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What is it?
Social Media is broadly defined as ways that people use technology to interact using words, video, audio, and photos.  Social media include things like blogs, message boards, wikis, podcast, videos, and even email.  The technologies these things rely on are many, including blogs, instant messaging, music-sharing, and forums.  Platforms like Facebook, MySpace, LinkedIn, Twitter, Snooth and others integrate pieces of these technologies into one site, where users can access multiple applications to present multiple facets in which to connect with others.  That’s the real heart of social media and what makes it different from traditional media; it relies on interaction between participants to have content as opposed to static creative publication like CDs or newspapers. 

Why should I care about it?
There is one main reason why wine marketers should pay attention to social media on the Internet – it’s huge.  Facebook, MySpace, YouTube and Wikipedia are among the most trafficked websites according to Technorati, a blog tracking website.  Over 80 million people are active on Facebook alone – that’s a lot of potential customers.  Think of social media sites as versions of gigantic tradeshows, where everyone is in attendance and vying for the attention of everyone else.  Some are just there for the scene, some are there to sell, some are there to pretend as if “all the world’s a stage.”

Another reason you should pay attention to the social media space is to know what is being said about your brand or product.  This is the area where people talk about the democratization of wine, the synergy of both professional or source opinion and the opinions of average consumers.  The key here is for wineries to pay attention to what is being said and to add to it.  The more you participate, the more you will get out of being a part of social media.  And you need to be fast; conversations are ephemeral on the internet while content is evergreen.
Why has social media taken off?  Recent surveys, conducted by E-Storm, Vizu, and others, indicate that consumers have a high level of trust in opinions gathered from the internet, including those by search.  Studies also show that 85% of consumers find new products through search engines, blogs and wikis.  These media formats are popular with search engines because they contain info about one subject.  So, if everyone can generate content that ranks highly with search engines, the end result is that social media (blogs, etc.) result in organic search hits that translate into sales.

It’s the search for SEO using social media that drives marketer participation.  For example, social media sites like Yahoo! Answers, AllExperts.com, and others are beginning to rank highly on organic searches.  So if an article comes up containing your brand, you might directly benefit by its mention on a media site by it appearing highly ranked in a search engine.  Another fast advancing format is the video.  Products featured in popular video downloads have been know to be searched for and purchased, even when the product itself is just pictured not referenced.
Bookmarking sites like Delicious and aggregate feed sites like Digg.com are used by search engines to determine ranking amongst websites.  These sites take input from users in the form of preference, using the response to direct other users to cool sites or to internally rank. So if use of these sites is managed properly by a company it can result in more website hits and correlating sales.

There are other indirect reasons to participate in social media sites.  They can be a sales lead generator, enhance a brand’s image, act as customer support, and generate customer feedback.  Instead of directly paying for these services, social media can provide them for virtually no cost to the company.
How much time is involved?

Realistically, wine marketers should set aside 2-4 hours a week to maintain network sites like Facebook and others.  Additional time is required to generate content like blogs, videos and newsletters.  Having a dedicated resource with time to accomplish your networking goals is a key to success.

What is worth my time?

Here’s a brief summary and/or list of sites that might be of interest and worth participation in.  A good marketer will pick a selection of places to devote their time.

1. Blogs 
This is the granddaddy of all social media.  It is one of the most common forms of communication about wine, although it’s typically fairly one-sided.  Blogs are great for SEO because they can contain a lot of information about one topic.  Blogs are terrible because they are time-consuming and can call you out for not keeping up with posting in a timely fashion.  Tread carefully into the blogosphere, it’s only for the truly committed.
2. Community sites
These are the easiest to understand.  Community sites mix all forms of media (including blogs!) onto one platform.  There are discussion forums, video posts, photo-sharing, personal information, and sometimes advertizing.  Find one that suits your focus or personality and build your page with interesting things about yourself or your business.

My Space – one of the largest but primarily focused on a young demographic.  

Contains all major features of community sites including advertizing.

Facebook – a very successful site that offers all major features.  Has additional 
benefit that businesses can set up group pages or fan sites. 

Linkedin – Mostly professional based but excellent networking site.  Has more 
limitation on contact between members but is trusted as a result.
Open Wine Consortium – Small wine industry networking site. Has ability to set up groups like Facebook.  Smaller exposure here but tight network of people interested in social media and the internet.

WineTwo.net – Similar to Open Wine Consortium.


Twitter – micro feed site that can integrate with Facebook.  Has strong following 
in Wine 2 space
3. Bookmarking Sites
These sites do much the same as the community sites, but are less personal at the onset.  You can form networks on these sites and many offer paid search preferences.

Digg – Site where users can search for topics and comment, much like posting 
comments on a blog.  Can submit content to be viewed by others

Delicious – can bookmark pages, like on your computer’s toolbar, but these are 
sharable from anywhere.  Can submit and share.  Has Tagging feature gaining 
popularity, emphasizing potential when feeding tags from your website via RSS.

StumbleUpon – Shares interesting websites with you.  Similar to Digg but can 
randomly feed you sites instead of just by keyword search.

4. Bulletin Boards/Wikis
These are all great places to add expert opinion and knowledge that will stand time.  Be sure to reference yourself or your company as the source of the information to have any direct increase in SEO.

Chowhound


Snooth


eRobertParker


Wine Library TV


Wine Lovers Page


Wine Wiki


Encyclo Wine


Cellar Tracker

How do I get started on an SMP (Social Media Plan)?
First, make sure your organization has decided to fully back a plan to expand into social media.  Otherwise, key personnel will not understand the value of the investment of time and/or resources.  Next, get the creative juices flowing.  Just like at a cocktail party, people online are attracted to those they find interesting.  Keep your online conversation creative.  And just like a brand plan or advertizing campaign, develop a positioning angle.  Are you going to provide education as hook?  Or are you going to be humorous?  Contests can be a great generator of activity, as well as being controversial.  Decide how you are going to present your product online.

Next, it’s important to choose your channel.  This decision will be based on your angle, your budget, and your time.  If you’re going after humor, perhaps a video format will communicate your strategy the best.  Or if you’re going the education route, wikis and other boards will be a low cost means to join in.  The production of the content can often be a stumbling block to success, as is seem by the many blogs started and them abandoned after the amount of time required catches up with the author.

After your channels and angles are chosen, it’s time to get to work.  Participation is key, followed by honesty about the content, and then getting the word out via your friends, online and otherwise.  Involvement in social media overall will partially drive your success; the more time in, the better your reputation and reach.

And when you’ve executed your plan, it’s important to see how successful you are.  This is measured by linking to your site from entries (blog, wiki, etc.), how many comments your posts receive, if you see any search engine changes in ranking, and if you see any increase in mentions about your site or product (via Google Alerts or others.)  One of the overlooked results of participation in social media is changes to email conversion.  Look for increases in page views, time spent on pages, and lower bounce rates for indications that your strategy is working.
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