




Harnessing the Power of Social Media in 
Financial Services

Chapter:  01

The power of social media will have a signi�cant impact on the way �nancial services 
conduct business; this can have a transformational impact in their corporate thinking 
and marketing capabilities. From connecting directly with end customers, or engaging 
with employees, to collaborating with partners, social media provides a signi�cant value 
proposition that companies ignore at their peril. As stakeholders increasingly adopt 
social technologies, the potential of social media can help companies grow customer 
loyalty, accelerate growth, and unleash their potential. This paper provides insight into 
how social media technologies can be exploited e�ectively by �nancial services 
enterprises to build their brand, increase sales, and improve customer satisfaction.

Engaging Consumers in 
Financial Services

“… Young people are so convinced of the value of 
peer networks that they will trust the advice of a total 
stranger over that of a professional marketer…” 

– Paul Gillin in ”The New Influencers”

Today’s consumer demands exemplary service, 
low-cost tailored products, and a positive 
experience across multiple product channels. 
The problem for financial services is that banking 
products are becoming commoditized, and that 
the effectiveness of the traditional face-to-face 
channel is falling.  

Three key problems underlie the change. 
Consumers’ trust in what financial institutions  
say is at an all-time low, buying behavior has 

changed so that the traditional advertising 
“product push” is losing effectiveness, and finally, 
consumers are increasingly effective at filtering 
out marketing—organizations now have to earn 
the right to get consumers’ attention. 

Social media is at the center of such change.  
While it is plausible for a bank to write off one 
disgruntled customer, it is important to address  
the issue if the message hits 10,000 people.  
The social web is abuzz with conversations  
about companies, their products and services, 
their branding, their capabilities, and their ability 
to meet customer expectations. Companies 
cannot stop or control these conversations. 
However, they can ensure that they become a 
part of these conversations, listen to consumer 
views, work to shape opinion, address issues, and 
foster customer loyalty. This paper will help you 
to understand how to develop a strategy to meet 
such challenges.
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Components of a 
Social Media Strategy

Fundamentally, the goal should be to engage 
consumers and convert them from being 
mere listeners who browse content, to active 
participators who become brand advocates. 
The goals have been grouped into three key 
scenarios:

• 	 Customer Peer Support: Customer 
support communities enabled with 
relevant content and tools provide 
an easy way for customers to resolve 
issues themselves, which in turn helps 
in reducing customer service and 
support calls. ”Discussion forums” and 
”Ask and Answer” are excellent tools 
where active customers can support 
each other, while reducing support 
cost to a great extent. While telecoms 
have adopted Customer Peer Support, 
it is also being used widely by Citi and 
Bank of America affecting the financial 
services space.

• 	 Engaging with Target Audience: 
Social media creates dialogue with an 
audience around common interests 
where mutual value can be created. 
The key to good customer engagement 
is targeted communication to a 
specific set of like-minded people. For 
example, American Express has a very 
successful small business community; 
Citi has created specific investment 
communities for women.

• 	 Idea Management: Why not ask 
consumers what they want from 
you? Idea management solutions 
directly invite suggestions and ideas 
from consumers on improving their 
experience or getting inputs for a new 
product or service. These create a sense 
of ownership for consumers and shows 
that the “big bank” is listening to what 
its customers say.

All social media initiatives are about listening 
to and engaging with customers but, critically, 
they can also increase transparency and lead 

to greater customer advocacy. The banks with 
the most established social media programs 
tend to be those that are the most customer-
centric. Encouraging staff to engage with 
consumers through social media will enable 
greater exposure to customer issues. In turn, 
this will have a transformational effect on the 
organization, provided that it is an enterprise 
strategy and a tactical activity left to the 
marketing or Internet channel teams.

How Should We Engage 
on the Social Web?

Consumers are increasingly relying on social 
networks to research their next purchase. 
Although consumers are filtering out 
traditional marketing communications, they 
are increasingly interested in what others 
are saying about their potential purchase—
they research social sites before finalizing 
their purchase decision. Retailers and CPG  
companies are starting to place greater 
emphasis on building earned media  where 
activities are focused on developing and 
fostering consumer advocates. They are 
reassessing whether paid media investments 
are delivering the best Return on Investment 
(ROI). Finding the balance between paid and 
earned media is a key question to be addressed 
when defining social media initiatives.

Social media is also changing the purchasing 
process for consumers. Purchasing is 
becoming more of a lifecycle where consumers 
are engaging in social media after purchase, 
for example. Smart organizations have 
incentivized customers’ social contributions; 
the level of customer satisfaction with an 
organization’s service is being influenced 
by others. Others have recognized that 
developing a level of trust ahead of the 
purchase ensures that the product stays in  
the set of products being considered for 
purchase.  

Most banks are well behind so where should 
they start? The key message is to start small 
and learn. Investment should be low initially 
and focused on listening to the social web.  
Key examples are below:
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• 	 Brand Building: In reality, social 
media will not establish your brand in 
the market but will play a key role in 
communicating the brand promise, 
and can be an essential defensive 
tool when a crisis hits. More critically, 
direct engagement by staff with 
consumers every day through social 
media will increase understanding and 
transparency; the transformation it can 
bring about can enable banks to live up 
to the promise of their Helpful Bank, 
Simplified Banking strap lines .

• 	 New Product Launch: Social media is 
a great platform for creating the right 
buzz before launching a new product  
or service. The marketing team 
can invite the Small and Medium  
Enterprises (SMEs) to write blogs or 
publish their video interviews on 
the products to create awareness 
and generate interest. Retailers have 
learned to target key influencers on  
the social web with free products often 
in advance of a formal launch. There 
is an opportunity for banks to adopt a 
similar approach.

• 	 Marketing Campaigns: The running 
of periodic marketing campaigns can 
be planned and executed effectively 
through various social media avenues. 
Social media campaigns are different 
because they encourage end-user 
participation, which is an inclusive 
approach and pays bigger dividends 
through increased sales.

• 	 Customer Service: Facebook and 
Twitter are being used successfully 
by Citi, Bank of America and USAA  as 
customer service channels. These banks 
are addressing issues online taking 
customer-specific problems to secure 
channels for resolution. The advantage 
of solving customer service problems 
on the social web is that others can see 
the problem being resolved. Customer 
service is a good starting point for 
banks because it has a low entry cost, 
yet provides a way to engage directly 
with consumers.

Young & Free Alberta is a relevant success 
story about how a credit union successfully 
connected with its young target audience 
of between 17 and 25 years, by creating a 
community and providing a platform for the 
young audience to connect and discuss their 
issues. This resulted in a US$ 4 million increase 
in new deposits from 2000+ new accounts.

However, given such successes, many financial 
organizations fall into the trap of trying to 
develop their own communities. While this 
will work internally and within capital markets, 
trying to create an “owned” community is  
often a mistake for consumer facing 
propositions. A faster, simpler, and cheaper 
starting point would be to develop value for 
consumers so that they volunteer their own 
networks to the organization. It is better  
for an organization to exploit the large 
networks such as Facebook, Twitter, and 
YouTube, than try to build their own.

The 4C Approach to Building 
a Social Media Strategy

Although it is advisable to start small, 
enterprises must, in the end, deal with a 
massive flow of reactions from the social 
web about services and products hitting 
with an intensity and pace that may be 
difficult to handle. Social media initiatives 
also impact many departments within a  
bank, from marketing to product  
development, from channel management  
to technology and, of course, the contact 
center. In a large organization that is 
traditionally conservative, it can be quite 
complex to change thinking and to build 
new capabilities. To exploit the power of the 
social web, companies should be prepared 
to execute a well-structured strategy. 
Here is an argument for an approach that 
considers four dimensions—a 4C strategy—
Content, Communication, Community, and 
Collaboration. 

• 	 Content: The challenge is to  successfully 
combine both user-generated content 
and content published by the enterprise. 
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The strategy needs to consider how  
users can be engaged to encourage 
them to interact. A social media strategy 
should consider how to empower 
consumers and employees to create 
content easily.

• 	 Communication: The strategy should 
articulate what the enterprise wants to 
communicate with (not to) employees, 
partners, and consumers. Blogs are an 
effective means of communication 
where enterprises can have key 
stakeholders register their thoughts on 
some key issues and strategies. Direct 
internal and external communication 
of key messages by the senior 
management can have a significant 
impact on stakeholders.

• 	 Community: Participants return 
to conversations to collaborate on 
common themes relating to personal 
finances, business initiatives, or 
customer service. The community 
establishes a sense of belonging 
and engenders a trust factor among 
members, which helps in knowledge-
sharing and enables co-creation. The 
strategy should articulate the value 
for all parties in the community, and 
consider issues such as why a consumer 
would return, and how the enterprise 
can monetize the community 
established.

• 	 Collaboration: Tools provide a means 
for diverse teams to work together 
effectively to achieve a common 
goal. Wiki is a classic example of 
the effectiveness of collaboration 
where more than 3 million articles 
are created and updated successfully 
by people from all around the world. 
Effective utilization of collaboration 
tools improves team productivity and 
enhances output quality.

What binds this strategy into an active  
endeavor culminating in benefits for the 
enterprise, is the Listen, Engage, and Act 
process. An ongoing process which helps 
enterprises reach the end goal of their social 
media initiative, it entails ”listening” to 

stakeholders, ”engaging” them in productive 
conversations, and taking visible ”actions” on 
their feedback.

Social Media Maturity Model

To help define a roadmap to reach customer 
engagement goals, it is recommended that 
enterprises analyze where they are in the 
process of social media adoption. Infosys 
has developed a Maturity Model to help 
organizations understand how to assign 
priorities and compare their activities with 
those of others.

Level 1 – Reactive

Social media use within the organization is 
immature or perhaps, nascent:

• 	 The organization lacks an enterprise-
wide, consistent approach for social 
media initiatives 

• 	 Governance and processes do not exist 
for social media usage (its use within 
the organization or externally)

• 	 Different technologies and solutions 
are used for various social media 
initiatives across the enterprise

• 	 Absence of buy-in and support from 
senior management on social media 
adoption and roll-out

• 	 No common group has been identified 
to anchor social media-related 
initiatives

Level 2 – Proactive

The organization invests in social media 
initiatives, but thinking is embryonic and the 
benefits not widely understood:

• 	 There is a social media group 
responsible for all initiatives, but driving 
adoption is still a challenge

• 	 Individual groups within the 
organization are convinced about social 
media but adoption is in silos

• 	 Some products and technologies are 
standardized, but still not consistent 
across the enterprise
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• 	 Governance and processes exist but 
are still evolving; they are not adopted 
completely by various departments

• 	 No frameworks exist for measuring the 
success and ROI for different initiatives

Level 3 – Predictive

Social media is well understood and is an 
integral part of all customer-facing initiatives:

• 	 An organizational structure for driving 
and managing social media programs is 
in place

• 	 A well-defined social media strategy 
exists; governance and processes are 
defined and enforced

• 	 Technology, architecture, and roadmap 
are in place and standardized for 
existing and new implementations

• 	 Mechanism for measuring the ROI 
on various social media programs is 
available and used

• 	 Approach for analysis of inputs and 
feedback from different social media 
programs is available and creates 
actionable initiatives

Conclusion

We are in a period of rapid game-changing 
transformation. Driven by the searing pace of 
technological advance and by the fact that 
there is a global consumer market for Web 
2.0 technologies, enterprises are witnessing 
a systemic upheaval in the way they must do 
business. 

As more and more enterprises leverage  
the immense value proposition of social  
media technologies, the domain is  
witnessing a tremendous amount of 
innovation and value creation. Location-and 
mobile-based social media technologies  
are poised to provide agility and swiftness in 
the entire collaboration space. This is going 
to be a key differentiator for companies in the 
coming years.

With social media tools and technologies 
still in the nascent stages of development, 
enterprises in the financial services space are 
finding themselves in an unfamiliar territory, 
unsure of where to take their next step. To 
realize the opportunities, they must take a 
step-by-step approach that can help them 
overcome the many challenges inherent in 
social media adoption. 
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