Twitter, Blogs, and Facebook – Oh My!
Tackling the Tools of Social Media Marketing
By Nikki Rohling, Catholic Volunteer Network Associate Director

Budgets are smaller and tighter than they may have been last year. So, what’s a volunteer program to do? Try using social media to your advantage. It’s a low cost, high return form of exposure in today’s marketing culture.

Wikipedia defines social media marketing as this:

Social media marketing is a term that describes use of social networks, online communities, blogs, wikis or any other online collaborative media for marketing, sales, public relations and customer service. Common social media marketing tools include Twitter, blogs, LinkedIn, Facebook, Flickr and YouTube.
In the context of Internet marketing, social media refers to a collective group of web properties whose content is primarily published by users, not direct employees of the property (e.g., the vast majority of video on YouTube is published by non-YouTube employees).
Why social media? Bloomberg, a major global provider of financial news and information, reports that in the first 6 months of this year, Dell has more than doubled its sales because of Twitter. Dell reports a staggering $6.5 million in sales so far this year as a direct result of its presence on Twitter. Volunteer programs can benefit from using this method, too. 

The National Peace Corps Association runs a successful Twitter account. Currently, their account has over 3,000 followers. Their Twitter name is @pcorpsconnect and their website is peacecorpsconnect.org. The Peace Corps’ bio says “NPCA connects, informs and engages people impacted or inspired by Peace Corps.” Following @pcorpsconnect is the next best thing to serving. They tweet about the work and living environment of volunteers throughout the world, needs in the field, current news stories, advocacy efforts and more.

Another way to boost your online awareness is to start a blog. Amy Potthast, Idealist.org Director of Service and Graduate Education Programs, started a blog called The New Service (http://thenewservice.wordpress.com/) in July of 2008. Today, she is averaging five to six thousand pageviews a month (and more views earlier in the year when they were covering the Serve America Act). If you are thinking about starting a blog, Amy has a few recommendations:

Be realistic – weekly posts are okay.

Develop monthly themes (current volunteer stories, alumni profiles, featured training opportunities, resources, book reviews, or advice on topics such as conflict, money, or communication skills.)

Share the writing – recruit current volunteers, alumni, staff and partners to write specific pieces. Feel free to maintain standards with slight edits.

Cross post from other blogs – just don’t forget to ask for permission first.

Finally – listen. Before starting your own blog, start by listening to what is being said in our field – follow other blogs by similar programs.

Many of our member programs currently keep a blog. Shelly Roder, Cap Corps Midwest, started Captivate (http://capcorpsmw.blogspot.com/) to promote her program and raise awareness. While she has had a lot of positive reactions, she has also had her share of difficulties. “Our PR person doesn't particularly like the fact that I don't have control over their blogs, but I feel that to link to them makes our work a little more transparent, which is always a good thing,” said Roder. “It is a great tool for helping recruits know what to expect in a placement or a community of ours.”

Finally, we can’t forget about Facebook. As the fifth-most trafficked site in the United States, Facebook is a great social network for nonprofits to build a community and brand their campaigns. Nonprofits can start a Facebook Group, Cause Page to raise a bit of money, or Fan Page to post recent news, videos, photos, events, launch contests, and talk to your members via discussion boards.1 If your program has video content, podcasts, interviews, or documents sitting around, creating a presence on Facebook provides an easy way to upload these types of media, without spending the time or resources required for updating your own website. 

Catholic Volunteer Network maintains a Facebook page (become a fan!). We started our page over a year ago, but added the link to the Catholic Volunteer Network homepage about six months ago. Since starting our page, we have over 350 fans. Our fans range from Catholic Volunteer Network staff (current and former), program staff, current and former volunteers as well as individuals who found us searching around on Facebook. Facebook gives us another way to connect with people who may not otherwise.

According to Omniture, over 200 million searches are conducted every single day and 78 percent of people trust recommendations by peers.2 Tracking your social media can yield significant results for your campaigns and branding. There are numerous tools out there to use, but make note that none of them are 100 percent accurate. Here are a couple of suggestions:

Google Alerts: A tool that can track mention of your or your organization on the web. Set up alerts for as many variations of your brand as your wish (e.g. Catholic Volunteer Network has alerts set up for “Catholic Volunteer Network.”). http://www.google.com/alerts
Twopular: Tracks the most popular trends on twitter including who is the top people tweeting specific trends (aka trendsetters) and a bar chart listing the hours a topic trended. One of the down sides of Twopular is that if your issue/hashtag is not in the top 10 trends, you won’t see stats in the bar graph. http://twopular.com
Xinureturns – This is one of the best social media tracking tool you would come across to get dashboard overview of your website on social networks and search engines. Once you run a report, you get the most in-depth information on Technorati, Googe Pagerank, Social Bookmarks, Indexed Page, Ranking and backlinks to your website. http://xinureturns.com/3 

Today, many organizations both profit and nonprofit, are encouraging their staff members to spend time on the web creating profiles and connecting with people. No matter what formats or tools you use, it’s important to just get your name out on the web. It’s crucial to be a part of social media because in today’s web world, people are relying on friends and trusted sources for information. So, start exploring, posting and connecting with each another.

