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Corporate Banking and Social Media
—a Paradox?

Retail banks and businesses around the world are working on ways and means to leverage
the power of social media to reach out and connect with their customers. Lately, B2B
companies have also adopted social media and the attendant technologies in varying
degrees to drive their business forward. In many ways, social media technology is the
biggest technology development since the Internet showed individuals, businesses, and
everyone in general the potential and opportunities in a truly connected world.

However, the use of social media in the corporate and institutional segment has not been
pervasive. This articlea attempts to analyze the relevance of social media for Corporate Banks
whose clientele is primarily SMEs (Small and Medium Enterprises), large corporates and
financial institutions.

Businesses across many industries are using social media to get closer to their stakeholders
in order to understand what they need, and to accordingly structure their service offerings
to enhance their brand value. B2C and B2B companies are establishing end-to-end social
media strategies to establish brand awareness and increase customer loyalty by sharing
information through effective two-way interaction via social media.

Social media is seen as an approach to communicate with client/consumer groups via social
networking websites such as Facebook and Twitter or via online group communities.
However, this approach does not seem to work for clients of corporate banks. To understand
the reason, let us begin by analyzing the differences between the banking requirements of
clients of corporate banks and those of retail businesses. The clients of corporate banks need
a wide variety of products and services frequently with the ability to use them across
different geographies and currencies unlike the relatively straightforward requirements of
retail clients.

The biggest question then is: What can corporate banks use social media for? To be able to
answer this question, we need to analyze the usage of social media by B2C and B2B
businesses.

In the next sections, we examine how B2C and B2B businesses use social media, and explore
whether the same can be extended to and adopted for corporate banks with appropriate
changes.
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Information Exchange
and Communication

Retail banks use the mass reach of social
media to disseminate information of interest
to their clients. They create forums targeting
specific client groups, areas of interest, etc. to
attract like-minded individuals to participate
and contribute to the development of their
forums.

Corporate banks can also similarly use
the power of social media to disseminate
information. Most corporate banks provide
integrated internet-based capabilities to
create, view and approve transactions on
client accounts to authorized client users. The
same infrastructure can be extended to share
information with the clients. This information
can pertain to various topics ranging from
the bank’s products and expert opinions to
analyses and case studies,among others. Banks
can also explore the possibilities of hosting
client website demos and walk-throughs for
client training.

This can be achieved by creating Online
Communities to discuss any questions the
clients may have, and which can be answered
by the community members including the
bank representatives. Clients will be able
to search the online database or initiate a
thread for their queries before calling the
bank helpline. These interactions will go a
long way in bringing the bank closer to the
corporate clients and developing a long-term
relationship. From the bank’s perspective,
these types of interactions extend the task
of managing the client relationship from
the marketing teams to everyone in the
bank. Expert advice on an internal blog
from a commodities trader (based in another
time zone) on buying/ selling a commodity
the client is interested in, is a perfect example.
The commodities trader is responsible for
managing the deal for a client who does not
belong to his geographical alignment or
industry focus.

The online communities can provide the
clients with an open discussion area to

discuss their questions. These questions could
pertain to country-specific regulations or tax
laws, information on vendors or other areas
of interest to the clients. Other community
members can respond to the questions on
the basis of their insights and perspectives.
Bank of America has a Small Business online
community, which provides various forums for
the benefit of its clients.

“Slingshot” by Capital One is also targeted
at the small business community and
provides SMEs with a forum to share ideas,
ask questions, and promote their business
by posting details about their businesses
which are searchable through a directory.
Though Slingshot currently focuses only in
two markets in the United States, it is a good
way to give clients the information they need.

Getting Opinions / Feedback

B2C businesses use social media to garner
customer opinions and feedback on new
product launches and service attributes. The
quick turnaround time in getting opinions
as soon as a product is launched or tested is
one of the biggest benefits of social media.
The ‘like'/dislike’ buttons, ‘number of times
tweeted, reviews, and ratings are actively
used by users to show what they think about a
newly launched product or service.

On the other hand, corporate banks rely on
pilot projects and demos for the purpose
of getting feedbacks on their new products
and services. This is a reactive method to get
feedback and a lot of investment is already
done by this stage of product roll-out.

Corporate banks can also leverage social media
tools for getting proactive client feedback
on proposed solutions at the right time (i.e.
almost real time). A bank can seek client
suggestions/ feedback on pilot projects which
can be made available online via their intranet.
Feedback can be sought on specific features,
pricing, process, etc. via a direct involvement
of the clients. If a bank is planning to launch a
new liquidity management product, the cash
management product manager can get client
inputs on the features/ key product aspects
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that create value for clients. The bank can
begin receiving client feedback much earlier
in the process of product definition. A timely
feedback can save considerable resources for
the bank and allow realignment in the right
direction.

Banks can also look at receiving client
suggestions on the kinds of products they
need for better managing multiple currency
exposures and hedging. These interactions
can be directly handled by the treasury experts
within the bank to model new products.
Appropriate client inputs will assist the bank
in modeling a product which will have a ready
client base as the product was developed in
line with client expectations.

Brand Building

Retail banks create value for their customers by
providing open forums for discussion, posting
opinions and analyses on social websites,
which in turn result in a positive and lasting
relationship between the customers and the
banks. This goes a long way in enhancing the
brand value of the bank in the minds of the
customers.

Corporate banks can similarly use their
individual  websites to create long-
term relationships with their clients and
prospects. Unlike in the case of retail clients
where purchase decisions are made by an
individual (with help from family members
and friends in case of high-value purchases),
decision-making in corporate businesses is a
detailed and thorough process with multiple
stakeholders involved. Each decision has a
high level of accountability attached to it as
it impacts many stakeholders—shareholders,
vendors, clients, employees, and others.
Through various forums, the banks can help
their clients in decision-making pertaining
to everyday business activities. During times
of crises, the bank’s website can be used to
provide industry-specific impact analysis,
details of the bank’s disaster management
plan, and forums to answer specific questions.

These kinds of initiatives will help strengthen a
bank’s brand name and further its relationships

with clients. A better brand perception and
recall is not only good for client relationships,
but can also help a bank to attract good talent
during recruitment.

On its small business online community, Bank
of America provides expert advice on business
opportunities, money matters, and running a
business. The picture below shows an example
of the same.

A similar community has been created by
Hongkong and Shanghai Banking Corporation
Limited on its ‘Business Network’ for the small
and medium enterprises.

Advanta, a credit card issuer, has an online
community, ‘Ideablob; which accepts ideas
for worthy projects, and the best ideas are
rewarded. These kinds of blogs not only
improve the perception of the financial
institution, but also help in building long-term
relationships with entrepreneurs and other
participants.

Banks will need to analyze their client
segments and their areas of opportunity, and
determine what will bring value for them. The
banks which do their groundwork correctly
will be able to develop a strategic and mutually
beneficial relationship with their clients.

Extend Social Media to SMEs First
and to Large Corporates Later

Retail banks have individual clients who are
agile in their approach of operating and taking
decisions. It is easier to build relationships
with individual clients after the initial trust is
built with the help of the online communities
proposed in the above sections.

SMEs, with their limited resources, look
for help/ advice on planning, business
development, marketing, access to funds, and
accounting. Due to their lean structures and
limited funding, they are more open to trying
out new avenues to assist them. A rational
way for a corporate bank to test the waters
would be to begin its social media interactions
with the small and medium enterprises
(SMEs) instead of large corporates. A bank
can create social media platforms for SMEs to
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discuss their concerns and questions. These
forums can be used by the bank to market its
products/ services to help the SMEs to avail of
facilities such as overdraft lines or better terms
of purchase.

After building a successful community for the
SMEs, the bank can then create similar forums
for large corporate clients as well. Using its
experience with the SMEs and understanding
of the social media channel, the bank will be
better placed to explore this avenue for large
corporate clients.

Defining the Approach for
Social Media

While some corporate banks have taken
the first steps to adopt social media, others
are skeptical of the growing channel and its
relevance to their clients. Given that social
media is a new channel, it may be difficult to
define a complete social media strategy, but
banks can begin with small steps as per their
core client base.

Let us now look at the 4Cs of social media and
how banks can define a fundamentally new
strategic approach after brainstorming on
these attributes:

a. Content: The bank should identify the
areas where it can provide value to
the client such as invaluable advice,
banking support in different parts of
the world, or other resources. The bank
needs to continuously expand, modify
and update content as per changing
business environment.

The bank can use available tools which
can help analyze how many times its
content has been read and shared,
how its website ranks in web searches,
and its effectiveness in generating
conversions. This analysis can be used
to upgrade content and revise the
strategy as needed.

b. Context: The client segments aligning
with the bank’s strategic vision should
be targeted and their needs explored.
The right context in terms of business

environment, future expectations, and
client needs should be identified to
define the content.

¢. Connection: The interactions should be
constructive two-way communications
and the clients should be able to see
the value the interactions create for
their benefit. The bank should maintain
prompt interactions follow-through till
the end to ensure client satisfaction. It is
critical to avoid interactions that appear
to be like one-way sales and marketing
pitches. Otherwise, it may be difficult to
convert opportunities.

To enable building a fair and long-
term relationship with clients, it is
very important that social media
conversations are  honest and
transparent,and notsales presentations.

d. Community:The community will slowly
evolve as the bank keeps managing the
content, context, and connection with
agility. It is pertinent for clients to see
the benefits of staying associated with
the community. A strong community is
a pre-requisite to prevent clients from
moving away as well as to attract new
clients.

Measuring Value from Social Media

Monetizing client interactions created via
social media is an important part of the
strategy defined and executed by banks.
For this purpose, banks should track the
client behavior and queries through
personalized follow-up. If a client is asking
questions on forex hedging, responses by
a bank expert on the online community
should be supplemented with a call/ meeting
with the expert. It is important for the client
to sense the human associated with the
interactions. Social forums can create the
lead, but a sincere follow-up is extremely
important given the client base and their
requirements.

To be able to justify the expenses for social
media, the bank needs to measure the value
created by social media. Direct conversions
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by clients from an online community can
be unambiguously bucketed for income
originating from social media. The difficult
part is in tracing indirect benefits such as
higher flow of a client’s transactions through
the bank due to a better brand perception
resulting from social media interactions.
The bank can use analytical tools which
track user navigation and repeated visits to
the bank’s blog. Additionally, client discussions
on the communities can be tracked and
linkages can be drawn. However, in some
cases, it may not be the impact of just one
channel but a cumulative impact due to the
bank’s efforts across multiple channels. In
such cases, the bank should look at extending
its profit-sharing concepts to social media
as well.

At a client relationship level, social media can
play a very important role in today’s world.
Every client is keen to know what the banks
are doing in this direction. The approach
followed by the bank can attract new clients
thereby adding value, or help retain existing
ones and prevent losing market share to
competitor banks.

Conclusion

To summarize, social media should be seen as
a new channel to communicate with clients
and strengthen relationships. While it may
not be possible to address all banking needs
of corporate clients through social media,
it is definitely not a paradox. There is a lot of
scope for value creation for the clients through
this channel. Banks should iteratively define
a client-focused nimble approach which will
ensure greater success in lead generation and
conversion.

Additionally, implementation of social
media initiatives requires a holistic approach
involving buy-in from all lines of business and
departments. Social media strategy cannot
be implemented in isolation by the social
media team without the active participation
from all the other departments in a bank. To
be successful in their client communications,
banks should regard all channels as integrated,
relationship-focused venues, working in

tandem to enhance the client experience.








