IPA Social - The Big Picture

Introduction

If you look at the long-term development of the advertising business, it is all too easy to imagine that today’s future will be very much like that of the past; that today’s new communications technology will merely be additive to the media options available to us now. After all, this is how it always seems to have worked out, again and again (whatever the claims of successive generations of John the Baptists of whichever medium is currently ‘new’). 

However, in this case it would really be inappropriate to treat “social media” in the same way as that which has gone before: there is something qualitatively different about the so-called “social media” explosion and the behaviour involved; something profoundly disruptive and game-changing that previous technological advances have not enjoyed - disruptive in ways that we are only beginning to understand. 

This is why it is important to first describe the disruptive nature of these connective technologies and the kinds of broader changes to the social, and economic landscape to which they are giving birth, before we talk more about the media themselves. For all the excitement today around the Twitters and Facebooks (and the questions about how to use advertising (or more simply how to interact with consumers?) on these platforms and how the platforms themselves can make money), the tougher problems for the advertising industry to get to grips with are all rooted in the way social media - the stuff that connects humans with other humans - changes the game for our clients and society at large. 


Understanding this new landscape - the world in which advertising and marketing decisions will need to be made - is a really important priority for IPA members and their clients (and those who look to us for guidance) ; more so, perhaps, in the current economic climate. Indeed, as the new IPA President has suggested, mapping the new landscape and understanding its idiosyncrasies may be the best way for our industry to find the route through the current economic difficulties.

This is also why this document has to be provisional: it brings together what we think is happening and points to what we currently believe to be the implications. Our ambition is to create a rolling practice guide, as fluid and dynamic as the subject it seeks to illuminate. 

So it is not a fixed or definitive statement of the future; nor can it hope to be. On the one hand, it is clear that we can never all agree on all the points covered or prioritise them in the same way; on the other, the spirit of the thing suggests that the more of what is learned is shared, the more it is discussed the more likely the industry is to not just handle but positively embrace the changes it brings. 

New Media, Mad Men & madness

Marshall Macluhan, that great populist scourge of the ad business of the Mad Man era, is supposed to have once observed that we tend to see new technologies through the lens of the technologies we currently use. 

This certainly seems to be true of the world of advertising and marketing: TV was first understood by our predecessors as radio-with-pictures; Direct Marketing as advertising but more precise and measurable; Mobile ditto but with real-time relevance bundled for free (see ESOOU website?). 

However, it would be a mistake to do this with the so-called “social media” because the technology on which it is based is rooted in a fundamentally different model to that which our existing media options are built: social “media” connects people and brings people together, rather than being a means to transmit messages to from the powerful to the grateful.

So for example your mobile phone is not a device whose primary purpose is to transmit centrally-produced content and or to enable brands to send their messages with you; no, it is primarily a means for you to connect with your peers - your family, friends and colleagues. The same is true of all the social media software platforms (the Facebooks & Twitters) and any novel devices (handheld or otherwise) that may appear in this space in the future: they are for people to connect with other people (whatever clever applications we adfolk dream up). Indeed, it is worth remembering that the Internet itself is based on a peer-to-peer sharing technology: it is not simply (as a superficial view of search engines might suggest) a library of items waiting to be retrieved by the Google’s and Yahoo!’s of this world.

Of course, it is easy to scoff at the content of the most popular forms of this mode of communication - how banal cat-whacking viral videos are & how illiterate text-speak is - but the point about these technologies is not primarily the content at all i.e. what Watzlawick
 & co call the “digital content” (that is, the information being transmitted or received) but rather their social or “analogic” value.  Sociolinguists use the term “phatic” to describe the relational value created by what therefore amounts to the inarticulate ‘grunting and stroking’ involved in this kind of communication
 : they seem to be a way of keeping communications lines open and relationships alive. 

Being the Super Social Primate species
 that we are, we do this kind of thing naturally and gleefully: without prompting, huge numbers of us Brits have taken to texting over the last decade - from zero to 5BN+ texts a month in the UK alone (to put it in perspective £7.8m of donations to Comic Relief this year via short text code). And we do the same with the likes of Facebook and Twitter, to create an even steeper adoption curve. Indeed, the UK beat the US by a few months to the critical point where social media overtook pornography in terms of Internet usage.


But the social aspect of connecting humans to each other also happens to be the most important and revolutionary aspect of the phenomena we understand by “social media”: by connecting people with people, in new and every more interesting ways, a number of really interesting things start to emerge. And these things are what is re-casting the landscape in which we work.

What happens when we connect?

Complexity theory makes much of ‘emergence”: that is, the unforeseen and (largely) unpredictable phenomena that arise from the interaction of agents within a system. It’s the stuff that happens without it being obviously planned in: like the patterns of birds flocking together (http://www.red3d/cwr/boids/) when all any individual bird is programmed to do is keep up, keep going and don’t bump into those around you! Here is some of the more important emergent stuff that this kind of connective technology seems to generate in human populations:

1. Connectedness encourages us to be less independent minded and to follow our peers instead
When faced with difficult decisions (when lots of good choices are available, when the choice doesn’t really matter or when you don’t feel confident in making your choice), the “when in Rome” strategy (doing what other folk are doing or saying) makes a lot of sense for a social creature. Copying turns out to be a really important skill for humans (some have gone as far as suggesting we rename our species Homo mimicus to reflect the importance to our success).  From as early as 42 minutes old
, humans copy those they see around them and continue to use this learning strategy throughout their lives. 

This ‘copying’ has long been a feature of consumer markets (see Duncan Watts and Matt Salganik’s music download experiment
 for one example) and gives rise to the signature Long Tail
 distribution in so many consumer markets (indeed, this distribution is characteristic of a certain kind of copying
. The point being that unless you are able to see what those around you are doing and thinking, it’s hard to copy; connectedness removes this barrier. [This same tendency also why governments in a number of countries (including most recently India) restrict the publication of opinion polls during critical parts of elections as they are deemed to distract individual voters from making the independent decisions that lie at the heart of our democratic processes; equally, why we place such store by “secret” ballots]. 

2. Connectedness diminishes deference: when we can check other people’s opinions easily (e.g. through using Tripadvisor), we can sidestep what authorities and brands want to tell us (and want us to avoid knowing). This makes it hard to disguise a bad product or service or make any attempt to dissemble or hide bad news. Again and again recently (e.g. Motrin moms/Kryptonite bikelocks), unwary manufacturers have found themselves on the wrong end of consumer blow-outs that appear, almost from nowhere, to overwhelm a business’ longstanding reputation.

The effective of this on us as a people is cumulative: the more we experience the value of what our peers are doing and saying the more we feel encouraged to look to each other rather than to business, brands, politicians and traditional authority figures. Equally, many sources (e.g. Edelman Trust Barometer) demonstrate that the decline of deference has been accelerating in recent years - well before the current Economic Crisis. For good or ill (see below).

3. Connectedness changes power relationships between those in power and the rest of us. 

CK Prahalad’s prescient “The Future of Competition”
 describes how a pacemaker manufacturer was forced to change their route to market as a result of the advent of the internet. Prior to this, the manufacturer had felt able to deal only with the medical professionals; patients were grateful for what they were given by their doctor. Now - as every GP knows - patients come armed to the teeth with information garnered from other individuals, from patient groups, from online advice pages (both scientifically sound and those at the outer ends of quackery). 

Similarly, the revelations about MPs expenses may well have leaked out in a previous age but they did so much faster - and thereby fuelling the row much more and much faster. 

And it is not just the ‘objective truth’ of facts and evidence that wins in a connected world. Thanks to this degree of connection, falsehoods can easily spread through populations: e.g. the view that the MMR vaccine is a causal factor in the onset of autism spread through the UK population, with such speed and to such an extent that vaccination levels dropped below the levels needed to support “herd-immunity”. We are now suffering a near epidemic of serious childhood diseases like mumps and measles which epidemiologists thought long suppressed. 

As Ben Goldacre
  & Andrew Keen
  are in their separate ways keen to point out, objective facts no longer trump rumour and flim-flam, with the result that expertise loses value and respect. Particular communities at threat here include journalism academia, whose discipline and quality standards now seem to count for nothing; also, the music industry’s control over what we listen to . is severely compromised by the mass availability of self-production (e.g. Garageband) and publishing tools. Equally, government and civil servants no longer have a safe ground of ‘fact’ and expertise to work from. 

4. Connectedness can lead to volatility and sudden shifts in market popularity and opinion

Connectedness not only challenges the traditional power relationships but it can also make things less stable: on the one hand, (as the Long Tail points out), the blockbuster hit (in music, fashion or whatever) seems much less common today than it used to be; popularity is distributed further down the rankings. 

On the other hand, the turnover in popularity in many categories is faster than ever before as a result of us being able to see what our peers are up to.


Together, these two amount to a re-drawing of the geology of many markets and human behaviours: a much less solid foundation to start from; a much more difficult field to predict. 

5. Connectedness enables self-organisation, collaboration and co-creativity. As Clay Shirky
 points out, one of the most interesting and useful emerging phenomena emerging in the connected age is the degree to which forms of self-organisation and collaboration seem to be sprouting up. From Wikipedia to the more challenging programmes of games companies like Electronic Arts (much of 3D Sims was built by gamers rather than the company) or the Mindstorms programme that has reinvented Lego - collaboration becomes easier with connection (connectedness means plummeting costs of collaboration). 

However, that is not to say that mass-collaboration and co-operation are new or technologically-generated phenomena: Prof Dirk Helbing’s
 recent work suggests that co-operation will emerge in human populations in even the most unlikely circumstances & Charles Leadbetter
 points out the signs of collaboration in the early industrial revolution. The point in both cases being that connection makes it easier and more likely for these things to happen. Indeed, it many areas it is expected by communities and audiences; business and organisations who fail to respect this can struggle. 

6. Connectedness is also responsible for less positive social changes. It is important not to become to too idealistic: for all the positive results of person-to-person connection  - for the public at least - some of the things emerging are far from being a good thing, in any normal sense. By this we don’t just mean the explosion of Gillian McKeith-type quackery which does so much to undermine public health programmes, but at the most fundamental level, universally available connectedness can actually make social dislocation worse (as much as it might improve things). If we are free to be able to spend our lives exclusively in the company of others like us (as many disadvantaged kids do), then these individuals not only become more isolated from the rest of the population but - as Bill Bishop
 suggests - group effects like the “risky shift” can take hold and make the members of such isolated groups even more extreme in views and opinions. The net effect can be a reduction in what has been called “social capital” and our shared public lives. (the digital divide http://www.which.co.uk/news/2009/03/digital-divide-is-alive-in-uk-172264.jsp) 

Initial conclusions: hyper-connected people

Connectedness is here, now. It is a feature of the modern world that is only going to become more widespread and commonplace.

We are connected to each other in ways that our great-grandparents’ generation would have struggled to imagine.

While some may still talk of the Web as a ‘place’ or a broadcasting system, its prime use in the UK & US is “social networking” - that is, interacting with other individuals. 

The effects of connectedness are many and various, but no aspect of our world is immune to them. Even the military is learning to swim in the sea brought about by social media: US General Ray Odierno posts daily updates to his Facebook page, and Fort Huachucha Military Intelligence School posts video greetings to deployed troops. 

"With our younger soldiers, especially, once they're off the Army clock, they're attached to some form of electronic device," said a spokeswoman for Fort Huachuca "They've got their cell phones, their iPods, their laptops; they're texting, Tweeting, surfing — and sometimes they are doing it all at the same time."

Of course, this provides real challenges to all armed forces, (not least that their technological infrastructure is not built for heavy peer-to-peer filesharing traffic: in 2005, spoofs of Peter Kay’s “Amarillo” video crashed the UK MOD’s computer system, when members of the Royal Dragoon Guards tried to share their version, recorded in the battlezone of Southern Iraq). But particularly because the armed services are used to operating in a command and control model, with technology serving the organisation’s agenda and its partial interests being supreme. 

We cannot escape the fact that connectedness is characteristic of the modern world. People are looking to each other (Trip Advisor, Get Satisfaction) and not so much to the old authorities, be they politicians, brands or “old” media, to the same extent they used to. 

As the Cluetrain Manifesto put it a decade ago, it is the people out their and their conversation with each other that matters now and not ours: their agenda, their interests and their choices. 

“there’s a new conversation between and among your market and your workers. It's making them smarter and it's enabling them to discover their human voices.

You have two choices. You can continue to lock yourself behind facile corporate words and happy talk brochures. Or you can join the conversation.” 

That is why “Social Media” is not just another set of Media channels. And why we have to change: why we have to listen/understand the rules of this new playground - in particular, to accept it’s owned by the community and not us - rather than stumbling into the furniture. 
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