
 

Tweet for hire: More big businesses hire
tweeters
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This photo released by Alecia Dantico shows Dantico who is a professional
tweeter for Garrett Popcorn.A growing number of businesses are embracing
social media by hiring full-time employees, like Dantico, to man Twitter,
Facebook and similar sites. (AP Photo/Courtesy Alecia Dantico)

(AP) -- People around the world interact with Alecia Dantico all day.
Usually, though, they don't know whether she's young or old, male or
female.

What her followers on Facebook and Twitter know is that's she's a
friendly, sometimes sassy, blue and gold tin of Garrett Popcorn. That's
the icon of the popular Chicago-based snack food that has tourists and
locals lining up around the block at locations here and in New York City.

And when Dantico sends out a "virtual tin" of popcorn to a fan over
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Twitter, she's breaking new ground in the way companies market
themselves, joining a growing number of social media experts hired to
man Twitter, Facebook and similar sites.

"My day starts on Twitter and it doesn't really end," Dantico says. She
keeps her BlackBerry on at all hours to respond to followers in different
time zones. "It's driving my family crazy, but that's OK."

Multinational corporations, such as Ford Motor Co. and Coca-Cola Co.,
are beginning to use social media to increase positive sentiment, build
customer rapport and correct misinformation, says Adam Brown, Coca-
Cola's Atlanta-based director of social media.

"Having the world's most-recognized brand, we feel like there's an
obligation or a responsibility when people are talking about us, we have a
duty to respond," Brown says.

Best Buy Co. Inc. riled up the social-media world earlier this summer
with a job posting for a senior manager of emerging media marketing.
One of the job requirements, as originally posted, called for applicants to
have more than 250 followers on Twitter. (When that caused an online
backlash, the electronics retailer opened the process of crafting a job
description to the public.)

Dantico, who is getting a doctorate in communications with an emphasis
in building brand identity in online communities, says she has seen an
uptick in sales when she's tweeted from events since joining the
company in June.

"I really believe in the power of conversation in social media," she says.
"Some days we talk about the weather. Some days we talk about the
'Chicken Dance.' Some days we talk about recipes and parties and
shipping Garretts to Cabo for a wedding."
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She mentions popcorn in her Tweets, and has helped customers secure
tins for special events, but never implores followers to go out and buy
some. Successful selling through social media is much more subtle.

"Social media is all about being social," says Nora Ganim Barnes, a
marketing professor and director for the Center for Marketing Research
at the University of Massachusetts Dartmouth. "It's not called selling
media. The biggest mistake companies make is using social media to
hawk products. It's a turnoff."

Large Fortune 500 companies have been the slowest to adopt social
media strategies, Ganim Barnes says. But not-for-profit organizations
have been the fastest.

"It's free," she says. "And they've never had such access to media
before."

Recent research by Ganim Barnes and colleagues, though, points to a
rapidly growing familiarity with social media, even among the world's
biggest brands.

"It's bigger than Twitter, MySpace, Facebook or blogs," she says. "It's
about engaging people."

The lightning-fast pace of social media, and Twitter in particular, has
forced businesses to act in a whole new way, says Brown, of Coca-Cola.

"If you don't respond within three or four hours, you might as well not
respond at all," he says.

For example, a man on Twitter recently expressed annoyance at his
difficulty in claiming an all-expenses paid trip he'd won through the My
Coke Rewards program. He Tweeted, "Coca-Cola, bring down your
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drawbridge," Brown recalls. Within about a half an hour, Brown had
engaged the customer on Twitter, got on the phone with him and
resolved the problem.

Not long after, the man changed his Twitter avatar to a can of Coke
Zero.

Like Brown, Scott Monty is working to create a social-media strategy for
his company, Ford Motors, where he serves as digital and multimedia
communications manager in Dearborn, Mich.

"The beautiful thing about sites like Twitter and Facebook is that it's a
one-to-one conversation," Monty says. "You're addressing whoever
wrote the original comment. But you're doing it in the public square."

Whether your business is large or small, Monty advises those interested
in expanding to social media to stand back and listen before diving in.

"It's not the typical one-way push kind of conversation," Monty says.
"You wouldn't burst into a cocktail party and just start handing your
business card to people and leave. The online space is no different."

Dantico, with Garrett Popcorn, says she responds every time someone
mentions her company on Twitter, whether it's positive or negative. And
if one of her followers posts about having a bad day, it's not unusual for
Garrett Popcorn to send over some treats.

"Popcorn is fun. My brand is fun," she says. "The conversations were
already happening. My job was just to join them. This is the best job in
the world."

---
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On Twitter:

Garrett Popcorn: http://twitter.com/garrettpopcorn
Ford Motor Company: http://twitter.com/Ford
Coca-Cola: http://twitter.com/CocaCola
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