networks that do not have a purpose for 

being on the social network.  Social networks are a place for friends to communicate.  

Invading the consumers’ space to post why they should buy a product from you is a 

hopeless attempt to generate revenue.  While you may generate revenue, it could be 

harmful to your brand if you are not careful.   
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It is easier for the brand to convince a consumer to join their social network page 

if the brand currently has a relationship with the consumer.  If your brand already has an 

established website and are pursuing social networks as a form of media, you should post 

your link visibly on your website to help funnel consumers to your other social networks.  

This is one fast and easy way you can achieve existing consumers to become friends with 

you on your social network.   

Brands can effectively use social networks to initiate a relationship with the 

consumer.  As a brand, the best strategy may not be for you to create a profile on a social 

medium and then begin trying to friend every person that is on the social network.  This 

may be considered too invasive.  You should want your consumers to become a ‘friend’ 

or ‘fan’ of your products because of your proffers.   

Incentives are the main ingredient in convincing the consumer to become 

“friends” with the brand.  For example, Starbucks has over 7 million fans and friends on 

their social media platforms, Facebook and Twitter.  One of the reasons is because 

Starbucks offers their fans downloadable vouchers for free food items and discounts on 

coffee drinks. (facebook.com/starbucks)  Please refer to Figure 1 to see how Starbucks 

uses Facebook to give incentivized offers to those who join their social network. 

Another example would be how a brand initiated a conversation through social 

media.  For example, on April 8, 2010, Austin’s Park offered an $11 admission to their 

all-day entertainment park.  The typical value is $23, saving the consumer $12 on their 

admission.  As a result 4,970 individuals purchased this Groupon.  In only one day, 

admission to the theme park generated $54,670 from this service.  By choosing to initiate 
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an immediate result, they used the social media Groupon to extend an offer that may have 

cost thousands for next to nothing. (Groupon.com/Austin/deals).  Please refer to Figure 2 

and see how Groupon was able to commit almost 5,000 purchases for Austin’s Park. 

Finally, instead of looking at the possibilities of having a large group of “friends”, 

focus on establishing one relationship at a time.  Looking at the overall daunting task of 

maintaining many relationships can seem overwhelming.  Give that one consumer an 

experience to talk to their associates about.  Make that one consumer’s encounter with the 

brand something that they would want share with another individual.  

 

 

Figure 1: Starbucks Facebook Incentives 
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Figure 2: Austin’s Park Groupon Offer 

D. Developing a Relationship on Social Media 

Think of how your relationships have developed in your personal life.  You will 

notice that there are no relationships that developed over night.  Developing a 

relationship requires communication, maintenance, care and fulfillment for both parties 

involved over a period of time in order for the relationship to sustain.   The objective is to 

keep your customers returning and the way to do that is to give them what they want. 

To develop as a brand, you must not think in terms of making a sale and then 

moving on to the next sale.  It is more important to develop a relationship with the 
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consumer.  The better you are able to develop a relationship with your consumer, the 

more you will be able to drive your business to success.  The healthier the relationship is 

between the consumer and brand the more likely the brand will be triumphant.  The brand 

must make their consumer believe that they are able satisfy their needs or wants and 

fulfill those expectations through their products and services that the brand offers. 

Successful relationships allow a business to be successful, thereby confirming the 

importance of developing relationships with consumers. 

The reason why good relationships drive businesses to success is because creating 

brand loyal consumers defines how your brand is perceived in the eyes of consumers.  As 

an immediate result you will notice that your brand loyal consumers will start to spread 

the word and naturally will bring more people to your business. Developing the 

relationship ultimately is a result of the satisfaction from the consumer and their 

experiences with your, that will determine whether or not the consumer will return.  

Developing a relationship with your consumer is also important because of the 

impact it can have during the consumer’s purchase decision process.  When a consumer 

is looking for a product that you offer, the relationship that you possess with that 

consumer will be evaluated.  The consumer will ultimately decide if they will conduct 

business with you based on their previous encounters and experiences with your brand.  

The relationship you are able to develop with the consumer is ultimately going to 

determine how the consumer assesses the value of your brand, and will have the final 

resolve in their purchasing decision.  
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In a personal interview conducted by Patrick Stileman with J. Zirinsky, Zirinsky 

discusses a brand’s presence on social media platforms and he claims, “Where brands 

tend to fall down is applying traditional modes of advertising communication in an 

environment (social media) which does not support them (Stileman, 2010).  Social media 

is all about two way conversations with consumers, not one way broadcast…making this 

mistake is far too common and simply makes brands appear out of touch with their 

audience and reality, and is detrimental to their overall image”.  With the development of 

social networks, consumers are talking to brands yet the brands are using the social 

networks solely to get their own messages out, which is not the way to manage a 

successful relationship. 

Vitamin Water has a strong presence on Facebook.  One of the ways they have 

been successful by using social network platforms is by talking about the events that 

Vitamin Water is sponsoring in their news feed.  For example, they recently featured 

Carrie Underwood in a commercial.  As a post Vitamin Water said, “Vote for our girl 

Carrie Underwood for ACM Entertainer of the Year! The ACM Awards are tonight 8/7c 

on CBS, so vote no by following this link:” They proceeded to post a hyperlink to 

another website where fans could vote.  As a result, 231 of their 1,338,647 fans 

responded by either liking the post or leaving a comment (facebook.com/vitaminwater).    

Figure 3 below show the number of people who have openly admitted to liking Vitamin 

Water.  Vitamin Water also uses Facebook to show sneak peaks of latest commercials 

and link it to their YouTube page to give their fans a chance to view it.  At times their 

posts generate thousands of responses, and other times it is a few hundred responses.  
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Regardless, they are communicating and developing an open forum for their consumers 

to communicate.   

Developing the relationship on social networks takes time.  It is important to be 

conscious of the posts you make because as you increase your fan base, the more your 

message is dispersed directly.  It is important that whoever is managing your social 

network is able to engage the fans/friends and is aware of the brands purpose.  Each 

message that is delivered to your fans should be posted with significance.  There are 

many ways to develop a relationship with the consumer after you initiate a relationship, 

because each time you post new content on your page, the consumers that are “friends” 

with you will receive updates about your current information in their profile feed. 

 

Figure 3: Vitamin Water’s Facebook Page.  Notice the number of people on the 
bottom left hand corner. 
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E. Maintaining a Relationship on Social Media 
  
 In order to understand how to maintain a relationship, it is best to understand why 

consumers would terminate a relationship.  Here are some instances in which consumers 

will terminate relationships:  Satiation, dissatisfaction, superior alternatives, conflict, and 

high exit barriers (Sheth & Paravatiyar, 2000). 

Consider how you maintain your relationships in your daily life.  First and 

foremost, communication is the first element towards maintaining and managing your 

relationship.  “The secret of customer retention is that the customer develops a 

relationship with the company, over time.  This relationship has value to the customer”, 

claims Newell. (Newell, 1997)  The customer wants to feel appreciated, as well as, feel 

good about any transactions and experiences with your brand.  Additionally, it is the 

satisfaction that your brand is able to provide the consumer that will translate into your 

customer retention rate.  If your brand is not able to give that consumer a positive feeling 

about your brand or a reason to stay with your brand, your competitor will be more adept 

to give your consumer a reason to leave.   

One method a brand should consider to retain customers is an organized loyalty 

program.  Customers should be rewarded for continuous use of a brand, but few brands 

have a way to track and contact individual customers based on their purchases.  Any 

customer just wants to be appreciated and one way that brands can acknowledge the 

customer is through the consumers’ feedback (Newell, 1997).  Customer loyalty is no 

more than recognition that a relationship exists between consumer and business.   It is 

sales that consummates and reflects the courtship.  It is not until the measures of loyalty 
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have been combined with measures of profitability, behavior and lifecycle that the 

complete customer profile emerges.  Companies need data on their consumers.  Feedback 

is the number one form of data that could carry more significant data.   

Surveys, focus groups, and one-on-one interviews can all reveal valuable insight 

to consumer perception of the brand, but it is extremely time consuming to conduct each 

of these research methods.  These studies do not engage and interact the consumer with 

the brand as well as social media platforms can.  It is my belief that social media is the 

best alternative to providing a platform to conduct a dialogue with the consumer.  

Rewarding the consumer acknowledges your appreciation for that consumer conducting 

business with your brand.  Social media can easily interact, engage, and reward 

consumers much easier than that of surveys, focus groups, one-on-one interviews and 

other research methods that generate valuable insight. 

Gowalla and Four Square are two emerging social media networks that can 

reward the brands’ most valuable consumers.  Each time an individual encounters an 

establishment they can “check-in” to signal to the brand that the consumer is currently in 

the establishment.  The consumer does so from the signal on their smart phone.  Each 

time a consumer is present in a facility, Gowalla or Four Square denotes it into the 

database (Galaga). You can also post your current location to other forms of social media 

if you want to update your friends on your current location.  This is a great way for 

Gowalla or Four Square to offer rewards to consumers who frequently visit an 

establishment as a loyal consumer.  For example, if an individual frequents Cheesecake 

Factory once per week and check in through these social media methods, I may receive a 
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discount on my meal for the tenth visit.  Just by checking-in and sharing your location, 

you are advocating as a consumer to other consumers your preferences for brand 

consumption, which can result in greater brand exposure and a better managed and 

maintained relationship with that brand. You can refer to Figure 4 to see an example of 

the Cheesecake Factory in Austin and the visits from Gowalla. 

 Your customers’ satisfaction will ultimately determine your consumer retention 

rate.  You can easily ascertain consumer satisfaction by keeping an eye on Loopt.  Loopt 

is a social media network that primarily is used for consumer feedback.  Consumers use 

Loopt to gauge whether or not they should proceed to conduct business with a brand.  By 

noticing what people are saying about your brand you can easily manage and maintain 

your brands perception from the consumers’ perspective. 

Maintaining a consumer-brand relationship by using social media is becoming 

more and more possible with the advancements of technology.  It is imperative that 

brands consider social media as a convenient and effective way to maintain a relationship 

with their consumers 
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Figure 4: Cheesecake Factory Gowalla Check-In 
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IV. Managerial Implications  
 

Though this report has no primary research and is based primarily from secondary 

sources, this report still has provided insights for brands the importance of social media 

marketing as piece to the media mix.  This report covers the basis for relationship 

marketing and the significance of managing the relationship for the overall success of the 

brand.  In addition to the contributions of relationship marketing there is also insight to 

the importance of dialogue management, which leads into one solution being social 

network management. 

Furthering the assessment of social network and its importance to the brand, 

recommendations are provided specifically for brands and the initiation, development and 

maintenance of social media relationships.  This study illustrates what brands should 

process during each stage of relationship management.  By identifying the need to 

initiate, develop and maintain consumer-brand relationships on social networks, a brand 

will be able to communicate with consumers efficiently.  It is important for brands to 

consider the use of social networks because it can directly and indirectly affect the overall 

brand image.   

This study emphasizes overall how and why brands should use social networking.  

It is through effective communication that relationships are built and managed.  Brands 

should seriously consider social networking as one alternative to enhance communication 

features for the brand, and to develop relationships with their consumers.  While social 

media is not the only way to ensure that communication and a relationship is maintained, 
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it is one positive way to ensure that consumers have at least one sufficient way to 

transpose information to a brand.  How a brand determines the most logical way to 

manage this dialogue will conversely determine how successful the brand will ultimately 

be. 
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V. Conclusion 

Social media has taken the advertising industry to new dimensions, and should 

not be defined as a trend.    

 I believe that the social media’s that are emerging will eventually begin merging 

to create a more developed complete social network experience by combining functions 

from each of the social networks.  I envision that characteristics from each emerging 

social network will be pieces to a puzzle that unlocks a massive social network 

powerhouse.    

Brands understand the importance of feedback and relationships.  When I began 

writing this report, my attention focused at the Wendy’s bag before me, and it is no 

coincidence that on the bag it said, “Talk to us” in big bold letters.  Directly below they 

listed a phone number and a website: www.talktowendys.com.  My point with 

mentioning this is that Wendy’s has the right idea by using a stand-alone communication 

device for individuals not associated with social networks, however they should also use 

a customer service social network as well to generate an opportunity for more feedback 

and customer service for consumers on their social network. 

 This is the direction that businesses should follow: giving the opportunity to 

create a dialogue with their customers via the Internet.  Social networks give us a 

platform and construct for doing so, and brands should conform to using social networks 

as a reliable source to initiate, develop and maintain relationship effectively and 

successfully.  In a world where feedback, dialogue, consumer reward programs are 
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essential for the development of a brand, social networks are an easy and effective way to 

shift customer engagement and interaction.   

Social networks are not the-be-all-end all for brands and businesses, however, 

communication is.  Social networks can enhance the construct for which developing and 

maintaining a communication structure with consumers becomes manageable.  With the 

advancements of technology comes the development and enhancements for relationship 

marketing.  Businesses that prefer to capitalize on relationship marketing should follow 

shifts in media.  Social media is a huge shift in media and a mere beginning to a 

consumer driven society.   

While not every consumer has conformed to social media, or has Internet access, 

a large portion of the U.S. population has.  The only difference is that advanced 

technological consumers have access to information earlier than those who do not.  There 

will come a time when technology pushes further, and consumers will have access to 

technology at a lower price, making it affordable and more accessible, and this is the 

reason why we should prepare ourselves with the knowledge and know-how for the 

social media shift.  I am not suggesting that by using social media companies should get 

rid of customer service and conform solely to social networks.  I am suggesting that by 

opening up to social network opportunities, it may cut down on the amount of customer 

service calls and e-mails a brand will receive and positively affect the brand image. 
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