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Overview
Facebook’s announcement to offer a messaging service created a real stir. Some commentators claimed that the move amounted to the first salvo in the ultimate death of email. Others saw it very differently. Whatever the interpretation, one thing that cannot be disputed is the growing importance and attachment individuals and consumers place on Facebook and social networking generally. The interaction is so strong that it has inevitably attracted the interest of companies who are keen to understand the implications that social networking will have on customer relationship management (CRM). From our perspective the implications are clear. CRM needs to give way to CRN – customer relationship networking, where the onus is on trust and who you know. 
Impact of Facebook’s announcement 
The significance of Facebook’s announcement lies in the growing preference that appears to be developing for communication services that are part of a social network environment. Of the 600 million Facebook members, some 350 million are actively using messages on Facebook with 4 billion messages being sent each day. Contrast this with the decline in the number of people signing up for AOL or Yahoo email services.  
Communication lies at the heart of social interaction so Facebook’s announcement shouldn’t really come as a surprise. What is interesting is how social networking straddles both work and leisure environments and the broad acceptance that individuals will use sites like Facebook to share information, whether that is commercial or personal.  Social networking is fast becoming mainstream and is forcing companies to rethink their customer relationship management (CRM) programmes. 
Redefining CRM
A successful CRM programme is one that uses the more popular communication channels to interact and engage with customers and a wider audience. The rise and popularity of social networking caught many companies by surprise but there is a growing acknowledgement that Facebook is both a sales channel as well as a customer relationship tool.  But here’s the rub. Unlike any other medium, social networking is anchored in trust and individual empowerment.  Facebook users decide who to accept as friends, what groups they join and what information they share with others. Peer opinion and the consensus of friends/fans counts highly.  Consequently, it is forcing a re-evaluation of the methods and techniques that need to be employed and an appreciation that CRM programmes have to evolve to keep pace with changes in social discourse and culture.  In short, CRM strategies must have a social dimension to be relevant to consumers. 
CRM for the Facebook generation
The brand is everything. A successful brand conveys an identity and message that draws and creates a following. Replicating these attributes on Facebook requires a company to attract fans as well as engage with customers on their terms. This was the challenge facing one of our major customers when it wanted to create a new channel of communication through Facebook to better reach its customer base and tap into their enthusiasm and loyalty for the brand.

Our approach was to devise a Facebook campaign based on tailored, adaptive and highly responsive advertising. Using a combination of new technology and creative teams, the campaign delivered a  fan base nearing 600,000 individuals over six weeks while keeping the ‘acquisition cost’ incredibly low. Critically, this new communication channel helped create brand ambassadors and advocates from ordinary individuals. 

Brand ambassadors are fans that are willing to engage with other fans about specific product queries and offer recommendations. This is far and above simply ‘liking’ a brand, as symbolised by the thumbs up sign and more about championing the brand. This form of social CRM is on the increase and reflects how a well managed Facebook campaign can help bind customers closer to a brand.  Importantly, the company in question is now benefitting from a newly energised online brand that has attracted a motivated fan base willing to advocate and promote the brand to a wider audience.  

Conclusion
Social networking has revolutionised communication.  Individuals now engage in a more fluid, interactive and rapid social discourse unfettered by geographical or physical boundaries.  Facebook’s messaging service announcement is a strong indicator of the direction in which communication services are moving. For companies, CRM programmes have to evolve. It’s no longer about managing customer relationships but more to do with the social aspect of developing customer relationships Social networking is transforming customer relationship management into customer relationship networking.  
