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Abstract 

Social media differs from traditional mass media. Traditional mass media is a one way 
channel to publish information to people, but social media is a two-way channel 
between the producers and consumers, so the natural feature of social media is 
interaction. Now since more and more people are on the Internet and use social media 
in their work and daily life, various companies and organizations can change their 
traditional strategy to design an interactive strategy with the use of social media.  
 
This paper tries to solve the problem: how to design an interactive strategy with the 
use of social media for different kinds of organizations, including for-profit 
companies and non-profit organizations.  
 
After explaining some basic concepts about social media and some relevant theories 
used in the analysis, including the brand awareness, target group, positioning, the long 
tail theory and Black Swan theory, this paper uses case studies to analyze the detailed 
situations. There are three case studies: Starbucks Coffee Company, Dell Computer 
Corporation and the American Red Cross. In the end, six steps to design an interactive 
social media strategy are concluded: 
 Define the target group and determine the position in the industry; 
 Find the target group online and listen to their voice; 
 Set up goals of social media strategy; 
 Choose appropriate social media tools; 
 Develop a content strategy; 
 Measure the return of social media strategy. 

 
Keywords: social media, interactive strategy, target group, goals, tools, content 
strategy, measure, return. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 

Sammanfattning 

Sociala medier skiljer sig från traditionella massmedier där traditionella massmedier 
är enkelriktade för att publicera information.  Sociala medier använder däremot  en 
dubbelriktad kanal mellan producenter och konsumenter så att den 
naturliga kommunikationen i sociala medier blir interaktiv. Eftersom allt 
fler människor har tillgång till internet och använder sociala medier i sitt arbete och på 
sin fritid kan företag och organisationer ändra sina strategier till en interaktiv strategi 
baserad på sociala medier. 
 
Detta arbete syftar till att besvara hur frågeställningen hur utformar man en interaktiv 
mediastrategi baserad på sociala medier för olika typer av organisationer både 
kommersiella och ideella. 
 
Efter en förklaring av grundläggande koncept rörande sociala medier används 
fallstudier i rapporten för att besvara forskningsfrågeställningen. I rapporten 
behandlas tre fallstudier Starbucks Coffee Company, Dell Computer Corporation och 
American Red Cross. Slutligen tas sex steg fram för att utforma en social 
media strategi: 
 Definiera målgruppen och bestäm dess marknadsposition; 
 Sök upp målgruppen på nätet och lyssna på vad de säger; 
 Fastställ mål för den sociala mediestrategin; 
 Välj lämpliga sociala mediaformer; 
 Utveckla en innehållsstrategi; 
 Mät resultatet av den social mediestrategin. 
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1. Introduction 

Nowadays, more than 1.7 billion people are Internet users in the world. Every day 
there are 500,000 new Internet users online for the first time. The Internet changes 
people’s life and their behaviours a lot. With the appearance of Web 2.0 technology, 
people can use Internet to communicate with each other. And then they can tell their 
own stories to others and share their own opinions online for free, so the social 
media appears and it changes the traditional process of producing news. People have 
their own voice online, and they can also use all kinds of social media tools to form 
their own communities and share information. They are not just news consumers any 
longer, and they are part of news producing. Everyone can express their opinions 
about anything online. Therefore, public opinion and perceptions can be influenced 
and changed by “each other,” not controlled by others. (Richard Binhammer, 2008) 
 
As Richard Binhammer from Dell (2008) said in an interview, social media is 
contributing to a significant change that take us from what he calls the “traditional, 
rational, objective, institutional” perspective to a more “subjective, emotive, 
personalized and human” perspective. The value of person is changed. Before the 
emergence of social media, people are passive to receive and accept the news that is 
produced by traditional mass media, such like newspapers, magazines, and TV 
programs, and they cannot join the process of producing news. Most news is 
produced by different kinds of authorities and professionals, based on the third party 
reporting. Therefore, people’s perspective is kind of “objective”. Whereas, social 
media can make people produce news themselves based on their own experiences 
and real interactions, and then people can use social media to interact with each other 
no matter when and where they are. So people’s perspective is from “objective” to 
“subjective”, and people can involve in the interaction and conversation to produce 
their own news. 
 
Because of the change of people’s behaviours, companies and organizations should 
also change their marketing strategies. Since customers want to be part of producing 
products and services, companies and organizations can design an interactive 
strategy with the use of social media. Then they can connect with customers better 
and satisfy their needs conveniently. 
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2. Background 

2.1 Background 

Mass media vs. Social media 
Previously, people used mass media to get information passively. Some big press 
companies and media companies controlled the mass media. They employed 
journalists to look for interesting topics and news, and then journalists wrote articles 
which should be reviewed and edited by editors. After their work and filtration, 
people could read the news through newspaper and magazine, watch the programs 
via TV and listen to the news via radio broadcasting. At that time, ordinary people 
could not join in the progress of news-making, and they shaped their perception of 
most of social events through the journalists’ eyes and ears. Because most of the time, 
they could not see what happened by themselves. Journalists were employed by the 
press and media companies, and they should work for their companies in order to 
increase the profits, so they would filter the content and delete what they did not 
want readers to know. Therefore, these big press and media companies could 
produce and control news, and ordinary people could consume the published news 
passively. 
 
Nowadays, with the development of web technologies, people can use computer and 
Internet to read news, search interesting information, shop online, communicate with 
each other, play games, watch TV programs and listen to the music. Because of the 
emergence of Web 2.0 technology, ordinary people can publish their opinions, and 
share their feelings with anyone anywhere anytime. So it provides a new media for 
ordinary people. People can not only consume news, but also produce news via the 
new media. The new media which is based on the interaction between the producers 
and consumers can be called social media. 
 

2.1.1 Social media 

Now social media is becoming more and more popular, not only in people’s daily 
life, but also in business marketing. As Dan Gillmor wrote in his book “We the 
Media” (published in 2004), “Tomorrow’s news reporting and production will be 
more of a conversation, or a seminar. The lines will blur between producers and 
consumers, changing the role of both in ways we’re only beginning to grasp now. 
The communication network itself will be a medium for everyone’s voice, not just 
the few who can afford to buy multimillion-dollar printing presses, launch satellites, 
or win the government’s permission to squat on the public’s airwaves.” 
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Concept of social media 
Social media is media designed to be disseminated through social interaction, 
created using highly accessible and scalable publishing techniques. Social media 
supports the human need for social interaction, using Internet- and web-based 
technologies to transform broadcast media monologues (one to many) into social 
media dialogues (many to many). It supports the democratization of knowledge and 
information, transforming people from content consumers into content producers. 
Andreas Kaplan and Michael Haenlein (2010) define social media as "a group of 
Internet-based applications that build on the ideological and technological 
foundations of Web 2.0, and that allow the creation and exchange of user-generated 
content". 
 
Conversation and interactive character 
Social media is based on the technology of Web 2.0. Web 2.0, also known as the 
social web, is used by people to be engaged in online conversation. As predicted by 
the Cluetrain Manifesto - markets have become conversations, and social media is the 
new way to launch and sustain people’s conversations online. Because social media 
provides the efficient and effective way for people’s conversations, people can share 
their opinions about common topics and some particular products or services online 
anywhere anytime. The core property of conversation is interaction. According to the 
usage of social media, people can enjoy the interactive character of their online 
conversations. Therefore, companies can make use of social media to shape better 
brand and product perception then before, and non-profit organizations can make use 
of social media to build strong brand awareness. 
 
In people’s daily life, one person communicates with another person, and they can 
only talk with their friends and who they are familiar with. The scope of people’s 
communication is very small. Therefore, one person can get a little information and 
recommendation from others. Most of the time, it makes that people could not get 
right and timely information when they want to buy something. Even if people can get 
some reviews and information from their friends, they do not know whether these 
reviews are right or not. Because of the lack of validity and fairness, these private 
reviews and opinions are not very acceptable by ordinary consumers. But the 
development of social media, people can get much more information from the Internet, 
and they can reach much more sources online. For example, people can use search 
engine, RSS, social network, and online forum. to get a mass of information about 
what they are interested in quickly. Then they can organize the useful information 
effectively, because most of the information they get is from ordinary consumers and 
other small content publishers. For every review of the product or service, it may be 
not convincible, but for a mass of reviews people can gather them and form their own 
opinions through different aspects. 
 
Social media tools 
Social media has many different software applications, also called social media tools. 
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Different tools use different ways to support online conversation. According to the 
Social Media Strategy-E+ Whitepaper (Sally Falkow, September 2009), here is the list 
social media tools as follows: 
 Search optimized press releases 
 Social media news release format- with multimedia and social bookmarks 
 Search optimized articles 
 News feeds (RSS) to syndicate all your content 
 Socializing your news content – ‘share this’ buttons, tagging & bookmarking 
 Blogs 
 Micro blogging (Twitter) 
 Podcasts 
 Images 
 Videos 
 Social networks – Facebook, LinkedIn, niche networks 
 Social media news sites – Kirtsy, Newsvine, StumbleUpon, digg 
 Widgets 
 Social media news room - gather and present all your social media content on 

your website 
 
According to different types of the social media tools, here are some concrete 
examples of them: 
Focus on communication 
 Blogs: Blogger, MSN Space, Open Diary, TypePad… 
 Micro-blogging: Twitter, Jaiku, Plurk, Digu… 
 Social networking: Facebook, LinkedIn, MySpace, Hi5, Bebo… 
 Social network aggregation: NutshellMail, FriendFeed… 
 Events: Upcoming, Eventful, Meetup.com 

Focus on collaboration 
 Wikis: Wikipedia, PBworks, Wetpaint (providing the service of creating free 

social websites)… 
 Social bookmark: Delicious, Google Bookmarks… 
 Social news: Digg, Mixx, Reddit… 
 Reviews and opinions: eopinions, Yelp… 
 Q&A Community: Yahoo! Answers, Google Answers, Baidu Zhidao… 

Focus on multimedia 
 Photo sharing: Flickr, Picasa, Photobucket… 
 Video sharing: YouTube, Tudou, Vimeo… 
 Audio and Music sharing: imeem, ccMixter, The Hype Machine… 
 Live broadcasting: Ustream.tv, Justin.tv, PPLive… 
 Game sharing: Miniclip, Kongregate… 
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2.1.2 Social media strategy 

What is a strategy? 
Strategy is the art of analyzing and solving a problem with a series of activities 
planned to achieve a particular goal. The core of strategy is how to achieve goals, but 
not to find out what goals are. For an organization, strategy is defined by Johnson 
and Scholes as the direction and scope of an organization over the long-term, and it 
achieves advantage for the organization through its configuration of resources within 
a challenging environment in order to meet the needs of market and to fulfill 
stakeholders’ expectations.  
 
As Michael E. Porter (1996) points out in his article “What Is Strategy”, there are 
three important aspects of Strategy for companies: 
 Strategy is the creation of a unique and valuable position, involving a different 

set of activities. 
 Strategy requires you to make trade-offs in competing – to choose what not to 

do. 
 Strategy involves creating “fit” among a company’s activities. 

 
Social media strategy 
For the past 100 years companies have invested lots of time and money in order to 
decide which product or service they should sell, how to build their brand equity and 
how to deliver their brand message to their audience. Then the Internet appeared and 
changed the situation. Now people use more and more social media, so strategy is in 
a new business environment which is based on the Internet technologies. As Nancy 
White (June 7th, 2009) wrote, with social media, strategy is a compass, not a map, 
because it is a fast changing territory. 
 
Recently, Web 2.0 and social media are changing the traditional way of marketing 
and advertising. But companies should be clear what they need to do, and what they 
need to avoid. They should not use social media simply and directly to deliver their 
brand message just because everyone uses Facebook or Twitter. However, they 
should have a goal, a plan and some measurement before they take action to use 
social media. Sean Carton (Dec 21, 2009) gave companies his 10-step social media 
strategy checklist: 
1. What are we trying to accomplish? 
2. Why social media? Is your audience there? 
3. What kind of social media will help us best achieve our goals?  
4. Are we prepared to let go of control of our brand, at least a little? 
5. What will we do to encourage participation? 
6. Who will maintain our social media presence? 
7. Do we have the resources to keep this up, or will this be a short campaign? 
8. How does engaging users via social media integrate into our overall 
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marketing/communications strategy? 
9. How do we measure success? What constitutes failure? 
10. What will we do less of if we're spending resources on social media? 
 
Social media offers the great opportunity of doing some online research without 
monetary cost. Hence, for-profit companies and non-profit organizations should set 
their goals at first, and then make a plan of how to achieve their goals over a long 
time and they also need to measure the return of investment (ROI) of their activities. 
In other words, they should set the goals which they want to achieve with the use of 
social media, and then make a detailed plan of activities, such as using several kinds 
of social media tools, how to use them, deciding which content should be published 
online and how often to interact with the visitors, at the same time they should 
monitor the amount of visits and the feedback of visitors. In the end, they can 
measure the return of their social media activities in order to adapt to the changing of 
consumers and environment. 
 

2.1.3 Current situation of the usage of Internet 

 
Figure 1: World Internet Users by world Regions 

Source: Internet World Stats, www.internetworldstats.com/stats.htm 
 
According to the above figure (Figure 1), there are more than 1,733 millions of 
Internet users in the world till September 30, 2009. Compared to the number of 
Internet users in December, 2001, which is less than 361 millions, it is increased 
more than one billion, and the growth of Internet users from 2000 to 2009 is 380.3%. 
More and more people use Internet in the world, especially during the recent ten 
years. There will be more and more people to use the Internet in the future if the 
trend continues. 
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Table 1: Top 10 Global Web Parent Companies, US, Home & Work 

Rank Parent 
Unique 

Audience 
(Thousand)

Active 
Reach %

Time Per Person 
in October 2009  
(HH:MM:SS) 

1 GOOGLE 353,880 83.75 2:52:53 
2 MICROSOFT 317,671 75.18 3:13:13 
3 YAHOO! 237,342 56.17 2:20:27 
4 FACEBOOK 199,961 47.33 5:47:04 
5 EBAY 159,424 37.73 1:51:02 

6 WIKIMEDIA 
FOUNDATION 147,584 34.93 0:15:36 

7 AOL LLC 134,635 31.86 2:22:51 

8 NEWS CORP. 
ONLINE 120,681 28.56 1:07:49 

9 AMAZON 117,255 27.75 0:24:16 
10 INTERACTIVECORP 114,749 27.16 0:12:48 

Source: Nielsen NetView, US, October 2009 
 
According to the Table 1, among the top ten global web parent companies, the 
American visitors of Facebook spend the most time online. The time per person of 
visiting the Facebook website is 5 hours and 47 minutes in October 2009, and it is 
almost the sum hours of the first and second companies, which are Google and 
Microsoft. Facebook is one of the most famous social networks. It means that people 
spend a lot of time in social networks. With the development of social media 
technologies, social media is more and more important in people’s life, not only in 
the work, but also at home.  
 

2.2 Key question and sub-questions 

The key question that this paper tries to answer is: “how to design an interactive 
strategy for various companies and organizations with the use of social media.” 
 
In order to answer the key question, I want to divide it into the following 
sub-questions: 
 Why should various companies and organizations design an interactive strategy? 
 Why should they use social media? 
 Various companies and organizations include for-profit companies and 

non-profit organizations. Which different goals of their interactive strategies? 
 Which different social media tools should be used and how to use them? 
 How to measure the return of social media strategy? 

After solving above sub-questions, the answer of key question can be concluded. 
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3. Theory 

3.1 Brand awareness, target group, positioning 

Brand awareness 
Brand awareness is the extent to which a brand is recognized by potential customers, 
and is correctly associated with a particular product, according to the definition on 
BusinessDictionary. In other words, brand awareness means consumers’ perception 
of a brand’s existence. It is the key of marketing strategy. So building the brand 
awareness is crucial for companies to promote their products or services. 
 
There are several ways to measure brand awareness. If most of consumers can 
recognize the brand name associated with the right product category among lots of 
brand names, then building the brand awareness is successful. Common market 
research practice uses brand recognition and recall measures of brand awareness. 
Examples of such measures include: 
 Brand recognition: the repliers can remember the brand name, or both the brand 

name and the category name of the products or services. 
 Brand recall: the repliers should give as many brand names as possible that they 

can recall in the same category which is already given to the repliers. 
 
The ultimate objective of marketing is to build good brand awareness, and make as 
many as possible persons to know the brand in order to support and buy the 
corresponding product or service. Now making a proper social media strategy is to 
help for-profit companies and non-profit organizations to build better brand 
awareness than before. 
 
Target Group 
Target group means the particular group of people identified as the intended recipient 
of an advertisement or message, according to the definition on BusinessDictionary. It 
can be also called target audience. Before defining proper target group, 
consumer-based segmentation is very necessary to define for the product or service. 
Consumers have different kinds of needs, and there are various factors to influence 
people’s purchase decision. According to the different factors, companies can divide 
consumers into different groups, and every one within the specific group has similar 
characteristic. Then companies can choose one group or several groups as their 
potential customers, and design particular marketing strategy in order to deliver right 
brand message to these persons. The various factors include geographic location, 
demographics, culture, gender, age, social status, education, avocation, need for 
customization and so on. For example, the persons who live in different regions have 
different selections of clothes; people in Scandinavia need warm coat in winter, but 
people in tropic area need normal jacket in winter, so warm coat is useless in tropic 
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area and cannot be profitable there. In a word, companies should choose proper 
target group and understand what they need, and then they can position themselves 
rightly in the market. 
 
Positioning 
Before companies begin to build their brand awareness, they should understand their 
target groups and positioning rightly in the market. Companies must understand the 
needs of their target group first, and then provide proper products or services. In 
order to sell the products better, they should make the brand occupy a position in 
consumers’ consideration set, relative to the competing brands. Positioning is a 
process of positioning on the market with a certain characteristic that helps people 
know and differ your product from the competition. (Matt, Dec 12, 2009) After a 
brand is already positioned in the market, it is very difficult to change its position; 
otherwise, its credibility would be destroyed by the reposition. 
 
According to Deborah Henken (Jan 2003), there are five key steps to position a 
product, brand, or an organization, including: 
1. Define target customers and market segment to dominate; 
2. Develop compelling value proposition; 
3. Differentiate from competitors; 
4. Develop positioning statement and messages; 
5. Build your position. 
 
One of the most important things during the positioning process is finding a 
particular characteristic to make your own product or service different from others. 
 

3.2 Design interactive strategy 

Nowadays, most of people cannot work, study, entertain and live without social 
media. Because of the use of social media, ordinary persons are not only the passive 
accepter, but also can make their own news based on what they see and hear. 
According to Dan Gillmor (2004) tomorrow’s news reporting and production will be 
more of a conversation or a seminar, and the lines will blur between producers and 
consumers, changing the role of both in ways we’re only beginning to grasp now. 
Everyone can use the communication network as a medium to publish their voice. 
However, only a few persons can afford the multimillion dollars printing presses, 
launch satellites and have the government’s permission to run the media companies 
before. So we, ordinary persons, are the users of media now. 
 
According to the theories provided by Normann & Ramirez (1993),  
Strategy is the art of creating value. It provides the intellectual frameworks, 
conceptual models, and governing ideas that allow a company's managers to identify 
opportunities for bringing value to customers and for delivering that value at a profit. 
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In this respect, strategy is the way a company defines its business and links together 
the only two resources that really matter in today’s economy: knowledge and 
relationships or an organization’s competencies and customers. 
 
Previously, most of industries rely on the value chain and every company positions 
in the different place on the value chain. At that time, strategy referred by Normann 
& Ramirez (1993) is primarily the art of positioning a company in the right place on 
the value chain -- the right business, the right products and market segments, the 
right value adding activities. Currently, most of the successful companies, such as 
IKEA, LEGO, and DELL, do not only add value during the whole industry value 
chain, but they reinvent the value. Different actors including suppliers, business 
partners and customers work together to co-produce value. The value chain has 
changed to value constellation. Therefore, companies have to design an interactive 
strategy to adapt to the fast-changing competitive environment.  
 
As Normann & Ramirez (1993) wrote in their article,  
Their key strategic task is the reconfiguration of roles and relationships among this 
constellation of actors in order to mobilise the creation of value in new forms and by 
new players. And their underlying strategic goal is to create an ever-improving fit 
between competencies and customers. 
 
Among the value constellation, previous producers and consumers become 
co-producers. Successful companies should design an interactive strategy to make 
systematic social innovation. In other words, they should design and redesign 
continuously with the cooperation of ordinary persons who used to be consumers 
before.  
 

3.3 Word-of-mouth 

Word-of-mouth is one of the most effective marketing communications. Originally it 
means people’s oral communication to deliver information face to face. Now with 
the emergence of new technologies, word-of-mouth can be realized through 
telephone, text message, email, blog, online community, social media networks. 
 
We all have families, friends, classmates and colleague. Before we make purchase or 
subscription decisions, we are easily influenced by the recommendation from the 
person who we are familiar with and trust. Because recommendations are generally 
perceived as incentive-free, unlike the obvious motivation of advertisers who may 
over-promise in a bid to increase sales. (Maki, 2007) As Ivan Misner (2002) said, 
word-of-mouth is the world’s best-known marketing secret. He also provided the 
three most important suggestions to start the process of increasing business through 
word-of-mouth: 
1. Diversify your networks. 
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2. Develop your contact spheres, and contact spheres are businesses that are 
symbiotic and noncompetitive to you. For example, at the wedding, a florist, a 
photographer, a travel agent and a jeweler. A referral for one of them becomes a 
referral for all of them. 

3. Word-of-mouth is more about farming than it is about hunting. Building your 
business through word-of-mouth is about cultivating relationships with people 
who get to know you and trust you. People do business with people they have 
confidence in. (Ivan Misner, 2002) 

 
According to the opinions of Dave Balter (2004), the reason that word-of-mouth is 
so powerful is that it is a mutual conversation. It is not like any other marketing or 
advertising ways, which are purposeful advertising activities, because it is based on 
the trustworthy mutual conversation, and it is so honest that people accept it 
naturally. However, it is a double-edged sword because of its strong power. People 
not only like to share their positive opinions of products or services with others, but 
also their negative opinions. 
 

3.4 The Long Tail Theory 

The long tail theory which is very popularly used in order to explain the 
phenomenon caused by the Internet technologies, which means the huge total sales 
of a large number of “non-hit items”, just like the explanation by Chris Anderson 
(2004) in his article. 
 

 
Figure 2: Chris's chart of the long tail theory 

Source: http://www.novelr.com 
So what is Long Tail? In short, the Long Tail is a concept that states:  
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In a market with near infinite supply (huge variety of products), a demand will exist 
for even the most obscure products. (Eli James, Feb 2008) 
 
During the traditional industry process, the distribution and inventory costs of 
business is very high, and large physical warehouse and lots of shelves are necessary 
to support people’s various needs about non-hit goods. So it is very difficult to 
realize. But with the development of the computer science, the distribution and 
inventory costs is decreased quickly. Nowadays, most of information and products 
can be digitalized and stored in the hard disk with very low costs. People just need 
the computer and Internet to find what they are really interested in, and then make 
their purchase decisions. For example, Amazon is one of the most popular retail 
websites, and it provides a large number of digitalized information and products. 
People can get new hit items, and they can also find lots of old-fashioned or 
unpopular items on Amazon, which would not be found in any physical retail stores 
any more. 
 
As the Independent (2005) explains that the idea of the long tail is that, while a small 
number of products make up a large quantity of sales, there are many products in 
relatively low demand that don’t sell well on their own, but which together can 
outsell the more popular products. 
 
The viewpoint of the long tail published by KMWorld (2005) is very interesting: The 
counterintuitive reality of the long tail is that its potential is based on aggregating 
supply and demand, but its realization is based on helping individuals find just the 
right thing, one scenario at a time. The entertainment industry wants to create more 
and more hit items to maximize the profits, and it does work. However, the 
development of social media strengthens people’s communication, and people can 
share their opinions about other non-hit items more conveniently than before. Some 
non-hit items may become hit ones. Hence social media helps the long tail effect to 
be more effective. 
 
Chris Anderson (2004) referred to the viewpoint of venture capitalist and former 
music industry consultant Kevin Laws about the long tail and Kevin puts it this way: 
“The biggest money is in the smallest sales.” The long tail theory is very important 
to make a proper social media strategy. People‘s various opinions are just like the 
various items of the long tail, after mixing them together, they will become very 
powerful to propagate the product or service. 
 

3.5 Black Swan Theory 

When social media extends the scope of people’s conversations and communications 
extraordinarily, the events of high-impact and hard-to-predict occur rarely. Because 
different persons have different opinions about the same product or service, those 
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opinions will spread very quickly and widely with the help of social media. It 
increases the possibility and occurrence of such high-impact, hard-to-predict and rare 
events. The Black Swan Theory referred by Nassim Nicholas Taleb (2007) is used to 
explain above events. He described the Black Swan theory in the New York Times 
like this: 
What we call here a Black Swan (and capitalize it) is an event with the following 
three attributes. First, it is an outlier, as it lies outside the realm of regular 
expectations, because nothing in the past can convincingly point to its possibility. 
Second, it carries an extreme impact. Third, in spite of its outlier status, human 
nature makes us concoct explanations for its occurrence after the fact, making it 
explainable and predictable. I stop and summarize the triplet: rarity, extreme impact, 
and retrospective (though not prospective) predictability. (Nassim Nicholas Taleb, 
2007) 
 
The Black Swan theory is derived from the European presumption that “all swans 
must be white” in the seventeenth century, because all historical records and 
experiences about swans in Europe noted that swans had white feathers till people 
discovered black swans in Western Australia in the eighteenth century. It is very 
useful when companies try to make their social media strategies. Because of the 
wideness and quickness of social media, every Black Swan event could cause 
damage to the whole business. In order to avoid the damage of Black Swan event, 
making a proper social media strategy should consider the possibility of Black Swan 
event and prepare against it. 
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4. Methodology 

Because of the complexity of the process of how to design an interactive strategy 
with the use of social media, I want to use the method of case study to understand 
how the companies do it currently, analyze the process and return of their social 
media strategies, and conclude my own perspective of how to do it. Case study is 
very adaptable to do in-depth research about a single event systematically, especially 
for business research. Other research methods, such as surveys and experiments, 
focus on some aspects of the research object, so they are not suitable for the research 
question of how to design an interactive social media strategy. 
 
When people do research about social science or even socially related topics, case 
study is often used. According to the conclusion of Robert K. Yin (1994), when the 
type of research question is to answer “how” or “why”, the investigator has little 
possibility to control the events, and studying a contemporary phenomenon in a 
real-life context, it is time to use the case study method. The research question, 
which is how to design an interactive social media strategy, just fits above conditions 
provided by Robert K. Yin. So I choose case study as my research method. 
 

4.1 How many cases? 

At first, in order to design a proper case study, I use multiple-case studies. Compared 
to single-case study, multiple-case studies provide multiple ways to answer the key 
question. In our daily life, there are two different organizations, one is for-profit 
companies, and the other one is non-profit organizations. Both of them use social 
media to build their brand images and spread to the target group. So single-case 
study cannot conduct both situations. 
 

4.2 Which companies or organizations are chosen and 

why them? 

Bent Flyvbjerg (2006) wrote his opinion of case study in his article: case study 
research should not be interpreted as a rejection of research that focuses on large 
random samples or entire populations, for example, questionnaire surveys with related 
quantitative analysis. The advantage of large samples is breadth, whereas their 
problem is one of depth; for the case study, the situation is the reverse. (Bent 
Flyvbjerg, 2006) Therefore, case study method cannot consider every different 
situation, and I should choose some typical cases to do the research in order to get an 
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enough credible conclusion. 
 
There are several different strategies to select proper cases. Bent Flyvbjerg (2006) 
provided a table to interpret these strategies as follows: 

Table 2: Strategies for the Selection of Samples and Cases 
Type of Selection Purpose 

A. Random selection To avoid systematic biases in the sample. 
The sample’s size is decisive for 
generalization. 

1. Random sample To achieve a representative sample that 
allows for generalization for the entire 
population. 

2. Stratified sample To generalize for specially selected 
subgroups within the population. 

B. Information-oriented selection To maximize the utility of information 
from small samples and single cases. 
Cases are selected on the basis of 
expectations about their information 
content. 

1. Extreme/deviant cases To obtain information on unusual cases, 
which can be especially problematic or 
especially good in a more closely defined 
sense. 

2. Maximum variation cases To obtain information about the 
significance of various circumstances for 
case process and outcome (e.g., three to 
four cases that are very different on one 
dimension: size, form of organization, 
location, budget). 

3. Critical cases To achieve information that permits 
logical deductions of the type, “If this is 
(not) valid for this case, then it applies to 
all (no) cases.” 

4. Paradigmatic cases To develop a metaphor or establish a 
school for the domain that the case 
concerns. 

Source: Bent Flyvbjerg (April 2006), "Five Misunderstandings about Case Study 
Research", Page 230 
 
In order to explain different situations of both for-profit companies and non-profit 
organizations, I make a decision to choose three different organizations as my case 
studies, and they are Starbucks, Dell and American Red Cross. Starbucks and Dell 
are representatives of for-profit companies to make good use of social media to 
communicate with their customers. American Red Cross is representative of 
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non-profit organizations to use social media to spread its brand message. I choose 
these three organizations as my research objects because I want to maximize the 
utility of information from them. Hence, I use the way of information-oriented 
selection from the Table 2, and I select these three cases to expect them to provide 
credible and enough information to answer the key question. 
 
According to the engagement report of using social media published by 
Wetpaint/Altimeter Group (July 2009), Starbucks got the highest score of the top 100 
global brands, and it has engaged in 11 social media channels in-depth. The higher 
score means that the higher engagement and better financial performance. 
 
Dell earned the second highest score of the top 100 global brands, and it is always 
the typical paragon of using social media to interact with its customers. Starbucks is 
in the industry of leisure, and it is active to use social media. However, Dell is in the 
industry of information technology, and initially it was forced to use social media to 
pull through the crisis of confidence. 
 
American Red Cross is the representative of non-profit organization to use social 
media. Because of the popularity of social media in the USA, more and more people 
communicate with each other online, and employees of American Red Cross are also 
use social media in their daily life. Therefore, American Red Cross needs to conduct 
their activities in order to uphold people’s trust, tell true stories to people and publish 
news responsibly. 
 

4.3 Which questions should be asked to the cases? 

There are many famous case study researchers, including Robert E. Stake, Helen 
Simons, and Robert K. Yin. They have already suggested the techniques for 
organizing and conducting the case study successfully. According to their work, the 
following six steps should be included to do the case study research:  
 Determine and define the research questions; 
 Select the cases and determine data gathering and analysis techniques; 
 Prepare to collect the data; 
 Collect data in the field; 
 Evaluate and analyze the data; 
 Prepare the report. (Susan K. Soy, 1997) 

 
Following the above steps, after defining the key research question and select the 
cases, I should determine information gathering and analysis techniques. So I should 
prepare the detailed questions which I want to ask the research objects, and the 
reason of asking them these questions. In other words, I should be clear about what I 
want to know from the case studies, and what the case studies show up. Then I 
should collect the information and analyze it in order to get the results, and finish the 
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case studies. 
 
Nowadays designing an interactive strategy is necessary for various organizations. 
With the popularity of social media, the interactive strategy should be based upon the 
usage of social media to adapt to people’s daily behaviours. How to design the 
interactive social media strategy is very complicated. At first, setting up the clear and 
proper goals of social media strategy is important. Then the key point is choosing 
appropriate social media tools and deciding how to use them to reach the goals. In 
the end, measuring the return on investment is necessary to explain the effects of 
social media strategy. 
 

4.4 How to measure “Return” of social media strategies? 

“Return” is for the Return On Investment (ROI). ROI means a performance measure 
used to evaluate the efficiency of an investment or to compare the efficiency of a 
number of different investments, according to the explanation on Investopedia 
Dictionary. The return of an investment is divided by the cost of investment in order 
to calculate ROI, and the result is a percentage. Usually return is measured by the 
amount of money gained or lost, but people spend their time and energy on social 
media and it is very hard to connect the amount of money about profits with the 
investment in social media directly. People get information and interact with 
organizations online through social media, and then they can decide whether they 
purchase the product or service offline. There is no direct correlation between the 
return of social media investment and the amount of money gained. But when people 
spend a lot of time and energy on something, they must be interested in it and want 
to get it. So we can still measure the return of social media strategy through the 
statistics of different social media tools in order to measure the contribution of social 
media strategy for the profits. 
 
Different kinds of organizations have their different bottom lines about the 
investment in social media. Liana Evans (2009) pointed out that most for-profit 
companies have a bottom line that's based on how much money they make from 
sales of their product or services; on the other side, non-profit organizations might 
have a bottom line that's based on donations, funds, or even acquisition of volunteers 
to keep them afloat, so their ROI can be defined in another way compared to a 
for-profit business. 
 
Because different social media tools focus on different value proposition, Liana 
Evans (2009) provided a list of indexes corresponding with various social media 
tools: 
1. Facebook/MySpace (social networking sites in general):  

 Number of fans/friends  
 Number of comments per day/week/month  
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 Number of discussions started by fans  
2. Twitter:  

 Number of qualified followers (qualified meaning actually people, not bots)  
 Number of retweets  

3. Blogging:  
 Number of comments  
 Number of subscribers  
 Number of links posts get  
 Number of retweets  

4. Forums/Message Boards:  
 Number of new members  
 Number of posts per day  
 Number of topics started per week  
 Number of active members per month  

5. Videos/Photos:  
 Number of views  
 Number of comments  
 Ratings  
 Number of subscribers/friends  

6. Brand Lift/Sentiment:  
 More mentions of brands/products/services  
 Increase positive sentiment  
 Decrease negative sentiment  

 
Of course, there are many other social media tools, and there are also many other 
ways to measure them. The above list is usually used to measure the return of social 
media. But whatever measurement is used, it still takes a lot of manual work. 
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5. Study cases 

5.1 Starbucks 

Starbucks Coffee Company was founded in 1971 based in Seattle’s Pike Place 
Market, Washington, United States, according to its official website. Now it is the 
largest specialty coffee retailer in the world. (Hoover’s, 2009) It has 7,087 
company-operated stores and 4,081 licensed stores in 44 countries. Starbucks sells 
coffee with more than 30 blends and single-origin coffees, handcrafted beverages, 
merchandise, fresh food and Starbucks-brand products, according to its official 
website. Now it also has entertainment subcompany, which is named Hear Music. 
The mission of Starbucks is to inspire and nurture the human spirit – one person, one 
cup, and one neighborhood at a time. So Starbucks is not only to sell coffee, but also 
to create and sell a kind of culture, which is to build connections with local 
communities and create good changes everywhere. It wants to become friends with 
its partners, customers and the neighborhood of its stores. 
 

5.1.1 The goals of Starbucks’ social media strategy 

According to Starbucks’ mission, it wants to change the way of people’s daily social 
behaviours. Certainly, Starbucks focuses on the quality of its products, such as the 
taste of its coffee and other hot or cold drinks. But there are many other brands of 
coffee retailers, and maybe they initiated before Starbucks. So Starbucks should 
represent some special characteristic to distinguish it from others. Actually, drinking 
a cup of coffee is a western lifestyle, in other words, it is a kind of western culture. 
Starbucks can create additional value on its coffee, such as the culture and spirit. In 
order to create the culture and educate customers, Starbucks can not only build 
comfortable environment in its stores and design its cultural products and services, 
but also use social media to interact with its customers actively. 
 
Because most of people use social media in their daily life, so Starbucks can use 
social media actively to reach the following goals: 
 Increase its customer base; 
 Drive sales during the interaction with people online; 
 Build its brand awareness better; 
 Interact with its customers and educate them with its new culture of coffee; 
 Get new ideas from its customers and develop its new products; 
 Reach new channels of customers. 
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5.1.2 How Starbucks uses social media? 

Starbucks has a special social media team with six persons to design and execute its 
social media strategy. The director of digital strategy at Starbucks is Alexandra 
Wheeler (2009), and she said, “We live in the physical world with thousands of 
natural touch points, so when we laid out the vision for our social strategy, it felt like 
home for the brand. It’s about the relationships we form with our customers, not 
marketing.” She explained the reason why Starbucks’ social media strategy could 
succeed. 
 
Because Starbucks wants to build and maintain its relationships with its customers, it 
should use the most popular social media tools to reach people as many as possible. 
According to the engagement report published by Wetpaint/Altimeter Group (July 
2009), Starbucks is like mavens to be engaged in more than seven social media tools, 
and be able to sustain a high level of engagement with multiple social media tools. 
Starbucks uses social media as a core part of its interactive marketing strategy. 
Social media provides a platform for its customers to do word-of-mouth and 
facilitate its sales promotion. 
 
Nielsen Online published the top 20 social network sites in month of February 2009 
in the USA. From the Figure 3, we can find that Twitter was not the top site, but it 
grew the most quickly, 1382% year-over-year in February. Facebook is the top one. 
Therefore, it is important for Starbucks to engage in Facebook, Twitter and other 
popular social media tools. 
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Figure 3: Top 20 Social Network Sites, US, Home and Work, December 2008. 

Source: Nielsen Online 
 
On the most famous social network site Facebook, Starbucks has an amazing amount 
of fans. Figure 4 shows that Starbucks has more than five million of fans, and 6 fans 
are online when I capture the screen. People can share their opinions about Starbucks’ 
products and services. The social media team of Starbucks responds its fans 
sometimes and publishes company events which need interact with its customers 
every few month. Its fans can communicate with each other online all the time. They 
can share their love of the product or experience. It is very useful to build good 
brand awareness. 



24 
 

 
Figure 4: Starbucks on Facebook 

 
Starbucks has several different accounts on Twitter, and each of them has specific role 
in order to differentiate news and relationships. Figure 5 shows the state clearly. 
When people want to follow some specific news of Starbucks, they can choose proper 
one to follow. For example, Starbucks is the general account; MyStarbucksIdea is 
another account used to collect people’s interesting and good ideas about Starbucks; 
StarbucksV2V is another account used to publish volunteer events to help protect the 
environment and it is used to support public benefit activities; there are other different 
accounts to serve customers from different countries. So people can choose one or 
some of these accounts to follow Starbucks on Twitter. Figure 6 shows the state of the 
general account of Starbucks. There are 680,551 followers and 84,220 following. It 
means that Starbucks indeed interact with people in their daily life. With 680,551 
followers, Starbucks uses Twitter as an “in the moment” channel to deliver timely 
customer support and spread word about the latest breaking news and contests, 
according to the engagement report published by Wetpaint/Altimeter Group (July 
2009). Using Twitter is two-way communication. 
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Figure 5: Starbucks on Twitter when searching “Starbucks” 
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Figure 6: Starbucks on Twitter 

 
Besides the above social media tools, Starbucks also registered on YouTube, which 
is the largest video site in the world. Starbucks uploads interesting videos about its 
brand stories and publishes advertisement videos, including some videos about its 
public benefit activities and other promotion videos. It can increase its customer base 
and reach new channels of customers. 
 
Starbucks uses various social media tools to interact with its customers, and it also 
creates its own interactive website named MyStarbucksIdea.com (Figure 7). 
According to this website, Starbucks can get people’s new ideas directly. People can 
provide their own ideas about Starbucks and share their opinions directly. It can help 
Starbucks to develop new products and improve its services. Then customers are not 
only customers, but also producers. They join in the value constellation of Starbucks 
on their own initiative. They can also discuss about other people’s ideas, and follow 
the development of new products or services online. This website is an efficient and 
effective bridge between customers and Starbucks, and it can help Starbucks try to 
avoid Black Swan event. 
 
Now the environmental degradation is getting more and more attention. So 
Starbucks starts its “Shared Planet” program. It can be found on its own website. 
Starbucks publishes its global responsibility report every year, and sets up its 2015 
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goals, including 100% ethical sourcing, environmental stewardship (100% reusable 
or recyclable cups) and community involvement. This program shows its social 
responsibility. Its slogan is “You and Starbucks. It’s bigger than coffee.” This 
program spreads good brand message to people and makes people be a part of its 
activities. 
 

 
Figure 7: MyStarbucksIdea.com 

 

5.1.3 Return of Starbucks’ social media strategy 

Starbucks is actively engaged in different social media tools in order to reach its 
different goals. On Facebook, it has more than five million fans to prove its great 
influence and Starbucks is always responsive to its customer activities. On Twitter, it 
has different accounts to communicate with its customers, and its general account has 
680,551 followers till now, at the same time, it is following 84,220 persons. Starbucks 
is very active to use Twitter as an interactive tool. On YouTube, it joined on 
November 30, 2005, and its total upload views is more than 3 million. Starbucks also 
uses Wikis and Flickr, and it creates and maintains its own innovation website and 
customer communities.  

 
Starbucks follows its customers’ activities, and centralizes the coordination. As 
Wheeler (2009) explained, “We are protective of these channels and want to make 
sure that we are using them in the right way.” It champions people’s new ideas about 
its brand. Although it takes risk, it can help Starbucks to try new things and mitigate 
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risk of unknowns. Because it gains its customers’ engagement and support, it will get 
more possibility to succeed than other passive companies. 

 
When using social media to interact with customers, there is an important guideline 
which is “Content is King”. Starbucks executes its social media strategy under this 
guideline. It establishes trustworthy relationship through interesting and valuable 
posts and opinions, but not simply promotes its products directly. So Starbucks is very 
successful in its social media strategy. 

 

5.2 Dell 

Dell Computer Corporation is a multinational technology corporation based in 
Round Rock, Texas, USA. It was founded by Michael Dell in 1984. Now it is one of 
the largest sellers of personal computers and servers in the world. Its products 
include personal computers, servers, data storage devices, network switches, 
software, and computer peripherals. Dell was founded on a simple concept: by 
selling computer systems directly to customers, according to its official website. It 
skips over the retailers in order to sell cheaper computers to its customers. It 
provides different kinds of hardware, software and after service to its customers, and 
they can assemble the computers and services themselves according to their own 
needs. This direct customer model makes Dell understand their customers’ needs 
best and provide the most effective computing solutions, according to its official 
website. 
 

5.2.1 The goals of Dell’s social media strategy 

Dell’s basic concept is by selling computer systems directly to its customers, so it 
should understand its customers’ needs and then it is able to provide products and 
services to meet those needs. This concept makes Dell interact with its customers at 
the beginning step. With the emergence of the Internet, Dell started to sell computers 
to its customers via its website in 1996. Dell always makes use of new technologies 
to interact with its customers to benefit its business. Then with the development of 
social media, Dell ought to use it to serve its customers and listen to what customers 
need, but it did not do like that at first. 
 
In 2005, “Dell hell” event made Dell infamous. “Dell hell” was started by Jeff Jarvis, 
because he complained on his blog in response to what he felt was the crappy 
customer service from Dell. And then Dell replied to him with “we don’t respond to 
bloggers”. (Mack Collier, Oct 2007) Jeff Jarvis used his blog as his weapon to war 
with Dell, and he won this war. After this crisis, Dell realized the power of social 
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media. “Dell hell” in 2005 and the flaming laptops in 2006 is the fuse to make Dell 
use social media passively. Undeniable, Dell was forced to use social media to 
respond its customers to rebuild its brand image at first. However, Dell launched its 
blog Direct2Dell and used many other social media tools later, and these activities 
made Dell reach many other goals. Concluding the goals of Dell’s social media 
strategy as follow: 
 Rebuild its brand image and reputation; 
 Maintain its leadership in the computer industry; 
 Implement online sales and drive more sales; 
 Establish better steady relationships with customers; 
 Support customers online to reduce its service costs; 
 Listen to customers’ idea and reaction to improve current products and develop 

new products; 
 Reach new channels of customers; 
 Improve customers’ satisfaction. 

 

5.2.2 How Dell uses social media? 

In order to reach the above goals, Dell uses many different social media tools deeply 
and broadly. For example, it launched its official blog Direct2Dell in 2006, 
registered several accounts on Twitter and Facebook, used LinkedIn, YouTube and 
Flickr, owned its IdeaStorm website and created several communities to interact with 
its customers.  
 
Since Dell introduced its computers with its revolutionary selling directly to 
customers at first, Dell has always been driven by customers’ needs. At the core of 
Dell's innovation approach, however, remains an unwavering commitment to 
delivering new and better solutions that directly address customer needs, according 
to its official website. Dell’s customer-driven innovation is divided to three steps, 
including listen, solve and impact. The first step is to listen. Dell uses many social 
media tools to gather requirements directly from its customers according to tens of 
thousands of their interactions daily. Besides that, Dell’s partners and suppliers 
provide with their software, hardware and component to cooperate with Dell from 
their broad perspective of the whole computing industry. The second step is to solve. 
When Dell gets customers’ requirements and the cooperation with its partners and 
suppliers, it develops better computing solution for its customers to meet their needs. 
This is based on Dell’s excellent experts and team work. The last step is to impact. 
Dell wants to impact the industry trends through its customer-driven innovation. It 
inspirits its customers and employees to innovate all the time, so it can deliver better 
value to customers directly. 
 
Compared with Starbucks’ social media team of six persons, Dell has not set up 
special social media team and it encourages its employees to use social media as part 
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of their job, just like email and phone. Richard Binhammer (2009), a senior manager 
in corporate affairs at Dell, said, “For Dell’s employees, this (social media) is just 
another channel for communicating. It’s an add-on, not a replacement, and is like 
using your phone or email.” Social media is used by Dell not only to interact with 
customers, but also to improve company’s internal communication. 
 
Michael Dell, the founder of Dell, pushed the initiation of Dell’s first official 
corporate blog Direct2Dell. Social media is called “the connected era” in the internal 
of Dell, and Dell uses social media as a two-way channel to publish information and 
listen to what customers say about Dell. Michael Dell wanted the company to have 
voice in the connected era. (Richard Binhammer, 2008) 
 
Dell has its own principles to take actions with the use of social media: 
1. Dell wants to listen, learn and engage in conversations with its customers where 

they are. (Richard Binhammer, 2008)  
 
For example, Dell has multiple accounts on Twitter and Facebook to play 
different roles during the conversations. Figure 8 shows Dell’s several accounts 
on Twitter and Figure 9 shows Dell’s different pages on Facebook. On Twitter, 
Direct2Dell publishes the headlines of Dell products, services and customers; 
DellChannel publishes the headlines of Dell’s partners’ voice; DellInsideIT 
publishes the headlines of news in information technology; DellShares publishes 
the headlines of information and insight for investors. Dell uses social media to 
interact with not only customers, but also partners, investor and other people who 
may be interested in Dell. Besides presence on Twitter and Facebook, Dell also 
involves in Yahoo!Answers. Because Dell uses so many social media tools in 
order to create and join different conversations, it needs to synchronize the 
content across channels. 
 
With the popularity of YouTube recently, Dell registered its account on 
YouTube in 2006. Just like Richard Binhammer (2008) said, “There was more 
content on YouTube in 2006 than on the Web in 2000.” Hence, Dell uploads the 
videos about its own stories and educates the audience to interact with them 
better. The number of its total upload views is more than 3.8 million. Figure 10 
indicates the popularity of Dell on YouTube. 
 
Especially, when Dell found the potential of Twitter, it decided to launch its 
outlet account on Twitter to advertise and promote for its products directly and 
instantly. Dell posts its real-time sales promotion through DellOutlet on Twitter. 
According to Dell’s track of revenue generated from the DellOutlet on Twitter, 
they have previously noted that Dell Outlet’s Twitter offers resulted in 
$500,000.00 in revenue. (Richard Binhammer, 2008) DellOutlet already has 
more than 1.5 million followers according to Figure 11. This is very efficient and 
effective marketing method. Because the people who are following DellOutlet on 
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Twitter must be interested in Dell’s products already, they will make purchase 
when they find exciting discount or sales promotion. The marketing potential of 
Twitter is amazing. 
 

 
Figure 8: Dell on Twitter 
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Figure 9: Dell on Facebook 

 
 

 
Figure 10: Dell on YouTube 
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Figure 11: DellOutlet on Twitter to promote sales online 

 
2. Dell wants to tell its stories (Richard Binhammer, 2008), so it uses multiple blogs 

to communicate and share its stories with customers and others who are 
interested in Dell. 
 
For example, since “Dell hell” event happened, Dell started its first blog named 
Direct2Dell. As the name of blog, Dell wants to share its stories with its 
customers directly. This official corporate blog establishes a place for customers 
to connect and communicate with Dell. Otherwise, they only write their own 
blogs or discuss on other places where Dell may not notice them. Without the 
blog Direct2Dell, customers would feel bad because Dell cannot respond to them 
directly, and it would be bad for Dell to lose the opportunity to listen to 
customers’ voice. Figure 12 is the homepage of Direct2Dell. 
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Figure 12: Direct2Dell blog 

 
3. Dell uses different social media tools and technologies to strengthen its business 

connections, conversations, relationships and partnerships with customers/others 
interested in its business or to foster communities where they have mutual 
interest. (Richard Binhammer, 2008) 
 
As I wrote in the paragraph of Dell’s first principle, Dell has multiple Twitter 
accounts to interact with different target audience. It realizes that strengthening 
conversations and relationships with customers is indubitably important, 
meanwhile, building stable connections and partnerships with partners, investors 
and suppliers is very important too. So Dell starts other special official blogs and 
websites to interact with them. For example, DellShares is launched for its 
investors; the website regeneration.org is launched to help regenerate the planet; 
the website digitalnomads.com is launched to foster the digitally nomadic 
community. There are many other official blogs for other special people. Dell 
really engages in social media and uses them to serve its business better. 
 

4. Besides sharing content and information with the use of social media, Dell 
creates the website named IdeaStorm.com to collect customers’ good ideas about 
its products and services. Figure 13 shows the homepage of IdeaStorm.com.  
 
Dell encourages its customers to innovate themselves and provide new ideas, and 
then Dell collects these ideas and checks the feasibility of them. Others can 
discuss these new ideas in the community, and they can promote or demote these 
ideas. Dell’s employees classify these new ideas and assign to relevant 
department, and then relevant department will respond to the ideas and change 
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the status of ideas, such as from acknowledged to partially implemented status. 
Customers can track the progress of their ideas online. Figure 14 displays the 
general status of IdeaStorm.com till now. 
 
Through IdeaStorm.com, Dell makes customers become producers and 
innovators, and customers contribute to Dell’s innovation. Their interaction 
benefits both of them. Customers can get satisfying products and services, and 
Dell can improve its business. It is a win-win innovation approach. 
 

 

Figure 13: IdeaStorm.com 
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Figure 14: The current situation of ideas on IdeaStorm.com 

 

5.2.3 Return of Dell’s social media strategy 

There is still no single tool or method to measure the return of social media 
investment. On the official website of Dell, it says that Dell has nearly 2 billion 
interactions with its customers every year, and more than 55,000 customers have 
posted ratings and reviews on Dell.com. According to the above analysis of Dell’s 
social media strategy, Dell has huge fans and followers on Facebook and Twitter, and 
its Twitter account DellOutlet has already generated $500,000.00 in revenue. Dell 
tracks conversation in social media about it (on average about 5000 per day gross 
number), the subject, sentiment, the extent to which Dell gets involved and the 
outcome of the conversation. Since Dell became involved in social media, negative 
commentary about Dell has declined nearly 30%. (Richard Binhammer, 2008) Social 
media increases Dell’s transparency and provides its customer with a platform to 
discuss its weakness and strength, and Dell fosters the communities for 
word-of-mouth of its brand. 
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According to the case of Dell, Dell is successful because it relies on meeting 
customers’ needs and focuses on the conversation and interaction with customers. It 
provides customized assembling service online or by phone. The development of 
social media technology makes Dell improve its customized service. The long tail 
theory can be used to explain the success of Dell’s customized service. Different 
people have their own requirements about computers, but other computer companies 
cannot implement their requirements, only Dell can do that. Social media helps Dell 
to collect customers’ different requirements conveniently and improve its products 
and services. 
 

5.3 American Red Cross 

The American Red Cross (ARC) is the typical representative of non-profit 
organizations to make good use of social media. ARC is a humanitarian organization 
to provide neutral humanitarian care to the victims of war and aid victims of 
devastating natural disasters, according to its official website. It was founded in 1881 
by Clara Barton. It is headquartered in Washington D.C., United States. ARC always 
aims to prevent and relieve suffering. Today, in addition to domestic disaster relief, 
the American Red Cross offers compassionate services in five other areas: 
community services that help the needy; support and comfort for military members 
and their families; the collection, processing and distribution of lifesaving blood and 
blood products; educational programs that promote health and safety; and 
international relief and development programs, according to its official website. 
ARC dedicates to mobilize people to help their neighbors across the street, across the 
country and across the world in emergencies. There are over 700 chapters to train 
more than 15 million people to gain the skills they need to prepare for and respond to 
emergencies in United States, according to its official website. 
 

5.3.1 The goals of ARC’s social media strategy 

Compared with for-profit companies, the American Red Cross (ARC) uses social 
media to connect with people who may need help from ARC to prevent and respond 
to life’s emergencies, not for making money. Social media tools allow ARC to 
connect with people on an individual basis at the place where their life intersects 
with ARC’s mission, according to its official website. Through social media, ARC 
can join people’s conversation about how their lives intersect with ARC, and it can 
read and learn from the conversations in order to become a better humanitarian 
organization. Because it is a non-profit organization, its budget is from people’s 
donation, and social media can help people know how ARC works and donate to 
ARC actively. In sum, social media is a two-way channel for ARC connecting with 
ordinary people. The goals are as follows: 
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 Build ARC’s brand awareness to help people know more about how to prevent 
and relieve suffering, and increase organizational transparency; 

 Train ordinary people to get skills of dealing with life’s emergencies; 
 Join conversations to interact with people directly and instantly; 
 Reach new channels of people to make more persons know how to help others; 
 Improve ARC’s internal communication. 

 

5.3.2 How ARC uses social media? 

Before using social media, ARC knew there were negative blog posts about it, but it 
had no places to respond to them or monitor their activities. So like other for-profit 
companies, ARC uses multiple social media tools to respond to people’s discussion 
and increase its organizational transparency to reach its goals. 
 
First, ARC has its official blog to tell people stories and each local chapter has its 
own blog to share different local stories. It can publish which movement is going on 
and praise for good deeds. When people give their feedbacks, ARC can respond to 
them and communicate with them via its blog. 
 
Second, ARC has public board named Disaster Online Newsroom to publish disaster 
warnings and encourage people to leave their comments online. 
 
Third, ARC shares photos on Flickr, and tell its own stories to the audience, and then 
the audience can share their stories with ARC through photos. 
 
Fourth, ARC has three accounts on Twitter, and they have different usage. One is 
RedCross, which is the official stream for ARC, and it updates important news all 
the time. Another one is SafeAndWell, which is used to remind people who are 
affected by a disaster to register their contact information in order to tell others that 
they are safe now. The third is RedCrossRacing, which is used to encourage people 
to donate their blood actively and win prizes. ARC uses it nationally to give people 
real time resource information during disasters, according to its Twitter page. Of 
course, each local chapter has its own Twitter account. On Twitter, people can 
understand how ARC operates, and join the conversations with ARC and other 
movements, then provide their own suggestions directly. 
 
Fifth, ARC has an account on Facebook with more than 90 thousand fans. Fans 
always follow the news of ARC, and they can interact with ARC, and also 
communicate with each other via Facebook. 
 
Sixth, ARC also has its YouTube channel, and it uploads education videos and shares 
stories. Videos can teach the audience to prepare for disasters directly and clearly. 
For example, there is a video about teaching people how to perform compression 
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only CPR (cardiopulmonary resuscitation), and another video about how to wash 
hands right and so on. When the audience has questions or feels confused about the 
content of video, they can leave text comments or respond with another video online 
to ARC, and then ARC can improve the quality of its videos. So YouTube is a very 
important interactive training channel.  
 
At last, ARC has several other social media channels to connect and interact with 
ordinary people, such as LinkedIn and Ammado (which is a website to encourage 
people donate to non-profit organizations and share their stories). 
 
Besides above official social media actions, ARC encourages its employees to use 
social media not only in their work, but also in their daily life. Then its employees 
can use social media tools to communicate with their friends talking about ARC, and 
their interactions are part of the ARC’s social media activities. ARC institutes a 
series of rules to conduct their posts and activities. For example, when ARC 
employees tell stories or share their opinions about it through their personal social 
media tools, ARC wants its employees to use disclaimers, be transparent, be accurate, 
be considerate, respect copyright laws, tell ARC about their blogs, be generous, be a 
good blogger, respect work commitments and uphold the fundamental principles, but 
not to reveal confidential information. (Wendy Harman, 2009) 
 

5.3.3 Return of ARC’s social media strategy 

Now ARC has more than 90 thousand fans on Facebook. On Twitter, the account 
RedCross has 30 thousand followers and it is following 14,660 persons. These data 
is much less than Starbucks and Dell, but it still indicates that more and more people 
pay attention to ARC now. Moreover, ARC uses social media to correct 
misinformation successfully and share stories, and it is able to track people’s 
conversation trends. For instance, after people donate their blood, they often post 
their donation stories online, and it is like advertisement to increase blood donations. 
Through using social media, ARC finds that most of people are passionate and 
positive to help others, and then ARC can engage them and train them to have skills 
for life’s emergencies on big platform. Therefore, ARC uses social media to build 
better relationships with people than before. 
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6. Result 

After analysis of the three cases, including Starbucks, Dell and American Red Cross, 
their social media strategies have some common features. Although they have 
different goals to reach with social media, their basic concept is to design interactive 
strategy to connect and communicate with their target groups. Social media is a 
two-way channel between various organizations and their customers. Because of the 
natural feature of social media which is interaction, it is the best choice to be used to 
create or enhance interaction with customers. Now more and more people are on the 
Internet and use social media in their work and daily life, but different people use 
different social media tools. So organizations should choose appropriate tools to 
interact with their target groups better. 
 
Before designing the interactive strategy with social media, organizations should be 
clear about their target groups and determine their brands position in the field. 
Otherwise, they would use social media for uncertain objectives, and they would not 
know who should be connected with and how to connect with. Because most people 
are using social media and they are using different tools now. As for-profit 
companies, Starbucks and Dell are very clear about their target groups. Starbucks 
produces coffee and fosters special coffee culture, so it wants to attract more 
customers, especially young and working people. These people use most of current 
social media tools, so Starbucks uses as many social media tools as possible to 
attract people’s attention. Dell’s customers are also very general, and they could be 
personal and family customers, could be other companies too. And then Dell initiates 
its different versions of official blogs for different kinds of customers and audience. 
Dell positions itself as the leader in computing industry; hence it also uses many 
other social media tools to establish its leadership in the market. As a non-profit 
organization, the American Red Cross defines its target group as the people who are 
suffering and victims of devastating natural disasters in the United States, and now it 
expands its services to target people who want to prepare for life’s emergencies 
beforehand. Therefore, ARC chooses the most popular social media tools and some 
community websites, such as Ammado. 
 
When designing the interactive strategy with social media, the first thing is to listen 
to the voice of target group. After defining the target group and positioning, finding 
the target group and listening to them is prerequisite. There are lots of conversations 
on the Internet, so organizations should listen to the online conversations and find 
who are talking about them, what they are interested in and which social media tools 
they are using. 
 
After understanding the target group’s thoughts, organizations can analyze the 
current situation and set up their goals of social media strategies. Of course, 
for-profit companies have different goals from non-profit organizations. There are 
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some possible goals for for-profit companies to use social media (Chris Brogan, 
2008): 
 Increase their customer base; 
 Generate their leadership in the relevant industry; 
 Drive their sales or implement sales online; 
 Build their brand awareness; 
 Rebuild their brand image and reputation (such as Dell); 
 Make money from the content of social media; 
 Establish thought leadership; 
 Educate their customers; 
 Make customer join the development of their products or services; 
 Reach new channels of customers; 
 Improve internal communication in their companies; 
 Improve customer’s satisfaction; 
 Reduce the costs of their services. 

 
Compared with for-profit companies, the goals of social media strategy of non-profit 
organizations are simpler, and they are as follows: 
 Build their brand awareness, and increase organizational transparency; 
 Educate target groups; 
 Join conversations to interact with people directly and instantly; 
 Reach new channels of people; 
 Improve their internal communication. 

 
Afterwards, companies and organizations can choose proper blogs and communities 
or other social media tools to allocate their resources for the best ROI. Blogs can 
publish news and share stories actively. Twitter can post headlines of news to answer 
the question “what are you doing now”, which should be less than 140 words per 
tweet. Facebook is a general social network website, and it has many functions to 
build and maintain good relationships with others. YouTube is the most popular 
video website, and it is very suitable to share experience and build brand awareness. 
Non-profit organizations can use YouTube channel to upload training videos to 
educate people. Communities can initiate discussions and interact with people 
directly and instantly. In other words, different social media tools have different 
usages. Companies and organizations should choose and join in the tools that matter 
to them, and there is no need to waste time and energy in so many social media tools 
that are not relevant to them. 
 
According to the Table 3, we can see that Starbucks, Dell and the American Red 
Cross use some common social media tools, including the most popular tools: 
Twitter, Facebook, Flickr and YouTube Channel. Because of their different goals, 
they also use other social media tools. For instance, both Starbucks and Dell use idea 
collecting social website in order to engage customers in their innovation; both Dell 
and ARC build their official blogs to publish and interact with people directly; Dell 
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also uses DellWikiTM to help people add their own input about Dell, because of the 
complexity of Dell’s products and services; ARC also uses some special social 
networks for non-profit organizations to attract people’s attention and donation; 
Starbucks creates three different online communities to support the charity, 
humanitarian organizations and environment protection. All of them want to show 
their social responsibility in order to build credible relationship with people. 
 

Table 3: Comparison of different social media tools used in the three cases: 
Starbucks, Dell and the American Red Cross (ARC) 

Different Social 
media tools 

Starbucks Dell ARC 

Blogs No official blogs Direct2Dell, Dell 
Channel Blog, Dell 
Shares, Inside 
Enterprise IT, 
Education Blog, 
Dell TechCenter 

Red Cross Blog, 
Chapter Blogs and 
Youth Blogs 

Micro-blogging Twitter Twitter Twitter 
Social networks Facebook Facebook Facebook 

 LinkedIn LinkedIn 
Photo sharing Flickr Flickr Flickr 
Video sharing YouTube Channel YouTube Channel YouTube Channel 
Bookmark and 
share 

Share button SHARE button SHARE button 

Community (STARBUCKS)RED, 
StarbucksTM Shared 
PlanetTM, Starbucks 
V2V 

Forums, Groups Disaster Online 
Newsroom 

Idea collecting 
social website 

MyStarbucksIdea.com IdeaStorm.com  

Podcasts   “Cross the Globe” 
Podcast 

Wikis  DellWikiTM  
Non-profit 
organizations 
social networks 

  Good2gether, 
Ammado, Social 
Vibe,  

 
Develop the content strategy is the key step of the whole process. After finding out 
the target groups and choosing social media tools, how to interact with them and 
make them engage in the conversations is the next important thing. Success in social 
media depends on the quality of content. Content is king. It is about engaging people 
to join the interaction actively. Only interesting and trustworthy content can inspirit 
people to like to be part of the conversations and then they are not willing to be 
passive bystanders any longer. Since the key is interactive content, after companies 
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and organizations publish the content with good quality and then they should 
monitor the response of target groups. Positive responses can be part of 
word-of-mouth marketing, but when negative responses appear, companies and 
organizations should react to them as soon as possible in order to decrease the 
negative impacts. For the for-profit companies, the interactions are business online 
conversations, but they cannot just publish advertisement or promotion directly. 
Using social media is to build trustworthy relationships with customers and 
understand what they need. Direct advertisement and promotion will make 
customers doubt the truth of them, maybe bring more negative responses. 
 
Interacting with customers and understand customers’ needs can decrease the 
possibilities of Black Swan events. When Black Swan events happen, the damage to 
business and brand is very extreme. Making good use of social media can collect 
different ideas from different persons, so it will consider more aspects and elements 
and reduce the emergencies of Black Swan events. 
 
According to the study of the long tail theory, we can find that most people have 
their own likes and dislikes, and sometimes they are different from normal needs. 
Before the emergence of social media, they do not have a platform to express. Now 
social media provides the places to speak out. Companies have the opportunity to 
hear it and maybe make it come true. For example, Starbucks has its own website 
MyStarbucksIdea.com, and Dell has the website IdeaStorm.com. Both of them are 
used to drive people’s innovation and share their own opinions about the current 
products or services. These actions can help companies to improve the 
rationalization of their business. 
 
At last, companies and organizations should conduct the interaction with customers 
and measure the return of social media investment. The first step of designing social 
media strategy is to set up goals, so in the end companies and organizations should 
measure the return and check whether their goals are reached or not. Measurement of 
social media can be realized to compare the number of blogs, posts, tweets, videos 
and photos where the brand or the companies and organizations are mentioned.  
 
There is some software which can be used to track the engagement of different social 
media tools. For example, Dell uses Radian6 for social media tracking and is 
working on developing new program related to managing overall workflow and 
management. (Richard Binhammer, 2008) Through using Radian6, the user can set 
up some topics with keywords, which can include names of brand, company, product, 
service, competitor, campaign or anything else that requires monitoring. After setting 
up the topics, Radian6 can track and collect all content relevant to the topics 
automatically. It monitors all forms of social media including blogs, top video 
sharing and social networking sites, forums, opinion and review sites, image sharing 
sites, microblogging sites, online mainstream media and other sites as they become 
available. (Cosmin Ghiu, 2008) Radian6 supports to export data and analysis using 
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various formats to be used in companies’ reports. 
 
It is regretful that there is no direct evidence to prove the relation between the usage 
of social media and companies’ revenue. According to the engagement report of 
using social media published by Wetpaint/Altimeter Group (July 2009), companies 
that are both deeply and widely engaged in social media surpass their peers in terms 
of both revenue and profit performance by a significant difference. Although there is 
no quantitative proof, using social media is worthy and profitable with qualitative 
evidence. 
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7. Discussion 

The purpose of this paper is to answer the question: how to design an interactive 
strategy with the use of social media for different kinds of organizations, including 
for-profit companies and non-profit organizations. After analyzing three case studies 
of Starbucks Coffee Company, Dell Computer Corporation and the American Red 
Cross, I conclude six steps to design an interactive social media strategy: 
1. Define the target group and determine the position in the industry; 
2. Find the target group online and listen to their voice; 
3. Set up goals of social media strategy; 
4. Choose appropriate social media tools; 
5. Develop a content strategy; 
6. Measure the return of social media strategy. 
 
There are some shortcomings during my analysis. I choose Starbucks and Dell as the 
representatives of for-profit companies, and they are very successful companies to 
use social media. But I did not study other companies which used social media 
unsuccessfully, so I could not find out the disadvantages of using social media and 
the reason for why they did not succeed. Also Starbucks and Dell are young 
companies, and they are willing to try new technologies. There are many other old 
traditional companies, and they are in the traditional industries. They are very 
cautious to use new technologies, so designing an interactive social media strategy 
for them is more difficult than for young companies. 
 
There is another part which needs further research, and it is the systematic 
quantitative measurement of social media. Nowadays, most of companies want to 
find out how to do the systematic quantitative measurement of social media, but they 
are not successful till now. Looking for the proof of the direct relation between using 
social media and companies’ revenue or profits is also very hard and needs further 
research. If we can find out the computing formula of the ROI of using social media, 
then we can make better use of social media. 
 
In the end, social media is a new technology and it is a two-way channel to change 
people’s life and the way of marketing extremely. It gets more and more attention 
now, and there is lots of research work to do about it. 
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