“Should Your Business be Friends with Facebook?”

On June 25th, 2008, The AppGap, a group-blog on the future of work sponsored by QuickBase, hosted a webinar, “Should My Business be Friends with Facebook?” that examined how companies small and large are using and experimenting with Facebook to help them grow their business. Built on research conducted by Jenny Ambrozek, an AppGap contributor, and her colleagues Victoria Axelrod and Bill Anderson, the Webinar explored how organizations are using Facebook Groups to build awareness, expand their reach, and market their efforts and products. 

This executive summary provides highlights from the program:

· Business opportunities for using Facebook
· Common challenges
· 10 tips for getting business value
For more about the topic, please check out this post where participants in the webinar have been following up on audience questions they weren't able to get to during the call. We also invite you to share your insights by posting additional questions and comments to The AppGap.  
Summary

Jenny, Victoria, and Bill, who led the research and webinar, were joined by three of the subjects of the study – Eric Edelstein of eSquared, Francois Gossieaux of Beeline Labs, and Kimberly Samaha of Sustainable Energy – who kicked off the discussion by sharing the learnings from their experiences starting and sustaining Facebook groups for their businesses. 

Each detailed their initial ambitions and expectations, their successes and failures, and their prescriptions for others looking to leverage Facebook, before the floor opened up to a general discussion and questions from attendees. Also joining the call: Patti Anklam, an AppGap contributor and networks expert, who weighed in on the methodology of the study as well as communities in general. 

Below you’ll find the key points of experience, learnings, and tips that emerged from the excellent discussion. Again, if you’re interested in learning more or engaging in the conversation yourself, we invite you to join us at The AppGap.  
Business Opportunities
· There’s potential in them thar hills. With hard work (and little to no dollars), small businesses can create a substantial community of engaged individuals to rally around something you and your business care about.  
· Facebook provides another channel for you. Facebook groups can help you grow your influence and audience by providing a new outlet for letting your customers and partners know about your products, services, and general expertise. And once someone joins the group, you have the ability to message them even though they may not be frequent visitors to the site. (But don’t spam them.)
· Facebook users are more social than LinkedIn users. Facebook, given its openness and transparency, tends to be more social in nature and encourage more discussion and interaction points. Which is a good thing given the next item…  

· Messages propagate. Facebook group owners report that messages that originate in their groups often find their way out into other groups. If people are passionate about a topic or interested in your offer, they’ll pass it on to their friends and contacts. 

Common Challenges

· Time: Building a successful community takes time and energy. Be prepared to invest at least a few hours a week in the effort. 

· The experience: Do everything you can to create a compelling experience - members will fade away quickly if there’s no glue (great content and conversation) holding the group together.  Also, There are lots of lurkers but it can be hard to really activate the groups. The better, the more relevant the experience the easier it will be get people engaged.

· Not just for kids: Some people are stuck on the notion that Facebook is a “kids’ thing” – work hard to fight this by showing them the quality of people and organizations that are using Facebook.  But also know that it’s difficult getting those that aren’t already using it to transition out of using email and into Facebook Another related speed bump: Some companies don’t allow their employees to use Facebook at work.

· Technical limitations: Facebook’s limitations make it impossible to send/share documents and presentations. Once your group grows past a certain number you can’t email them – “a serious limitation.” Facebook’s group management tools are very limited, e.g., there isn’t an easy way to remove multiple bad actors, i.e., spammers. Groups can be overtaken by self-interested, self-promoting “social spammers” and there’s little you can do to control this.

Ten Tips for getting business value out of Facebook
1. Just get going.  You won’t start growing a Facebook community and learning what works and what doesn’t until you actually dip your toe in the water and get going. 

2. Find a topic people care about. Yes, you’re trying to create a group to help your business. But make it all about you and you won’t have success in attracting people. Choose a hot or enduring topic or theme relevant to your industry, and you’ll have a much better chance at attracting and sustaining a community.  Some examples: the Marketing 2.0 group the Bordeaux Colloquium focus on sustainability, the American Association for the Advancement of Science,

3. Be careful (i.e., be smart).  Don’t “spam” your Facebook group. By joining your group members have indicated their interest in connecting. Don’t turn them off by overwhelming them with self-interested messages.

4. Rewards help. Encourage participation by making special offers; e.g., discounts on your products or services for members of the Facebook group.

5. Create connection points. Enable and encourage personal connections between members by finding out and highlighting what individuals in the group are doing, working on, investing their time and energy in. 

6. Create outreach programs. Reach out to other groups both on and off Facebook, to create and deepen affinity relationships with others. 

7. Give the community a heartbeat. Invite interesting players in your industry to regularly scheduled events such as conference calls and webinars. Or create a contests, competitions, and surveys that involve members and drive participation.  

8. Identify, appoint, and nurture ambassadors. Keep an eye out for particularly engaged members and then enlist their help in building and supporting the group. Appoint them as administrators, give them greater standing, and empower them to make decisions and promote the community.

9. Your name matters. What you call your group is important – choose a name, and by extension a topic and theme that people want to identify with and you’ll propel your growth by an order of magnitude. Think hard about your industry or category and try to key off a hot topic or emerging trend. 

10. Watch what others are doing. There are some well-documented cases of companies successfully using Facebook groups. Among them: WorkLight Serena Software, Ernst & Young, and Towers Perrin. Study what they and others are doing and try out new ideas. 



