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 / Shopping in the social networking age

Until now the personalisation of the eCommerce user experience has focused on guided merchandising and product 
recommendation to second guess what each individual customer wants. Successful online retailers do it because 
research shows it increases	revenue	and	builds	customer	loyalty.	

The emergence and proliferation of social networking sites, such as Facebook and MySpace, in the last 
few years, represents new challenges for online retailers about how to engage their customers.  Indeed, 
online retailers who want to improve site stickiness, and therefore conversion and order values, will quickly 
recognise the role of ‘experiential’ web marketing in increasing brand engagement.  

The Internet has seen its fair share of hype since its humble beginnings, but social networking is no mere 
flash in the pan.  Forrester Research estimates that MySpace	alone	enjoys	over	100	million	active,	monthly	
users	worldwide.1 To date, Ning.com has empowered over 200,000 people to create their own niche social 
networks, focusing on everything from one teen’s obsession with trainers, to sites dedicated to celebrating 
the elderly’s right to have fun.2   

The phenomenon is multi-platform too.  According to Juniper Research, the number of active users of mobile 
social networking sites is expected to rise from 54 million in 2008 to nearly 730 million in 20133. Smart money 
follows such trends.  This year, Lord Maurice Saatchi joined forces with John Clare, former CEO of Dixons, to launch 
MyFaveShop.com.4 Like Kaboodle.com this mixes social networking and shopping by allowing users to ‘create their 
own virtual shop and fill it with the stuff they love’.

1 Jeremiah Owyang, Senior Analyst, Forrester Research, http://www.web-strategist.com 
2 http://blog.ning.com/2008/03/200000_networks_on_the_ning_pl.html 
3 Juniper Research, Mobile User Generated Content: Dating, Social Networking & Personal Content Delivery 2008-2013 (Second Edition).
4 PDA:The Digital Content Blog, The Guardian, 26.08.08
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 /	A	shift	in	power 

The proliferation of the ‘social media’ phenomena marks a significant shift in the balance of power from the retailer as expert, to the consumer.  The reason for this 
shift in power is clear.  

Social	networking	sites	offer	people	varying	degrees	of	freedom	to	create	their	own	content	and	interact	with	each	other.	  This may be stating the obvious but 
these are the very principles on which the web was founded - principals that many online retailers have forgotten as they deploy the same ‘one way street’ marketing 
strategies online that they use offline.  

It is true that the technology available has not always made a more open dialogue possible, but the emergence of social media has well 
and truly let the genie out of the bottle, and forced online retailers to reconsider their customer relationships.  

What’s more, the huge popularity of social networking sites makes it inevitable that people will expect 
the same control over content wherever they surf. By implication, this also means that they will 
increasingly reject web sites, which don’t allow them to enjoy this freedom – including those 
sites which sell online.   



The business case for adopting social media practices is clear. By offering the freedom customers increasingly expect to use, 
create and share content (as they do on sites like MySpace and Facebook) online retailers can increase brand engagement 
by giving customers a number of different online spaces to interact with them.  

Through this interaction, the retailer has the potential to be in the customers’ mind whatever stage they are at in the 
purchasing decision. So, when a customer decides to make a purchase decision, they are more likely to 
choose	your	brand,	because	you	have	already	built	a	trusted	relationship	with	them.

This isn’t to suggest that online retailers simply mimic social networking sites to increase customer 
traffic, by providing social bookmarking or putting a page on Facebook. Although these are valid and 
important steps online retailers should take, embracing social networking requires a much deeper 
understanding of what’s ultimately possible in the world of experiential web marketing.

 / It’s not too late to get on board



Today,	people	value	the	experience	of	shopping	as	much	as	the	goods	they	take	home	with	them.	 This is why shopping 
centres such as Bluewater advertise themselves as a destination for a family day out, where you can eat together, watch 
a film, and shop.  It’s the same reason why Marks and Spencer’s has started putting coffee shops and bookshops in-store.  
By accentuating the experience of shopping itself, the company seeks to foster a stronger emotional attachment with the 
customer – one	that	results	in	a	purchase.		 

By the same token, the future of social networking – both the technology and the way people use it – represents exciting 
possibilities, limited only by imagination. How quickly these possibilities will become a reality depends in part on the 
availability of new, more sophisticated software and increasingly faster broadband.  However, they have already extended 
far beyond the idea of ‘social shopping’ offered by the aforementioned MyFavShop and Kaboodle. 

3D Virtual shopping is already a reality and offers for example, the ability to give customers the chance to try on clothes 
using avatar shoppers, whose body size, hair and eye colour can be instantly changed. Couple this with the ability to chat via 
instant messaging to other shoppers or sales assistant avatars – just as if you were in a real store – and the online shopping 
experience comes much closer to the High Street. 

It’s not difficult to imagine a scenario whereby four teenagers, already familiar with instant messaging, might agree to meet 
in-store, online, one evening, to try on a new outfit they have seen.  They might then blog about it, post a link on their social 
networking profile, or even send an image by mobile phone to more friends.  

Compared to the current online shopping experience, where you arrive on the site, look around, do a search, read a review, 
put a product in the cart, buy it (or not) and then leave, these kind of scenarios offer	customers	a	chance	to	become	more	
immersed	in	your	brand.	

 /	Enabling	social	interaction	online



 /	The	confluence	of	online	gaming	and	social	media

However, the potential doesn’t end there. To understand just how rich the online shopping experience can become, it’s important to also consider the role of online 
computer gaming in shaping peoples’ expectations of how they use content.    
Today, online multi-player games like The Sims and Second Life have a more social context, where, unlike first person shoot-em-up games favoured predominantly by 
men, it’s actually possible to stop and chat to other players, and even add them to your own profile.  

What’s important to the eCommerce experience however, is the specific way these games deploy narrative structures which require some kind of negotiation to engage 
players. 
In adventure-based multi-player games, which focus on the accomplishment of a quest, players are sometimes required to complete a series of tasks, in order to win 
a prize – defeating an enemy to get a new sword for example. In The Sims, players must organize the Sims’ time to help them reach personal goals.  They must make 
choices for the characters by fully engaging in an interactive environment.
There’s no reason why online retailers couldn’t leverage the same narrative structures by allowing customers, for example, to recommend friends as a way of collecting 
points and rewards redeemable either online or on the High Street. Just like role-playing games, where the character must progress, the customer feels they too have 
progressed.  In this context however their progress is in their relationship with your brand.  As	a	consequence,	they	will	hold	the	relationship	in	greater	esteem	and	
be	more	likely	to	share	what	they	know	with	others.		
  
One example of how the social context of virtual gaming environments and their inherent narrative structures are already being used is on the website of Real Madrid 
football club.
Real Madrid has fans all round the world but only a certain number can experience match day.  It’s obviously logistically and financially impossible for more than 100,000 
people to attend each game so they have created a virtual environment, which allows fans to participate in the match day experience.  Fans can tour the stadium, 
network with others, watch video clips, play a penalty game, see inside the changing rooms, and score points for answering questions.  By allowing fans to become 
immersed	in	the	world	of	Real	Madrid,	they	become	more	immersed	in	the	Real	Madrid	brand,	and	inevitably,	more	likely	to	buy	something.	



 / The lessons to learn

Online retailers might look to engage customers who showed a higher level of engagement – early adopters with the potential to infect a large number of people with 
your message – by inviting them into a more intimate level of participation.  For example, top referrers might be given the chance to enter a VIP room, where they would 
be able to get sneak previews of new products or to participate in a deeper level of research.   

Clothing retailer New Look is a good example of how this can be done.  Although, they have only just made their first foray into social networking, they have done so in 
a way designed to immediately identify their most enthusiastic customers. New	Look’s	MyLook	Community	offers	fashion	aficionados	the	opportunity	to	share	what	
they	think	is	right	and	wrong	in	the	world	of	fashion	so	they	can	have	a	genuinely	visible	effect	on	what	the	company	does	in	the	future. Of course, members also 
get to make new friends, chat about fashion with likeminded people and win prizes. However, the incentive focuses squarely on the chance to be part of an exclusive 
community in which members get to hear about ideas and participate in events before anyone else.



 /	Getting	the	balance	right

Over	 the	 next	 couple	 of	 years	 more	 sophisticated	 online	 shopping	 experiences	 will	 be	
developed. However retailers still need to consider the bigger picture. It’s absolutely right to 
ask how this phenomenon will integrate with existing approaches to online marketing.

The impact of social media doesn’t so much represent a shift away from a product-centric 
approach to personalisation as a move towards an overall more customer-centric approach.   
There is no either/or here.  Engaging customers through social networking, and creating sites 
which work in similar ways to these environments, is just another level of customisation.  You 
don’t stop segmenting your market data and matching products to each group, for example. 
That kind of basic market research will remain the same.

Take the example of Everythingbutthemusic.com. This is an online retailer which allows you to 
search for clothes by band or brand. If you enter The Ramones, under band, and Rock Steady 
under brand, you’ll find products by that brand that are similar to the Ramone brothers’ 
wardrobe.    Creating more immersive environments inspired by social networking would simply 
take this level of personalisation to a more sophisticated and granular level.  

Of course, the rigour with which retailers would evaluate their investment would be the same.  
Giving customers more freedom to create and share content, even in more sophisticated 
environments, doesn’t stop your ability to use web analytics to track what they do with it. 
Above	all,	it’s	paramount	that	you	adopt	the	right	point	of	view.

Creating an online retail environment influenced by social networking and gaming narratives 
doesn’t make for a completely laissez faire approach to online marketing. Online retailers will 
still need to be involved in the user experience, but will have to do so in a way that is acceptable 
to their customers. In other words they will need to leverage the full range of opportunities for 
interacting with their customers. The	objective	is	to	get	the	balance	right,	so	the	customer	is	
enabled	to	interact	with	your	brand	and	your	website	whenever	and	however	they	want.



 / Do you want to know what your customer’s are thinking?

What can retailers practically do now, to prepare their sites for increased demand for more social interaction?

The questions retailers really need to ask before they do anything include: 

How much more do I want to understand my customer base?’

Do	I	want	to	have	a	direct	conversation	with	my	customers,	by	engaging	them	in	a	closer	relationship?		

Do	I	want	my	customers	to	share	information	about	my	products	from	my	site	with	other	people	in	the	communities,	
forums	and	networks	they	participate	in?		

There’s hardly a retailer in the world who wouldn’t want that ability. Why spend a fortune trying to create a ‘viral’ 
effect for your brand, when you can empower your customers to do it for you?

So, where to start? 



 /	First	find	a	community	you	can	add	value	too

The most obvious place to begin is to establish a presence on existing social networking sites, 
in a way that is relevant to your brand.  If your target audience has a younger demographic, 
you may favour Bebo or MySpace, for example. 

At the same time what	you	do	on	these	sites	must	also	add	value	to	its	community.  It can’t just be some brand publicity stunt which talks at the 
customer.  These spaces are highly personal and so it’s important to actually talk with people, by engaging them in an adult-to-adult conversation. 

Alternatively, where you are permitted to do so, you could create your own branded application which allows users to talk to each other.  For example, 
fashion retailer Topshop has created an application called Fashion Fix5 which allows customers to view the latest ranges from their Facebook profile, and 
stamp a “love it or lose it” comment on it for their friends to see.

You need to make sure too, that you have the resources to back up your expanded presence, by providing someone who will be 
able to respond to comments and questions. If	you	don’t,	negative	feedback	can	quickly	grow.

5 http://www.facebook.com/apps/application.php?id=18945128320



 /	Next,	bring	that	community	feel	to	your	own	site.

The	next	step	is	to	consider	how	to	create	the	community	feel	of	social	networking	on	your	own	site.	

Social networking technology is evolving every day to suit the changing demands of its customers. Every week a new application launches that offers a community 
something new, so it’s important that retailers don’t rush in and instead determine which solutions would most benefit their customers.

At	the	very	least	you	should	be	allowing	people	to	bookmark	your	page	on	their	own	social	networking	profiles, encouraging feedback and providing the ability to share 
comments through reviews.  Consider the use of groundbreaking applications including Affiliate Window’s new wish list program, which actually allows users to include 
wish lists, (previously restricted to your site alone) as part of their social networking profiles.  Where possible also integrate the online experience with other touch points 
such as mobile phones, kiosks in the store itself and other offline advertising.



 / Then, learn from what people do to bring them closer

As you gather data from such initiatives it’s important you do so on a permission basis, with openness and transparency.  In fact, the point at which users are asked to 
‘opt-in’ to a newsletter, or to sign up to offer reviews, can be the point at which you offer your first incentive to become more deeply involved.  

As	you	develop	a	community,	you	will	of	course	want	to	segment	your	data,	as	a	way	of	identifying	different	demographic	groups.		

More advanced approaches to data segmentation, such as User	Persona	Research,	can	also	help	to	identify	different	groups	based	on	how	people	behave	while	on	
your	site.  Office retailing behemoth Staples used this approach to help redesign its site to meet the specific purchase behaviour of different customer types and saw a 
significant increase in revenue as a result.6 

6 InternetRetailer.com, November 2007



 /	Act	now,	refine	later

When you come to developing a website, you will always have hard decisions to make about your investment – in which pots do you put your money and how much 
in each?

When looking at the options available to you to improve your customer service, it’s got to be about how all the facets work together. Social media is the next evolutionary 
step in creating communities on your site, making it more interactive and engaging customer loyalty at a deeper level. 

Those	who	don’t	put	social	networking	technology	at	the	core	of	their	eCommerce	strategy,	and	dismiss	it	as	simply	a	passing	fad	do	so	at	their	peril.  

With the semantic web - which offers a vision of web content that is understandable by computers – already on the horizon now is the time to act.



 / About e-inbusiness 

e-inbusiness delivers market leading eCommerce and eMarketing solutions that maximise revenue. Working with our clients, we focus on delivering an engaging 
online user experience, powered by cutting edge technology, that drives up sales, increases turnover and delivers maximum ROI. 

Our ten years of proactive eCommerce research and development has enabled us to give online businesses the flexible, scalable, functionality-rich technology 
platform that they need. Built on the world’s leading Microsoft Commerce Server 2007, the platform delivers the power and performance required to manage 
any volume of traffic or online sales. 

Our highly experienced eMarketing team designs and delivers integrated SEO, PPC, Social Media, Email and Viral Marketing strategies along with a Web Analytics 
and online merchandising consultancy service to maximise online revenue opportunities and deliver measurable results. 
Harrods, New Look, Radley, Farrow & Ball, The Conran Shop are just some of the leading UK retailers who currently partner with e-inbusiness. 

For more information about how e-inbusiness can help you sell more online please call 0845 863 0520, 
email	info@e-inbusiness.co.uk or visit	www.e-inbusiness.co.uk	


