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1. Has your company hugged its messages delivered through traditional media.
bloggers today? However, pressure for increased accountability at

firms is necessitating better targeting of promotion-
al dollars. The Chief Executive Officer (CEO) of

In recent years, marketing to the customer has ' - )
Emarketer echoes this sentiment by noting that,

become increasingly challenging as the number of

available products and services across industries has [Now that] customers are armed with iPods, TiVo
grown significantly while, at the same time, mar- machines, Blackberries, search engines, broad-
keting tactics and customer touch points have pro- band connections, spam filters, and a variety of
liferated. The continuing fragmentation of media other digital technologies, they have gained un-
and information overload has led customers to precedented control over the media and content
become less and less interested in companies’ brand to which they are exposed. As a result, marketers

are facing an increasingly complex web of chal-
- lenges, including media fragmentation, excessive
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E-mail addresses: tanuja@niu.edu (T. Singh), commercial clutter and a growing resistance
Liza_veron-jackson@colpal.com (L. Veron-Jackson), among customers towards marketing messages
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This sentiment is also shared in a Yankelovich
Partners study (Business Wire, 2005) which found
that almost 60% of U.S. customers find marketing to
be irrelevant for them personally. Perhaps even
more importantly, almost 70% are interested in
products and services that would help block mar-
keting attempts. Somewhat ironically, the same
study also found that customers respond more
favorably to marketing when they have control over
what they see, when they see it, whether it can be
personalized to fit their needs, and when they can
be active participants in the marketing process.
Essentially, people may not be averse to marketing
messages when they can control their delivery and
format, and when the messages are personally
meaningful to them.

Marketing in most developed economies is no
longer just about marketing a product or a brand;
it is about marketing a feeling, and having the
customer’s experience the product or brand. Since
marketing revolves around an emotional connec-
tion, much of the media today builds on the cus-
tomer’s experience in the marketing message,
whether it’s in traditional media or technology-
driven media. For example, companies like Visa
(Life takes Visa campaign), MasterCard (Priceless
campaign), and American Express (My Life. My Card.
campaign) build on life experiences and moments in
time that evoke a positive connection with the
message and the brand. In technology-driven media,
this may sometimes translate into viral marketing:
the spread of a message, either positive or negative,
from one person to another. The primary driving
force behind these changes is that marketers are
cognizant of the power that customers exert, and
believe that strategies that capitalize on this power
are more likely to be successful (Elliott, 2006).

These changes in the marketplace have forced
firms to seek new opportunities to differentiate their
products and services. Often this means involving the
customer in the creation, delivery, and dissemination
of the brand message. Businesses must answer sev-
eral questions: Are ways to reach the target audience
in a more effective and time sensitive manner using
new kinds of media? Is there a medium that provides
more than a simple message directed at customers,
but which instead sends a message that engages them
and creates an interactive experience that is longer
lasting for both the firm and the customer? Finally, in
addition to addressing the needs of the customer, is
there a vehicle that can also deliver results to the
marketer in the form of better market intelligence,
and enhanced profits and loyalty?

This paper evaluates the potential of blogs, one
such new medium, from a firm’s perspective. The
term blog originates from the fusion of two separate

terms — web and log. Thus, a blog consists of an on-
line, web-based, chronologically organized entryona
multitude of subjects. The paper provides a brief
overview of the Web 2.0 technologies that are facili-
tating this change, and elaborates upon the role of
blogs in the marketing process for the company.
Because these technologies engage the customer
in the creation, delivery, and dissemination of
marketing messages, they can overcome customers’
resistance to traditional media. The paper traces
blogs’ origin and growth, addresses their impact on
marketing, evaluates their current and expected
roles, and concludes with suggestions for marketing
strategists.

2. The new Internet: Web 2.0 is here
to stay

The term Web 2.0 is attributed to Tim O’Reilly and
Dale Dougherty (O’Reilly, 2005). O’Reilly, the found-
er and CEO of O’Reilly Media, writes extensively
about Web 2.0 and its applications, and sponsors an
annual conference to explore it. Web 2.0 has been
described by O’Reilly as a “set of principles and
practices” that include looking at the web as a
“platform,” and aims at ‘‘harnessing collective
intelligence” (O’Reilly, 2005). While elaborating
on the differences between Web 1.0 and Web 2.0,
O’Reilly compares Britannica Online and Double-
Click, which are Web 1.0 tools, with Web 2.0 tools
like Wikipedia and Google AdSense. He notes that
Britannica Online and DoubleClick, while they were
pioneers in web services, were driven by a company-
centric model that did not foster customer partici-
pation. Web 2.0 tools, however, have changed the
focus from the company to the customer. Broadly,
Web 2.0 differs from Web 1.0 in that it is customer-
centric, user-generated, interactive and dynamic,
fosters community participation, and builds on col-
lective community intelligence. Blogs are one of the
leading tools in the next generation of the Internet
tools in Web 2.0. Specifically, social computing,
interactivity, and customer participation are central
to Web 2.0; other Web 2.0 tools include podcasts,
vodcasts, social networks (LinkedIn), search engines
(Google), and VOIP (Skype).

Charlene Li, an analyst for Forrester Research,
believes that Web 2.0 reflects the essence of a new
generation of marketing where technology is viewed
as empowering communities, not institutions
(Cooley, 2007). This new focus on the customer
was also demonstrated when Time magazine select-
ed the people who create user-driven content,
as ‘Person of the Year” for 2006. In making this
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selection, Time noted, ‘‘And for seizing the reins of
the global media, for founding and framing the new
digital democracy, for working for nothing and beat-
ing the pros at their own game, TIME’s Person of the
Year for 2006 is you’ (Grossman, 2006).

In essence, it is clear that recent advances in
technology have helped migrate the relationship
between the firm and the customer where the
customer occupies a central role, and technology
contributes to brand building by creating and sus-
taining a long-term relationship with the customer
who has become an active participant in the pro-
cess. Studies report that many of these new mar-
keting tools, such as blogs, e-mail marketing, and
search marketing, will occupy a significant percent-
age of marketers’ efforts and budgets in the coming
years. At the same time, many marketers do not feel
prepared to meet these challenges. For example,
Sherman and Weinberger (2006) report that less
than 20% of marketers surveyed by the marketing
agency Draft Chicago believe that their own indus-
tries are effectively managing the challenges that
face them. Therefore, while firms realize that the
mediascape has changed over time, they do not
believe their own industries have done an adequate
job of addressing the effects of this change.

There appears to be a gap between the potential
of the technologies that are available to build a
more personal relationship with the customer, and
the efficacy with which they are currently being
used. Marketers clearly need a better strategy to
reach these new, technology-savvy customers who
are more demanding and more vocal than before.
Ideally this new approach involves a customized
communication that engages the customer, builds
customer trust and loyalty, and leverages the Inter-
net by optimizing its potential for community build-
ing among customers. While these challenges are
not new to marketers, the speed at which this
change is occurring is forcing them to evaluate these
alternatives a lot faster than before.

3. The evolving promotional
landscape: Blogging for relevance

As noted earlier in this paper, marketing has evolved
from marketing a product or service to marketing a
feeling, and having the customer experience the
product or brand in such a way that the customer
remains engaged with that experience. This creates
a challenge for marketers whose promotional strat-
egies must incorporate a new reality where the
customer often desires a connection with the com-
pany or the brand on his or her own terms, and
frequently co-creates the experience. Often this

connection has to be personally meaningful to
the customer, especially if the company is to create
alonger-termrelationship with the customer. While
the idea of creating a loyal customer is not new to
marketing, the tools have certainly changed. In
fact, the proliferation of new media has proven
to be a double-edged sword for marketers. It has
provided marketers with the tools to better target
their most lucrative customers, while at the
same time it has made customers increasingly
powerful by providing them with tools that help
them take control of how they are targeted. For
example, customers can control and often
completely skip advertising and other promotional
tactics directed at them through traditional chan-
nels such as network TV. However, the same tech-
nology has also created opportunities for adifferent
kind of communication between the marketer and
the customer.

Communicating with the customer involves using
the many tools available to the firm, and targeting
them in an integrated manner so the message re-
mains focused, differentiated, and relevant. While
traditional tools such as TV, radio, print, and bill-
boards have become less effective, new tools have
emerged to supplement that media. Today an inte-
grated marketing communication campaign often
involves creating a buzz around the product or
service using new media. Scholars and practitioners
of marketing agree that this buzz may be as impor-
tant to the success or failure of the product or
service as the product or service is to itself (Dobele,
Toleman, & Beverland, 2005; Phelps, Lewis, David,
& Raman, 2004). To illustrate, viral marketing,
sometimes referred to as controlled infection
(Dobele et al., 2005, p. 143), is one way marketers
can create buzz around their product, service, or
idea. Research suggests this buzz is uniquely effec-
tive for customer persuasion, even when initial news
of an innovation may have been acquired via mass
media such as TV, print, or audio (Phelps et al.,
2004). From a social networking perspective, viral
marketing works because the originator of the virus
is able to convince and recruit others to the network
due to the personal nature of the communication.

Viewed within the context of integrated market-
ing communication, blogging can be viewed as a
form of viral marketing because it also uses social
networks, user-generated content, and interactivi-
ty to spread the message. It shares several advan-
tages with viral marketing, from low cost to
voluntary customer participation. Dobele and
colleagues (2005) describe several characteristics
of a good viral marketing campaign, including that it
should be fun and intriguing, well targeted, and
originating from a credible source. In that sense
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blogging is similar to viral marketing. However,
blogging is more enduring, and possibly more effec-
tive because, unlike viral marketing, which is gen-
erally unidirectional with a limited life span,
blogging is interactive, dynamic, and has a longer
life span. Corporate blogs, for example, can contin-
ue ad infinitum, and blogging about a firm and its
products and services can be an integral part of the
long-term integrated marketing communications
strategy for a company.

It is not surprising that blogs have quickly become
a major force in the new generation of marketing.
Most researchers and industry experts believe that
blogs are now an important part of a sound market-
ing strategy. As of December 27, 2006, Technorati
tracked 63.2 million blogs, which points to the
significance of this new medium in today’s digitally
connected world. A Business Week article notes that

You cannot afford to close your eyes to them,
because they’re. . .the most explosive outbreak in
the information world since the Internet itself.
And they’re going to shake up just about every
business. Blogs are not a business elective.
They’re a prerequisite. (Baker & Green, 2005,
p. 56)

The vast majority of bloggers are individuals who
blog about everything from political issues to tech-
nology trends. However, the primary focus of this
paper is on business firms and how they can use
blogging in conjunction with other technology-driv-
en media such as podcasts, Really Simple Syndica-
tion (RSS), and interactive videos to support their
integrated marketing communications strategies. It
is important to note that since corporate blogs are
often directed at individuals, a discussion of corpo-
rate blogs requires an understanding of customers’
relationships with blogs and their reaction to them.
Companies such as General Motors, IBM, Sun Micro-
systems, Microsoft, GE, Home Depot, Guinness,
Honda, and Southwest Airlines, to name just a
few, are embracing this medium as a communication
platform with individual customers and other stake-
holders. Before one can understand how blogs work,
however, it is important to review how this medium
has evolved.

3.1. How blogs began

The early applications of blogging were primarily in
the business realm. They were originally used in the
late 1990s as web-based project management tools
for technology-based organizations. The purpose
was to facilitate collaboration among various func-
tional areas within an organization. Since then blog-
ging has continued to evolve, and has gained

considerable popularity as a result of growing Inter-
net usage.

Companies such as Pyra Labs and Userland were
some of the earliest entrants in the blogging space.
Pyra Labs launched Blogger in 1999, which was
acquired by Google in 2003. What made early blog-
ging particularly attractive was that users did not
need a technical background to engage in blogging.
In fact, they did not need to know HTML or even own
a computer to blog; they simply needed to have
access to a computer. In addition, because many
blogging tools were server-based, users did not have
to install anything on their computers. This ease of
creation and use contributed to the growth in blogs
by individuals. The acquisition of Blogger by Google
added further legitimacy to the practice and to the
business model itself (Stone, 2004).

As blogs gained widespread usage and recognition,
the terminology related to them also became main-
stream. The Oxford dictionaries added the words web
log, web logging, and web logger to the dictionary in
2003, and today blogis a legitimate word, defined as a
web site on which an individual or group of users
produce an ongoing narrative. Marken (2005) refers
to blogs as a collective conversation; it is similar to a
message board or Internet posting, but goes beyond
that since it facilitates conversation by enabling
individuals who blog on behalf of firms or on their
own to post comments and link to other blogs.

Despite the wide variety, blogs do have some
common elements. These include comments (com-
ments that a reader adds), categories (subjects that
the entry discusses), trackbacks (links to other sites
that also discuss the entry), and permalinks (per-
manent URLs to individual posts). For example, a
permalink is what another blogger will use to refer
to an article or send a link to a story in an e-mail
message. These elements provide continuity and
facilitate the on-going collective conversation.

3.2. Why blogs are important

Even for technology experts, statistics on blogging
may be somewhat surprising. The blogosphere,
which is the term for the collection of all blogs on
the Internet, is made up of more than 60 million
individual blogs, and the number is growing daily
(Murphy, 2006). There are approximately 50,000—
70,000 blogs launched every day, with 29,100 up-
dates every hour (Martin, 2005). Approximately 90%
are U.S.-based (Martin, 2005), although blogs are
also gaining momentum in the UK, across Europe,
and in Asia, particularly in China despite recent
attempts to regulate content.

A report by Pew Research (2005) describes
how readers used political blogs during the 2004
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elections. About 9% of Internet users reported hav-
ing read political blogs either frequently or occa-
sionally during the campaign. Another Pew Research
report (Scheffler, 2006) found that the number of
adult blog readers is 40%, which compares well with
the size of the nation’s talk radio audience, and is
about 20% the size of the newspaper-reading popu-
lation. With approximately 73% of U.S. adults using
the Internet at home, work, or another location, it is
not surprising that blogging has become another way
for people to connect in this digitally savvy world
(Fox, 2006; Madden, 2006). Significantly, the youn-
ger generation is clearly more digitally connected;
88% of Americans aged 12—29 are online, while only
32% of people over the age of 65 are online (Fox,
2006). This easy access to technology is also fueling
the growth in blogs and blogging activities.

Jonathan Schwartz, Chief Operating Officer
(COO0) of Sun Microsystems, notes that one of the
biggest advantages of blogging is that it “lets you
participate in communities you want to cultivate”
(Schwartz, 2005, p. 30). That is the premise and
promise of the basic framework for blogging: the
ability to cultivate relevant communities. Clearly,
individuals are much more comfortable using
blogs as a place to express their opinions and read
about the opinions of others, including those held by
businesses.

There are six ways in which blogging can provide a
means to cultivate communities that are critical to a
firm’s success. First, firms that use blogs are finding
that it provides them a new way to stay relevant to
their customers. GM acknowledges that a key func-
tion of blogs for GM is *“to keep the 97-year old
company culturally relevant” (DeFelice, 2006b).
For example, in April 2007 GM’s North American
President, Troy Clarke, met with a group of bloggers
to discuss the latest lineup of cars from Chevrolet in
the same way he would have met with other journal-
ists. Thisillustrates the relevance of blogging to GM’s
integrated marketing communications strategy.

Second, since differentiation is one of the key
drivers to companies’ interest in blogs, marketers
can use blogs to address the challenges arising from
changing media dynamics. A Draft Chicago survey of
Fortune 1000 Chief Marketing Officers (CMOs) found
that marketers are adjusting their marketing model
to address changes in customer behavior and trends
in information access (Sherman & Weinberger,
2006). Results suggest that 77% of CMOs use data
to segment and personalize their interaction with
customers, and more than 60% have increased both
the level of personalization and the level of custom-
ization of interactions with their customers. Blogs
afford marketers the ability to achieve these ob-
jectives with relative ease, and the data collected

from such personalization can be a valuable tool for
future marketing efforts and continuing dialog with
the customer.

Garmin, the market navigation company, is a
perfect example of blogging for differentiation.
By featuring news stories of users who range from
novice users to aviation experts, Garmin’s blogs are
an information source for its users, and do not
simply pitch points for its products. For example,
Garmin’s blogs discuss topics ranging from bike
racing tips for outdoor enthusiasts to NASCAR
events. The product mention is made within the
context of the main story, whether it is bike racing
or other outdoor activities. By being relevant, in-
teresting, and current, the Garmin blog provides a
reason for its users to subscribe.

Third, blogs provide a way to bridge the genera-
tional gap. Younger customers who are technology
savvy are often skeptical of marketers’ overt at-
tempts to sell to them. However, 71% of 16-34 year
olds in the U.S. have participated in a blogging
activity, and they are three times more likely than
people 35-49 to manage or write their own blog.
These blogs can provide marketers with an unadul-
terated look at the likes and dislikes of Gen-Next
customers (Universal McCann, 2006). Perhaps even
more importantly, while blogging activities for the
younger group involve discussing pop culture and
personal information, the older bloggers use the
blogosphere to discuss, share, and analyze every-
thing from the political climate to product informa-
tion, which is information marketers can use. The
Southwest Airlines blog, which attracts a wide
assortment of readers, ranging from college students
to retired army officers, is an example of how a well-
written and interesting blog can create passion about
a brand, irrespective of the age of the audience.
Furthermore, just as with other media, firms can
segment their blogging audience by writing multiple
blogs focusing upon specific target markets.

Fourth, blogs are used by thought leaders to share
their expertise and experiences with interested
people. Many leading consultants, writers, and aca-
demics share their expertise via blogs, providing
readers with the most current information in their
respective fields. Thought leaders such as Tom Pe-
ters, Charlene Li, Guy Kawasaki, and Seth Godin are
some of the well-recognized names in the blogo-
sphere. Thought leaders within firms can discuss
their views about relevant issues in the firm and
provide opportunities for internal communications.
This individualized communication emanating from
a person, rather than from the firm, makes the
communication seem more human when compared
to a faceless corporate communication that is often
perceived as distant and impersonal.
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Fifth, blogs are global by nature. Publishing a blog
provides a global platform for firms to reach a world
audience. An increasing percentage of blogs origi-
nate from diverse points around the globe. Japanese
(37%) and English (36%) are currently the two pre-
dominant blog languages, followed by Mandarin
Chinese (8%). The democratization and globaliza-
tion of blogs is also evident in the fact that non-
Western languages have been quick to occupy the
blogosphere; Farsi recently moved up to the 10th
most popular language, bumping Dutch to the num-
ber 11 spot.

Finally, because blogs provide an opportunity for
ordinary people to voice their opinions, they enable
firms to see their organizations from the viewpoint
of the customer. Firms that allow customers to
communicate directly with them can get a deeper
understanding of their customers’ likes, dislikes,
interests, and concerns. This provides marketers
with an opportunity to respond or address custom-
ers’ comments, while setting the expectation that
their opinion will result in a better product, service,
or brand in the long run.

In summary, blogs are conceptually similar to
other channels, like print, video, audio, and so
on. However, the interactivity inherent in blogs
allows for a higher level of connectedness with
the customer. In that sense, blogs have a better
ability to manage customer relations, facilitate in-
ternal collaboration, aid knowledge management,
improve media relations, and test new ideas for
products and services.

Surprisingly, when examined from an organiza-
tional performance perspective, little if any re-
search has been done on how blogs might affect
performance. Firms such as Market 1Q are beginning
to develop better matrices for measuring the impact
of blogs relative to traditional media. For example,
Market 1Q’s matrix claims to distinguish between
high traffic versus high impact blogs, a critical
distinction for firms. Other firms such as Bazzarvoice
and Buzzmatrix also offer measurement tools, but
the relationship between blogs and specific perfor-
mance measures has not been clearly established,
and rigorous studies on the impact of blogs are
relatively rare. If firms expect to benefit from the
true potential of blogs, the next step should be to
link blogging with performance measures such as
customer satisfaction, customer complaint behav-
ior, and market research.

3.3. Blogs and their marketing potential
As noted earlier, blogs exist for a multitude of

categories and topics. There are informal and per-
sonal blogs, informational blogs, corporate blogs,

and mobile blogs. The following discussion relates
specifically to corporate blogs or blogs that are used
as part of company strategy. Corporate blogs add
value to the communication chain both internally
and for public/customer communications. From
providing top-down (from the CEO) and bottom-up
(from employees) communications, to fostering
communication between the marketer and the cus-
tomer, blogs have a multitude of objectives. Some
are geared towards gaining marketing intelligence,
while others provide an on-going dialog between the
customer and the marketer. It is important for firms
to clearly delineate the specific objectives for blogs
within their own context in order to better evaluate
their impact. Broadly, blogs can be used by firms in
the manner outlined below.

3.3.1. Blogs as marketing communication

tools

Research suggests that customers value a unique,
more personalized message, and marketers contin-
ue to seek opportunities that will deliver that mes-
sage in innovative and interesting ways. Blogs offer
firms the ability to connect with customers in a
unique and personalized manner where everything
from brand promotions to new product ideas can be
effectively communicated. GM is an excellent ex-
ample of blogging to improve marketing communi-
cations. For example, GM has several different
categories of blogs, including the Fastlane blog,
FYI Blog, Cadillac Drivers blog, and GM tuner source.
Each is strategically geared toward a different au-
dience. The Fastlane blog, about cars and trucks, is
where GM leaders discuss their opinions and provide
feedback. The GM tuner blog, on the other hand,
discusses racing and other events where GM prod-
ucts may be featured. The Cadillac blog is the *'story
of two engineers who test drive the new Cadillac
CTS all over the world” (www.gmblogs.com). A
quick scan of these blogs and opinions posted at
the blogsite reveals the very targeted nature of GM’s
blogs.

The growing dollars funding this new media sug-
gest that many marketers already recognize blogs
as a legitimate marketing vehicle. A study by PQ
Media, a provider of alternative advertising and
market research, estimates that the combined
spending for blogs, podcasts, and RSS advertising
rose 198% in 2005 to reach $20.4 million, and spend-
ing was expected to increase an additional 145% in
2006. In addition, blog advertising, which was esti-
mated in 2005 to be $16.6 million, is expected to
reach $300.4 million by 2010 (PQ Media, 2006).

Still, less than 5% of Fortune 1000 companies
currently use blogs strategically, although this num-
ber is expected to triple in next two years (DeFelice,
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2006a). Most companies allocate very little of their
media budget to new technologies, including elec-
tronic media, and therefore may be ignoring the
potential of this promising tool (Woffington, 2006).

3.3.2. Passive or limited applications

The level of usage and the strategy behind blogs are
as varied as the firms themselves. While firms use
blogs for internal communications and market re-
search, business applications of blogs range from
limited to tactical to strategic. Again, firms need to
assess which use is the most rewarding and relevant
given their own context and marketing objectives.
Firms simply seeking what others are currently say-
ing about their brand or product, or about competi-
tive products in other blogs, can be classified as
limited or passive use companies. Limited use com-
panies recognize the value of word-of-mouth and
customer feedback, and use this knowledge to stay
relevant to the customer. These companies may
utilize various sources, including blogs, replies to
blog entries, customer review sites, and message
boards to gain customer insight.

For example, Playboy Entertainment Group gath-
ers information from user sources like Yahoo.com
groups about customer likes and dislikes. Dixie Re-
tail Business utilizes the Internet through the spon-
sorship of a weekly Internet radio show called
MommyCast. This provides the company with unfil-
tered feedback on its product lines, which in turn
helps redefine product attributes. According to the
director of marketing at a San Francisco consulting
firm, this type of customer insight provides market-
ers with an opportunity to learn about its customers
in real time (Sherman & Weinberger, 2006). While
these companies and others like them do not have
their own corporate blogs, they utilize blogs in
conjunction with other resources to gain valuable
customer insight.

3.3.3. Tactical applications
Companies that use blogs as a marketing tool to
specifically drive traffic to their site, or as a promo-
tional tactic, can be classified as tactical use com-
panies. This category includes companies such as
Budget Rent A Car, Honda, and Guinness (Marken,
2005; Smith, 2006). For example, the Budget Rent A
Car company blog enables users to post stories of
travels and adventures while also offering them the
ability to register for gifts and other promotional
offerings. This type of blog clearly uses the medium
in an integrative manner, but also links customers
with specific promotional events.

Most tactical use companies have corporate-
sponsored blogs but, unlike user-generated blogs,
these are used to increase awareness of their brand

or to drive traffic for specific promotional events.
For example, Budget Rent A Car launched a promo-
tional blog called Up Your Budget in October 2005.
The specific objective of this blog was to drive
traffic and create excitement around the promo-
tion, and Budget was very successful in its strategy
(Nudd, 2006). Vespa, the Italian moped manufac-
turer, is yet another company utilizing blogs in a
tactical manner. Many of Vespa’s customers, who
are passionate about the company and its products,
blog on the company site to offer an insider’s look at
the product. Their posts add legitimacy to the brand
because the blog is user-generated. This helps other
customers identify with Vespa, and helps to spread
news about new products. These companies expect
to gain customer insight, build brand loyalty, and
generate buzz about their products, brands, and
promotional activities as customers share their
opinions with other customers.

3.3.4. Strategic applications
Strategic-use companies use blogs as a true interac-
tive vehicle, which is driven by senior management
and reaches across functional areas. These compa-
nies use blogs for internal communication, external
communication and feedback, to conduct market
research, initiate customer communication, gather
competitive intelligence, generate new product
ideas, and supplement promotional efforts. The
true value of blogs as a business tool is most evident
in strategic application companies. Strategic-use
companies recognize that insights gained through
these tools provide valuable information on custom-
ers, markets, competition, and trends. These com-
panies value the ability of blogs to allow them
to share information with the customer, garner
feedback and respond to customer concerns, gain
competitive intelligence, and drive product devel-
opment. All these exercises are geared toward
building brand loyalty and customer connectedness.
General Motors, Boeing, Microsoft, Southwest
Airlines, and Garmin are some of the companies
using blogs in this manner. General Motors’ blog,
written by GM Vice Chairman Bob Lutz, is often used
as an example of what a good corporate blog should
look, sound, and read like. According to Michael
Wiley, Director of New Media for General Motors,
*“GM isn’t always considered to be on the forefront
of cultural trends. . .by getting in at the forefront of
acommunication trend. . .being a part of that kind of
gives you a fresh image” (Dizon, 2005). In a similar
manner, Ken Levy, product manager for Visual Studio
Tools Ecosystem (a Microsoft company), uses his blog
to discuss the latest news, information, and trends
for developers who build add-ins for the firm’s
products. The blog provides links to relevant events
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and tools that may be of interest to his community of
users. Ken’s Microsoft connection is relevant only
within the context of the discussion, and does not
overshadow the discussion of the product. Other
companies clearly have similar objectives, as evi-
denced by the number of employees who blog on
behalf of their employers, and by the number of
blogs that are read by the final customer. About
2,000 employees of Sun Microsystems are involved
in blogging where managers and developers post
about everything from company culture to product
news (Bulkeley, 2006).

4. Making blogs work for you

It is clear from the number and types of companies
utilizing blogs that there are definite benefits to be
gained from blogging. So it is somewhat surprising
that less than 5% of Fortune 1000 companies cur-
rently use blogs strategically. While several reasons
could account for this apparent reluctance, one
which has been discussed at some length is the
perceived risk of blogging. However, as with any
media vehicle, the key is to understand and weigh
the benefits with the risks, while at the same time
recognizing that, when managed effectively, blogs
can be a valuable addition to the company’s overall
marketing strategy. Advantages of using blogs in-
clude real information that translates to timely
market research, brand loyalty, product develop-
ment ideas, better targeting, and ease of use at a
low cost. Challenges include the loss of control, the
on-going resource requirements, and the risk of
creating negative publicity.

4.1. Why companies should blog

4.1.1. Real information and valuable market
research
Many users of corporate blogs cite the unfiltered
nature of blogs as a key benefit. Blogs appear to
humanize a faceless business, and give customers
insight into the company. Furthermore, a well-de-
signed blog also gives the company insight into the
customer and his or her thinking. More importantly,
since many blogs are anonymous and the postings
are almost always unsolicited, the information that
most people provide is candid and uncensored. This
unfiltered look at the customer is perhaps the big-
gest advantage for the marketer. In addition, the
interactive nature of blogs allows a company to
participate in its own market research, and to re-
spond to feedback provided by the customers.

As for generating negative publicity, it is
important to realize that, with the availability of

electronic media, people will share comments about
their experiences with a company regardless of the
existence of a blog. If these comments can be
solicited and responded to in a company-sponsored
blog, the company can better control or manage the
information. More importantly, it can respond to
appropriate criticism or accolades in a fast and
effective manner. For example, consumer-generat-
ed online word of mouth is obviously one area
that firms would like to measure more accurately
in order to understand opinions, attitudes, and
motivations of their customers. The recent acquisi-
tion of Cymfony by TNS Media Intelligence, a firm
that used to be primarily in the traditional media
expenditure measurement business, is an example
of how firms are realizing the market research
potential of blogging.

4.1.2. Brand loyalty
Blogs can play a significant role in engaging the
customer through on-going communications, which
in turn can help support brand loyalty. Because blogs
tend to be time-sensitive and driven by customer-
defined interactions, the message involves the cus-
tomer, and is relevant to the customer. Customers
use blogs to reflect their brand experience, both bad
and good. Firms can empower customers by en-
abling them to have a role in the product or brand.
This in turn can help build loyalty by providing them
with a feeling of ownership in the brand (Nardini,
2005; Woffington, 2006). From a competitive stand-
point, blogging, when done right, can show a cus-
tomer that the company cares about its products
and its customers. This, too, strengthens the com-
pany’s image and helps build loyalty and trust.
Ultimately, blogs are valuable for companies that
care about their customers’ reactions irrespective
of the company’s size or the type of the industry in
which the firm competes. For small companies, such
as Denali Ice Cream or Stonyfield Farms, blogging
helps strengthen their core competency, meaning
their reputation as manufacturers of quality (Dena-
li) or organic (Stonyfield) products. For larger com-
panies, such as Honda and Microsoft, blogging
humanizes the corporation. In both of these instan-
ces the company can build brand loyalty and get one
step closer to its customers.

4.1.3. Targeting

Corporate blogs are ideal for targeting, as the cus-
tomer has already been segmented and, in some
cases, has already expressed an interest in the
product. As a result, many marketers currently
target customers and users via blogs to fine tune
their product or communication message (DeFelice,
2006a). GM’s Michael Wiley states, “When we feel
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we need to get a direct response out there, we’ve
certainly got this bully pulpit to some extent.. .it’sa
place where we can talk directly to people unfil-
tered” (Dizon, 2005). Further targeting can come in
the form of using blogs in conjunction with other
technology-driven media, such as iPods and cell
phones. Just as people are able to define what news
feeds and e-mail alerts they receive, the same level
of selectivity can exist for blogs.

4.1.4. Relative ease and efficiency

Blogs make it easy to share knowledge and experi-
ence among employees, customers, and markets. As
discussed earlier, blogs provide a relatively easy
portal, whether for the dissemination of informa-
tion or receiving feedback. Likewise, establishing
and managing a blog is relatively easy. Many soft-
ware and related product companies now facilitate
the process for the startup, and provide extensive
monitoring of blogs and blog content.

As companies become more sophisticated in the
use of blogs, and better understand what is required
for the on-going management of the blog sites, the
cost of participation, data filtering, and analysis of
content will become more reasonable. Many com-
panies that currently utilize blogs believe the cus-
tomer insight gained is invaluable compared to the
relatively low investment.

4.2. Limitations of blogging

4.2.1. Lack of control and boundaries
There are differing opinions regarding the level of
blogging sophistication that exists today. Some still
believe that blogging is in its infancy, while others
believe that blogging is becoming commoditized as
more firms enter the blogosphere (Carter, 2006).
However, the relatively small percentage of compa-
nies that currently have a strategy to incorporate
blogging into their marketing tool kit seems to
contradict the view that the blogosphere is becom-
ing oversaturated. In fact, the small number of
corporate users may instead be an indication that
there is still fear of the unknown. While those who
currently utilize blogs find value in the unfiltered
information contained in blogs, many firms view the
lack of control and lack of boundaries as a challenge.
While positive and negative feedback arguably
provide insight, the anonymity of the negative feed-
back makes it difficult to evaluate the context in
which the critical comment was made. This makes it
hard to understand the true root of the problem.
Furthermore, some contend that the anonymity of a
blog does not allow a company to directly address
the negative feedback, although it does make them
aware of the concern. Some traditional marketers

believe that they have nothing to gain from custom-
er empowerment, and that blogging only results in
brand bashing (Murphy, 2006). Finally, marketers
have been accustomed to telling the customer the
message they want the customer to hear, rather
than the message the customer truly cares about.
This attitude sometimes makes it difficult to share
power with customers, which is a pre-requisite of
blogs and other customer-centric tools.

However a blogger who is truly engaged with a
company or brand often knows what the company is
doing, has an opinion about it, and can serve as a
valuable ally. Due to the speed at which information
is transmitted, marketers may sometimes feel they
are losing control of the message. In an electroni-
cally governed society where the customer feels
empowered, marketers have to accept that today’s
customers want to share their experiences with
each other and with the marketer. There is inherent
value in such interactions that must be harnessed
and not feared by the marketer.

4.2.2. Commitment and continuity
Because blogs are dynamic and the intent of a blog is
to be an interactive tool, not managing a blog
properly defeats the purpose, and sends a mixed
message to the customer. After soliciting feedback a
marketer will need to provide a timely response to
demonstrate that the blog is being used as a two-
way communication vehicle. Requesting feedback
and then not acting on it will certainly create a
negative perception of the company. Similarly,
while corporate blogs clearly identify the marketer,
the product, or the brand, using blogs as a form of
advertising may be challenging. If executed well, it
can be successful. However, if it is done poorly, the
company may alienate the customer or cause the
blog to be viewed as just another gimmick.

To illustrate, Nike successfully launched a blog as
a form of advertising, while both Mazda and Raging
Cow failed in their attempts to do so. What made
Nike’s efforts successful, while the other two were
unable to capitalize on this tool, can be understood
by looking at how these companies used their blogs.
Nike was candid and upfront about the blog, and
clearly identified that it was being used as a promo-
tion vehicle, while the other two companies estab-
lished blogs that were not credible as genuine blogs.
Today’s sophisticated customers recognize fake
blogs, and will respond to them much more nega-
tively than if the company clearly identifies the blog
as a promotional vehicle. Finally, to remain relevant
for the customers, company blogs need to be up-
dated regularly, and to provide information that is of
interest to their target audience. An old blog with no
updates can result in customer dissatisfaction and
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trigger his or her quick departure from the firm’s
radar screen.

5. The universe of blogs: Ensuring
your firm has a presence

All research seems to indicate that the use of blogs
will continue to grow as a communication tool.
According to Jason Goldman of Blogger, blogs are
a major factor in the growth of the Web (Baker &
Heather, 2005). A recent study conducted by the
American Association of Advertising Agencies also
reported that blogs were identified by 20% of the
respondents as the form of new media that will show
the greatest growth in the coming years; other
media forms identified by marketers included Inter-
net video (50.2%) and podcasting (29.6%). Because
the power of the blog resides not as much in profit-
ability as in the opportunity to share opinions,
information, and knowledge, the current blog boom
is unlikely to become a blog bubble. Venture firms
financed only $60 million in blog startups in 2006,
and the investment remains quite modest compared
to traditional media.

Nevertheless, although the blogging industry is
still relatively small, larger companies like Google,
Yahoo, and MSN are acquiring blogging firms. In
addition, companies like Technorati, Bazaarvoice,
BuzzMetrics, Market 1Q, and MicroPersuasion are
establishing platforms that support blogs, act as
data filters, and provide data mining and manage-
ment support. Bazaarvoice, for example, offers a
hosted way for businesses to analyze and manage
detailed customer product reviews. Another appli-
cation searches customer posts, which are placed
into an index; the index is then mined for brands or
concepts and feedback (Anfuso, 2006). If the cur-
rent trends continue, blogs are likely to become
another market research tool providing real
time feedback and performance measurement to
companies.

In addition to acceptance and use, one of the
biggest challenges for companies regarding blogs is
establishing a structure around the blogosphere to
determine if it is understanding the information,
obtaining the appropriate metrics to assess relevant
feedback, or accurately assessing the results. As
noted earlier, knowledge harvesting is a key compo-
nent of effectively utilizing blogs. Whether or not a
company elects to actively participate in or launch its
own corporate blog, resources should be allocated to
ensure that this vehicle can be used strategically.

In order to realize the full potential of blogs, firms
must first identify the specific objectives for which
its blogs are being created. It is also advisable to

establish a performance matrix for each objective
to evaluate whether or not blogs are achieving their
intended effects. For example, the objectives of
enterprise blogging are very different from those of
blogging for media relations. While each has its
place, it is important to understand that the ex-
pected outcomes for enterprise blogging are quite
different than those for media relations. The fol-
lowing discussion provides an overview of how firms
could use blogging for each of these activities.

5.1. Enterprise blogging

Blogs began as an internal communications tool, and
this facet of blogging will likely continue to grow as
it becomes more and more important to quickly
disseminate and exchange knowledge internally.
Specifically, there are several avenues in which
enterprise blogging can be used. Blogs’ dynamic
nature and the ability to customize the message
provide an opportunity for management to commu-
nicate with their teams easily and frequently. By
delivering the message in the first person rather
than in a corporate memo-type format, it is more
likely to be read. Blogs are more authentic because,
unlike company newsletters or memos, they are
able to link the opinion or the idea with a real
person. Blogs can also be effective as a means for
project coordination, and to share knowledge and
experiences with customers. They can help mini-
mize miscommunication, and offer the potential to
be the single application for corporate intranet.

5.2. Blogging and relationship building

The increasingly fragmented media has made the
task of the marketer a difficult one. Blogs, however,
can help alleviate some of the concerns that come
with traditional marketing. For example, blogs build
awareness and loyalty by engaging the customer in
co-creation of expectations and experience. Pur-
chasers of a product can read a blog about a product
before buying it, and post comments and engage
in discussion about the product; this personal
communication helps create an open and trust-
based conversation. Through this open dialogue, a
customer becomes an active participant, and can
feel good about a product or a brand, which will
likely lead to increased loyalty (Nardini, 2005).
Blogs also show that a company cares about its
customers and their opinions, particularly if the
company responds to customer opinions and con-
cerns quickly and honestly. Many believe that Micro-
soft manager Robert Scoble puts a personal touch in
this way on a company that some may view unfavor-
ably. Through his Scobleizer blogs he gives a human
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face to Microsoft (Nardini, 2005). In the same light,
blogs allow companies to confront issues when there
is negative feedback. A company can address the
issues directly, which can help build credibility and
trust in the eyes of the customer. Companies like
Cisco Systems, Boeing, and General Motors have all
used blogs towards this objective. For example,
when GM launched the Pontiac Solstice, the product
did not get to market when anticipated, and cus-
tomers expressed frustration with the delay. GM’s
blog explained the reasoning behind the delays, and
reported that it was related to product safety is-
sues. Customers responded favorably to GM’s honest
disclosure, and it helped strengthen communication
with loyal GM customers (DeFelice, 2006b).

Blogs can be used creatively by companies. For
example, Cadbury-Schweppes encouraged its new
hires to blog about their experiences at the compa-
ny. This form of blogging can help with brand build-
ing as well as attracting additional new recruits,
who will then come to the company with an under-
standing of both company culture and the expect-
ations for new recruits (Murphy, 2006).

5.3. Dynamic market research and
competitive intelligence

While traditional market research such as surveys
and focus groups are valuable, they are often time-
consuming. Blogs, on the other hand, have the
ability to identify trends that may take months to
gauge using traditional market research methods.
Blogs are also viewed by some as never-ending focus
groups due to their relatively fluid and flexible
nature. Blogs can provide customer need data for
product development, or customer experience data
with new products. Microsoft uses its blogs as a way
to get feedback and understand customers’ percep-
tions of new features. These insights help in the
development of differentiated products, and can
provide a platform for growth.

One of the most touted uses of blogs is their ability
to garner competitive intelligence. Blogs can provide
real time insight on what customers like or dislike
about a company’s product versus the product of a
competitor. Blogs, often written by market leaders,
provide a platform where a company can hear about
competitive products that are being tested.

5.4. Potential for targeting

As market research and relationship building con-
verge, blogs can be used to generate market re-
search, and then engage the customer in an on-going
relationship. Blogs can be developed for specific
target markets where information is tailored to

particular segments. The resulting community
building can help a company differentiate itself.
Targeting through blogs, where a community of
users can relate to each other and to the company,
can strengthen a company or a brand’s proposition
to the customer, and ultimately be more effective in
delivering results than traditional media. For exam-
ple, as the use of Internet videos becomes more
common, video blogs or vlogs can provide an oppor-
tunity where the marketer provides the video con-
tent, but the customer controls the timing, access,
and feedback. Applications utilizing podcasting or
RSS may also enable a customer to self-diagnose a
need, and develop his or her own solutions. For
example, for P&G’s Mr. Clean Bathroom Explorer a
customer sees a video demonstration customized to
a current unmet need. The actions taken by the
customer are then tracked as a means of providing
market research and targeted product development
for the given segment (Woffington, 2006).

The advantages of participating in the blogo-
sphere far outweigh the challenges. Firms that
actively manage the world of blogs can gather
powerful market intelligence, create communities
of dedicated brand advocates, and reach the elusive
customer more effectively than is possible through
traditional media. The only requirement is that
companies must truly believe in customer empow-
erment, and be willing to share power with the
technology-savvy customer of today.
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