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Background  

Social media revolves around conversations, connections, social networks and encourages 

contributions from the interest group and communities.. As per the Nielson March 2009 Report,  

global consumers spent more than five and half hours on social networking sites like Face book and 

Twitter, registering a 82% increase from the previous year .In addition, the overall traffic to social 

networking sites has grown tremendously over the last three years. Keeping in tandem with the 

social media’s global footprints the Indian social media landscape has changed expeditiously. As per 

the Comscore Report 2009, the number of visitors to the social networking sites has jumped from 10 

million to 51million from last year. Social media occupies an eminent position in business ecosystem 

as an inexpensive, flexible tool which accelerates brand enthusiasm and brand advocacy by the 

virtue of its expansive viral reach.  The article discusses the several key aspects of social branding 

specifically the branding purpose behind joining the social media bandwagon, the varying online 

user consumption pattern, variegated employee and user profiles, peculiarity and utility of 

prominent social networking platforms, the appropriate guided control mechanism for measuring 

the social branding success. 

Building a social brand: the Process Flow 

The article proposes the social branding process for building up a successful social brand which 

requires certain steps to be followed sequentially as shown in figure 1. 

 

 A clearly defined branding purpose is the most important factor in establishing a successful social 

brand. Branding purpose can be a mere replication of offline brand elements due to lack of 

corporate confidence, organizational competencies and long term deep rooted social media 

commitment ; partially active  extended brands with limited online brand enthusiasm and vibrancy 

or a fully dynamic and committed complementary brand aiming to have an idea centric engagement. 

The next fundamental step is to understand the varying information consumption and 

communication patterns with respect to altering user profiles. The succeeding section chiefly lays 
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down focus on the peculiarities and utilities of few prominent social media platforms like Face book, 

LinkedIn and Twitter in alliance with the core purpose for social media presence, the information 

immediacy, the preferred communication pattern and the degrees of control being exercised by the 

respective organizations. 

Based on the employee’s level of empowerment and involvement in social media engagements the 

article recommends three types of employee profiles namely the passive rein forcer which represent 

the confined and fractionally empowered group of employees; active propagators playing the role of 

persuasive and effective brand connectors and finally the content co generators substantially 

contributing towards content cogeneration given the higher level of employee empowerment. The 

user engagements typically observed in the traditional period possess lower social capital affluence 

owing to confined and shielded user behavior. The modern period demonstrates immense social 

value orientation with the advent of web 2.0. A well balanced social brand ecosystem by every 

organization is envisioned to foster brand communities in the post modern period. In the succeeding 

section the consumer profiles are segregated into functional, technology rational, trendy and 

technology leaders as per the quality consciousness of the online user with respect to service .Lastly 

the guided control is an inevitable prerequisite to ensure a consistent check on the effectiveness of 

branding approach in the social media landscape.  

1.0 Branding purpose 

The key differentiator between social and traditional branding is the changing social media 

landscape.  Social branding provides a sense of ownership, social recognition, acceptance and 

accelerated coversations.While traditional branding chiefly focuses on driving information 

consumption. Another remarkable difference is while former adopts more of a push strategy by 

enforcing the opinions and information to the customers, the later is a pull strategy through user 

generated content and initiating user participations across multiple information flows. The article 

discusses in depth the three branding practices namely brand as a replica, brand as an extension and 

brand as a complement in the succeeding paragraphs. 

Brand as a Replica 

 In the case of replicated brands practice the core branding elements say brand values, brand 

message, value proposition and the projected brand personality resemble the offline brands to the 

utmost. Shell, British Petroleum, Zara, J P Morgan are some of the replicated brands. The majority of 

the conversations happen with prospects, passive online users and offline brand rein forcers. 

Passiveness of a brand is an important concern in the Indian social media landscape. The skeptical 

and less flexible Indian brands limit the social media to contests; promotional campaigns shear web 

presence and concentrate less on user centric discussions, brainstorming and other crowd sourcing 

activities. Some of the distinguishing characteristics of brand as a replica are the higher cost of 

inactivity due to minimal organizational and employee level participation and engagement with the 

target audience, preoccupation with transparency and privacy issues and inefficient brand 

reputation management. Such inert brands prefer lesser depth of engagement owing to lack of a 

social media strategic plan, dedicated resources for seamless execution and poorly identified target 

audience.   



 

Branding as a replica fails to maximize the return on user interactions due to higher cost of inactivity 

and a diluted customer base. Thereby necessitating the need for a social media strategic plan; 

expanded in-depth employee user engagement and a brand communication plan for an effective 

brand building and reputation management. A social media strategic plan justifies the vision of 

success behind the social branding with clearly led out goals and objectives in support of the 

corporate and functional goals. Expanded engagement initiatives amplify the spread across various 

social media platforms. The in depth participative engagement strengthens brand advocacy and 

loyalty. A specifically led out brand communication plan encompasses the value proposition in 

conjunction with the customer expectations and pain areas. 

Brand as an extension 

Brand as an extension is a practice where brands execute partial activeness and commitment in the 

social media sphere supported by extended brand values with respect to online user expectations. 

For example Godrej’s Gojiyo is a commendable practice of brand extension with brand extension as 

a youthful brand to engage with. The fractional branding focus chiefly comprises of bringing 

dynamism around an offline brand with an increased sense of ownership and higher orientation 

towards socialization resulting into a progressive social capital buildup. The target audience 

comprises majorly of passive users and gatekeepers as organization is still in the adaptive stage. The 

rein forcers constitute half of the target audience due to partial brand activeness. 

For a successful extended brand practice companies need to achieve a higher perception of fit by the 

online user with a congruent and cohesive social brand message well integrated with the core brand 

values. The congruency and cohesiveness in the brand message facilitates companies in 

communication and creation of an integrated desirable social image thereby fortifying the core 

brand. Perception of fit is higher with higher overall brand equity of the core brand and strong 

presence of target groups and communities constituting of rein forcers and gatekeepers.  Moreover 

a successful extended brand practice demands some of the additional social brand values accordant 

to the online user behavior. For example an innovative brand extension leads to higher consumer 

knowledge consumption and information curation leading to establishment of innovative extended 

brand communities. 

Brand as a complement 

 In today’s web 2.0 world of endless choice, explosive information, raised consumer share of voice 

and prolific product options, brands face the challenge of gaining mindshare and market 

penetration. Given the competitive landscape, the most engaged brands like Zappos, Apple, 

Starbucks and Dell have successfully addressed the challenge through complementary branding. The 

branding focus is to complement the offline branding elements with a higher rate of passion, 

dynamism, quality of user interactions and creation of a unique social brand perception. Brand as a 

complement maximizes the return on user interactions with clearly chalked out social media 

strategy, fruitful in-depth engagements, higher user and employee empowerment. The target 

audience mainly comprises of rein forcers, wise men and gatekeepers and fewer chunks of passive 

users. Rein forcers are the brand admirers well socialized and connected to the fully vigorous social 

brand. Deeply engaged social brands often adopt an idea centric engagement with the wise men 



 

leading to higher information contribution, transfer and consumption. Lastly the gatekeepers assist 

organizations to engage and span across various social media platforms. 

 

For a successful branding as a complement the organizations need to have a systematic committed 

and long term basis bent towards social branding. The engagement dimensions must change with 

respect to social media platform characteristics. The organization must employ designated 

employees to ensure the sense of ownership in every customer engagement. The most socially 

engaged brands ensure consistency in meeting the customer expectations by strict adherence to 

social media principles and code of conduct. The integration of offline and online branding 

endeavors augment the impact of every customer engagement. The engagement values followed by 

the most active brands are adherence (Adherence to social media policies and principles), deep 

rooted sense of ownership, empathy (meeting the unmet customer needs), open mindedness (open 

to criticism) and transparency (ensuring authentic content and conversations). 

 

2.0 Target customers: Varying consumption & communication patterns 

In the social media landscape, the identification of the target audience and the varying consumption 

pattern is extremely important to design the communication and engagement types accordingly. 

Consumer 
profile 

Information 
contribution 

Information 
Transfer 

Information 
Consumption  

Communication Engagement Type 

Passive user Low Low Low Informative Listen, learn and engage 

Gatekeeper Low High High Curative Facilitating information 
dissemination at several social 
media touch points 

Rein forcer High High High Interactive 
WOM 

Rewarding engagement  

Wise men Very High High Relatively Low Knowledge 
intensive 

Idea centric engagement 

 
The passive users choose products or service offering out of convenience or habit with no real 
preference leading to less loyalty, retention and customer churn. The minimal affinity with the brand 
leads to lesser information contribution, consumption and transfer. The preferable mode of 
engagement with the passive users is ‘listen, learn and engage’. Listening to the unmet customer 
needs, underlying lateral expectations and motivations behind purchase will help the companies to 
learn the consumer behavior and intentions behind purchase. After successfully listening and 
learning the brand non committal’s traits, the engagement must be on a long term basis ensuring 
higher brand affinity. 
 
Gate keepers are basically content and information curators. They are the strongest link and 
reference point for information dissemination. The information transfer rate and consumption is 
high with gate keepers. Gatekeepers share higher communication intensity with the prospects 
seeking meaningful product reviews and opinions. Gatekeepers also possess communication 
intensity with the passive consumers seeking information on the new product or service arrivals. As 
shown in figure 2 higher CI is pervasive with rein forcers and wise men in order to gain valuable 
insights in the upcoming technologies or products. The communication with gatekeepers is solely 
curative in nature hence they require the engagement type which facilitates information 
dissemination at several social media touch points. These touch points serve as Communication 
Bridge between an online user and company.  

Figure 2 



 

 
Rein forcers are the brand evangelists who prefer and refer the product .Reinforces shuffle in 
multiple roles of a brand enthusiast, curator and influencer resulting into higher information 
contribution, transfer and consumption. They are the most valuable brand assets in social media for 
companies which demand a rewarding engagement comprising of more of an individual level 
gratification and appreciation for brand advocacy and loyalty.Reinforcers have a very high CI with 
prospects keen on high worth purchases. The gatekeepers intensely communicate with brand 
admirers to choose the product out of convenience of time and monotonous buying behavior. The 
rein forcers share an interaction with wise men to gain insights into latest developments in and 
around the organization and product offerings. 
 
Wise men act as knowledge builders and sharers. They are the thought leaders who routinely 

contribute with the latest news, technological developments, opinions and observations with regular 

and persistent participation in social media conversations. Wise men use social media space to 

generate content of genuine interest to the affiliated communities and thereby expect meaningful 

knowledgeable company level engagement. They are the most active and in demand users in social 

communications (refer fig 2) owing to the valuable contributions related to product or service or 

latest developments. The onus is with the organizations to upgrade the online consumer profile from 

the passive consumers to wise men so as to increase brand loyalty and brand advocacy. 

 

Understanding the Communication flow and Communication Intensity (CI) across various user 

profiles. 
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3.0 Platforms 

Platform Purpose Network 
Value 

Information 
immediacy 

Communication 
Type 

Control 

LinkedIn Exploring 
business 
avenues 

Scale  Low Formal High 

Niche 
Networking 
Sites 

Functional Filtered 
information 
traction 

Low Formal High 

Face book Relational Scale High Casual Low 

Twitter Self 
Expression 

Quality 
Follower 
Base 

High Casual, Friendly Low 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

As per the insights gained from E-tribal zed marketing? The Strategic Implications of Virtual 

Communities of Consumption by Robert. Kozinets; the consumption passion is mapped with social 

value orientation thereby guiding the correct platform to choose from. The consumption passion is 

the user’s self centeredness to consume, curate and cogenerate the information. The mapping of 

the two variables assist in identifying the appropriate social media platform (refer figure 5). LinkedIn 

has emerged as the most preferred business platforms by several small and big organizations.  

Brands on LinkedIn aim to span across several business participants like business vendors, partners, 

employees and competitors leading to higher business centric social value orientation. The 

information immediacy is low as LinkedIn unholds the ability to respond with immediacy. The 

consumption passion is high as LinkedIn equally serves as a knowledge sharing platform. The niche 

networking sites are preferred to satisfy the need for a filtered information traction meeting the 
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specific online user needs. The information immediacy is low and the communication type typically 

adopted is a formal one with higher organization control. The niche networking sites virtual 

communities have explicit interest and distinguishing set of needs. Hence, the social bonding within 

the virtual communities is high as there is a common passion for information consumption, sharing 

and co creation. While Face book users possess less of consumption passion and have higher social 

orientation value. The purpose is purely relational strengthened by the high network effect and 

information immediacy. As Face book caters to the socially active online users the engagement is 

more casual and friendly by nature by the virtue of highly involved employees .Twitter is the most 

preferred platform for self expression as it holds the ability to communicate minimally within a short 

span accompanied by required information immediacy. Twitter typically depicts the Pareto 80:20 

Rule where the consumption passion rests with twenty percentages of Twitter users leaving rest in 

the dormant stage. The social value orientation is partially observed with follow: following 

networking approach. 

User engagement 
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Figure 4 depicts the evolving social media landscape and the varying social capital. Social capital 
refers to the strength of connections within and across social networks. The social capital was low in 
the mid 1990 owing to less orientation towards the value of socialization. The traditional passive 
user held single identity and protected, confined behavior with higher rate of information 
consumption. As per recent trends the social capital has tremendously increased as users interact, 
share information and converse within and across the social networks for extracting information 
regarding a specific product, service or company. These blurred lines of communication and 
interactions have fostered the meteoric growth of social networks, bi-directional communication, 
novel social interactive applications and variegated social media platforms leading to increased value 
for socialization. The social capital has grown in abundance from being a shear interactive platform 
to knowledge sharing and building platform supported by enthusiastic participative organizations 
and empowered online users. A stronger orientation value is anticipated with higher brands visibility 
and dedicated social brand ecosystem to strengthen the brand communities and augment 
community advocacy.Figure 5 depicts the varying consumption patterns with respect to quality of 
service. The functional are passive users lacking in novelty. Their lackadaisical behavior results in 
minimal information consumption and creation. Technology rationales rationalize every product or 
service and connect with technology leaders for the same. The consumption rate is high is over here 
.Trendy occupy the middle position with relatively less rate of information consumption and 
creation. Technology leaders are the public advocates of the latest technological advancements. 
They demand a higher level of quality of service. Being the knowledge sharers and builders they are 
active contributors of information.  

4.0 Employee engagement 

The employee engagements take place through employee profiles namely passive rein forcers, 
active propagators and content co generators. The passive rein forcers are by nature protected and 
least empowered with limited degrees of freedom to engage, co generate and interact with the 
target audience. Their capabilities are basically delivering and reinforcing the brand promise and the 
desired social image. Hence, they act more as node and link for information which is repetitious in 
nature and easy to communicate and deliver. The passive reinforcer employee profile is best 
preferable for a centralized and controlled engagement with limited employee empowerment over 
social media communications and interactions. The extended brands and brand as a replica follow 
more of a passive reinforcement engagement as these brands show least social commitment and 
minimal participation with the target audience.  

Active propagators strengthen and fortify the social brand across various social media touch points. 
Active propagators help in creating brand enthusiasm among the prospects and the passive users. 
The empowerment is curation centric rather contribution centric. Extended brands engage active 
propagators to generate higher social brand propagation, recall and advocacy. Content co 
generators are the most empowered employees so as to enable a congenial online environment of 
knowledge building and sharing. They are active participants and key contributors in the idea centric 
engagements. The interaction rate is high with wise men and technology rational and technology 
leaders owing to the higher technological bend.  

Figure 8 describes the suggestive guided control spectrum wherein social brands with a  limited 

guided control  focuses on brand rejuvenation through online community of practice(Cop).The 

online community of practice (Cop) is a group of like minded people who share a common interest 

and passion to engage across various the social media platforms. The group can evolve naturally 

because of the online users' common interest in a particular domain or area, or organizations can 



 

deliberately create it with the sole purpose of gaining consumer insights related to the social brand 

perception. It is through the process of sharing information and experiences among brand 

communities the organizations  learns and unlearns the social brand and get an opportunity to 

mould the social brand at its inception  in the interest of brand communities. The brand rejenuvation 

also demands a higher employee involvement so as to ensure active participations and insightful 

user engagements. Though the user’s are indulged and have their own share of voice the 

organizations assure adherence to social media norms. 

 

5.0 Guided Control 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Higher guided control follow a centralized engagement, driven and controlled chiefly by companies 

with lesser user and employee involvement. The controlled attributes are the content and the 

information flow across a user and an employee. The main focus is on brand reinforcement and 

effective brand reputation management by cutting down the noise around a brand.  The noise 

attenuation is made possible by representing the employees as brand defencers. While the 

organizations occupying the mid position in the guided control spectrum have a partial company and 

employee involvement. They are neither into compulsive positive brand reinforcement in the user 

imagery nor an immature and weak social brand to engage with. The balanced guided control 

facilitates in social brand evaluation and brand reinforcement accordant to the brand evaluation 

outputs received.  

Conclusion 

The social branding is still in the nascent stage with several Indian organizations yet to taste the 

fruits of Social media. A socially committed organization must follow a structured and systematic 

social branding approach through adoption of the suggestive social branding framework. The 

branding approaches vary based on the organizational and user competencies to socialize and 

maximize their return on social engagements. The dynamic online target audience consumption and 

communication patterns play a crucial role in designing the communication content and 

engagement types accordingly. The article also highlights the varying communication intensity with 

respect to online user’s interest and information being sought. Given the distinct social media 
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platforms available, the organization must full understand the associated parameters as mentioned 

in figure 5.The right mix of these parameters and the knowhow on correlation between 

consumption passion and social value orientation justifies the selection of the social media platform. 

The transitions in user engagements are equally sensitive to the social value of orientation leading to 

a progressive social capital buildup. The employee engagements take place through employee 

profiles namely passive reinforces, active propagators and content co generators. The factors 

deciding the employee engagement is the brand practice followed by the organization and the level 

of empowerment predefined at the company level. Lastly the article puts forth insights on the 

guided control exercised by the organizations. The limited guided control focuses on brand 

rejenuvation through established communities of practice, while the highly guided social brands 

focus on brand reinforcement and effective brand reputation management by noise attenuation.   
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