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Thesis Abstract
Environmental buzz:
An explorative study to the buzz about viral marketing and its (potential) value for
Environmental NGOs

Environmental non-profit organisations (ENGO’s) play an important and central role in the debate how to deal
with the impacts of environmental degradation for which is ongoing and growing attention within governments,
corporates and society at large. They face many challenges however, including being (sparring) partners with
players like corporates that have entered the debate and finding new ways to obtain funding. These challenges
raise the need for ENGO’s to show they are able to make a real difference, to further build trust and to
establish a competitive position.
This seems extra challenging in a time that the media landscape is rapidly changing. Although mass media will
continue to play an important role, simply because they are there and spread images, news, dialogue and
debate, entertainment and stories, people today get their information from other sources as well and which
aren’t controlled by the big media owners, but by civil society through so called social media. It seems passé to
just depend on the traditional media boxes which used to be relatively easy to oversee and in which
communication was focused largely on one-way messaging. The media landscape has become more
fragmented and with the arrival of social media and related tools and techniques (web2.0) the active audience
is able to participate and influence marketing messages and dialogue in society. Communication messages from
anywhere are being discussed, amended, and rapidly distributed online within and between networks and of
course also initiated. It is concluded that developments in the new media landscape result among marketers in
a sense of less control over the course of their marketing activities.
The rise of social media may however also be an opportunity for marketers. The research in this thesis
addresses the question how valuable ‘online word of mouth marketing that makes use of social networks’ may
be for meeting communication challenges of environmental non-governmental organisations (ENGO’s). In
popular terms ‘online word of mouth marketing’ is often called ‘viral marketing’ – which is therefore used in the
title of this study - which stems from the idea that messages spread through social media networks very
rapidly, like ‘a virus’. That the objective to create such as virus usually remains a wish gets clear very quickly in
this study and shows the importance to discuss more realistic values of online word of mouth marketing.
This research draws an in-depth picture of the different (potential) values of viral marketing for ENGO’s, but at
the same time has an exploratory character as it is still in its pioneering phase. Literature, books, reports,
websites and interviews with experts were used to help explain the concept of social media, how
communicating though social media deviates from communicating through traditional media and how this could
be used for communication and marketing purposes by organisations. A literature scan and interviews with
both social media experts and ENGO’s was conducted to explore this specifically for ENGO’s, discussing how
social media impact their communications, what their main communication challenges are and consequently
their opportunities, challenges and risks of investing in viral marketing. Finally the level to which ENGO’s are
ready to adopt this in their marketing and communication strategies is discussed. The report in addition
provides practical recommendations for communication professionals for starting with viral marketing.
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The study shows that there is substantial potential value for ENGO’s to invest in online word of mouth
marketing for meeting some of their communication and marketing challenges. It was also widely recognised
that there is a general uncertainty about how to do this, where to start and how to approach people in social
media. It is perceived as complex and considerably different from conventional ways of working, and ENGO’s
therefore believe it is necessary to start gaining this experience now given the rapid trends in social media or at
least closely follow developments.
Although a great deal of work has been done on social media in popular literature, there is scarce academic
literature available on potential values of communicating through social media for organisations, and also
limited exploration among ENGO’s on how this sector could benefit from this.
The thesis makes a contribution to the viewpoint that there is a need for organisations to shift away from a
100% traditional marketing approach to a more horizontal approach and provides ENGO’s, viral marketing
experts and social scientists with a range of perspectives on the strategic values of viral marketing for the
ENGO sector.
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1. Introduction
1.1

Motivation research topic

It is in people’s nature to share information and experiences with other people, about everything that is
meaningful to them. Recently these conversations increasingly take place online in environments called ‘social
media’. Examples are blogs, social networks, discussion forums and video sharing sites. New web technology
collated under the term web2.0 facilitates interaction and participation in social media; anyone can contribute
to content and this is rapidly shared within and between networks. According to the latest Nielsen report on
social networking (Nielsen, March 2009) two-thirds of the world’s internet population visits social networks or
blogging sites and the sector now accounts for almost 10% of all time spent on the internet. In the Netherlands
alone some 72% has a profile on an online social network (RuigrokNetPanel, April 2009). Social media are
continuously in development, but seem to be there to stay.
This development has raised the interest of many marketers and PR professionals as their job is to get their
audiences to talk about them and effectively find customers or supporters for their products, services or
causes. Social media are new exciting environments for brands to explore; the influence of online peer-to-peer
networks is by many perceived as significant and organisations increasingly feel they must get involved. This is
accelerated by online campaigns that truly go ‘viral’: marketing or PR messages that appear to distribute rapidly
and effortlessly to thousands of people using only very small marketing budgets (Watts & Peretti, 2007).
Although there are a number of highly successful examples, they warn: “Unfortunately, for every high-profile
example of a successful viral product, there are many more attempts that fail.” (Watts & Peretti, 2007, page 1).
Viral marketing, also called buzz marketing, connected marketing or online word of mouth marketing has
become a hot topic at marketing seminars and in trade literature and journals. Marketers wonder whether it is
it worth investing, how it works, what the rules of the game are, and whether it is “just a temporary fad or if it
will eventually begin to push other conventional forms of communicating advertising messages to the back of
businesses’ minds” (Smith, CIA, 2005, p.1).
With a background in media strategy and having worked for several accounts at an international media agency,
I have been following the developments of social media and the insights about viral marketing closely. It seems
to offer many valuable marketing and communication opportunities, and I am convinced that it demands a
different mindset from how conventional communication is planned and implemented. Also compared to
traditional internet campaigns, which come - although aiming for interaction - largely down to one way topdown advertising. The arrival of social media therefore means more than just an additional communication
channel to use for campaigns. It is also a very different medium which can tell us a lot about how people today
organise their information and communications. It demands organisations to review how they communicate
with their audiences to judge whether this is still the most effective strategy for their organisation or that they
may need to invest in the communication requirements that fit the social networking environments.
This development is expected to be highly relevant for communication professionals working in communication
science and for those working at organisations planning and implementing communication strategies. To learn
how viral marketing and its significance and implications is perceived among professionals, this thesis takes an
in-depth look at one specific sector, namely environmental non governmental organisations (ENGO’s); in which
I am currently working in a communication position. With in mind that NGO’s have historically used and profited
from word-of-mouth strategies I found myself linking the potential opportunities of viral marketing to the
communication challenges of this sector. I became motivated to research how ENGO’s perceive the impact of
social media developments on their communication challenges, how they are judging the value of using social
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media in their marketing and PR strategies, to what level ENGO’s are considering investing in it and whether
they are ready to do this. This brought me to this challenging research: An explorative study to the buzz about
viral marketing and its (potential) value for ENGO’s. This research is conducted as my thesis for the Master
study Applied Communication Sciences and the minor Forest and Nature Conservation at the Wageningen
University in the Netherlands.
I have worked on this thesis study with great motivation, and was very professionally supervised by Marielle
van der Zouwen (senior researcher Forest and Nature Conservation) and Professor Cees van Woerkum (Applied
Communication Science) who were both very enthusiastic about the subject of this study. Their support and
inspiration was especially helpful as I combined this research with a 4 day per week job at ENGO Wetlands
International, and it wasn’t always easy to keep the red line due to not being able to work on this study fulltime. My friends have also supported me greatly, despite all the evenings that I had to cancel social events for
working on this thesis.
Finally, I hope this report provides communication academics and professionals at ENGO’s with a good
overview of the current judgements within the sector about the (potential) value of viral marketing.
Furthermore I hope it provides ENGO’s with a practical basis when they decide to include viral marketing in
their communication strategies.

1.2

Report set up

After this short introduction this section discusses my research objective, the relevance of this thesis, the main
and specific research questions and the conceptual framework. Chapter 2 presents my research methodology
and data collection strategy. Chapter 3 forms the theoretical basis for this study. It discusses the developments
of information technology in the information and network society and introduces online social media and
web2.0. This is followed by theoretical considerations about what social media developments may mean for
today’s marketing strategies of organisations and describes the concept of viral marketing. The chapter then
focuses on today’s communication challenges of ENGO’s and discusses theoretical views on possible values of
viral marketing for this sector. Chapter 5 provides a number of examples of online word of mouth campaigns by
NGO’s which serve as illustrations to the theoretical chapter. Chapter 5 and 6 describe the results from the
empirical research. A total of ten interviews were conducted, 4 among viral marketing experts, 6 among
Environmental NGO’s. Chapter 5 starts with the insights from the experts on values of viral marketing in
general and their opinion what this means for ENGO’s. Chapter 6 highlights the main conclusions from the
communication professionals at ENGO’s about what viral marketing may mean for their challenges and in their
communication strategies and whether the organisations are ready to take this on board or not. The findings
from all data sources are confronted and integrated in chapter 7 to come to a conclusion of the potential value
of viral marketing for today’s communication challenges of Environmental NGO’s. Chapter 8 concludes this
research with a number of discussion topics and makes suggestions for further research.

1.3

Research objective

The aim of this research is to explore the (potential) value of viral marketing for ENGO’s in the context of their
communication challenges. The study is of exploratory character, and will therefore not aim to accomplish a full
inventory of viral marketing opportunities for ENGO’s. Viral marketing is in a pioneering phase and this study
therefore provides the reader with an exploration of the values of viral marketing for ENGO’s, practical
implications for the marketer and insight in the adoption rate among ENGO’s to engage in viral marketing
strategies. Although it would be of great interest, this study does not research how communication audiences
of ENGO’s perceive viral marketing efforts by ENGO’s in social media. It does also not aim to compare
effectiveness of viral marketing with other communication means and strategies deployed by ENGO’s to tackle
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their challenges; it does however search for its added value. It also doesn’t aim to prove which viral efforts are
most effective under which circumstances, despite this being an interesting topic too. Going beyond an
exploration would not be feasible considering the exploratory stage viral marketing is currently in and neither in
terms of the time period that I have available to conduct this study.

1.4

Relevance

Research to this topic is relevant for marketing professionals at environmental NGO’s (ENGO’s), for academics
in communication sciences and for social media professionals.
Viral marketing is a cutting edge topic highly discussed online and in some literature providing many interesting
views, examples, recommendations and suggestions for running marketing and public relation campaigns via
viral approaches. I for instance receive post from weblogs on social media and viral marketing every day. Most
give helpful advice to all kind of sectors, including to non-profit organisations, and some non-profit forums
provide discussions and tips specifically for NGO’s about how to go viral. This study provides communication
professionals at ENGO’s with the perspectives from literature, from experts and from their own sector on the
strategic values of viral marketing for their work. Viral marketing professionals on their turn can use this study
to learn about considerations and experiences of a specific sector about the marketing and PR strategic
opportunities in social media; it can for instance help those that consult non-for-profit clients in planning their
efforts. For communication scientists this study is of value as it provides them with various perspectives on the
value of interpersonal communication of organisations and their brands with their audiences on the internet
after a time of mass media domination.

1.5

Research questions

The overall research question for this thesis is’ What is the (potential) value of viral marketing for today’s

communication strategies of Environmental NGO’s?’
To provide guidance in the research process I have defined the following specific research questions:
1. How do social media provide an answer to developments in society?
2. Which developments (in society) are of major influence on the communication challenges for ENGO’s?
3. To what level do ENGO’s perceive the arrival of social media as significant for their communication
challenges?
4. How is viral marketing being perceived among ENGO’s and what are their perspectives on viral
marketing in terms of value, opportunities and constraints for achieving their communication
challenges?
5. To what level are ENGO’s considering and ready to adopt these new social media developments in
their marketing and PR strategies?

1.6

Conceptual framework

The research will use the below conceptual framework. The concepts in the framework of this research will
either function as background information or are subject of the empirical research.

Today’s Communication
challenges ENGO’s
Developments in society

Viral marketing
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Potential value viral
marketing today’s
marketing strategies
ENGO’s

2. Research Methodology
2.1

Research type and strategy

This research follows the design of exploratory qualitative research. Viral marketing is a cutting-edge concept,
both in itself as in the context under research. I explore what the (potential) value of viral marketing could be
for Environmental NGO’s (ENGO’s).
The design of exploratory qualitative research is far more flexible and dynamic than for instance that of
descriptive research. It is a gradual process of accumulating understanding about the study object. In this
study I followed a data collection and analysis strategy such as illustrated in figure 1.
Ideally an exploratory study continues until new items or cases no longer reveal new interesting information.
Although it is the aim to explore the subject as thoroughly as possible, this thesis does not arrive at such a
saturated state of study; the subject under study is highly cutting edge; new theoretical views and practical
lessons are shared every day. The aim is to get an in-depth understanding rather than providing empirical
generalizations.
In addition this study presents results that give the readers insights that are immediately practically applicable.
It is though not my aim to empirically prove what will work for whom in which circumstances.

Figure 1: Exploratory research model, source: http://www.uiah.fi, accessed at March 2008
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Visualising my research strategy:
Data collection 1

Data collection 2

Data collection 3

Literature research:

Expert interviews

ENGO’s interviews

Collection of background
information from literature
and blogs about:

 Among experts in

 Among ENGO’s in

viral marketing

the Netherlands

Data confrontation,
analysis
Research output

for ENGO’s
 Semi-structured

 how social media and

 Value of viral marketing

interviews

 Semi-structured

interviews

 Discussion &

suggestions

web2.0 provide an
answer to developments
in society
 the concept of viral

marketing
 communication

challenges of ENGO’s
 strategic considerations

to engage in social media
 non-profit buzz examples

Data Analysis 1

Data Analysis 2

Data Analysis 3

Phase 1: Background knowledge, background research + theoretical basis
My background and current position brought me some preliminary understanding of viral marketing and some
of the communication challenges of ENGO’s. Literature however provided me with valuable perspectives which
therefore shape the relevant background and theoretical basis for this study and included some academic
sources and a wide range of professional literature, as well as a number of very helpful online sources, NGO
websites and blogs.
Information collected in this phase:
1 Explanation of social media and web 2.0 as a response to developments in society
2 Explanation of concept viral marketing and communication mechanisms of online networks
3 Exploration of communication challenges of Environmental NGO’s
4 Theoretical perspectives on strategic considerations for companies and organisations to engage in viral
marketing
5 Examples of online word of mouth marketing by (E)NGO’s which serve as illustration of the theoretical
chapter.
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Phase 2 and 3: empirical part of study.
For phase 2 and 3 of the study a total of ten interviews were conducted; four among viral marketing experts
and six among Environmental NGO’s. For the exploratory character of this research all interviews were based
on a topic list, not on a fixed questionnaire. In this way opinions were effectively collected on a number of
topics, while flexibility remained for the interviewees to raise certain issues and link these together. The faceto-face interviews were recorded and a written report was provided to the interviewees for approval and
additional comments. These reports were translated, summarised and labelled, pulling together themes. All
interviewees agreed quotes could be used with reference to the interviewee.

Phase 2: Empirical phase of study, interviews with viral marketing experts
Buzz marketing is still in a pioneering phase. Just a quick scan online provides valuable discussions everyday
between experts and marketing professionals about the value of it, and what makes it different from traditional
marketing. The value of viral marketing has however been hyped a lot in popular literature, and not that much
academic literature is available so far. For in-depth expert points of view it was therefore of high value to get
information straight from the experts because a lot of knowledge is still in their heads, not yet in literature.
Conducting interviews with experts also provided the opportunity to ask them to apply their expert knowledge
to the ENGO sector which resulted in professional judgements to the ENGO sector. Finally, these interviews
allowed the experts to illustrate their judgements and recommendations with personal examples.
To that end four viral marketing experts were interviewed in the second half of 2008. The selection of experts
took place by means of a search in articles and online or on recommendation. Criterion was that the interviews
could take place face-to-face and therefore all experts were based in the Netherlands. The experts interviewed
included a word of mouth marketing strategy agency, two bloggers (one independent, one hired for writing for
a weblog), and an internet/web 2.0 research agency. After four interviews this phase was concluded as clear
patterns arose. The interviews took about 1,5 hour each. The results of the expert interviews have been used
as input to the ENGO interviews.
Information collected in this phase:
1 First thoughts ENGO’s and viral marketing
2 Viral marketing & ENGO’s – potential value linked to today’s ENGO communication challenges
3 Opportunities, risks and constraints
4 Added value to other marketing instruments
5 Recommendations if he/she were in ENGO communication position
6 What are the necessary capacities and practical implications to become successful in viral marketing

Phase 3: Empirical phase, interviews with ENGO communication professionals
In this phase environmental non-governmental organisations were interviewed. The purpose of this phase was
to discuss the data gathered from literature and the expert interviews with communication professionals of
ENGO’s, to collect additional information and to make the value of viral marketing specific to ENGO’s. In total 6
people at communication positions were interviewed at 5 different ENGO’s (large and small organisations), all
based in the Netherlands. With one ENGO two people were available from different communication
departments (direct marketing, and communication) which both added value. The selection was made with the
assumption that some organisations would have more experience with viral marketing than others, which would
provide a good representation of the sector in the Netherlands. Two of the planned interviews could not take
place due to a foreign trip and busy schedules, which would very likely have added new insights and
perspectives to this subject which is highly pioneering. Nevertheless, the current selection of 6 professionals
still gave a good representation of the sector. Also the ENGO interviews were based on a topic list and the
interviews took between 1-1,5 hour.
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Information collected in this phase:
1 First thoughts about viral marketing
2 Discussion on communication challenges
3 Motivation and strategic considerations for use of viral marketing for organisation (added value compared
to other communications instruments)
4 Judgement viral marketing experiences and approaches
5 Constraints
6 Future outlook (expectations and uncertainties)
7 Readiness of the organisation to use viral marketing
Phase 4: Data confrontation and analysis, research output
After the different phases of data collection and analysis phase 4 confronts the finding of all research phases
with each other in order to construct a total picture of understanding of the value of viral marketing in today’s
communication challenges ENGO’s. This results in an overall conclusion and a number of points of discussion
and suggestions for further research.
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3. Theoretical basis
Chapter 3 presents the theoretical context that was collected to explore the potential values of viral marketing
for today’s communication challenges of environmental non-governmental organisations (ENGO’s). The theory
serves as a background and basis for the empirical stage of the thesis.
This section’s first paragraph gives an introduction to the internet as a networking platform, the concept of
social media and web2.0, provides several definitions and explores whether each group or individual has similar
(potential) influence in social networks. Paragraph 3.2 then explores social media developments in the context
of marketing and communication strategies of organisations and introduces the concept of viral marketing. The
third paragraph describes several perspectives on what it takes to create a successful viral campaign; important
information for marketing professionals to judge whether investing in viral marketing or online word of mouth
marketing is possible for their organisation. Paragraph 3.4 provides the theoretical basis derived from literature
and prior research about today’s communication challenges of ENGO’s. This if followed by a paragraph which
summarises literature insights on values of viral marketing for environmental NGO’s.

3.1

The internet as a networking platform

Organising in networks in a decentralised society
Social science literature has paid a lot of attention to the changing social dynamics of democratic systems.
While governments in these systems still have their formal function, their dominant role is declining and
replaced by more horizontal networked forms of organisation in society. One of the most cited authors on this
issue is Manuel Castells. He states that before, the public’s opinion depended on information from influential
institutions such as the state and mass media, but that over the last decade the state has become weaker as a
consequence of a more critical and less passive society and although mass media are still influential, they often
lack depth. Castells believes that society increasingly organises its information throughout networks (Castells,
1996, 1998). An interesting paper on this issue was also written by Aarts in which she argues that trends such
as globalisation, liberalisation and individualisation have changed citizens to become better informed than
before as they are facing a world of more and more complexity and uncertainty and less stable social
institutions. People increasingly have to make their own choices which has resulted in the motivation to be
better informed. Aarts: “People react by organising themselves around shared interests in different networks
that are also referred to as one-issue communities, fluid, and not institutionalised” (Aarts, 2007, page 4). She
also mentions that in this context people increasingly develop “temporary and exchangeable relations” (Aarts,
2007, page 4).
Literature highlights the role and developments of information technology in the information and network
society. As Aarts mentions it is making it possible to exchange information over long distances with people with
similar interest (Aarts, 2007). The importance of the internet as a networking platform in a decentralised
network society got discussed quickly after the internet got introduced. Already in 1993 the authors Kapor and
Weitzner of the Electronic Frontier Foundation, spoke about The International Public Network (IPN), “a tool to
eventually become an interconnected confederation of numerous networks, all of which would serve different
needs, with computer-infused communication technologies and digital media to ride atop them, to enrich
collective cultural, political, and social lives and to enhance democratic values in society” (Kapor et al in
Harasim, 1993, page 209). Also several scholars (Castells, 1996, Van Dijk, 2005) predicted that key social
structures and activities would be increasingly organized around electronically processed information networks;
the internet would become important for interpersonal communication and for spreading information. Personal
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communication would be replaced by digital technology. The internet would allow people to have constant
access to information and communication and to become linked to each other without having face to face
contact (Van Dijk, 1991).

Web2.0 and social networking
Recently, networking developments on the internet seem to gain momentum with the opportunities that
web2.0 principles and technologies are offering. The term web 2.0 was first introduced at a web brainstorm
conference by O’Reilly and MediaLive International in which participants discussed a new turning point of the
web. They concluded this changed the internet in such extent that they decided to give it a name to distinguish
the time before and after this turning point, respectively web 1.0 and web 2.0 (O’Reilly, 2007).
Although the name suggests so, web 2.0 does not refer to a new version of the World Wide Web, but ‘to
changes in the ways software developers and end-users use the Web’ (Wikipedia, 2009). On Wikipedia web 2.0
is defined as: ‘a perceived second generation of web development and design that aims to facilitate
communication, secure information sharing, interoperability, and collaboration on the World Wide Web. Web
2.0 concepts have led to the development and evolution of web-based communities, hosted services, and
applications, such as social-networking sites, video-sharing sites, wikis, blogs, and folksonomies’.
This thesis study focuses on marketing and Public Relations through ’social media’ in which ‘social networking’
takes place. Social media are online resources that people use to share content. The best-known examples are
probably social networking sites such as Facebook and Hyves, where in particular ‘younger’ people are known
to meet each other and share their day-to-day stories and experiences. YouTube, a site for individuals or
companies to share videos is another well-known example. Social media are very broad though and include
blogs, microblogs (e.g. Twitter) wiki’s, video and photo sharing spaces, forums, public bookmarking (such as
del.icio.us), widgets, all kind of social network sites, pod casts, message boards and e-books. Web 2.0 tools
and techniques include linking, tagging, RSS, content ranking and rating tools, collaborative tagging tools (also
known as folksonomies), content sharing and recommendation tools, and search engine optimilisation (see
definitions of these tools at page 88-92). Through these media and tools networking takes place within and
between social environments.
Nielsen online just published their new statistics about social networking and showed that it has overtaken
email in terms of worldwide reach with 66.8% of internet users across the globe having accessed “member
communities” last year, compared to 65.1% for email (see figure 2).
Figure 2: growth rates and
global reach internet activities,
Nielsen, March 2009

It furthermore found that in
2008, users spent 63% more
time on member communities
than they did in the previous
year, with some social
communities like Facebook
growing with 566% in time
spent. And remarkably and
probably unknown among
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marketers, its fastest growth demographic is not within teenagers, but within ‘older’ users, according to Nielsen
with 24.1 million people between ages 35-49 in 2008 worldwide (http://www.twine.com, March 2009).
Social media have an open source character which enables horizontal interaction. The web2.0 tools and
techniques result in networking within social environments. This enables influence by many more and different
actors in society than before on public issues, which is a significant change after a time dominated by one way
communication from mass media or other institutions such as corporations and government where interaction
hardly occurred (except for in radio shows and a reader’s page in magazines occasionally). Although in social
media institutional views may often still be the start of a dialogue, these views or what the mass media says
about it are no longer the only or the final public words on a topic (http://influence2.editme.com, June 2008).
With web2.0, the internet has turned into a democratic and decentralised medium in which anyone can join, be
it an individual or an organisation.
Some social media tools allow sharing from person to person (or more persons), like email. Others require
subscription before newcomers to the network are allowed to see content and network contacts like forums,
and again other social media are fully open sources such as many blogs, video sharing sites or rating tools at
sites. In principle, everyone that has internet access has now online tools to his or her exposal to create or cocreate content on the web, and thus in principle everyone can have influence on what is being discussed,
everyone can label, tag, rate, recommend, create a blog, make own pages on community websites, host own
fora, post videos and photos, contribute knowledge, ideas, insights, news, gossip, opinions and criticism, react
to events such as political issues and other news features and drag issues further or give it new dimensions,
decide what is considered useful and important and form new groups.
This new open source phenomenon is referred to as the collective intelligence or
architecture of participation. O’Reilly: “As users add new content, and new sites, it is
bound into the structure of the web by other users discovering the content and
linking to it. Much as synapses form in the brain, with associations becoming
stronger though repetition or intensity, the web of connections grows organically as
an output of the collective activity of all web users” (O’Reilly, 2005, at
http://www.oreilly.com, retrieved July 2008). This collective intelligence is also
referred to as the power of ‘the long tail’, after the book by Chris Anderson: not just
the big sites, but the collection of small sites make up the bulk of the web’s content
(www.thelongtail.com.html, May 2008).

Does everyone have influence in social media?
Sending a message in online social networks can take place when the receiver asks
for it or when the receiver does not ask for it. For both processes the reputation of
the sender is important. This reputation depends on the value of the
Figure 3: design of the internet, by
trustworthiness of the sender as perceived by others and the value of its
Paul Baran, in Collins et al, 2003.
messages for receivers (Huijnk, 2006). As figure 3 shows, in a decentralised
network some nodes (participants in online social networks) have more success in sharing content within their
network than others, and become for other nodes attractive to connect to, to join the network. The nodes that
have more success than others in their network capacity are well-trusted and are often called ‘network hubs’,
which are critical to keeping the flow of information going around a network (Barabási, 2002). This is an
important notion for marketers who could choose to make use of the more influential nodes in a network. This
will be further explained in chapter 3.2 and 3.3.
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Someone’s level of influence can also depend on their role in online communities. Figure 4 below by Forrester
indicates the different levels of participation in social media sites: creators, critics, collectors, joiners, spectators
and inactives (www.forrester.com, June 2009). The higher up the ladder, the more influential:

Figure 4: left and figure 4 below: level of
participation in Social Media, Forrester Research,
Inc, 2008: http://blogs.forrester.com/groundswell
/2007/04/forresters_new_.html

Forrester also looked into how these levels of participation are divided over different age groups. This provides
an interesting picture as in general the assumption is that social media are mainly used by teenagers and
young people up tot about 25 years old. The below charts show per age group in Europe whether it is below or
above average (white mark in bars) per distinguished role. It is partly true that younger people are often high
on the participation ladder; the age group of 18-24 are the largest representatives, particularly within the
creators and critics role. However, also 25-34 year olds are above average represented in all more influential
roles. From 35 onwards all scores are below average.
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Figure 5

Finally, although in principle everyone with an internet connection has access to social media and can make use
of social media tools and techniques to share content, some activities require quite some technical savviness,
which gives some groups and individuals obviously more authority within the networks than others. Also, some
areas of the world are not or less well connected to the internet, which results in many people being not
represented in social media.

3.2

Web 2.0 marketing and PR buzziness

The Opinion Leader Research (OLR) observed from their research in 2003 that today profit, non-profit
organisations and also governments find it hard to communicate convincingly with their audiences. Reasons
they mention include increased general distrust towards authorities, increased access to information and an
overall expansion in mass media communications. The latter has led to information overload and demands the
need for trusted sources of information (OLR, 2003). In addition the increased number of different voices has
made the public aware that there is more than one or a few perspectives to take into account. The arrival of
social media as introduced in paragraph 3.1 is one significant response to these developments.
Marketing professionals follow social media developments with great interest and have started to use or
consider these media and web2.0 tools and techniques in their marketing strategies. In literature there is a
variety of terms for marketing that makes use of conversations and network effects of social media, such as
viral marketing, buzz marketing, online word of mouth marketing, conversation marketing, and connected
marketing. This research uses the terms “viral marketing” as this is the term that mostly caused the hype
among marketers to engage in social media, and “online word of mouth marketing” and this is the term most
commonly used in literature and among specialists.

Defining viral marketing:
There is a large variety of definitions of viral marketing in use. Some examples:
“Viral marketing describes any strategy that encourages individuals to pass on a marketing message to others,
creating the potential for exponential growth in the message's exposure and influence. Like viruses, such
strategies take advantage of rapid multiplication to explode the message to thousands, to millions” (Wilson,
2000, from http://www.wilsonweb.com/wmt5/viral-principles.htm, accessed in May 2008).
“Viral marketing uses marketing techniques that use online social networks to produce increases in brand
awareness, through self-replicating viral processes” (Wikipedia, March 2008).
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“Viral marketing is a marketing phenomenon that facilitates and encourages people to pass along a marketing
message voluntarily” (www.marketingterms.com, July 2008).
The most important key words that we can distinguish from these definitions are ‘voluntarily’, ‘influence’,
‘passing along messages’, ‘brand awareness’, ‘strategy’, ‘facilitating and encouraging’ and finally ‘selfreplicating’, ‘potential for exponential growth’ and ‘rapid multiplication’.
The latter three key words fit most with the initial perception of online word of mouth marketing, which is why
it got titled ‘viral marketing’; spreading messages like a virus, effortlessly. Among marketers viral marketing
was initially hyped as an easy and fast way for organisations to communicate their messages with very limited
investments to very large audiences easily crossing different borders and networks. In academic and
professional literature many authors however warn that there are many more attempts that fail (e.g. Watts and
Peretti, 2007), for the counterproductive consequences that virals can have on brands or organisations
(Subramani, 2002) and for the requirement of different ways of working that organisations are not familiar
with, such as “increased feedback, shorter response times, the new competition across geographic and sector
boundaries, or the promotional burdens” (Blau, 2001, p. 10).
A definition that addresses this could be formulated as:
Viral marketing is the strategic use of marketing techniques that facilitate and encourage individuals through
online social networks to share marketing messages and interact about them voluntarily, creating the potential
for growth of the message's exposure and influence.

Differences viral marketing and word-of-mouth marketing
Of course people have always interacted, opinionated and
shared knowledge and views within their networks, and wordof-mouth (spreading the word) has often been successful in
creating good buzz for issues that started really small. The key
revolutionary features of viral marketing are that:
1 social media are in principle accessible to everyone with
an internet connection;
2 web 2.0 tools allow the network effect to take place very
rapidly to a large number of individuals at the same time;
3 networking and information exchange takes place as
Figure 6: viral marketing versus word of mouth marketing,
easy over long as over short distances;
Skelliewag, Problogger.net, June 2008
4 the interaction can not only travel rapidly within
networks, but also between networks;
5 passing on messages does not require a lot of effort; the technology allows this to take place with just one
or two clicks when individuals want to share something considered useful to others in the social network
(Seely-Brown et al, 2000, in Subramani, 2002);
6 most tools provide the possibility for direct feedback visible to many people
7 messages take all kind of forms, like news messages, videos, audio, e-books etc.
All these factors together imply that nodes, when they have valuable information to share, are able to become
considerably influential.
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From Passive to Active audience
Nail at al describe how social media have changed today’s media landscape and illustrate how this has changed
marketing options for increasing brand influence before and after web2.0 with figures 7 and 8 in their article
‘Dawn of the Age of Influence 2.0’ (Nail et al, 2008):
They show with Figure 7 how before ‘Web 2.0’ or
‘social media’, thus in the time of ‘Web 1.0’ or
Figure 7
‘Influence 1.0’ as they coin it, brands needed to work
through media companies to get their messages to
consumers (Nail et al, 2008). It fits a classical topdown communication theory era.

Figure 8

They then propose ‘Influence 2.0’ (Figure 8) to
show the interaction between brand, mass media,
social media and audience. As they explain “the
added social media make space for increased
participation from citizens and the result is an
environment where corporate, brand, and public relations messages no longer take a straight path to their
intended audience; the message can be amended, appended, extended and upended along the way” (Nail et
al, 2008, Chapter 1, retrieved at June 2008).
Others would till a certain level agree with this model, for instance Carpentier (2007) who also believes that in
the new situation mass media will continue to play an important role, simply because they are there and spread
images, news, dialogue and debate, entertainment and stories. With the arrival of social media and related
tools and techniques (web2.0) however the active audience gets every chance to participate and influence
messages and decision making. They can even initiate topics or make news themselves. Some recent examples
on micro-blogging site Twitter demonstrate that communication through rapid social media messaging sometimes enriched by short quickly uploaded amateur video recording - can distribute faster among audiences
than through mass media. The model indicates this well through interaction between audience and brand
through social media. Two major comment on the model should however be placed here. The model seems
(perhaps unintended) to suggest that audiences just receive messages from mass media and are in that way
still considered to be passive. Katz and Lazarsfeld (1955) developed the ‘two-step flow diffusion theory’ which
states that communication from an institution or brand arrives people through opinion leaders which are the
people with most access to media, and highest media literacy. In this theory, for the first time the ‘audience’
was not considered passive, but it was instead concluded that opinion leaders have in fact a lot of ‘personal
influence’ to the message when passing it on. Also the ‘obstinate audience theory’ (Zimmerman & Bauer, 1956)
shows that audiences are not powerless and passive in that direction. They actively select and give meaning to
the message, thus influence decision-making through interpersonal communication, interactions. There should
in their perspective also be an arrow back from audiences to the brand. Secondly, this model suggests that
audiences have influence on brands through social media, but not that brands have influence on audiences
through social media. This neglects the opportunity of organisations to build up a trusted reputation (their
brand) among audiences through social media.
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The value of social media for marketing
So, what may ‘Influence 2.0’ mean for the influence of brands on their audiences? The first table below by Nail
et al indicates how the arrival of the internet as it was before web 2.0 actually hardly changed the relation
between brands or organisations and other actors in society. The main thing that changed was that new media
owners took over part of the market and controlled advertisement and free publicity space; communication
between organisations and consumers online was still a matter of one-way interruption, just like advertisement
on TV which interrupts the consumer when watching a programme.
Characteristic

What Changed

What Didn’t

Content Source

New media companies dominated: Yahoo!,
MSN, AOL (web portals)

Old content still rules: Yahoo! Finance hosts Forbes and
Business Week content, MSN features Fox Sports,
Time-Warner execs ousted AOL leaders

Audience Behaviour

Audience changed from passive to interactive

Consumption of content created by major companies

Advertising

Ad sizes, formats, technologies

Interrupted readers/viewers

Public Relations

Internet publications emerged as influential
media outlets

Media lists, press releases, story pitches

Table 1: what did change and what didn’t with the arrival of internet (Nail et al, 2008)

With the arrival of online social media on the other hand, messages that are being sent out and picked up are
no longer fully under control of the sender. Brands need to engage with the social media stream and be
prepared to let a conversation go and try to benefit from it. Table 2 shows some of the key changes of the
arrival of Influence 2.0 for marketing as analysed by Nail et al:
Influence 1.0

Influence 2.0

One-way communication at the consumer, controlled by
the company

Active consumer participation: feedback, discussion and debate

Focus on getting message into the right media to reach the
Companies engage consumers for input into product and messaging
audience

News is here today, gone tomorrow

Content lives forever online – free of charge and easily searchable

Companies try to ‘spin’ traditional media

Citizen journalists pierce the spin; traditional journalists report the
result
Table 2: the influence 2.0 Wiki (Nail et al, 2008)

The article states as a conclusion that the essence of communication with an organisation’s audiences in the
web2.0 era is to become as they call it “steward of the storyline” which means “being a friend, a collaborator, a
helpful ally to anyone interested in the client’s story” (Nail et al, 2008, chapter 5, retrieved at June 2008). This
means thinking in the interests of whoever is out there, both the professional journalist as participants in
general in social media like bloggers. To get there, the organisation must consider how to really add value to
the audience. Activities include joining the conversations, adding useful links or tags to content (from
organisation’s own website, blog or social page or on that of others). It should also use formats that fit the
audience - not only text but also other tools such as video’s, podcasts, etc. engineered for spreading through
social networks on the internet. That social media can give citizens powerful instruments in the PR and
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marketing process of organisations and that this can have both a positive as a counterproductive impact is well
explained by O’Reilly: “They can be the most fervent and valuable allies, offering ideas to each other and to the
newsmaker as well. At the same time the people at the edges of the communications and social networks can
also be a newsmaker’s harshest, most effective critics” (http://safari.oreilly.com, retrieved in June, 2008).

Theoretical reflection on the classical communication model when considering viral marketing
It is interesting at this stage to look back at some different phases in the communication models in the past 50
years starting with the classical sender-receiver communication model known as ‘The Shannon-Weaver Model’
(Shannon & Weaver, 1947). Figure 9 shows this model which illustrates one-way communication from sender
to receiver.

Figure 9: the Shannon-Weaver Model
(http://www.cultsock.ndirect.co.uk, May 2008)

In the past decades several steps have been added to this model in communication theory. This can be shown
with the help of a model by Aarts and van Woerkum (2008) - figure 10 - which is used to show the
environment an organisation depends on. It is edited for this study with arrows that indicate the different
directions of communication that have been discussed in communication theory. Firstly, as illustrated in the
Shannon-Weaver Model, communication that an organisation sends to its receivers (arrow 1). Secondly, the
communication back from receiver to sender (arrow 2), and thirdly communication that goes both ways:
‘interaction’ (arrow 3), although in many cases this is much limited and should in fact be a dashed line.
These arrows (1-3) show how the communication typically takes place between the organisation and its
relations but neglects the fact that their relations are part of the larger environment and that communication
thus also takes place by and between relations. With the arrival of social media the organisation’s relations
have increased options for interaction with their environment through publicly visible media. Arrow 4 has
therefore been added with the purpose to indicate the potential for organisations to take part in the network
dialogue of its relations, beneficiaries and stakeholders and use their knowledge, opinions, feedback, networks
and interactions. The organisation becomes in this situation one of the participants and doesn’t control the
communication. Not only has this interaction between an organisation and its relations become more
accessible, it has also become more important than ever for maintaining or further building up trust and a
positive reputation.

Figure 10: an organisation and its environment (Aarts & van Woerkum,
2008), and added 4 different communication directions, including
through social media

normative
groups

groups
with similar
goals

enable
groups






1:
2:
3:
4:

sender-receiver
receiver-sender
interaction
communication through online social media



Normative groups: those able to influence the image of an
organisation, e.g. members, press, consumers and other
opinion leaders.



Groups with similar goals: competitors and co-operators, e.g.

Organisation

NGO, corporates, governments, scientists

output
groups

input
groups



Input groups: providing money, knowledge, workforce, e.g.
donors, scientists, local knowledge



Output groups: customers, beneficiaries



Enable groups: the mother company or the governing body
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Improving interaction and becoming a valued member of the larger environment, requires a major shift in
thinking for organisations, away from the conventional model which focused on one-way interruption in which
only the ‘noise’ was thought to influence a different perception of a message by the receiver. It requires a new
mindset.

A different mindset towards marketing & PR
Online advertising is not new at all, but the recent internet developments of social media require something
else than advertising or traditional PR; they require a totally different marketing & PR mindset. Marketer David
Meerman Scott wrote a book in which he proposed a number of ‘new rules of Marketing & PR’ (Scott, 2007):

Table 3: The new rules of Marketing & PR (Scott, 2007)
Marketing is more than just advertising.
PR is for more than just a mainstream media audience.
You are what you publish.
People want authenticity, not spin.
People want participation, not propaganda.
Instead of causing one-way interruption, marketing is about delivering content at just the precise moment your audience
needs it.
Marketers must shift their thinking from mainstream marketing to the masses to a strategy of reaching vast numbers of
underserved audiences via the Web.
PR is not about your boss seeing your company on TV. It’s about your buyers seeing your company on the Web.
Marketing is not about your agency winning awards. It’s about your organisation winning business.
The internet has made public relations public again, after years of almost exclusive focus on media.
Companies must drive people into the purchasing process with great online content.
Blogs, podcasts, e-books, news releases, and other forms of online content let organisations communicate directly with
buyers in a form they appreciate.
On the Web, the lines between marketing and PR have blurred.

This line of thinking is confirmed by most word of mouth marketing
experts, such as Justin Kirby, managing director of Digital Media
Note
While both table 2 and the
Communication, and author of amongst others ‘Connected Marketing’. He
quote by Justin Kirby discuss
argues: “consumers are now forging an entirely different relationship with
marketing of products, the mind
media and advertisers. They expect a greater degree of participation with
shift that is being discussed
brands in the same way that blogs, social networks and virtual worlds
counts for corporate branding,
have changed the way consumers interact with each other. They are first
promoting causes and political
advocacy just the same.
and foremost networks through which people connect and by which
messages get spread. Simply generating awareness or even consumer
conversations ('buzz') may not help shift product alone. You may have to think of different means, such as
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generating customer advocacy, to achieve ends such as driving demand and shifting product” (retrieved from
http://www.imediaconnection.com, accessed in January 2008). J. Kymin who initiated the web 2.0 section at
About.com even says “In fact, they aren’t our customers at all. They are our collaborators, our co-writers, and
our co-producers” (Kymin, J., About.com, retrieved at June 2008).
Relation groups should thus no longer be seen as ‘passive receivers’ but as ‘active audiences, which is well
recognised and highlighted in more recent advertising research; relations reconstruct and frame messages and
are not receivers, or target audiences, but collaborators or co-producers of the message. Considering this is
crucial for effective engagement in social media in particular as these media depend on the active role of users.
Many viral marketing experts and authors on this subject think that organisations that continue to work in their
conventional ways and do not engage with new influencers, will eventually lose their influence within their
sector, as the ones that do will be the big winners. This corresponds with the fourth arrow to the earlier
sender-receiver model, see figure 10.

Critical notes to social media marketing
In 2005 Boeder listed opinions of some critical scholars on the digital developments of the Network Society.
Although it is by most of these authors acknowledged that organisational structure of networks have become
more powerful than ever through digital technology, it is thought that the new digital social media
developments are at the same time a threat to the free flow of information and freedom of speech as this new
public sphere is subject to media ownership and commodification (Fernback & Thompson, 1995, in Boeder,
2005); companies mingling in conversations with the audience online is not sincere, it is nothing but show and
manipulation (Habermas, 1989, in Boeder, 2005). These concerns may be further enforced by recent
developments in the advertising industry which is called the ‘people, not pages’ approach. In the view that the
chance that consumers respond to marketing messages from brands that friends use is five times more likely,
this approach combines people’s online behaviour in terms of purchases, visits on commercial sites, clicks on
adverts etc. with the analytics of their social networks (Morrissey, 2009). This raises concerns about privacy in
social media. Others are concerned that only a small number of people will dominate and control social media
as this depends on the communication and information technology savviness of people and their access to the
internet (Faucault, 1979, in Boeder, 2005). Finally, Rheingold questions the level of real participation by the
audience through electronic media or that it is more a matter of the sense of ‘being involved’ (Rheingold, 1998,
in Boeder, 2005).

3.3

Get it to go viral

According to Aarts (based on a story by Gladwell, 2000, page 210-211) the three main factors to successfully
spread messages are: connecting (making use of self-organisational capacities of well-connected communities),
expertise (have a good story about the issue at stake) and selling (have a strategic position and being able to
convince other people) (Aarts, 2007). While these factors for success were distinguished for an offline word of
mouth case, these can be applied as well to online social networking which has the features to magnify this
network effect. Nevertheless, it is not so easy as some sources seem to suggest. As Duncan Watts and Jonah
Peretti say “reliably designing stories or messages that sell and exhibit viral properties is extremely difficult it
turns out, as is predicting which particular individuals will be responsible for spreading them” (Watts & Peretti,
2007, Harvard Business Review web article, accessed in September 2008). Some literature on viral marketing
provides various theories about how to improve the chances for successfully creating viral marketing. The
following elements provide some of the central and reiterative insights on this:
1 characteristics and behavior of the initiator (organisation)
2 characteristics of the recipients (or collaborators)
3 characteristics of the message
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Apart from these elements which will be further discussed below, two other elements are crucial to consider for
effective word of mouth marketing. First of all: without an effective strategy for outreach it is easy to get lost
and not get the desired result. As Blau says: “accessing a network becomes easy and cheap. As a result,
networks become more densely populated with many more participants, sources, and services vying for users’
attention. As a result, the problem for anyone trying to mount an online project isn’t getting access to a
network with millions of users; it’s getting access to the attention of any one of those millions” (Blau, A., 2001,
page 18). Secondly, besides strategic considerations, a successful campaign also has practical and cultural
impacts for an organisation. These include issues like staff capacity, willingness to give up all control over
messages and the brand, and fitting online word of mouth marketing in the organisation’s culture in terms of
the expectations of timely feedback. These issues are not further discussed in this chapter, but in the expert
interviews in chapter 5 of this report.

Characteristics and behavior of the initiator
Research shows that expertise and trustworthiness are the two most important dimensions for messages, news
or innovations to be adopted (Hovland et al, 1953 in Smith et al 2007, Subramani, 2002). Subramani explains
that the characteristics expertise, self-confidence, assertiveness and social status, hence someone’s reputation,
behaviour and trustworthiness are of high importance when content is recommended to someone (e.g. news, a
book, an article), and that the content - when the receiver accepts it – should benefit both the sender and the
receiver. Scott argues that organisations can brand themselves and their products or issues when they behave
like a thought leader rather than limiting themselves to simple advertising and product promotion (Scott, M.,
2007). Thought leadership means that organisations strategically use the content that they have expertise in, in
this case online. Through web 2.0 tools an organisation can share valuable content and become a trusted
resource and expert. Valuable content is however not primarily information about the organisation or what a
product or project does, but content that describes the issues stakeholders face and then provides details on
how the organisation believes to solve those problems (Scott, 2007).
”More than 90% of consumers indicate that they told at least one other person about a website when the
original recommendation came from a friend”, according to Jupiter Media Metric (2004, in Smith, 2007,
accessed in February 2008). Trust and great content thus go hand in hand and are some of the most crucial
assets for issues to spread through online networks.
According to several experts, for instance Dawn Foster (www.fastwonderblog.com, April 2009) one of the key
conditions for effective word of mouth marketing online concerns the right social behavior of an organisation
within communities. She recommends to participate as a person, not as a corporate entity (hence to be sincere
as this enhances believability and credibility); to become part of the community (instead of trying to control it);
and consider everyone as a peer (appreciate and use lay-men’s knowledge and experiences). This behavior will
determine an organisation’s position within social networks.
One pitfall that organisations often make when attempting to conduct a viral marketing campaign is that people
within social networks are being regarded as ‘agents of the marketer’. “Schemes that make overt attempts to
co-opt users to promote products and services are likely to upset the balance and reduce the effectiveness of
the approach to the detriment of both the marketer as well as users who may have benefited from the
knowledge sharing acts of the influencers. Firms would do well to reflect on this very carefully in planning viral
marketing efforts” (Subramani, M.R. and Rajagopalan, B., 2002, page 11-12). The agency Cia-advertising also
reflects on this with the notion that word of mouth marketing has a voluntary nature and therefore messages
that are not put as conventional marketing or advertising are better received (Smith, 2007).
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Characteristics of the receiver/influencer
There are roughly two major theories about whom to target for effective dissemination of messages online: the
‘Influentials’ and the ‘Accidental Influentials’ (www.illumicom.org/illumiblog, April 2009).
The first line of thinking (Influentials) reflects the classic ‘opinion leader theory’ or ‘two step flow of information
theory’ which targets a small group of individuals that have the best connections and are well-trusted. This
thinking is based on the work by Malcolm Gladwell, author of the well-known book ‘The Tipping Point’, and
what he calls ‘The Law of the Few’ (earlier also used for the strategy of mass media campaigns) in a research
by Columbia University in 1940. It states that mass-media messages influence not the mass, but a small
number of individuals who then influence their peers through word of mouth, also called the 10%-90% rule
(Kirby & Marsden, 2006). Viral marketing occurs when there is a high pass-along rate from person to person. It
is therefore argued that marketers should target individuals that have large networks, so they can forward or
recommend content to a large number of recipients and then the snowball effect starts. Popular nodes within a
certain network where the message spreads will often have connections within other networks as well and so
there is a chance that this person spreads the message.
Huijnk supports this and argues: “when trying to spread a message, it is of enormous importance not to focus
on the quantity of the spreading but on the quality. The decentralized network of society will help increase the
quantity, once the quality is in place” (Huijnk, 2006, page 13). In his thesis he also notes that ‘quality’ can
apply to both the quality of the individual with high Social Networking Potential as to the content of the
message.
In their article ‘The New Persuadors’ The Opinion Leader Research (OLR - an omnibus survey of movers and
shakers drawn from different spheres of influence) also concludes along the same lines: to successfully
communicate you must influence ‘protagonists’ (highly influential members of the public as they have large
networks of friends and acquaintances and are very persuasive) who will circulate content to wider
communities, so-called ‘perceivers’ (OLR, 2003).
The term ‘Accidental Influentials’ was coined by Duncan Watts. His research found that most important for
online word of mouth marketing is “the critical mass of easily influenced people who adopt a brand after being
exposed to a single influencing neighbour” (Watts, 2007, page 1). According to Watts anyone could be playing
a large role in launching trends and “any focus on individual attributes alone overlooks the importance of
network effects” (Watts, 2007, page 2). As it is impossible to target ‘everyone’ he argues marketers should aim
for ‘big seed marketing’, which means that “if the initial seed is big enough, then even when the reproduction
of the message is less than 1, the burnout process will persist for multiple generations, thereby reaching many
additional people” (Watts & Peretti, 2007, page 1). This approach combines viral-marketing tools with oldfashioned mass media in a way that yields far more predictable results than purely viral approaches like wordof-mouth marketing (Watts & Peretti, 2007).
Haythornthwaite (2005) distinguishes two types of network ties, namely ‘strong ties’ and ‘weak ties (originally
described by Granovetter in 1973) and states that both play an important role in dissemination of messages.
Strong ties are known as more trustworthy sources which enhance the quality of interaction between two
individuals and is of high importance during the adoption stage of the process (Smith, 2007). The influence of
weak ties (the ones that someone is only weakly connected with) is however at least as strong as they on their
turn have access and connections in other social circles. Connecting with them makes the message travel
beyond someone’s own network, and therefore weak ties have a stronger impact on information dissemination
than strong ties. She furthermore states that through social media previously weak ties can become strong ties.
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Characteristics of the message
There are many perspectives on which characteristics a message should have to increase the likelihood of
getting passed on. Some of these message characteristics are provided by Dobele et al, 2005 in Smith, 2007.
They state a message should be:
1 Fun, intriguing, and capturing the imagination;
2 Attached to a highly visible/easy to use product which can be communicated with various available
technologies;
3 Well-targeted to reference groups and other opinion leaders who play significant roles in consumers’
decision making; and
4 Be associated with a credible source to enhance believability
Additionally it was mentioned (Dobele et al, 2007) that a message should:
5 Trigger an emotional response in recipients; an element of surprise is crucial, but more effective when this
is combined with emotions, such as surprise, joy, sadness, anger, fear, and disgust
In any case, it is important when you design the message, to know who exactly you are targeting and what
would drive the receiver/influencer to use the information and pass the information on.

3.4

Communication challenges ENGO’s

Environmental non-governmental organisations (ENGO’s) are foundations or charities (non-profit) that
represent environmental concerns and the people concerned about them. There is a wide range of ENGO’s
varying from local organisations dedicated to one issue, or ENGO’s that work on broader regional or global
issues such as loss of globally important biodiversity and other natural resources, climate change, air pollution,
nuclear power etc. ENGO’s can also be distinguished by approach: they can be action focused, policy focused,
concentrate on scientific knowledge, specialize in the design and implementation of projects on the ground or
have a primarily educational goal. Some are established to facilitate grass root empowerment, others are
community based, and some focus on improving collaborations between different groups and levels. Some have
members and volunteers in society; others get their income from governmental donors, trustees or corporate
or private partners.
This research aims to explore the potential strategic value of viral marketing for meeting today’s communication
challenges of environmental NGO’s. For identifying these communication challenges, this chapter discusses a
number of developments and trends in society and in the media landscape that are of influence to ENGO’s and
their communication challenges. This is done with input from various sources of literature and the findings from
the SustainAbility report ‘21st Century NGO in the market for change’ (Beloe et al, 2003). The latter report
provides the results of a survey of the NGO landscape (not specifically ENGO’s), for which about 200 NGO’s
were interviewed from different world regions and additionally key individuals in foundations, governments,
businesses and academia.
According to the SustainAbility survey, (E)NGO’s have for long time effectively pulled the chains mainly outside
of government systems, challenging the system for corporate responsibilities and against unsustainable
practices and perverse policies from the sideline. It concludes that most respondents think that in the 21st
century a major change is taking place in which NGO’s are increasingly positioned in a central role inside
democratic and democratising systems in terms of scale, position, numbers, reach and influence. The key
drivers for this change identified by the respondents include ‘the opening up of ex-communist and other
emerging or transition economies to markets, democracy and civil society models; the communications
revolution with the internet and other information technologies linking and empowering individuals and groups
worldwide; the withdrawal of government from many areas of service provisions - especially to vulnerable
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communities; falling trust in traditional institutions (governments, church, business); and ongoing social
inequality and continued environmental degradation.’
This chapter first briefly elaborates on a number of these drivers, namely continued environmental degradation,
decentralised information and network societies in democratic systems, the role of the internet and the media,
and the falling trust of authorities. Next some other developments that have influence on communication
challenges of ENGO’s are discussed, namely the squeezing traditional funding resources for (E)NGO’s, marketfocused developments, and the call for accountability.

Continued environmental degradation
The environment has become a hot topic as society realises the world faces significant environmental
challenges, and they will only be increasing. It shapes politics, the economy, and coverage by the media and
daily conversations. This makes the work by ENGO’s more important than ever. Examples of issues in the
picture are for instance the key drivers of greenhouse gas emissions, the threatening impacts from climate
change, such as sea level rise, melting glaciers, and an increase of extreme weather events, the ongoing loss of
tropical forests and of other important ecosystems, shortages of fresh water and threats to globally important
biodiversity.

The Network Society
Manuel Castells pointed out that social movements such as environmentalism and human rights along with
information technology as networking tools, have played an important role in the change of society from a state
and mass media informed society to an information and network society (Castells, 1996, 1998), see also
chapter 3.1. This development has given (E)NGO’s a lot of legitimacy towards the end of the 20th century.

The internet linking and empowering individuals and groups worldwide
Both Aarts (2006) and Castells (1996, 1998) highlight the developments of information technology in the
context of the information and network society. As NGO’s usually represent citizen’s concerns they fit well in an
information and network society. Interviewees in the SustainAbility survey responded that the internet is
supporting NGO’s and civil society in their network capacity and to grow further (Beloe et al, 2003). As the
communication opportunities for ENGO’s from this development are the heart of this study, detailed theoretical
analysis of this trend will follow at a later stage in this chapter.

Increasing media coverage about NGO’s
Also the media played an important role in the increasingly powerful position of NGO’s, as a result of strong
public relations of larger well-resourced NGO’s, according to The Ditchley Foundation, which in 2000 organised
a discussion among NGO’s, government departments, academics and institutions such as World Bank on the
international impact and accountability of NGO’s (Ditchley Foundation, 2000). This was also one of the
conclusions from Good News & Bad, a UNEP survey to the Media, Corporate Social Responsibility and
Sustainable Development, which shows that between 1996 and 2000 media coverage of the major NGO’s
nearly quadrupled.

More trust in NGO’s than in state and media
According to Blau of the Surdna Foundation (2001), for (E)NGO’s “information is the lifeblood of their work”
(Blau, 2001, page 8). That their information is taken seriously is shown by the trust level they have earned. The
Opinion Leader Research (OLR, 2003) states that an increase of mistrust towards authorities with a vested
interest such as corporates, the state and the media is one of the key factors that has changed the nature of
influence on the public opinion. One of the main conclusions is that “the general public is still interested in
politics, business, the media and religion, however the public is far more likely to debate and scrutinise
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messages delivered by these organisations” and that “the decline of trust in authority has made people more
likely than before to turn to trusted intermediaries to help shape their opinions and behaviour like friends and
acquaintances” (OLR, 2003, page 1).
In a survey of over 1,300 American,
Australian and European thought leaders
PR firm Edelman found that low confidence
in government gave NGO’s a ‘halo effect’.
Some 75% of those interviewed thought
NGO influence had grown significantly in
the past decade (Edelman, 2001). In a
2003 survey about trust, the firm showed
that especially in Europe NGO’s are
receiving more trust than governments,
businesses and the media. In the US
businesses and government are still more
Figure 11: Rebuilding Public Trust Through Accountability and
Responsibility, Edelman, 2001, in The 21st Century NGO, 2003.
trusted than NGO’s, but the trust level is in
general very low. Remarkably, the study shows
however that in certain issues such as Environment, Human Rights and Health, NGO’s highly dominate level of
trust. This is both the case in the US and in Europe. The 2009 trust barometer by Edelman provides similar
figures, but also adds that although NGO’s are the most trusted institution globally (54% of 25-to-64-year-olds
trust them to do what is right), they are not considered most responsible for solving these problems (global
totals are below 6% for each issue) (2009 Edelman Trust Barometer Executive Summary, 2009).

Trust, the key value for legitimacy
Legitimacy of ENGO’s can be based on various factors such as membership base, moral and legal sources,
technical expertise, and/or effective performance (SustainAbility, Beloe et al, 2003). These factors all relate to a
key asset to which Jepson (2005) assigns an ENGO’s legitimacy: trust. He states that trust works in effect as
their brand, especially in today’s more sceptical and better-informed society in which trust in institutions is in
general decreasing. This was also concluded from a group discussion among NGO’s, scientist, editors and
institutions in a Ditchley Foundation meeting. Trust was considered as perhaps the NGO’s most precious asset
in exerting on public perceptions and government policy, their relationship with the media etc. Other than
governments, NGO’s represent ‘the real voice’ of citizens. When this trust declines due to incorrect messaging
or inappropriate or ineffective practices, their legitimacy declines, just like this happens to for-profit companies
(Ditchley, 2000).
Trust is not just simply there. Trust needs to be gained and maintained by means of the way an organisation
communicates with its stakeholders. According to Jepson the ENGO brand is strong when it communicates
valuable information to immediate stakeholders such as governments and donors (Jepson, 2005). Eshuis adds
that trust is based on how people judge an organisation; a positive judgement leads to a positive expectation
(Eshuis, 2006) and this can be developed by means of openness or transparency. Jepson states the same when
he argues that the ENGO’s legitimacy will be strengthened if on-going debate and discussion in the public
domain includes transparency of the discussions on values, issues and strategy, including opinions and
perspectives of all actors involved. Trust is closely related to an organisation’s accountability. Accountability can
be defined as following: “an actor (whether an individual or an organisation) is accountable when that actor
recognizes that it has made a promise to do something and accepted a moral and legal responsibility to do its
best to fulfil that promise” (Cutt and Murray, 2000; Paul, 1992; Najam, 1996; Fox and Brown, 1998. In Brown
D., Moore M., 2001, page 3). One way to strengthen the organisation’s accountability could according to
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Jepson be the discursive character of the organisation. Public accountability is based on people’s participation,
education, on the degree of information and on the way issues are articulated and communicated. Trust is not
gained by sending one-way messages. Instead, listening en engaging, joining or taking the lead in dialogues,
and being transparent about what you do, is the basis of trust, and thus of a strong reputation amongst other
influential players in the fields of work of the ENGO (Jepson, 2005).
The SustainAbility report finds that there is little known about why NGO’s are so much trusted. It discusses one
study that concludes that the values ‘honesty’ and ‘vision’ are important trust factors and these are key to
NGO’s ability to attract expertise, to create momentum, to communicate powerfully and credibly, and to build
robust local, regional and global networks’. ‘Not doing what they say’ and ‘self-interest’ were two factors
leading to distrust’ (Environics International, 2003, in Beloe et al, 2003, page 37-38).

Calls for accountability
SustainAbility also concludes that in fact trust is one of the main risk factors for NGO’s under the current
circumstances. In academic and public discourses especially the issue of increasing calls for accountability and
transparency of ENGO’s is gaining in prominence (Jepson, 2005; Brown and Moore, 2001, OLR, 2003,
SustainAbility, Beloe et al, 2003).
These calls origin from the general public, as well as from corporations, public partners, beneficiaries, donors,
journalists and activists. Reasons are amongst others the engagements of NGO’s with corporates (Jepson,
2005), as they move into the mainstream (SustainAbility, Beloe et al, 2003) and the pressure on where they
get their money, how they are spending their money, how they learn and how well they have been achieving
their aims (Christensen, 2002, 2003; Randerson, 2003, in Jepson, 2005). Where ENGO’s have always asked for
transparency and accountability of corporates and governments about their environmental policies and
practices, they are now themselves part of national and international power structures and must therefore
increasingly be accountable to keep their legitimacy and capacity to advocate their causes successfully
(Edwards, 2004 in Jepson, 2005).
The SustainAbility report distinguishes four drivers for NGO accountability (emerged from one of their
workshops): morality (accountability is the right principle), performance (accountability improves effectiveness),
political space (accountability increases credibility and thus influence) and wider democratization (accountability
of NGO’s strengthens democracy in the general political environment). Three primary stakeholders are
distinguished for NGO accountability: clients (beneficiaries, future generations or marginalized voices); staff and
associates (supporters, volunteers, coalition partners, NGO’s working towards the same goal, local communities
or grass root organisations); and donors and supporters (major donors, governments, companies).
As an illustration to whom (E)NGO’s possible should all prove accountability is provided by below table by
Brown and Moore (2001) and differs on the type of INGO (International NGO) and its strategy. They distinguish
3 types of INGO’s: Service Delivery INGO’s, Capacity-Building INGO’s and Policy and Institutional Influence
INGO’s.
Service Delivery INGO’s

Capacity-Building INGO’s

Policy and Institutional
Influence INGO’s

INGO Mission
Focus

Deliver goods and services to
less served beneficiaries

Empower and build capacity of
clients for self-help

Foster political voice of underrepresented constituencies

Value Creation
Stakeholders

Service beneficiaries

Capacity-building clients

Policy constituents;
Policy Influence targets
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Support and
Authorization
Stakeholders

Donors and other resource
providers;
Technical service experts and
regulators

Donors and other resource
providers;
Capacity-building experts and
regulators

Donors and other resource
providers;
Policy experts and regulators;
General public and media

Operation
Capacity
Stakeholders

INGO staff;
Partners or allies in delivering
services

INGO staff;
Partners in building capacities;
Client co-producers of capacity

INGO staff;
Allies in influence campaigns;
Members represented by INGO in
campaigns

Table 4: accountability Stakeholders for Different Kinds of International NGO’s, Brown and Moore, 2001

Accountability is usually associated with accountability reports. According to the Global Accountability Project
(Kovach et al, 2002/2003, in SustainAbility, Beloe et al, 2003) external accountability can be implemented for
instance through external stakeholder consultation, complaint mechanisms, corporate social responsibility and
access to information. Jepson however argues that it is not so much the audit trails or reporting of performance
measurements that are key to the process of accountability, but their public transparency and discourse about
their values, beliefs, issues and strategies, as these are their roots of their existence.

NGO partnerships with the private sector
Already briefly mentioned earlier, NGO’s increasingly engage with the private sector. This is a challenge to
NGO’s to which particular attention was paid in the SutainAbility survey. Besides NGO’s also corporations have
entered the game. As globalisation seems to continue, corporates will increasingly be dominant in power and
influence. Hence, more and more NGO’s see that the market is an important route to solve environmental
problems. Some leading NGO’s have already started to learn more about businesses and markets, to increase
strategic engagement with businesses as effective partners for sustainable development. Some think this
provides huge opportunities for NGO’s, others fear that new entrants to the market could marginalize even
some of the best-known NGO brands (Beloe et al, SustainAbility, 2003).

Declining traditional funds
While environmental concerns are rising, recession is leading to squeezing traditional funding due to reduced
government budgets or alternative investment and funding patterns. This leads to increased competition
between (E)NGO’s, although strategic partnerships are considered important at the same time. Engaging in
market based partnerships provides opportunities for alternative sources of funding, but this does also
challenge income from public memberships as this challenges public trust.

Concluding the main communication challenges for ENGO’s
From these developments and trends we can derive a number of challenges environmental NGO’s face today.
ENGO’s have an increasingly important role to play in representing a decentralised, information focused
network society with growing global environmental concerns. There is a lot of interest in their role from the
private sector and governments and (E)NGO’s seem to be moving closer to a central role inside the system
instead of acting on the sideline. The corporate sector is playing an increasingly important role in the route to
sustainable environmental solutions and more and more (E)NGO’s seek for corporate partnerships. While being
relatively well trusted by the general public, the call for accountability of ENGO’s increases among their
supporters, beneficiaries, donors, partners, decision makers and other stakeholders. More accountability and
transparency will provide them with more legitimacy as equitable partners in the deployment and development
of solutions and at the same time as moral compasses. The ENGO market is competitive with a growing
number of ENGO’s and squeezing traditional sources of NGO funding. In summary, the SustainAbility report
concludes four overall communication challenges. In this more central position and with reduced traditional
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funding but also new funding opportunities the importance of competitive positioning and powerful branding is
further growing. Increased demonstration of accountability and transparency are two communication
challenges linked to this as the ENGO’s credibility and integrity, thus its brand, depends on it.

3.5

How could ENGO’s engage in this buzzeness?

Of course, there are many different ENGO’s, with different missions, hence the opportunities and constraints of
viral marketing will also differ per organisation. This study does not aim to cover and compare effectiveness of
viral marketing for all aims and for all different types of organisations. This would not be feasible with regard to
the exploratory phase that viral marketing is currently in and not for the timescale of this study. Rather it aims
for an exploration of potential values of viral marketing for (E)NGO’s in general. Prior to the empirical phase of
the study, in which several experts and ENGO’s are interviewed, this paragraph discusses the input derived
from a number of academic and non-academic sources on the values of viral marketing or online word of
mouth marketing for (E)NGO’s. These are not abundant and therefore do not provide a complete picture;
however it does add interesting value to this report.
An interesting observation to start with. Some sources state that whenever they talk about for-profit companies
and viral marketing, this reads the same for non-for-profit organisations. For instance David Meerman Scott
who argues that marketing & PR rules have changed with new web developments. According to him any
organisation that wants to build up or maintain a credible and authoritative brand for achieving any
communication objective, should shift from traditional rules of marketing (product focused one-way spin) to
direct and targeted ways of online communication, although traditional marketing & PR can still be part of an
overall strategy (see his proposed new rules in paragraph 3.2). Online word of mouth (when using the new
rules) will in his perspective be of high value for any marketing/PR objective, irrespective whether it is for a forprofit company or a non-profit organisation. He flags though that especially for smaller and less famous
organisations the web is especially a terrific place to tell their story. This would apply to many ENGO’s as
marketing budgets are usually limited (Scott, 2007).
In other articles it is flagged that of all types of organisations, especially non-for-profit organisations could
highly profit from viral marketing or online word of mouth marketing. As Deibert puts it: “the medium’s
constitutive architecture – distributed, decentralized, and relatively cheaply and easily employed – fits with the
organizational and political logics of global civic networks” (Deibert, 2008, page 125).
This section proceeds to discuss some thoughts in literature that focuses specifically on values of online word of
mouth marketing for NGO’s (not ENGO’s specifically as this was not available).
A selection of three web sources provides a variety of reasons why investing in online word of mouth marketing
would benefit non-profit organisations:
Brett Bonfield on Techsoup.org (a trusted technology resource that offers a variety of information and services
for the benefit of the nonprofit sector, January 2008, retrieved in May 2008), lists the following benefits:
1 To establish a simple web presence (videos, photos, blog)
2 To promote specific actions or petitions
3 To consolidate existing, unofficial social networks related to your organization
4 To stay in touch with a group of people and let them know what’s going on with you, your organisation
5 To research VIPs, potential employees, and others (finding information about others)
6 To strengthen relationships between people who already know each other (for instance through
volunteering)
7 To encourage and respond to constituent feedback quickly
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Netsquared, a project of TechSoup distinguished 10 ways nonprofits can use blogs (one well-used web2.0 tool),
(January 2008):
1 To report back from an event or conference
2 To involve staff and take advantage of their knowledge
3 To involve volunteers and document their work
4 To provide resources and information to constituents
5 To provide resources and information from constituents
6 To give constituents a place to voice their opinion
7 To give constituents support
8 To create the media coverage constituents want
9 To give constituents the power and tools to create change
10 To reach potential donors
An analysis of NGO communication practices on science topics on www.csta-cest.ca (October 2008) provides
the following values of the use of social media tools online:
1 Timely information dissemination on current issues
2 Connect, collaborate with other organisations
3 Highlight performance/non-performance of companies
4 Lobby legislation real time
5 Produce action alerts
6 Manage shared information databases
7 Feedback channels through bulletin boards
8 Direct marketing of products, services, memberships
9 Provide educational resources
10 Showcase expertise and being an accessible and reliable source
These lists provide a broad range of opportunities and these can be perceived being not all specific to
(E)NGO’s; however there are some interesting values mentioned which will be further discussed below,
supplemented with input from other sources.

New environment for outreach
The first marketing/communications value that can be identified is that online social media tools provide a new
environment to create a ‘media’ presence where an organisation can advocate its views, provide information
and conduct direct marketing. This is interesting for NGO’s to actively brand themselves in situations of heavy
competition for support from stakeholders such as constituents, donors, and private parties.
These environments can target a more general or a more specific community and also be entirely focused on
‘green environments’, such as communities that only discuss green content (for instance social networking sites
or blogs, e.g. Magnify which offers 119 channels of content relating to ‘Nature and Environment’). The rapid
distribution opportunities with no geographic limitations open the door for campaign activities such as finding
support for petitions, action alerts, and distributing latest news.

Increasing legitimacy
A second value that can be distinguished is the opportunity to increase legitimacy of the organisation through
the use of social media tools. This value is driven by the participative character of social media which provides
(E)NGO’s with platforms for dialogue with their stakeholders, i.e. opportunities for involving members,
beneficiaries, constituents and volunteers to their work. These horizontal dialogues provide opportunities to
improve transparency and therewith trust in the organisation; essential for its legitimacy.
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Lauren Glenn Davitian (CCTV) and Kari Petersen (Davis Community Network) for instance flag on Beth’s blog
(one of the most active blogs on providing non-profits with media developments and outreach opportunities,
2008) the importance to voice beneficiaries for the legitimacy of an organisation and the opportunities social
networking provides for this: “We are entering a new communications era dubbed by some as Web2.0. There
are many questions that arise as we shift from our well-worn TV-centric (one-to-many) model to a networkcentric (many-to-many) model of communications and social influence. The answers lie within our deep pockets
of community relationships, our ability to help people tell their stories” (www.bethsblog.org, accessed in
October 2008). Cottingham (2007) also distinguishes this opportunity: “conversation, content, connection and
collaboration are the lifeblood of the social web” (Cottingham, 2007, retrieved at May 2008)”. This enables
NGO’s to raise and discuss their issues in an informal way, speak to beneficiaries, and provide a platform for
them and other stakeholders. He argues that non-profits could benefit from the interactive character that
web2.0 offers as the social web tends “to give the highest profile to those who combine passion with clarity,
and transparency with authenticity” (Cottingham, 2007, retrieved at May 2008). NGO’s can take that leader
position by expressing their own opinion, but also by supporting others in sharing their expertise and stories.
And he adds that social media tools like tagging, recommendations, RSS, blogging enables a network to grow
with like-minded people and collaborators (Cottingham, 2007).

Fundraising
An extensive study on how non-profit organisations are using the internet was conducted by Pieter Boeder
(2002). Although viral marketing had not been explored much yet at the time Boeder conducted his research,
his conclusions are helpful to this study. He states that at that stage internet-based services by non-profits
were limited but started to emerge (Clohesy and Reis, 2000 in Boeder, 2002). Still, non-profits had not yet
developed strategies online that went much beyond information that stakeholders could also have received in
the form of printed information, apart from constituents being able to review their donation history online and
customised email (DiGrazia, 2000, in Boeder 2002). Based on data collected through internet conversations
with non-profits, researchers and other professionals on the subject, the report discusses that the concept of
relationship marketing through the internet offers tremendous advantages for non-profits. The interactive
character of modern internet marketing techniques enables dialogue and personal relationships. As numbers of
donors offline decrease (Johnson, 1996, in Boeder, 2002) and since people seem to be willing to make
donations online to non-profit organizations (Johnson, 1999, in Boeder, 2002) interaction with constituents
through online communication technologies could profit non-profits for advocating their issues to their
stakeholders and for raising funds. Those new donors however also require a different attitude from NGO’s:
“This group of socially engaged internet users is more demanding than their direct mail counterparts when it
comes to organizations demonstrating progress and being accountable to donors. In exchange for their loyalty,
this group expects non-profit organizations to be accountable and to demonstrate progress toward their goal”
(Boeder, 2002, First Monday (7), accessed at 8 March 2009). This conclusion corresponds with conclusions by
Sustainability discussed in paragraph 3.4 (Beloe et al, 2003). Use of CRM technology could provide many
advantages in that respect, but Boeder also specifically points to social marketing for building relationships on
the internet.

Encouraging change of behaviour towards sustainable practices.
Many ENGO’s aim for improving sustainable practices among the general public. This is a complex challenge
according to OECD in a report on Environmental Communications. This report concludes that citizens are
reluctant to change their behaviour unless they think that others will do likewise (OECD, 1999). It therefore
recommends that environmental communication should go beyond awareness raising to creating involvement
with the public. This conclusion indicates that online word of mouth communication could be very valuable to
create the necessary public discourse. This was also mentioned a number of times in the list with benefits of
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online word of mouth marketing as per the sources above. OECD states that (E)NGO’s may be the trusted
partner or expert in that process (OECD, 1999).

Many values but also many challenges
Andrew Blau discusses a number of opportunities but also major challenges to the ways nonprofits and
foundations work and thrive in the information age (Blau, 2001). He believes that engaging in online social
networks would offer good opportunities for smaller NGO’s to become a member of larger networks and
communicate for instance their volunteer opportunities there. He furthermore points to the benefit of using the
feedback and ideas of these networks for ongoing input for product or project development. Overall he states
though that communication through social media poses large challenges to the relatively traditional ways nonprofits are working. He points amongst others to the need for effective strategies for outreach: “Nonprofit
service providers will find out that without an effective strategy for outreach, even an expertly produced web
presence will be unlikely to establish a significant user base” (Blau, 2001, page 19). He highlights that it
requires a different way to treat customers and clients: “Treating customers and clients as entities that can add
value – as potential partners in innovation, is precisely the great opportunity that today’s networked
technologies encourage” (Blau, 2001, page 21). And finally he discusses the institutional capacity to deal with
the requirements of communicating through social media: “As networks change the experience of distance and
time and allow for both more and faster feedback, they create new assumptions among users” (Blau, 2001,
page 17). The evidence from the commercial sector is that money spent on IT without investments in
organizational change and training, for example, is wasted. ENGO’s thus need to adjust to these requirements
in order to be perceived as a trusted expert that is able to share knowledge and influence dialogues and
decisions and to build up new relations and collaborations. An overall conclusion is therefore too that because
of the organisational changes that new networked communication opportunities require, the non-profit
landscape may restructure to those that are able to successfully adapt to this (Blau, 2001).

3.6

Conclusions

To conclude the theoretical chapter of this study it is useful to make a preliminary judgement based on
literature and other relevant sources on the value of online word of mouth marketing for ENGO’s.
It became clear from this theoretical chapter that ENGO’s face a number of clear communication challenges.
In order to further strengthen their central role in society, become compatible partners for the private sector,
and maintain and increase the trust, sympathy and support from stakeholders in financially difficult times with
pressing environmental problems, their main communication challenges as concluded in paragraph 2.4 can be
summarised as 1) competitive positioning, 2) powerful branding, and 3) increased accountability and
transparency. Linking these challenges to the opportunities of online word of mouth marketing as discussed in
paragraph 3.2 and 3.5 we can conclude that online word of mouth marketing may be valuable for ENGO’s for:
1) increasing legitimacy by direct horizontal communication with stakeholders: ENGO’s can express openness
and transparency by building relations through engaging in horizontal dialogues with stakeholders such as
volunteers, members, constituents, experts, beneficiaries etcetera. Horizontal dialogue allows stakeholders to
ask questions, express themselves and provide feedback, which ENGO’s on their turn can use to explain their
investments and priorities and to improve their services. This way of communicating can build up
accountability, credibility and authority, crucial for an organisation’s legitimacy, brand and competitive position.
2) Increasing outreach to stakeholders: as more and more stakeholders use these new online media to gather
and share information and knowledge, opinions and stories, these new platforms are an increasingly valuable
means for outreach and for fund raising. In general we can conclude that the most active participants in social
media are the younger generations. Whether this is in the interest of ENGO’s will become clearer in the
empirical part of the study. The age-group 25-49 is however well-presented and rapidly growing as well.
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The empirical phase provides an expert point of view on the values of viral marketing for ENGO’s and will shed
light on how ENGO’s value the above mentioned opportunities of adopting viral marketing in their strategies or
that they identify other values. It will also tell whether they believe they should review their current perhaps
more conventional communication strategies and work with a new mindset; seeing their audiences as
collaborators and co-writers rather than receivers of one-way messages.
From this theoretical basis we can also conclude that organisations taking advantage of these new social media
opportunities today could be frontrunners in these environments in the future. As online word of mouth
marketing requires organisational challenges in order to achieve good results and is certainly not cheap, fast
and easy (as many marketers have interpreted it), investing in it now could lead to considerable advantage
above those that proceed with traditional ways of communication only. Examples of these challenges that were
identified include: building up online reputation and networks (this takes time); shifting to a more vulnerable,
authentic attitude demonstrating transparency and enthusiasm for interaction; releasing 100% control over
messages; investing in getting to know target audiences and trying to understand their reasons to develop or
maintain their relationship with the organisation and share this with others in their networks; adjust to timely
feedback culture and different language use.
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4. Some NGO Buzz examples
This chapter gives an impression of the efforts of some (E)NGO’s that use tools and techniques to stimulate
online dialogue and word of mouth. It provides a variety of different communication activities and serves to
illustrate some online word of mouth options as discussed in the theoretical chapter, namely: new environment
for outreach, increasing legitimacy, fundraising and encouraging change of behaviour towards sustainable
practices by citizens. Most social media activities have multiple aims; these are explained with every example.
Example 1: WWF: Share our content!
World Wildlife Fund (WWF) provides a large number of widgets: small web applications that people can easily
copy and add to their site/page to distribute WWF’s messages (http://www.panda.org, April 2009), aiming for
support, increasing brand awareness and generation of traffic to the WWF website.
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Tell people you support the work we do! You can use either of these buttons
on your website to show your support for WWF.

WWF Action Widget

You can add this to
your MySpace,
Facebook, Blogger,
Friendster,
TypePad,
WordPress,
Netvibes,
Pageflakes,
iGoogle etc. Just
click on the
"Share" link in the
widget.

WWF News Widget

Think you can do better? We're on the look-out for people who can make even
better banners and buttons than the ones seen here...
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In addition WWF provides many things ‘to do’ on their website, which they promote with widgets (see banner
above). Below example aims to encourage people to contribute themselves to a more sustainable way of life.

Measure Your Impact
Worried about your impact on the environment?
The way we use the planet's resources makes up our ecological
footprint.
Use our global footprint calculator and learn how small steps can make a BIG
difference!
It takes just 5 minutes and could set you on a life-changing journey...

Example 2: UNICEF uses web2.0 to double video views (MarketingSherpa, May 1, 2008)
With the aim of increasing donations and improving public relations UNICEF experimented with spreading short
2-3 minute videos through social video sharing sites, which resulted in a doubling of the NGO’s exposure.
Crucial for this success was in particular appropriate tagging and titling as to enable visitors to easily find the
videos. A testing phase without much prior planning of viral opportunities drew 10,000 friends to UNICEF’s
MySpace page. UNICEF continued the viral process, but in a well thought out manner and used wallpapers,
banners, badges, icons, videos, podcasts and news. Crucial in this process was constant updating of their social
networking page, using their network of celebrities to spread the word and creating a page that was, design
and content wise, well-suited to the target audience. This effort resulted in an increase of 40% of friends and
20% in extra comments. Increase in donations is not yet tracked, but it is considered as a public relations
success within an important target audience.
Example 3: Rode Kruis (Ruigrok NetPanel, February 2009): building legitimacy and networks
Rode Kruis (Red Cross) is the largest aid organisation in the world. The organisation has created a content
platform on YouTube, market leader in broadcasting and sharing online videos:
http://www.youtube.com/rodekruis, accessed in May 2009. The platform aims to create an environment
accessible for volunteers and potentially new volunteers and donors. Rode Kruis TV provides videos of its aid
activities and ‘the making of photo shoots’ with famous ambassadors. Some videos have been viewed over
43.000 times. Rode Kruis TV has resulted in a sense of pride among its volunteers which are able to also share
this environment with their friends. Ruigrok Panel has evaluated the social media activities of Red Cross and
concluded that with relatively limited costs the YouTube platform has resulted in increased donations and that it
was very positive for the image of the organisation. It received attention in the press and online on LinkedIn,
Hyves, Facebook, Twitter and YouTube, and has improved Red Cross’s visibility, its rank and presence in search
engines, its traffic and visitors to its shop.
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Example 4: Greenpeace: Dove unslaughter anti-palm oil campaign video, advocating for
companies to stop using unsustainable oil palm.
Greenpeace actively campaigns online with YouTube videos. That this can be very effective is shown with their
campaign against Unilever asking attention for the destruction of Indonesia’s forests for the production of palm
oil in 2008 which they did by making a parody on Dove’s ‘commercial for Real Beauty’ (Onslaught) (YouTube,
April, 2009), based directly on the video that Unilever created to help sell Dove soap.
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Greenpeace reports on their blog that the great result of this campaign was that Dove responded to the call
and joined Greenpeace in the fight to stop the destruction of the forests. The Greenpeace campaign had over
250,000 views in less than a week and hundreds of links to other blogs and social media pages.
Example 5: The Natural Resources Defense Council (NRDC): increasing its outreach, showing
expertise.
The book New Rules of Marketing & PR by Scott, 2007 applauds the site and viral activities of The Natural
Resources Defense Council (NRDC), especially due to the various media that its marketers deploy and
tools it provides for online activists and political bloggers in order to spread the group’s messages.
Some examples are provided below (from http://www.nrdc.org, accessed in May 2009)
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Example 6: Stichting Wakker Dier, outreach and advocacy for improving practices
This Dutch NGO that advocates against animal suffering ran a viral campaign to alert how fish are filleted alive
without anaesthesia. By means of a video on YouTube (http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zGLD26gZX1M,
accessed at October 2009) with acting from a well-known pin-up model (Ancilla Tilia) in the Netherlands along
with interviews and footage of actual filleting of different fish, they set up a successful viral campaign. The
campaign was kicked-off with the announcement that Ancilla would strip online for the sake of animal rights
which attracted many people and press. At the moment supreme that the video was released, the website
changed into a site about the suffering of fish. The campaign resulted in 260.000 viewers of the video on
YouTube, 60,000 viewers on vimeo.com, 1 million people watching the item on Shownews TV and on the
websites of the main Dutch news media. In addition many advertising sites reported the campaign praising the
way it uses the combination of a celebrity, sex, with this twist in the message; it even won the best commercial
of 2009 award. The campaign was produced together with an agency. The campaign aimed at public
awareness; which was for Wakker Dier a first step towards the legal obligation for the use of aneaesthesia for
fish slaughtering.
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5. Expert values and recommendations viral
marketing
5.1

Introduction

This chapter describes the key results from the four expert interviews held throughout the study. The expert
interviews were held prior to the ENGO interviews in order to provide professional judgements about
investments within the ENGO sector to viral marketing. Part I starts with the insights from the experts on
values of viral marketing in general and what this in their opinion could mean for ENGO’s. The second part
provides their recommendations about elements and steps necessary to successfully make online word of
mouth marketing part of their marketing strategies. Conclusions are illustrated with quotes where these
exemplify a repeating idea or highlight a noteworthy opinion.

5.2

PART I: Value of viral marketing

Viral marketing: bigger, quicker, different
Social media have some important unique assets which makes them attractive for organisations to use in their
marketing efforts. First of all they provide the potential to reach many people, often different audiences than
through other instruments, and in a very direct way:

‘Using social media for your communications means that you actively and directly interact with people.
This is like talking to people offline, but instead of talking to one person a time, your conversation is
followed by 300, 3,000 or 30,000 people. Online conversations are also real-time; it speeds up the
process of word of mouth and makes new connections possible which would not have been easy
offline’. Polle van Maagt, 2 September 2008
Word of mouth through social media easily links networks and crosses borders (for instance Facebook and
international fora and blogs).

‘Eventually everyone is connected to each other online through their networks. Literature says it takes
on average 7 steps from every node to get everyone connected; but in social media this route is in
many cases much shorter, especially within a specific sector or on specific issues. And because you
approach these audiences directly these contacts have more potential overall than through less direct
communication instruments’. Ernst-Jan Pfauth, 17 August 2008
People spend a lot of time online, and this happens on a global scale.’

Ernst-Jan Pfauth, 17 August 2008

The access to social media is easy and with the right tools messages can spread very fast.

‘Online there is more interaction, and this does not take a lot of effort, a quick scrawl or widget is
easily done.’ Ernst-Jan Pfauth, 17 August 2008
No quick win, but whole range of interesting marketing values
While these factors are all important, most of the experts expressed that they prefer a different term for viral
marketing. The reason is that the term ‘viral marketing’ suggests that messages automatically spread
effortlessly like a virus, while this is not realistic; most campaigns do not go viral to many thousands of people:
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‘Viral marketing is the wrong term, it expresses a wish.’

Willem Solleder, 31 July 2008

‘Making a viral is not realistic.’ Ernst-Jan Pfauth, 17 August 2008
‘It covers much more than the exceptional marketing campaigns that go extremely viral. Viral
marketing only covers the online marketing that reaches millions of people on the internet through
viral emails or films for instance. These have to be really funny, sexy, useful or crude. It is quite a
lottery.’ Polle van Maagt, 2 September 2008
An important message from the experts is that it is certainly not a quick win:

‘This is a very opportunistic way of thinking. It doesn’t work that way. You need to be able to make
something buzzable, stimulate people’s intrinsical motivation to want to share it with others. This
requires creativity, but mostly a mentality shift of the way you look at audiences. The challenge is how
to extend this on a larger scale, for instance through mass media, how will you let it land’’. Willem Solleder,
31 July 2008

The second important message from the above quotes is that the term viral marketing does not cover the
whole range of values that it can bring to an organisation. This next section outlines the values of online word
of mouth marketing as expressed by the interviewed experts. These were manifold, but there were some clear
patterns from which a number of marketing values – closely interlinked – can be distinguished:
1
2
3
4

Going beyond awareness raising – change happens between people
Building your reputation as a trusted expert
Building relations and learn from feedback and insights from the target audiences
New channels: more visibility

These values will be discussed successively below.

Going beyond awareness raising - change happens between people
Suggestions for alternative terms for viral marketing were ‘open source marketing’, ‘online word of mouth
marketing’ or ‘social media communication’. These terms indicate that ‘viral marketing’ is not a top down type
of marketing, but instead a horizontal process. The experts overall shared that this was a large contrast with
conventional marketing. Traditional marketing was perceived as ‘broadcasting’, ‘sending’, ‘one way marketing’,
‘top down’ and ‘vertical’ and that the impact of that can be effective, but merely limited to awareness raising:

‘The impact of traditional marketing is limited to awareness raising. This is part of communication, but
is often interruptive, pedantic and unpleasant. It is sometimes even called spamming, which can
damage a company’s reputation.’ Willem Solleder, 31 July 2008
The key factor that makes word of mouth marketing thus different is that it is ‘a horizontal process’ and that it
‘makes use of word of mouth processes between people’. Word of mouth is a voluntary process. People only
share content between each other when it is experienced as valuable, when it is meaningful to them or when
they think it is meaningful to someone else. This element thus adds the value ‘meaningful’ to the message. The
basic thoughts behind this value were best expressed by expert Willem Solleder of Buzzer:
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‘Companies including ENGO’s often think according to traditional marketing. ENGO’s (or NGO’s in
general) usually fail in making the steps beyond creating awareness about their issues, while they raise
usually global and very abstract issues. Most of their communication is 100% about pointing out
problems, not about making people experience the problems or the solutions. Examples for instance
from ENGO’s are: ‘to influence policy, to educate, to explain your story, to explain solutions, and to
create awareness about an issue. Word of mouth instead is about making people experience
something. This is what distinguishes word of mouth from traditional marketing. If the communication
cannot be experienced, it is not buzzable. Half of the effort of the campaign should be put into getting
people to experience it, in order to make it buzzable.’ Willem Solleder, 31 July 2008
The value of going beyond awareness raising is that messages only get a value when people give meaning to
it:

‘‘Change takes place between people. That determines what happens in societies. The internet offers
instruments to help enable what happens between people’. Willem Solleder, 31 July 2008
An example provided by Willem illustrates how to make relatively abstract issues alive to people and how the
internet and word of mouth were of added value to creating this experience:

‘It concerned a client that builds houses in developing countries. Online you buy bricks and so you help
to build the house. In this way you could also build a whole house together with your friends, and
follow developments of the project by webcam to make it real, and so word of mouth started.’ Willem
Solleder, 31 July 2008

Building your reputation as a trusted expert
All of the experts mentioned that trust is an important asset for a brand. The reputation of a brand and thus its
influence and effective marketing depends of it. Today this asset seems more important than ever:

‘People are not so easy to influence anymore. People increasingly decide for themselves what they
want to receive’. Hanneke Vos, 16 October 2008
‘What people got broadcasted before through mass media, they can now also actively search for on
the internet’. Ernst-Jan Pfauth, 17 August 2008
The experts stated that online word of mouth marketing can help organisations to build up a reputation of a
trusted expert. First of all social media makes it possible to have direct contact with communication audiences
in contrast to conventional communication instruments:

‘The most important value of online word of mouth is that you take away all parties in between
organisation and audience, you can directly approach people in their own trusted environment’. Ernst-Jan
Pfauth, 17 August 2008

The second important factor is that it is a horizontal process. The condition to be successful in this is that the
approach should not be top-down, but authentic and transparent. The opposite, top-down communication, will
most likely work against you:

´By mingling in conversations online, and being honest and transparent, coming down to the
audiences instead of speaking to them from the top down, an organisation can eventually achieve a lot
of its goals. It should become part of the organisation’s lifestyle. Your reputation plays an important
role. You will slowly but surely be seen as a trusted expert by the early adopters, which are the
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buzzers that consciously share issues with others. These people have influence online and their content
is rapidly shared in other social communities which is the environment of early majority groups.’ Ernst-Jan
Pfauth, 17 August 2008

´Online word of mouth is ideal for increasing transparency and accountability; especially in an
increasingly competitive environment this is a way to increase trust and to stick out. It is a way to
create direct contact which does a lot for your brand. Branding is based on authenticity, on openness,
honesty and transparency. It requires capacity however; it is hard work´ Polle van Maagt, 2 September 2008
It is stated that the resulting trusted reputation serves many marketing goals:

‘It works like a snowball effect, it serves fundraising, finding allies, finding support, creating dialogue in
society, PR etc. You will receive more and more support, which is eventually more powerful than
broadcasting via mass media or brochures. It is real and direct communication, scary perhaps, but it is
the future; people do increasingly have less respect for slick brochures which have been rethought and
edited many times before printing.’ Ernst-Jan Pfauth, 17 August 2008
Build relations and learn from feedback and insights from the target audiences
Being transparent and accountable are important assets for a good reputation, determining the value of your
brand. Being transparent also demands that an organisation takes a more vulnerable position. The value of this
approach is that it results in open conversations in which the marketer can build up relations which can become
important communication channels:

‘With most communication instruments it is not possible to receive feedback or have direct contacts.
Web2.0 tools online do enable this en also enable that feedback, recommendations, criticism or
support are shared with others. Where the step from awareness to action is not easily found through
other communication instruments, online word of mouth instruments do enable and stimulate this.´
Ernst-Jan Pfauth, 17 August 2008

Furthermore, because the communication online is direct and interactive, it enables the marketer to receive,
learn and make use of feedback which can be used to optimise marketing or services:

‘Word of mouth marketing is about how word of mouth can be used in the most effective way, and to
take benefits from it such as insights and feedback, and using this to improve the organisation’s
proposition. It is dialogue, two-way communication other than broadcasting, enabling people to match
the product to the right person, getting to know your audience better so to become a more trusted
sender and make messages better customised between sender and receiver.’ Willem Solleder, 31 July 2008
´Using online word of mouth is a good way to inform yourself on the issues that are important for your
relations.’ Ernst-Jan Pfauth, 17 August 2008
New channels: more visibility
All experts emphasized that word of mouth takes place both offline and online. This means that providing
information through social networking tools online adds additional outreach channels, audiences and ways to
communicate. It is additional to your other online activities (usually own website) and to other communication
activities in general.

43

‘All the organisation’s relation groups make use of the internet. The conversations between people are
already taking place; why not make use of these?’ Ernst-Jan Pfauth, 17 August 2008
´By providing online communication tools such as photos, films, widgets, Google maps, articles,
publications, contributions to blogs, fora, using share tools etc, you basically enable people to pick it up
and do something with it. The more information you make available, the more people can do with it.
By using other channels online than your own website, you increase the traffic as you are easier to find
at different places and because you place it in environments where people actively search and want to
share things with others, or openly support or discuss it. You broaden the chance people use it,
connect to your issue and with that you will also be more visible in search engines.´ Ernst-Jan Pfauth, 17
August 2008

An important value some of the experts stressed was that in contrast to other communication instruments,
marketing in social network environments is about interaction; not just you but everyone is a source of content,
and everyone is building networks. As an organisation you can become part of that content exchange, which
will broaden the chance people are using your content with the result that your issues and brand become
better known.

‘All information that you have available contributes to a discussion. The impact is that you become one
of the stakeholders in online dialogues about a subject. You are slowly but surely building a network,
which you can actively form and maintain. By becoming more visible you work on branding which
increasingly works for you in becoming a central name for also offline activities and for instance for
journalists that follow blog conversations.´ Polle van Maagt, 2 September 2008
‘It is an excellent way of making information available to the world and being transparent about what
you find important, what can be done about it, and how you contribute. Internet is per definition a
connecting medium through open source where everyone can contribute, link and share, and this is
becoming increasingly easier and better used.´ Polle van Maagt, 2 September 2008
Not only is the organisation’s participation visible to everyone, but also the feedback:

´With most communication instruments it is not possible to involve different stakeholders in one
dialogue, show the different sides to an issue and bring them in contact with each other. With online
word of mouth tools such as blogs this is possible.’ Ernst-Jan Pfauth, 17 August 2008
For every type of organisation including ENGO’s
In general the experts think that the value of word of mouth marketing online does not differ so much for
ENGO’s as for other NGO’s or for commercial organisations.

‘ENGO’s are similar to other companies in terms of marketing objectives. Every organisation wants to
sell something, whether it is an idea or a product, or expertise. Its reputation is crucial; this requires
branding, accountability and transparency. Online word of mouth marketing can in principle be used
for each and every communication objective. Its impact depends on how you do it.’ Willem Solleder, 31 July
2008

‘People have different motivations for connecting with others online: connecting with like-minded
people, self-expression, entertainment. With the right means you can optimally use this development
for distributing your messages, whether commercial or non-commercial.’ Polle van Maagt, 2 September 2008
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Most experts stated though that when NGO’s do take the challenge they may in a way be in favour to
commercial companies, which are often differently perceived than non profit organisations, more suspicious.
This however does depend on people’s commitments to brands which can be very strong also with commercial
brands. For NGO’s the granting factor is often higher, and the environmental topics are hot and debated. As an
NGO it is easier to ask people about their opinions about how they could contribute as a community to a good
cause.’
Conclusion Part I
Although some campaigns do go successfully viral to large groups of people, and when they succeed, messages
can distribute fast and widely crossing networks and borders, the experts interviewed for this study argue that
the term viral marketing expresses more a wish than reality. Online word of mouth marketing, as they prefer to
call it, is certainly not a quick win, but covers a whole range of values. Other than top-down conventional
marketing, word of mouth marketing depends on dialogue, both online as offline. Online social media offer
various tools that enable people to share messages with each other which is only done when these messages
are experienced as valuable or meaningful to themselves or to someone else. Organisations can become part of
these dialogues and use word of mouth marketing by offering their audiences content worth sharing. i.e. offer
their audiences ‘experiences’, for instance through involving them in something funny, interesting, outstanding,
making it personal, etc. It was stated that change takes place between people and through conversations
instead of from ‘broadcasting’ (top-down communication).
The aim for organisations to use social media in their communications with their audiences should therefore go
beyond one-way, pre-edited awareness raising as is common in conventional communication. Becoming part of
a dialogue requires authenticity, transparency and horizontal communication; this demonstrates openness and
willingness to listen and share. The direct communication and interactivity enables organisations to get to know
their audience better and make messages better customised to their customers. This enables organisations to
become trusted senders; crucial for how people experience the organisation and what it stands for, hence for
their reputation. A good reputation allows building up relations and a network which will gradually have more
and more impact. When this is achieved online word of mouth marketing can become very powerful, help
organisations stand out from their competition, improve their messages and communication impacts, and
create more visibility and new participants in their marketing and communications processes.
An important conclusion is that the experts consider the value of viral marketing to be similar for (E)NGO’s as
for commercial organisations, although (E)NGO’s may be received more openly due to the their non-for-profit
character and values and due to the popular topics that they work on.
An important message is also that online word of mouth marketing is hard work. The dominating perception
that viral marketing is a quick win and for that reason attractive for low budget organisations is therefore an
opportunistic way of thinking.

5.3

PART II: Recommendations from the experts to ENGO’s

One of the aims of this research is to acquire information for practical use to the work of environmental NGO’s
when integrating online word of mouth marketing in their communication strategies. The experts were
therefore asked to imagine they would sit in the chair of the marketer at an ENGO. They each provided a
number of recommendations for optimally using online word of mouth based on the potential values of online
word of mouth marketing I discussed with them (Part I of this analysis). A number of recommendations were
shared by all or the majority of experts which will be discussed first, followed by some individually expressed
recommendations. This paragraph ends with an indication of the capacity requirements which the experts think
are necessary for making online word of mouth successfully part of marketing strategies.
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The experts notice that among organisations there is a struggle with opportunism and with uncertainty about
where to start, what to do with word of mouth marketing online and what to expect. The general perception
though is that it is important to not stay behind to not miss the opportunities:

‘There is a lot of uncertainty about social media, it is so diverse, what it is and what not, what to do
with it, where the opportunities are in the abundance of social media environments, the risks, what to
expect from it and whether they will miss the boat if they do not fully go for it.’ Hanneke Vos, 16 October 2008
The below section discusses the expert recommendations:
Seeing the values is a new mindset, make this mental step
The experts think that online word of mouth marketing requires first of all a big mental change for
organisations. Most marketers still think in the traditional top-down sender-receiver model. They also want to
have a lot of control over the course of their marketing and on which messages reach their audiences. It seems
difficult how to be authentic and to shift into a more vulnerable position. Below quotes illustrate this:

‘The step to invest in online word of mouth marketing is for many companies a big move. Joining in on
social media has consequences for the organisation and requires a new mindset: transparency,
sincerity and a real-time attitude. This is a challenge for all different types of organisations, often more
so for large companies. Most companies have a 9-5 mentality, communicate with their audiences
through a couple of specific channels and want to have control over the impacts of their
communication.’ Polle van Maagt, 2 September 2008
‘The main step to take for doing this is a mental step: understanding that the benefits are of great
value, for instance for increasing your accountability. Being transparent shows you are open for
feedback and involvement of those that you target and that you will be improving your services based
on this, which has huge impacts on your brand. This is open-source marketing.’ Willem Solleder, 31 July 2008
One expert furthermore mentioned that another mind shift lies in understanding how to think about the media
landscape and how people are connected to each other online:

‘The media landscape is no longer very easy to oversee or control. In agencies or companies people
still largely think in traditional media boxes.’ Hanneke Vos, 16 October 2008
With other communication instruments, like presentations at conferences, targeted mailings or specific
newspapers you know more or less who you reach with your message. Although several experts pointed out
that it is crucial in online word of mouth marketing to be specific in who you want to reach, and therefore to be
selective in the social environment that you engage with, it is also commented by one of the experts that the
power of the internet is that it connects different networks and environments easily:

‘The first thought within organisations is often that who you are talking to online is not their ‘target
audience’. Social media are in particular popular by the younger generations, especially in certain
communities, but in the blogosphere many different audiences are represented, and many different
issues are discussed. Eventually everyone is connected to each other online through their networks.
Furthermore, relations can pass by as persons, not persé on behalf of the organisations they work for.’
Ernst-Jan Pfauth, 17 August 2008
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Consider traditional marketing, word of mouth, online and offline simultaneously
While the distinction between traditional marketing and (online) word of mouth marketing is clear, this doesn’t
mean that the one approach is better than the other; they are different and serve different purposes. While it
was argued that the trust factor from personal contact is much higher than from mass media, as the quality of
the contact is in general much higher, it was stressed that the power of mass media is still very strong; some of
the mass media sources are still highly trusted. All experts state that ideally they are used in conjunction and
that the challenge is to find the balance.

‘Online is just another environment. As a marketer you should consider both environments
simultaneously. Buzzer (agency) always works in layers, for instance by launching something physically
offline, extending this both offline and in social networks online. But investing in online adds certain
benefits, such as making messages easier to travel. Offline word of mouth is 80 or 90% in qualitative
terms, in impact. People that are active in social networks online have social networks offline with
people that on their turn have their own social networks online again etc.’ Willem Solleder, 31 July 2008
‘Online word of mouth can very well function as a catalyst, as a steroid. For instance, if the trigger is
successfully picked up, mainstream media could pick up the content. After the peak in mainstream
media, the communication usually continues online without an end as content will stay always or very
long term and some people will keep on talking about the issue.‘ Polle van Maagt, 2 September 2008
‘Mass media still have a lot of influence though. Some of the senders, like papers such as NRC
Handelsblad, are still highly trusted. Offline and online should be considered simultaneously in a
campaign strategy. When you are completely unknown online, it can help if you are visible yet in the
media offline. However, when your campaign online is very strong, when you really contribute to
something, also unknown senders can be successful. The brand is being influenced by the sum of all
communication instruments, and social media is one of them.’ Hanneke Vos, 16 October 2008
Make choices
As concluded earlier, successfully engaging in online social media is usually not a quick win, certainly not easy:

‘Just throwing things online everyone can do, but really participating in online communities and letting
them successfully participate in your stories is a totally different challenge.’ Polle van Maagt, 2 September 2008
There is a lot of experimenting to do for finding out what pays off online. The experts advise to first sit down
and make some choices. Summarised:
Before you start with concrete steps you have to be clear what your motivation is to start with online word of
mouth, what you want to achieve with the available capacity and at what point you want to stop.
Next you need to decide about whom you want to reach, what you want to say, and how you want to
communicate this. This differs a lot per group and could therefore be different per group, different language,
and approach and strategy (different steps, integration with other campaign elements, etc.). Per group you
need to decide about the context in which you place the communication (environment, atmosphere, timing)
and what you want people to do with the message: participate, co-create, share, or just consume (do you want
to make a weak contact or a strong contact).
With regard to the message it is key to be clear on what the main motivation factor will be (connection, fun,
uniqueness, importance, etc.), which part of the message you can trigger people with; make sure you know
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what the added value is of your contribution to an environment, something that is buzzable. Decide whether
you want to contribute with text or visuals, or both. Once you have tested your message, find a subgroup as
large as possible within these groups, and start the campaign.
One expert pointed out that for creating buzz marketers should train to put themselves in the position of the
‘consumer’ to reduce ‘wishful thinking’.

‘Discover that you will ignore most of your current messages. And think about what part of the
message would fascinate you.’ Willem Solleder, 31 July 2008
Another expert stressed that fun messages are usually most successful:

‘If the information is not fun to share then interaction hardly takes place. This is because people in
general want to be associated with fun issues. It is very well possible though to give serious issues a
fun element while not losing the key message. Or you have to touch a tender spot which calls upon
other emotions, but this is in general more difficult. It all depends however who your target audience
is. There are also more serious social media environments, and there are also special environments for
good causes.’ Hanneke Vos, 16 October 2008
What starts small, can grow very large
Instead of trying to make a viral hit, all experts recommend organisations to start small with word of mouth
marketing online. Viral marketing usually does not have directly or on the short term the desired impact, but
indirectly and on the longer term it does. It should become part of the organisation’s lifestyle, which you need
to build up:

‘Dismissing information on issues, news items, action alerts etc. online to a large audience, can be
effective. But this usually doesn’t go viral straight away; you have to build this up. If you haven’t build
up your network or reputation yet, your message really needs to include all the ingredients to become
a viral, which is very difficult. If you have built up something yet, you can easier mobilise people to
read and talk about your issue and possibly forward it or write about it in their own networks.´ Ernst-Jan
Pfauth, 17 August 200

‘Online word of mouth needs to be built up, after one contribution people do not know you yet, you
need to build up relations and trust. It is like in a bar, when you go there for the first time and you
shout something people will only look up and then continue with their talks. After 3 weeks going to this
place you can have a conversation and ask people for a favour.’ Polle van Maagt, 2 September 2008
‘Online word of mouth starts small, but can grow very large. Eventually everyone online is connected
to each other, it is one big network. If the messages are relevant to people they will be picked up by
relevant people in your specialty or by the wider public.’ Ernst-Jan Pfauth, 17 August 2008
‘Test buzzability of messages on a small scale.’

Willem Solleder, 31 July 2008

‘Do not try out too quickly; everything you try will stay online.’ Polle van Maagt, 2 September 2008
‘Best to start small. Once you notice the impacts of word of mouth marketing, it is also easier to
convince others in the organisation that this should be invested in.’ Willem Solleder, 31 July 2008
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Prepare, get advice and test
As everything you try will stay online, and resources are usually limited to experiment endlessly, it is advised to
prepare well and consider asking professionals for advice, or audiences for their input:

‘Work with specialists, an agency for support.’ Willem Solleder, 31 July 2008
‘Good orientation with some experts to brainstorm about an issue that you want to raise online’.

Polle van

Maagt, 2 September 2008

‘Organise an evening with representatives of the audience you want to reach, to brainstorm your issue
ideas for a campaign concept. Or ask receivers for feedback to a test campaign.’ Hanneke Vos, 16 October
2008

Get one or a few active central points, share content and link
There are many tools and channels to choose from in social networking online. Most experts advised to start a
blog or another central place like a social community like Facebook or Hyves to start with. Other tools you can
integrate or add at a later stage.

‘Start a blog as your central point and write articles, not press releases. With articles you show
authenticity and that you are the expert. These can be short articles, a few times per week. Be
consistent and support these with instruments such as films, photo’s, (integration)widgets or an
interview. These instruments provide extra content and show you have put effort in communicating the
issue. Make sure these materials look professional though. Realise that a blog article costs some time
to write and is not always successful. Often it is though.’ Ernst-Jan Pfauth, 17 August 2008
‘Follow what happens with conversations, if people respond, if it is spreading to other sites.’
Willem Solleder, 31 July 2008

‘Starting a Wiki could be a next step after you have built up visitors through your blog for instance;
they can potentially contribute to your Wiki. At a Wiki it is easy for people to just leave a comment and
not to join in the conversation. Avoiding content on your Wiki by just everyone (which could potentially
hurt your reputation or distract from the high quality content) can be done by allowing them to only
comment and not become a co-author.’ Ernst-Jan Pfauth, 17 August 2008
The conversations are already taking place
Most of the organisation’s relation groups make use of the internet and are involved in online conversations,
whether they create or just consume. You can make use of this:

‘Discover online which issues related to your subject are being discussed, how the exchange takes
place in these environments. Check at other blogs and communities who else writes about this issue,
where the discussions take place and propose to contribute as a guest writer. Or you can contribute to
the discussion and after a number of reactions place links to an article you wrote about the issue, or to
your website for more information, so people can react and write about it.’ Ernst-Jan Pfauth, 17 August 2008
‘Add links to other platforms, events, news.’ Polle van Maagt, 2 September 2008
Approach and behaviour
It was stressed by all experts that as a marketer you have to strive for horizontal communication, and prevent
spam or over-pushing your issue. All contacts should be of mutual benefit. This means you have to be open
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and honest, find out what the community’s interest is and indicate you want to find out what you can do for
each other. Otherwise it won’t work, or worse, it can work against you:

‘Trying to create PR through PR agency services does not work; it is perceived as cowardly, not
authentic, as spam. It is based on the traditional communication model. As a blogger you only pick up
something when you receive this on a personal basis, from someone you know or who takes the effort
to make a phone call or meet up. Or you pick it up when you hear or read something really interesting,
often when discussed in communities, not through mass media. Many journalists consult blogs as their
source of information and use the relevant content.’ Ernst-Jan Pfauth, 17 August 2008
‘At all times you need to participate, not over-push your issue. Openness, transparency and interaction
are the key words. In that way you can expect feedback or support. The willingness of people to
commit to something or share information with you or with others is in general very high. However, if
you approach people in the wrong way, this can also work against you. You have to offer people
something before you get something returned, just like in real life. You can send them information and
tools so they can distribute the issue further.’ Hanneke Vos, 16 October 2008
‘Trigger comments and give opinions.’ Polle van Maagt, 2 September 2008
Capacity requirements
Viral marketing became a hype as it was assumed to be a cheap and easy way for achieving marketing
objectives. Although this could be true in some cases, in general it does require a lot of capacity and qualities
to be successful:

‘For organisations it is often initially not easy to oversee the impacts of online word of mouth marketing
in proportion to the resources (budget and people) that you need to invest in it (except when
something negative spreads…). Online word of mouth is still in the starting phase. Pilots online often
fail. Expectations are often too high; it does usually not always work as a virus. Some elements of
social media are well measurable, such as traffic routes, how often content is viewed, forwarded and
by whom. It is also possible to monitor on sentiments, e.g. on positive or negative key words, which
can be categorised. All this provides a basis for new campaigns. However, there is a lot of
experimenting to it to find out what works for you and it usually doesn’t pay off immediately; it is an
incremental long-term investment which is based on finding your way and building up trust.’ Polle van
Maagt, 2 September 2008

The experts mentioned several requirements with regard to capacity when investing in online word of mouth
marketing. First of all you need time. Building relationships online takes a lot of time and writing online such as
blog articles costs quite some time and is not always successful. In addition you have to be able to deal with
expectations of word of mouth marketing; for instance to respond real-time.
Secondly, joining online word of mouth marketing requires staff with the right capacities:

‘Someone that can easily mingle in conversations, be authentic, for sure not slick and polished and is able
to put him/herself in the position of the receiver. This is very different from how ENGO’s usually
communicate. Instead of directly communicating a complete picture focused on providing information, it is
more effective to put one aspect in the spotlight first to trigger people. Later in the process you can let
other aspects pass as well, and link to relevant publications. But this is when the reader is already
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interested; not everyone wants to read the publication. NGO’s focus too much on content.’

Ernst-Jan Pfauth, 17

August 2008

‘Get insight in how to write online, it is an art to keep on motivating people to write about your issue.’
Polle van Maagt, 2 September 2008

‘Start a blog or platform or contribute to other blogs with staff that is knowledgeable on certain issues.’
Willem Solleder, 31 July 2008

‘You have to be able to give up some control, let other people pick up your message and let them mould it
further.’ Hanneke Vos, 16 October 2008
Conclusion Part II
ENGO’s are recommended to not be over-ambitious when starting with online word of mouth marketing, but
instead take small steps first and gradually build forward on that. Network relations need to grow; it takes a
while to build up a trusted reputation online. Slow steps also allow the organisation to experiment and learn
from this. It allows the organisation to get used to a different, more horizontal and unpolished way of
communicating and to find out what works best and fits best in their culture and is within their capacity. It was
also highly recommended to integrate the social media activities into other communication and marketing
activities, for instance in a catalyst function or by picking up issues from mainstream media and further discuss
these online. Starting with online word of mouth marketing also means making choices, such as whom exactly
should be targeted, in what way you wish them to participate and what the motivation factor should be for
these people to get triggered by the campaign messages. It could be wise to either hire someone skilled to
dedicate to this job, or hire an agency to help with the planning and/or implementation. It is useless to start
somewhere and not being able to follow it up; this only results in a weaker position online; it shows the
organisation is not interested in two way communications and hence results in losing trust and sympathy.
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6. How do ENGO’s value viral marketing
6.1

Introduction

A total of 6 professionals at communication positions at 5 different environmental non-for-profit organisations
(ENGO’s) were interviewed for this study, large and small organisations, all based in the Netherlands. The
purpose of this phase of the research is to make the value of viral marketing specific for ENGO’s. The selection
was made with the assumption that some organisations would have more experience with viral marketing than
others. The results provide a representative overview of the value of viral marketing as experienced within this
sector in the Netherlands.
This chapter describes the key results from the ENGO interviews. The interviews were taken after the literature
review and expert interviews which formed the theoretical and expert knowledge basis to conduct the
interviews with the ENGO’s.
Some of the ENGO’s have been considering the use of viral marketing already and have also experimented with
it to some extent. As an introduction to the ENGO’s, the analysis therefore first shows the viral marketing
experiences of some of the interviewed ENGO’s in this study including the strategic approaches that are being
used, illustrated with examples where available. This is followed in 6.3 by a summary of the main
communication challenges that organisations could identify, which provide some background to the next parts
of the analysis. Paragraph 6.4 starts with the interviewee’s first thoughts about viral marketing and a section
which summarises their strategic motivations for considering investing in viral marketing as a communication
tool to achieve communication objectives of their organisations. It also reflects on whether ENGO’s believe their
position being an ENGO differs from that of commercial organisations for the potential of being successful with
online word of mouth marketing. The next paragraph reports on their perceptions of challenges, uncertainties
and risks when these were mentioned followed by 6.8 which reflects on whether and how investments in online
word of mouth are being monitored. The last part discusses the readiness of the organisation for successful
online environmental buzz marketing.
As with the expert interviews, conclusions are illustrated with quotes where these exemplify a repeating idea or
highlight a noteworthy opinion.
The annex includes a table summing up the more detailed communication challenges as mentioned by the
ENGO’s. They are labelled in the category column with the categories that could be distinguished.

6.2

Experiences and approaches in the sector

This section provides insight in some of the experiences among communication professionals in the ENGO
sector in the Netherlands in online word of mouth marketing. These come with examples as implemented by
the ENGO’s when available, or from other campaigns when was being referred to these.
This part of the interview results focuses on the following elements:
1 General experiences with online word of mouth marketing
2 Strategic approaches and thoughts about how to trigger online word of mouth

General experiences and approaches to online word of mouth marketing
Two main approaches of online word of mouth marketing were distinguished. Firstly, mingling in online
conversations that are relevant to the organisation, either by staff members on behalf of the ENGO, or through
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supporters such as volunteers or members. Secondly, involving people in the distribution of news or other
campaign elements (videos, pictures, petitions, stories etc.).

Mingling in conversations by ENGO or by supporters
It was considered by most of the ENGO’s that one way of achieving that target audiences talk about the ENGO
and its concerns is by involving them in relevant dialogues to campaign topics. People should be triggered to
read and discuss a topic, express opinions or contribute with their own content and also express this at their
own platforms. This could help outreach among other potential members and donors, and may create support
needed for political pressure or be effective for influencing their own attitude or behaviour. For the ENGO this
also offers the opportunity to increase transparency on how it spends its donor money, and to have a new tool
to communicate campaign messages. The general sense is that there might be a lot of willingness among
people to get involved in outreach and dialogue online with topics relevant to ENGO’s, although there is also a
concern for it to be perceived as spam.
The ENGO’s that are already taking steps in this or consider this for the future prefer to involve audiences like
volunteers, members or other supporters in dialogues rather than speaking on behalf of the organisation itself.
It is realised however that this takes away a lot of control over the communication.
Milieudefensie has created a web team among members that participate in discussions fora. They mainly
focus on media sites and environmental online environments. It is still in a very early stage as it was part of a
campaign for a large climate campaign. A team of 8 members followed a training and now follows a number of
social media sites, such as blogs and communities and contribute on a personal basis.

‘Online so many things happen at the same time; this is a big difference with other communication
instruments. You cannot all control it. So we think we have to move our direct supporters (members)
and other people that feel connected to us to help us with that. Where things are said that aren’t
correct, we try to react. In these cases we speak on behalf of the organisation. When it involves
opinions, positions etc. we try to get members involved. They don’t speak on behalf of Milieudefensie.
People know what we think, it is better if members speak for themselves. In the future we would like
to create a big reservoir of people that can react when hypes about our issues arise.’ Milieudefensie –
Miranda van Kuyk

Milieudefensie also has its own Hyves and own blog and tries to find strategic places where many politicians
hang out to participate in the dialogue.

‘At some more serious social network environments, such as Volkskrant blog, we write ourselves, and
hope for interaction. We respond in that way to political developments that relate to our work.
However, in general we have mostly been broadcasting and linking to our organisation instead of
participating in the conversation. Interesting to consider though, when it would do good for our
reputation. We feel though we would need many spokespersons then.’ Milieudefensie – Miranda van Kuyk
The organisation keeps updated about everything online via an internet clipping subscription. The content of
online conversations do not really influence its positions, but the feedback is being used for learning which
arguments are used pro and against; how issues are being communicated.
Greenpeace also involves its members and volunteers in dialogues on social media. The organisation is still
searching what is the best way to do that:

‘We realise that social communities aren’t just platforms for news distribution. We also receive critical
feedback about our positions and activities. Society demands more transparency. If we do not provide
this to these people they will at one stage stop supporting us and we will lose them to other ENGO’s.’
He takes the campaign by Obama as a good example to conclude that people embrace this kind of
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approach: ‘He was very open-minded and used the internet to put change in the hands of people. It is

up to him to develop this further, make use of these contacts. For us the challenge is exactly the same,
we have to use the tools most effectively.’ Greenpeace – Emile Poelman
Emile believes that the example of Obama illustrates that it is possible to achieve political goals through online
word of mouth:

‘I think there is a lot possible with moving our support groups online, but we first have to build up our
reputation and networks online before we know what we can ask people, use peoples feedback and
support for Greenpeace’s strategy.’ Greenpeace – Emile Poelman
To this end Greenpeace involves people every couple of weeks by giving them something to do or ask them to
do something for us, like participating in a campaign, share videos etc. About 10,000 people are approached in
this way through an e-zine.

‘We have already been doing this for about 6 years, but now we see social communities coming up and
we realise we have to invest there. At these communities we communicate what we do, but we also
ask people to volunteer for instance, which is very successful. People also do not just come to our
space in the community (like the Greenpeace Hyves), but also put our blogs, gadgets, photos, videos
etc. at their own space.’ Greenpeace – Emile Poelman
On sites like Telegraaf and GeenStijl Greenpeace does not always add comments itself, but prefers to let others
speak on behalf of the organisation:

‘For instance with the blocks of concrete that Greenpeace threw in the North Sea to stop fisherman.
This was in the news for 5 days and heavily discussed online. In these cases it is important that other
people than only Greenpeace stick up for our cause. It is important to show people our appreciation for
this. Greenpeace only corrects if wrong facts are spread, we’ve become very alert to this.’ Greenpeace –
Emile Poelman

WNF (WWF Netherlands) sees a lot of potential in involving people online in conversations on campaign issues:

‘People already initiate it themselves, that makes you curious to learn what could be achieved here.
Conversations are taking place already, whether you look at it or not. You cannot deny or stop it, you
can only try to influence it so that people talk about things to the benefit of WNF.’ WNF – Iris Herder
The first step that WNF takes is to invite people to the office to brainstorm about what they would like and
need to help WNF, so they can talk about campaign subjects online and create word of mouth. They could for
instance be the first to receive fun things, making them feel special and give them the freedom to express what
they would like.

‘Maybe after that we can take the next step. In the future we would like to find out how our members
can lead online word of mouth; there is a lot of potential as we have such a large group of supporters,
we could really benefit from this. We do however want to prevent that people get annoyed, they
already trust us and support us and not everyone wants to be asked to also actively do something for
WNF.’ WNF – Iris Herder
It is expected that mostly people around the age of 25 could be interested, but perhaps also adolescents or
kids. People that may like to be involved are also not limited to members or volunteers. Although WNF is not
yet sure whether the desire is there among people, it seems a logical step to them to offer people campaign
information in their own environments instead of only on the WNF website. The organisation does not yet see
the need to influence conversations itself, anonymous or on behalf of WNF.
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WNF has so far one campaign with viral campaign elements in it:

‘The White campaign had a viral component which aimed for realising a wind energy park in the ocean.
Corporates, the government and the general public were mobilised to call for more sustainable energy
in the Netherlands in order to reduce greenhouse gases’ WNF – Iris Herder
Stichting Noordzee is focusing more than before on online communication and wants to improve this further
in the future. An example of a successful campaign was ‘Geef de Noordzee een Stem’ (give a voice to the North
Sea), where people were quite committed to participate.

‘This is a good example and we would like to use this way of communicating in online communities
better.’ Stichting Noordzee, Lisa van der Veen
Stichting Noordzee considers the larger audience difficult to reach, so instead it targets people that are actively
using the North Sea in their lives and see things happening there, such as surfers, divers, sailors, sport
fishermen etc.:

‘The forum for divers is very active for instance. We reach these groups through their umbrella
organisations which have their own newsletters, seminars etc. We could stimulate these people to
communicate and forward the Stichting Noordzee messages to their own online networks, but this is
not really done yet.’ Stichting Noordzee, Lisa van der Veen
Distribution of news
Besides triggering dialogues, distribution of news and information on main campaign themes through online
journalists or bloggers of community networks is considered to be interesting and additional to existing efforts
to release news on thematic campaign information:

‘A benefit of online news distribution is that people can immediately share it with others, which may
also include people that we do not reach offline through newspapers for instance’. Milieudefensie – Berrie Jurg
‘Our news distribution is automatically fed into our Hyves through a gadget. It also appears 1 on 1 on
many news sites. We would like to be found as easily as possible. With everything you do online your
findability grows a little. Therefore we have also improved our googability. The number of visits to our
website is notably increasing, but becoming more visible at other places will likely increase this even
further, in particular within the younger target audiences which we also aim to target. Our CEO also
has her own blog, which should be updated twice a week. It is created to enable the CEO to have a
place to communicate about some main themes and to take the role of an expert.’ Natuur en Milieu, Chris de
Visser

‘Journalists will also pick up their news from discussions online. We have to build up our network with
them as well, this can go really fast, check for instance LinkedIn.’ Greenpeace – Emile Poelman
Ingredients to trigger online word of mouth
The ENGO’s overall indicated that online communication works differently than offline. The main approaches
mentioned were as following:
1 not broadcasting, but leaving the control to the audiences online
2 trigger a small group of people that can distribute the messages further
3 be informal and concise and think in terms of added value for the receiver

Not broadcasting, but leaving the control to the audiences online
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In general it is considered that it is not useful to just broadcast (sending messages largely one-way to
receivers) like is generally done in more conventional media. Instead the added value for the receiver has to be
sought, and you have to be prepared to give up full control over the course of the campaign.

‘Viral marketing has a number of rules in which the receiver is more in charge than with other
communication instruments. Therefore you have to consider what the added value of the message is
for them so that they will not only look at it but also share it with others in their networks. It has to do
something for their reputation.’ Greenpeace – Emile Poelman
‘We have to allow to lose some control about how people talk about us, which of course is the
challenge of viral communication; how do you let this control go without risking that the viral loses the
key message that you want to communicate. And once this goes wrong, how can you stop it? But we
cannot operate out of fear; that doesn’t get you anywhere. We assume that the majority of people
really want to contribute to our causes and do not want to write strange things or place strange
pictures. On our own environments we can just delete this.’ Milieudefensie – Berrie Jurg
‘I think it should be really easy for people and it should really be in their interest, be valuable to them
personally, something that people want to show off with, be cool or show they have done something
valuable. Under those conditions you can really ask people to support something, to help you, but this
hasn’t been done so much yet. The organisation WE or the Obama campaign are examples to us.
Obama really opened himself for the networks that he participated in, became part of it, was not trying
to control everything and gave people the sense that they were important and that he was using all
the feedback. McCain instead was communicating very top-down, as an advertisement. Of course the
latter is much easier.’ WNF – Iris Herder
Triggering a small group of people
Instead of just selecting a medium in which the audience is well-known, it was thought that reaching people
online depends on triggering a selective group of people that can start online word of mouth:

‘A big difference between offline media and online word of mouth is that online it is about the
reputation of the person that forwards it. We learned that we need to think out of the organisation,
about what people find really interesting to forward and where they do that. Some communities are
great and really big, but what is the motivation for people to be there and will they be interested in our
campaign about deforestation? Mostly not, so who do you target your message to? We try to be very
selective in who we try to target with online word of mouth marketing, not shoot with hail. This is
complex online. A lot of NGO’s are building their own communities online, but this is in my opinion too
obvious. We have to trigger people to talk about us. There are a couple of reasons for this: there are
not many people that just come to us by themselves or already talk about our issues. Bloggers also
want to write only about issues that have news in them. Not everyone has time or motivation to write
about issues, although the number of people that actively participate is larger than offline. It is about
finding the right person who starts the word of mouth process because they find it important or fun’.
Milieudefensie – Berrie Jurg

‘With the campaign ‘Zeekracht’ (Sea power; a campaign supported by Eneco energy which searches
members to build a windmill park in the North Sea), viral marketing was an important element of the
campaign. A series of mysterious movies triggered people on Hyves. Only after a while it became clear
it was about Zeekracht. It was a very targeted campaign aiming that the first targeted receivers would
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distribute it further. It is a campaign which searches for public support to put pressure on decision
makers.’ Natuur en Milieu, Chris de Visser
Finding that trigger!
Triggering this selective group of people is however not perceived as very easy. There are already experiences
among ENGO’s in which there were high expectations, but it didn’t work out. It was felt that both the package
in which the message is wrapped is important as is the theme of the campaign:

‘Milieudefensie had a campaign called Blogbattle which collects signatures for a powerful Dutch climate
law. Blog readers could by means of a plug-in on blogs sign for this law and the competition was about
which blog would collect the most. Only 30/40 blogs participated which was far too few considering the
investments. We really had to push it. We tried this through Hyves as well, but also here very little
happened. Perhaps it was the subject that didn’t catch on. Many people are concerned, but don’t want
to act upon it. Likely this approach would have worked for the campaign ‘Stop Fout Vlees’ (Stop Bad
Meat) against the bio-industry. This campaign had the largest viral impact of all campaigns so far;
hundred thousands of web visitors and 17,000 people signed the petition. Or de campaign
‘Burgerinitiatief’ which was fantastic game in which people had to get 100 pigs (members of
Parliament) out of the Parliament, symbolising the bio-industry. This viral stayed very close to the keymessage of the campaign; people that participated felt connected to the campaign goal. Another
example is the ‘Niet met mijn Geld’ campaign (not with my money). The graph that compared banks
was fantastic, everybody wanted to have it. In that online is the same as offline, you can potentially
trigger people with every subject, as long as the campaign is triggering.’ Milieudefensie – Berrie Jurg
‘Of course we would like to increase the reach of our issues online. But we willl have to think really well
how to trigger people and who to trigger. The success really depends a lot on how powerful the
product or issue itself is that you want to talk about. Of course the story that you build around it helps
too as a tool for success. However, for instance a campaign we are currently running on the impact of
peatland degradation on climate change is such a strong subject; we just had to plant the seed and
the rest of the distribution followed automatically. A case about biofuels won’t work everywhere, but
there is a group of people that will be very interested and would like to forward the information to
others.’ Wetlands International – Alex Kaat
‘It depends a lot on the subject, not every serious issue moves people, so also won’t be shared so
easily between people. And even if the subject has the potential, it is still difficult to get something
viral. But if we reach about 100,000 people we call it a success; many virals are lucky shots.’ Greenpeace –
Emile Poelman

It is felt that one way to help online word of mouth going is to trigger an emotion; something that ENGO’s
earlier expressed is an advantage for (E)NGO’s as they generally communicate about issues they really believe
in. Continued involvement can also be done by keeping people in the loop of the campaign; and in that sense it
means that it is an intensive way of campaigning. At the same time, people should also be triggered to really
remember the purpose of the message, not just the package, and get triggered for action (if that is the aim):

‘Positive brand reputation grows when the campaign is of high quality, therefore it is better to show
who you are after people have participated than before. You have to trigger them with an emotion and
then get the message across and the organisation behind it. This is where the branding takes place
and where people have the opportunity to get more information.’ Milieudefensie – Berrie Jurg
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‘I think that the approach should be to make something very triggering, more than just a text and to
ask people to sign a petition. It should be very funny, shocking, or a message that touches people
personally, which they can experience.’ Stichting Noordzee – Lisa van der Veen
‘You need to get people involved with an issue, so build in an emotional element to the issues for
which you want to create online word of mouth, such as sadness, fear, anger, gravity, but also
humour. Otherwise it won’t touch people. With humour you can bring an unknown issue to the
attention of people, but as many issues that ENGO’s raise are quite serious, humour does not always
communicate well what the issue is about; the cause is the element in the message what should stay
with the people that take note of it.’ Greenpeace – Emile Poelman
‘An example is the organisation WE (connected to Al Gore) in America which has some successful viral
campaigns by collecting signatures to make a strong stand towards government on issues. Repeatedly
they call for how many more signatures they need and this is each time done in a new message
package (film or otherwise). It is an intensive way to campaign though and you have to have a good
basis.’ WNF, Iris Herder
Another good way to trigger people in a campaign is by bringing an issue ‘close to people’s home’ – linking it to
something local which people care about or are involved in. An example was provided by one of the
interviewed ENGO’s:

‘As an ENGO such as Milieudefensie we always have many issues we can talk about (5 campaigns at
the same time). ENGO’s such as WNF have strong brand images, which gets people to join on impulse.
But they also have more abstract subjects than Milieudefensie. We are very targeted and can get
people really connected to something that has an impact on their own lives; it is closer to home,
therefore we can speak to people on a personal level and ask them to participate. With more abstract
issues, often international, we try to get closer to home by connecting them to something local.
Example is the campaign about genetic manipulation which was about a WTO meeting. We asked
people to sign a petition, but connected it to a Dutch cook and also the Natuurwinkels (biological
supermarkets) joined. The people that indicated they wanted to receive more information are now
being mailed about similar kind of issues, such as soya and deforestation. This is how we build this up.’
Milieudefensie – Berrie Jurg

The package of the message is more than the emotional element to it. It is perceived that also the tone of
voice and behaviour of the communication is very different than traditionally done. It is concluded that the
contacts online are brief and more personal, and people are easily distracted to other messages:

‘The time that is being spent is more fragmented; this is even more the case in social media than in
traditional media.’ Greenpeace – Emile Poelman
‘Online is less useful to explain the issue extensively, there is not enough time for that on the internet
as people jump to something else rapidly.’ Milieudefensie – Berrie Jurg
‘A-Z communication online does not work anymore, also not offline. We have quite some freedom
about how to communicate, but our online communication may have to become even more personal.’
Milieudefensie – Berrie Jurg

‘The package of the story is always important; offline you also need to convince a journalist and the
same counts for direct communication. But in online social media environments the communication
should be more informal, lighter and shorter than offline.’ Wetlands International – Alex Kaat
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‘For fundraising our strategy is to realise immediate action, like forwarding or donating. Otherwise you
lose them; people continue with something else in no time.’ Milieudefensie, Berrie Jurg

6.3

Communication strategy challenges ENGO’s

Each ENGO was asked to list the main current communication challenges of its organisation. Summarised,
these main communication challenges were:
1 Branding: showing successfulness, creating and maintaining visibility, guarding brand image, creating
ownership on some main issues
2 Influencing for change with policymakers, corporate players, the public
3 Support for more impact and legitimacy from beneficiaries, donors, members and like minded organisations
4 Fundraising
5 Transparency: showing how the organisation operates and how money is invested with which results
6 Competitive positioning: authority and expertise
The exact challenges as mentioned per ENGO can be found in Annex I, page 93-94.

6.4

Values of viral marketing for communication challenges ENGO’s

This section provides the opinions of the interviewed communication professionals on how valuable viral
marketing or online word of mouth marketing could be for meeting their above mentioned communication
challenges.
Viral marketing is perceived more or less the same by every organisation. Most described it as: ‘messages that
ask for participation or forwarding to many others’. However, comments are also made that the term is very
broad and can have more values than just potentially reaching many thousands of people, which is how ‘viral
marketing’ is generally perceived. These comments included:

‘Viral marketing is a very broad term, very generic, it should be all about whether you achieve your
goals or not.’ Milieudefensie, Berrie Jurg
It is not necessarily a message that is meant to go ‘viral’; it can have a lot of value, even if it doesn’t
grow very big.’ Greenpeace, Emile Poelman
‘Investing in social media is building your online reputation.’ Milieudefensie, Miranda van Kuyk
The first overall conclusion is that each communication professional that was interviewed considers online word
of mouth marketing very interesting and something to invest in, in particular in the longer term, and at least
important enough to learn more about and to follow developments closely.

‘It does not cost a lot of investment and it won’t hurt if it isn’t successful, and has a lot of impact when
it is successful.’ Greenpeace, Emile Poelman
‘We can no longer ignore communication between audiences online. We just have to be there.’
Milieudefensie – Berrie Jurg.

‘We have to follow media developments of society; otherwise we won’t exist in 5 years.’

Natuur en Milieu,

Chris de Visser
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‘I do believe in viral concepts, from the perspective that what people find really valuable will likely go
viral. There are many examples like Google, the IPod, also Kiva which has great brand awareness now
and more demand than supply.’ WNF, Iris Herder
Subsequently the strategic motivations for investing in online word of mouth marketing, as well as the added
value compared to other communication instruments that the organisations use were discussed. The values
that were discussed can be summarised in 5 categories:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

Increased outreach among the general public and to reach specific audiences
Closer relationship with audiences, more transparency, interactivity and commitment
Agenda setting, influencing policy by building support, legitimacy
Sticking out from other good causes, competitive positioning
Fundraising

Below section discusses the issues raised per category which is each illustrated with one or more quotes. After
that a conclusion is drawn on how specific these values are for viral marketing.

1. Increased outreach among to general public and to reach specific audiences
Although it is expressed by some that the number of people doesn’t necessarily have to be very large for a
campaign to be successful (this depends on the objective), increasing outreach within society and among
specific target audiences is distinguished as one of the main values of viral marketing, and certainly an added
value compared to other instruments. The main reasons:
a) Relevant issues are being discussed online and not being there would mean missing out opportunities
for contact and outreach:

‘A large part of our image is determined online; our organisation and also many of our subjects are
discussed online. It is a second world where a lot is happening; we need to be visible there. It would
be strange to communicate in offline media and not online.’ Milieudefensie, Miranda van Kuyk
‘We must get people online talking on behalf of us, or about our subjects. Not that things would
necessarily go wrong if we wouldn’t, but the added value is that we would miss out a large group of
people that are important for our brand.’ Milieudefensie – Berrie Jurg.
‘It is taking place, our activities, strategies, our choices for fighting for certain issues and not for others
are being discussed online, for instance that we are currently not involved anymore in whale hunting.
We explain our choices online and try to be consequent in our wordings. If we do not discuss it
ourselves online, others will do it for us. It is better to do this ourselves, so we are also able to give
feedback to criticism. On Hyves we have 3500 friends now and this is growing every day.’ Greenpeace,
Emile Poelman

‘We see that online word of mouth marketing is very interesting for better news distribution.’ WNF, Iris
Herder

‘We could reach many more people than the very targeted audiences that we focus on now. It is good
when a larger audience supports us, buys our publications and help to make this group grow even
larger. This support can be found online, we see this in the increasing number of subscribers to our
news releases and visitor numbers on our website. Hence, it is an important challenge to reach these
people via social media too, for our legitimacy.’ Wetlands International – Alex Kaat.
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b) For reaching some audiences it is especially an interesting medium, younger generations in particular.
Online environments fit well with their media behaviour (much information, brief, informal). There is a
fear to lose contact with this group if the organisation doesn’t move part of its communication activities
online in social media:

‘Digital media are becoming increasingly important, especially to create more support under younger
generations.’ Natuur en Milieu, Chris de Visser
‘This way of communicating will only increase in the future. The younger generations use different
media and these are also the people that are the future politicians, CEOs, managers. You cannot close
your eyes for this development. People are increasingly spending time online and less to reading
papers. And at the same time the time that is being spent is more fragmented; this is even more the
case in social media than in traditional media.’ Greenpeace, Emile Poelman
‘For older audiences social media are not yet such an issue, they like to receive something by post to
read on the couch. But on the longer run this will increasingly move online. If we don’t get involved we
will lose influence at a certain moment. Younger audiences expect us to be there.’ Milieudefensie, Miranda van
Kuyk

‘Especially for the group 12-18 years old it could be valuable. From a recent brand reputation survey
we found that this group trusts us, likes our images, but also thinks that WNF is getting a bit boring.
For this group we could become a bit more edgy. From feedback from this group we conclude though
that they would like WNF to be present both online and offline. This may change in the future and
that’s why we need to start with it now. We should especially do more with initiatives that people take
themselves online.’ WNF, Iris Herder
c)

For specific audiences some online environments are more efficient as like-minded people meet there
and can forward messages also to other like-minded people in other online environments:

‘We could reach some groups in a more targeted way because they are grouped in communities, for
instance people that focus on wader birds. People will forward messages to each other because of the
high level of interest. ’ Wetlands International – Alex Kaat
d) For small organisations online word of mouth communications could be very efficient compared to
other instruments to reach their audiences as for these often more capacity is needed than available to
be really effective. The effectiveness also depends though on the fame and reputation of the
organisation.

‘Would be an ideal medium for us as we are a small global organisation with a small communications
capacity which is never able to communicate with traditional media optimally. Viral media would allow
us to reach many people. Wetlands International is however a different organisation than for instance
Greenpeace which targets far larger audiences. The group interested in our stories is very functional,
looking for specific information, so we should also target them in very specific environments.’ Wetlands
International – Alex Kaat
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2. Closer relationship with audiences, more transparency, interactivity and commitment
Not only is word of mouth marketing seen as a way to increase outreach among target audiences, it is also
seen as a different kind of contact; there is more opportunity for interaction with target audiences than through
many other communication instruments which are mainly sender-receiver focused. The value of this
interactivity is that the organisation can demonstrate to audiences that it wants to share issues directly and is
open for feedback and input. The eventual aim of this is to increase transparency of the work and build up
commitment among audiences:

‘We would like to get more interactivity through online social environments, to really get in touch with
audiences with the goal that people feel committed to us and want to help our causes. That is the big
value of it, in comparison to offline instruments and through our website where we are mainly
broadcasting, sender-receiver focused.’ Milieudefensie, Miranda van Kuyk
‘Online world of mouth marketing allows different relation groups to see each others conversations
about our subjects and to participate in that. They can see how we communicate with all the different
relations, it is publicly available how you give and take from them.’ WNF, Iris Herder
‘Our goal is to make Greenpeace part of people. They are our ambassadors, the part of society that
supports our causes and proposals towards policy for instance. And at the same time these are the
people through which we can reach out to new audiences through their social networks, with videos
for instance. Greenpeace UK is already very active with blogs, in the Netherlands not yet, except on
Hyves which are shared throughout that network.’ Greenpeace, Emile Poelman
3. Agenda setting, influencing policy by building support, legitimacy
All ENGO’s interviewed consider influencing politicians and policy makers for policy change a key objective as it
may have a big impact for their missions. Word of mouth campaigns or being active in online social
environments is thought to be not necessarily effective for direct lobbying, but more so for building support and
therewith legitimacy within society or specific target audiences. It is realised that in many cases their policy
influence is limited without considerable support in society or among other key stakeholders; policy change
would be unlikely to take place. Neither is a policy change effective in practice when there is no support for it
within society or key stakeholders. Comments on this value included:

‘We could use viral marketing for instance for collecting signatures to offer to policymakers for
improving the protection of the North Sea. For instance if we get an x number of reports on dirty
water, we have a good basis for influencing policy; it provides us the legitimacy for our policy issues.
Not many issues about the North Sea would go viral, but this doesn’t count for the real policy
messages. People would be interested if they were to get personally touched with the message, or if it
is a general topic of indignation.’ Stichting Noordzee, Lisa van der Veen
‘Especially for creating more awareness about the Noordzee among the general public, online word of
mouth marketing can be an interesting instrument; the legitimacy for the organisation can grow with
this.’ Stichting Noordzee, Lisa van der Veen
‘By using online environments to get issues on the agenda, starting discussions and trying to influence
existing discussions (both positive and negative discussions), we hope this will contribute to achieving
political goals.’ Milieudefensie, Miranda van Kuyk
‘Influencing policy goals through online word of mouth marketing is not so much being considered at
WNF other than that the marketing department tries to get people to discuss WNF online and raise
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funds and support. This is important for branding, and indirectly this has an impact on government and
corporates, but is less content focused than real lobby. There has been one campaign, the White
campaign, with aimed for support from the general public for a policy goal.’ WWF, Iris Herder
‘Visibility in online environments shows legitimacy of our organisation, also towards politics and
towards (potential) donors.’ Milieudefensie, Miranda van Kuyk
4. Sticking out from other good causes, competitive positioning
This value links closely to ‘branding, commitment, influence and fundraising’, but it is worth mentioning that it
was specifically distinguished. It shows that not everyone is a pioneer yet in using online word of mouth
marketing and that it is felt it is worth being that frontrunner or at least not falling behind. It is however also
seen as a major challenge:

‘For WNF an added value of online word of mouth marketing would be to stick out from other good
causes, to reach people that we otherwise would not have reached and we could convince to become a
donor. This is both brand marketing as fundraising. WNF is still communicating very much in a senderreceiver manner. There are in the Netherlands about 15 WNF Hyves with thousands of friends. A
challenge is to find out how WNF could service people in social communities and environments online
better, how to involve people in campaigns. Now people can pick up their information about WNF
(banners, pictures, campaign images) on the website only.’ WNF, Iris Herder
‘The competition also forces us to do more in online environments. You see that other organisations
are developing instruments to raise funds and members online. We are still very content focused. But
that will change.’ Natuur en Milieu, Chris de Visser
‘Of course being the front runner is interesting (like some starting unknown companies are doing all
their outreach online), but it would be a major challenge and a lot of investment to follow discussions
by others, to try to build up a relationship with all these people online and ask them to do something
for you.’ Wetlands International – Alex Kaat.
5. Fundraising
A number of organisations are already using online word of mouth marketing, mostly in an experimental way.
They invest in it mainly with the purpose of improving the relationship with existing members and to raise new
donors. The quotes show that it is considered an important medium for the future for fundraising:

‘For fundraising online communication is still of very minor importance. However, for the future this is
likely where all fundraising will take place. The current challenge is how much to invest to find the
balance. Branding and reputation are very important for fundraising, but it is not easy to monitor this
impact.’ WNF, Iris Herder
‘We currently use viral marketing for response focused campaigns, mainly for fundraising’,

Milieudefensie,

Miranda van Kuyk

‘To achieve a certain commitment Greenpeace tries to connect people to Greenpeace by asking them
to frequently help Greenpeace with something like spreading a message, which on its turn can also
help Greenpeace to reach new donors. Commitment to the organisation is important to keep members
with us as long as possible.’ Greenpeace, Emile Poelman
Unique values for viral marketing?
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The similarity between the communication challenges mentioned by the ENGO’s and the values mentioned
above are striking. This raises the question whether these values are unique to viral marketing or not.
As will be further explained in paragraph 6.5 below, the use of social media is one of the means in the range of
marketing instruments and should therefore be combined with other communication instruments in outreach
towards the public, to policy makers, to (potential) donors and members. It is a new channel that can be used
for visibility which can potentially grow to large numbers in terms of reach; this is an important value on itself.
In particular interesting in that regard is that some audiences are easier reached through social media; in
particular younger audiences were mentioned repeatedly.
Although this value was emphasized, the discussion with the ENGO’s revealed that engaging in social media has
another unique added value as well. There is a clear wish at the ENGO’s for more interaction and a closer
relationship with civil society or specific audiences. This is considered valuable to meet the increasing need for
legitimacy and accountability necessary for showing successfulness to donors on a continuing basis, fundraising
being a considerable challenge for which ENGO’s increasingly depend on the public opinion. Legitimacy is also
necessary for influencing decision makers (politics and corporates). It is by most ENGO’s recognized that
building this up can only really be achieved if ongoing debate and discussion in the public domain takes place.
No other instrument than social media offers similar opportunities to interact with people publicly on similar
scales on a voluntary basis. It was expressed that through social media organizations can demonstrate that
they want to share issues directly and that they are open for feedback and input. The organisation has to show
that it does its best to fulfil its promises and is open to opinions and perspectives of all actors involved. It is
believed this will help them to be more transparent in their work, to improve public accountability and to build
up commitment among audiences which is based on interaction and participation of civil society, not on oneway communication. Commitment from audiences online can on its turn pay off in visibility of the organization
and the issues it has authority on and in potential support and hence branding and competitive positioning.
Finally, the influence of the general public on decision making through social media is not to be
underestimated; interesting discussions can arise which can distribute quickly and trigger reactions beyond the
internet.

6.5

Online word of mouth combined with offline instruments

Online word of mouth marketing is largely in an experimental phase among ENGO’s. This means that in
principle traditional communication instruments form the basis of campaigns so far. Among some it was also
expressed that the limited guarantee on return on investments holds them back from fully going for it. For the
future the interviewees expect that traditional instruments will remain an important part of the communication
strategy, although it is believed that more and more communication will move online. In any case an optimal
integration of instruments should be found:

‘Last year we introduced Fishmates, a tour passing all summer festivals, in which we created an
underwater world with the aim to show Greenpeace’s views on marine reserves. This was created both
online as offline and in both environments people could buy rain boots and tickets for the festivals. It
was very successful; engaging in social media added a new environment for us in which to
communicate and we made optimal use of the combination online and offline. Obama would also not
have been successful by only communicating online, his coverage on TV was very important for the
total communication package. They are not two worlds, but are integrated. But it is increasingly
moving towards online, and we have to anticipate to this. Our future plans cannot be shared, but
Obama’s campaign is our example. And for the rest, we will continue with traditional media, but focus
on a good integration with online. Slowly but surely we can stimulate discussions in social media and
create consensus about us and our issues there.’ Greenpeace, Emile Poelman

64

‘It is not possible for us to see online word of mouth separate from offline communication instruments
that we invest in. We need a mix of traditional and digital means. People still want to hold something
in their hands to read, see or use. With Zeekracht for instance people could buy sandals online in
which they will walk on the street again. We also continue to lobby politicians by writing letters. I
expect this mix will stay; people do like to read things offline too.’ Natuur en Milieu, Chris de Visser
‘For fundraising we really need to target on response. We create foundation with advertising and get
the campaign landed with action oriented instruments. Online tools such as email and web2.0 tools are
great for direct action as they provide direct communication opportunities. This benefit is of great value
and we need to use this.’ Natuur en Milieu, Chris de Visser
Some of the interviewees are quite critical about trends on the internet, as they have seen examples failing that
did really well offline:

‘Many viral campaigns fail, 1 or 2 out of 100 are successful. There has been a period that it was being
highly overestimated. You have to see it as a means and integrate it in your campaign along with other
means, and balance online and offline. The response on offline communication instruments is not
decreasing, but very stable, so we will continue this. Investing in internet communications alone is
currently not yet effective, maybe in the future it will be. Perhaps people will in the future prefer faceto-face contact again, or information by post, maybe not. It should be synergised and integrated.’
Milieudefensie – Berrie Jurg

6.6

Online word of mouth - NGO’s versus commercial organisations

ENGO’s are relatively new to online word of mouth marketing. Still, when comparing their organisation to
commercial companies the communication professionals believe that their generally sympathetic messages and
images would generally be quite suitable and would give them advantages:

‘ENGO’s have messages that are to the concern of many people, so receptivity will be easier, we are
less ‘suspicious’. Especially issues that touch people personally will work. Broader issues like
‘deforestation’ are also of interest to almost everyone. Well-known international environmental
organisations with many members and nice images and videos probably also do well to get support,
although it may be tougher for them to achieve results on content through social media.’ Milieudefensie,
Miranda van Kuyk

‘ENGO’s would have it easier in word of mouth media, as they have a more sympathetic message than
commercial organisations’. Wetlands International, Alex Kaat
‘ENGO’s or NGO’s in general have objectives at many different levels, such as influencing policy, lobby,
sharing knowledge, influence society etc. A commercial company instead has only two goals: branding
and selling a product, so they can focus more which helps in their productivity. For commercial
companies on the other hand it is more difficult to get people’s trust as they commercially benefit from
their activities, while NGO’s are more seen as referees. But some commercial sectors are doing really
well online; they build communities around their brands and keep them very involved with the
product.’ Greenpeace, Emile Poelman
‘We communicate in issues we strongly believe in and people participate to something in which they
can contribute to that cause. This is a big difference with a commercial organisation which is selling a
commercial product or service. However, commercial companies also communicate elements of their
product or brand, so also target emotion.’ Milieudefensie – Berrie Jurg
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6.7

Challenges, risks and uncertainties

Besides judging the contributions of viral marketing to achieving communication challenges, the communication
professionals were also asked to reflect on risks and uncertainties which weigh in a decision whether to invest
in viral marketing or not. The following risks and uncertainties were mentioned:

 It is difficult to accomplish and there is a lack of guaranteed return on investment:
‘Viral campaigns do not deliver guaranteed coverage; with advertising this is more obvious.’ Greenpeace,
Emile Poelman

‘Viral marketing is more difficult to accomplish than most people think. As a marketer you have to
know really well what you want to achieve to create a successful online word of mouth campaign’.

WNF

– Iris Herder

‘With each campaign you have to start all over again on the internet, the methods for success seem to
wear off fairly quickly. What works may not work in a month. It is getting increasingly difficult to get
word of mouth going as people need to find something very funny or important before they forward
something. There are also very strict rules about how to approach people.’ Milieudefensie, Berrie Jurg

 Lack of established media research to viral marketing and the character of the medium:
‘Viral media have some limitations, such as the status that traditional media still have, the briefness of
the contact of online media compared to traditional media, the fact that offline you have paid media
(papers, magazines) versus free online media and there is no established detailed research on how
people use these media.’ Wetlands International – Alex Kaat
‘The internet is so big as well, difficult to target people, like we can with some papers of which we
know the readers are Milieudefensie-minded. Online we don’t know people; it feels like shooting with
hail.’ Milieudefensie, Berrie Jurg

 It is difficult to successfully brand the organisation (and prevent negative branding):
‘Trying to create word of mouth can also be seen as spam, which eventually can be negative for your
brand. It would therefore be good to not always try to create this on behalf of the organisation, but via
other people.’ Stichting Noordzee, Lisa van der Veen
‘It is quite complex to run a successful viral campaign in terms of building up brand awareness. A video
is often well-known by many people, but the sender is often not remembered. For Natuur en Milieu
creating brand awareness is a standard objective in every campaign. The campaign should therefore
clearly create associations with the organisation and the objectives of the campaign.’ Natuur en Milieu, Chris
de Visser

 Are our audiences there and ready for this?
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‘The topics that Wetlands International works in overall has not yet started in social media. We can’t
grow faster than the world we are in, so we need to grow in the same pace with them.’ Wetlands
International – Alex Kaat.

‘I am not sure whether online word of mouth will impact the people we want to influence (lobby).
Many of our target audiences are likely not online, so probably other instruments need to be used,
such as direct communication, via the phone or a presentation at a convention; online would cause too
much spam for these audiences or specific subjects.’ Wetlands International – Alex Kaat.

6.8

Monitoring and learning

Tracking the impact of viral marketing activities is perceived as difficult, but important, considering the
perception that there is considerable uncertainty on the return on investment. Within the ENGO’s there is
investment in monitoring social media activities varying from clipping subscriptions, tracking specific activities,
the course of contacts, click tags, and target audience surveys. The monitoring lessons are used to get info on
brand reputation online, to better target social media environments that have most responses or clicks and to
improve behavior online (e.g. responding more quickly and trying to build up relations instead of building up
contacts separately for each campaign):

‘Difficult and too early to tell what the impact is of our current efforts. We do track our coverage
online, with a focus on news media and what is created around this. This goes per project. We have to
make decisions what we want to invest in to influence this more, what has the most impact. We have
hired a staff member who will start soon that will do some of the implementation, but will also focus on
judging what works for us and what doesn’t, a viral movie, our Hyves page, contributing to discussions
on blogs etc. Everything costs money and time and these are all limited at organisations such as ours.
We would preferably do a large image-survey every year, but this is too expensive. Positioning our
organisation is of course part of everything we do as an organisation. We have done a recent quickscan which was very useful. But whether it is possible to know in the future what the contribution from
viral marketing or social media is to our brand or reputation I am not sure about. We will initially
mainly track targeted campaigns, although trends should probably be measurable.’ Milieudefensie – Miranda
van Kuyk

‘We want to know when people want to be connected to Milieudefensie and when somebody drops
out. We therefore also try to track very well the course of the contacts. The results so far show that
people are gone within no time. Therefore our strategy is to enable them to respond directly (share,
forward, donate).’ Milieudefensie – Berrie Jurg
‘We track the impact of our viral marketing activities by means of click tags, which shows how often
people click and forward something. We also monitor each campaign prior and after the campaign
activity among the public or specific target audiences, and check whether the message has arrived,
whether they participated. On Hyves we do not track where our blogs are all being shared, so we don’t
know the total amount of readers. It costs a lot of money to track this, and we are still discussing in
Greenpeace whether we want to spend this money.’ Greenpeace – Emile Poelman
‘In the past one and a half year Greenpeace is approaching its new media activities more
systematically. We did not expect a couple of years ago that social media would develop as it has
today. We have experimented here and there to see what works and what doesn’t. Now we have
learned from this, we are consolidating and connecting these lessons. We are more consistent and
recognizable in the way we present ourselves (look & feel). We also stopped doing hit & run; we try to
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increasingly build up relations instead of losing them after every contact like we used to do. We also
don’t invest in everything, we try to make strategic choices, focus on opinion leaders.’ Greenpeace – Emile
Poelman

‘WNF has to experiment still, so cannot really judge how effective it is, some initiatives are more
successful than others. But we are really interested and convinced to do more with it. WNF does have
its own YouTube channel, but is not sure whether this is successful or that it would be better to let
others distribute it for us instead of having our own channel. The online activities are being monitored
though. The one film has more viewers than others. The White campaign was not very successful;
probably because we asked quite a lot from people.’ WNF – Iris de Herder
‘We haven’t checked yet whether we can monitor the number of visitors on our Hyves for instance. But
this is definitely something we would like to do with our Zeekracht campaign. The feedback on our
Hyves and YouTube videos is increasing though.’ Natuur en Milieu, Chris de Visser

6.9

Capability and willingness to invest in online environmental buzz marketing

Within every Environmental NGO interviewed viral marketing is issue of discussion, but not every organisation
is ready or convinced of its value to readily start with it. The management is in general not so wary; it is mainly
up to the communication managers to experiment and prove it could be of value for the communication
objectives of the organisation.

‘To convince the organisation that it takes place anyway, that the people that hang out there are the
people in charge in the future and that we can use it to our benefit by actually having the
conversations with people online, be part of the talks. This is an adoption process for the organisation
that starts with just a few people and develops in a curve. We also have to get our expectations real,
sometimes it proves to be good, other times it turns out disappointing. But if you feel something is a
winner, that you need to be engaged in, then we should go for it.’ Greenpeace, Emile Poelman
The larger organisations have taken the opportunity to experiment, and have even invested in some training of
staff and new staff dedicated to monitor activities and advice.

‘We organised a training 1,5 years ago about social media and online word of mouth marketing as we
wanted to increase the knowledge about social networking media and increase the awareness among the
whole organisation, especially our management, about the urgency to get involved.
We already had some experience with viral campaigning by means of games through our fundraising
department (mostly experiments), but we missed the coordination to get all these experiences together
and bring it a step further. The training was therefore very important. Now, 1,5 years later, we have our
first staff member that will fully focus on social networking marketing. Quite a process, but with success.’
Milieudefensie, Miranda van Kuyk

Smaller organisations prefer to keep up to date with developments, but won’t invest much in the coming years,
although improving their online activities – mostly focused on their own website – is seen as one of the most
important communication improvements to be achieved:

‘At the moment Stichting Noordzee does not find it necessary to invest a great deal more into online word
of mouth, for which the main argument is that it would focus on secondary target audiences. We do want
to keep up with developments though. Various steps have been taken to not run behind and we aim to
develop this further in the future. Currently the notion is to do it a bit half, but not to treat it like a priority.
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We notice that our active and open approach (people can leave feedback on the website for instance)
really works. We are more visible, we get more visitors on our website and people participate more
actively.’ Stichting Noordzee – Lisa van der Veen
The major challenges in terms of capability and willingness that were distinguished were:

 Lack of capacity to keep up with everything or to come to speed with how it works and to gain the skills:
‘Offline it is easy to inform our main press contacts for instance. But for a large social community we need
a web team of 5 people. We do try to focus though, not everything at the same time. It is really labourintensive and we rather do a few things really good, so we can also give follow up, feedback. The danger is
that when people do respond we won’t have time for this.’ Greenpeace – Emile Poelman
‘Investing in online word of mouth marketing requires a lot of capacity. Also if we want our members to
take the lead in this, we still need to facilitate them, which costs a lot of time. There is understanding for
this within WNF, but we do not want to hire more people. We can also not cross out other activities; online
word of mouth marketing does not replace any other activities, so we need to discover how we can do this
with the current staff and whether we have the knowledge available in the organisation. We do provide
courses.’ WWF – Iris Herder
‘It is difficult to keep up with developments online and to really mingle in discussions at the moment.’

Natuur

en Milieu, Chris de Visser

‘We are not yet doing anything with online word of mouth marketing. That is because it is very complex to
find a useful entry among target audiences in social networks.’ Wetlands International, Alex Kaat
‘There is not a lot of experience with viral marketing. We need to understand more where to invest.’
WNF, Iris Herder

 Viral marketing is overall perceived as a ‘new way of communicating’ which the organisation is quite
unfamiliar with. For instance, a number of organisations evaluate that the organisation is not interactive
enough yet, but focusing on a sender-receiver way of communicating:

‘We are 100% positive to start in viral marketing, but there is a lack of capacity to get used to new
way of communicating. Natuur en Milieu is still very focused on sending out content, very senderreceiver focused. The organisation is in the phase of changing from very content focused
communication to a much lighter and briefer style with options to click further when someone feels
triggered to do that. We would also like to create more interactivity with audiences, but we lack the
capacity to do this.’ Natuur en Milieu, Chris de Visser
‘Stichting Noordzee is still very sender-receiver minded. We do respond to feedback, but with our
communications we do not yet take advantage of what relations online discuss; we mainly try to push
through our own messages.’ Stichting Noordzee – Lisa van der Veen
‘The shift from sending and hoping things will arrive to participating; becoming part of a network (like
Obama) is a big step for us, for every ENGO and also for commercial organisations. The same
dilemma’s are at stake: ‘what happens to your brand when people say all kind of things about you, can
you give up some control.’ WNF – Iris Herder
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Still, there is a general feeling that it is possible to pioneer when viral marketing is done in the right way, and in
particular the larger organisations feel in the next two years investments should be made. First step is to invest
more time in defining the key values and objectives and test more. Testing is most likely to be done in the
context of campaigns, for the reasons that this enables targeted experiments with sufficient good content and
availability of budget.

‘The communication department first has to get it very clear what exactly it wants to achieve with it. We
do think though that it can have a lot of impact if you manage to get something really powerful viral, as it
is direct information coming from trusted senders which is stronger than mass media. It would be of great
value if target audiences would communicate our messages.’ Stichting Noordzee, Lisa van der Veen
‘I do believe that when you do it right it can have a big impact, but only with really good content. This
needs time; we will have to invest in it so that our stories will not just be anywhere, but at the right place
among the right people. This can so far only happen when we can fit it into a campaign for which we have
sufficient resources available.’ Wetlands International – Alex Kaat
‘We would only do this in the context of a campaign, when you know there are sufficient resources
available.’ Natuur en Milieu, Chris de Visser

6.10 Conclusions
The terms viral marketing, online word of mouth marketing and social media are not new to most of the
interviewees. It is felt by the ENGO’s that there is quite some potential for them to use online word of mouth
marketing in their campaigns and that it would be strange to not invest in social media because important
relations are there. It was mentioned that the communication between audiences online can no longer be
ignored and one interviewee even expressed that it would be crucial for their existence in about 5 years from
now. It is widely recognised that it is necessary to start gaining experience with it, in small steps however. The
larger ENGO’s in particular have therefore started to invest in communicating via social media, mainly in an
experimental way. The smaller ENGO’s are not yet investing, or slowly taking first steps, but are very keen to
learn from examples.
Increasing outreach is identified as one of the main values. This is remarkable, considering the fact that the
experts warned that going really viral is more a wish than reality and this is not the big value of engaging in
social media. However, it was emphasized that viral marketing may be of large value for reaching out to
specific target audiences such as younger people, and audiences that are otherwise difficult to reach offline.
Not being able to brand the organisation in the younger generations is risky as it may result in losing contact
with this group and others may take over. Other organisations consider younger generations as a new
important target audience for their organisations and investing in communication through social media could be
a good opportunity to build up these relationships.
The ENGO’s however also expressed that there is more to social media that makes it interesting for investment.
Social media are in particular also considered valuable for improving their communication efforts with existing
and potential donors and members for fundraising purposes. There is acknowledgement that more horizontal
communication could result in stronger commitments from supporters and that these supporters can play an
important role in reaching out to a wider audience. In particular it was mentioned that this could help for
providing their legitimacy for influencing policies; both because the number of people supporting an issue could
grow rapidly for such goals and because this support is publicly expressed; it creates ambassadors.
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Although the general conclusion was that audiences would be sympathetic towards ENGO’s participating in
social media, there is a general uncertainty about how to do it, where to start, how to approach people; it is
perceived as complex. There is a fear for messages being perceived as spam. Another concern expressed was
that the medium is huge and less marked out; it feels like shooting with hail and target audiences are difficult
to find. And there is the complexity of triggering people to participate, for instance with humour or other types
of entertainment, without risking that people don’t remember the message or call for action of the campaign.
There is also a continuous need for being very creative to keep up with trends and keeping people’s attention.
In addition there is no guarantee efforts will succeed and there is hardly any established media research that
proves differently. The ENGO’s that already invest in social media monitor their current approaches in order to
learn from it, but it is perceived as difficult.
Two main approaches were distinguished for online word of mouth in their communication programmes,
namely involving the organisation and people in online conversations about campaign topics and secondly
trying to trigger people to distribute the organisation’s messages such as news, videos, pictures etc. Of course
these approaches are interlinked. For the first approach ENGO’s are mainly looking at triggering existing
members and supporters to get involved in conversations online and represent the organisation in that way.
Every now and then, the organisation itself can also intervene, but mostly only to correct where incorrect facts
come up or for writing guest articles or blogs on the more serious social environments.
Letting supporters lead the conversations online is new to ENGO’s; they are used to communicate mostly oneway, that is informing audiences what the organisation is doing and achieving, not focusing on letting others
publicly judge their efforts. It is however considered promising, as it demonstrates involvement and support
and can therefore be helpful for the organisation’s legitimacy. It can also result in expressions of criticism, but
this may be used as an opportunity to the organisation to explain the ENGO’s choices and strategies.
Interestingly, the willingness to let this control go is there, while this results in a more vulnerable position,
although some mentioned it as risky. This requires close interaction with audiences, however to also become
part of the dialogues themselves is apparently a less obvious choice for the ENGO’s interviewed, which is quite
remarkable. The general feeling was that people often know the position of the ENGO already and that it would
be better if opinions are expressed by others.
There was acknowledgement that online word of mouth communication works differently than the conventional
way of working and that the organisations need to invest in becoming familiar with this. It was perceived that
most important is to understand what really moves people in order to create triggers to get people involved,
furthermore to allow discussions to take place and to prevent shooting with hail. Besides being very creative wrapping the message in a triggering package for instance by addressing certain emotions, bringing issues
within reach of people and include elements of humour - also the theme of the campaign was considered to be
leading for success. Furthermore A-Z communication is considered ineffective; the tone of voice should be
briefer and more personal.
Traditional offline instruments are still seen as the basis for ENGO communication strategies and also for the
future these instruments remain important. However it is believed that more and more communication will
move online and therefore online word of mouth activities should get as much as possible integrated with
offline communication in order to find the right mix. It is up to the communication departments to take the lead
in this. This is usually not an easy step as most ENGO’s are used to communicate mostly one-way and
interactivity with audiences is still limited. In addition lack of familiarity may also lead to failing efforts.
However, when it pays off it is believed that the ENGO’s managements will allow resources to continue
investments in necessary staff capacity and skills. Each ENGO considers these investments important, as lack of
skills and capacity is identified as one of the main obstacles to fully adopt viral marketing in their
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communication strategies. It seems therefore most promising to experiment with it in the context of campaigns
which usually have interesting themes and budget available. Organisations where this is not yet possible or not
yet considered to be absolutely necessary, expressed that at least viral marketing news, strategies and lessons
will be actively followed.
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7. Conclusions research findings
Advertising agencies and many professionals in communication positions are closely following the rapid growth
and trends in online social media. ‘Viral campaigns’, as word of mouth campaigns that make use of these social
media are often called, pop up everywhere. Is this a trend in which only commercial companies are investing or
does the non-profit sector share this interest as well? This thesis has made a step in answering this question by
putting the spotlight on environmental non-profit organisations with the aim to explore ‘what the potential
value is of online viral marketing for today’s communication strategies of environmental NGO’s?’
This chapter is built up in four sections. First, some conclusions are drawn in paragraph 7.1 to the status of
academic knowledge on the subject of viral marketing and the impact this had on the research set up of this
study. This also opens the discussion in paragraph 7.2 on how the results of this study contribute to academic
discussions in communication science. In the third paragraph 7.3 conclusions are drawn about some of today’s
main communication challenges of the environmental non-profit sector as well as with regards to the
opportunities viral marketing can bring the sector to meet these challenges. This section concludes with the
readiness of ENGO’s for viral marketing and the likeliness investments will be made in the near future.
The last part, paragraph 7.4, has a more practical character providing conclusions of direct practical use for
marketers at environmental NGO’s when integrating viral marketing in their communication strategies.

7.1

A pioneering phase of research

The first general conclusion that can be drawn from this study is that there is a lot of dynamic debate on viral
marketing among experts and marketing professionals, but that it is still in its pioneering phase and that limited
numbers of academic literature are available. Popular literature and online sources on the other hand are
countless. In the timeframe that I wrote this thesis I was subscribed to a number of social media discussion
lists and was impressed how alive and dynamic the discussions are about viral marketing among experts and
marketing professionals who engage to learn from this and share their experiences. Of course the limitation of
academic literature had an impact on my research set up. The academic literature was to a large extent used
for providing background on trends in society, communication theory and accountability of non-profit
organisations. With regard to the basis on viral marketing, most information was retrieved from non academic
sources, discussion fora and mailing lists. This was also a reason to obtain further insights from experts in the
field varying from interactive communication agencies to bloggers to a social media research agency.

7.2

A new step in communication science?

The theoretical chapter shed light on a remarkable trend in society with regard to the media landscape. It
concludes that the arrival of online social media to a high degree changes the way people exchange information
and knowledge. The internet not only offers access to uncountable sources of information, it now also offers
platforms for social interaction in which everyone can participate through so-called social media. These media
enable much more horizontal communication between different actors of society than in any other media.
Examples are internet forums, weblogs, social blogs, wikis, instant messaging (e.g. Twitter), video-sharing,
crowd sourcing (open call for solutions). These media are not only publicly accessible to everyone; most
importantly they run on consumer-generated content and changes people from consumers into producers. This
development is often called the democratization of knowledge and information as it represents a significant
shift away from traditional communication channels which are dominated by one-way communication from
institutions such as governments, corporates and mass-media with no or limited space for participation from
other less institutional players including the general public. It is important for those responsible for
communications in organisations to realise that social media are growing rapidly; more people make use of
social media than of email today. Equally important is to realise that participation in social media is distinct in
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several ways from traditional communication, including working with shorter timeframes, informality and
expectations of transparency and authenticity. People expect a greater degree of participation with brands in
the same way that blogs, social networks and virtual worlds have changed the way consumers interact with
each other. As was emphasised in the theoretical part of the study, relation groups should no longer be seen as
‘passive receivers’ but as ‘active audiences’ that reconstruct and frame messages; a line of thinking that is well
recognised and highlighted in more recent advertising research. As some say, relations should be seen as
collaborators or co-producers of the message, in particular in social media as these depend on the active role of
users.
This study concludes that for organisations to make effective use of social media in their marketing and
communications it may require shedding new light on how they engage with their audiences. This development
may therefore also need more emphasis in academic literature of communication science. To that purpose this
thesis offers a model which portrays how an organisation (in this study an ENGO) is part of a network of
communication lines that exist not only between an organisation and its relation groups, but also between its
relations. Communication is first of all too often focused on one-way communication from organisation to
‘target’ audiences, not on dialogue, and the lines between different relations are usually entirely neglected.
Social media provide platforms for horizontal communication between organisations and their relation groups
and easy access to communication between their different audiences. Neglecting both these opportunities may
mean missing out opportunities. In doing so this may also result in losing competition with others that are
building up a trusted position in this part of civil society which has significant influence on the public opinion. In
addition social media provide excellent opportunities for organisations to profit from feedback and dialogue with
audiences online in order to learn from their knowledge, perspectives, perceptions and experiences which could
be of great value for self reflection, strategic decisions and communications. Of course this requires that the
organisation is open to learning from interaction with its audiences rather than treating it’s own visions as the
only ‘truth’ and pursuing one-way outreach.
There are so far limited academic sources in communication science that cover this development, apart from
more recent books on online network developments as well as well-known literature such as ‘the Network
Society’ by Castells which points to society increasingly organising itself in horizontal networks.

7.3

Communication value of viral marketing for ENGO’s

Communication challenges ENGO’s
Most of the major communication challenges for ENGO’s derived from literature match with those identified by
the ENGO’s themselves. From literature and a large-scale study among NGO’s (Beloe et al, 2003) we can
conclude that ENGO’s have gained a central role in society and in influencing policy decisions both on
governmental as on corporate level. Meanwhile the role of the private sector towards environmentally
sustainable solutions is also a major development. There is a challenge for ENGO’s to maintain and further
increase the trust and sympathy among governmental and corporate decision makers. For becoming compatible
(sparring) partners with the private sector the ENGO can professionalize the organisation at certain levels, but
should also respond to increased calls for accountability and transparency. Key asset for accountability towards
its relations is to demonstrate legitimacy of the organisation and to that end the impact of its work and the
recognition and support from important stakeholders for this work need to be demonstrated. Stakeholders may
include scientific institutions, the media (which includes mass media, and individual journalists and bloggers),
partner organisations and competitive organisations, beneficiaries and in many cases society at large. Especially
in financially difficult times (funding from key donors is no longer guaranteed) and with pressing environmental
problems, competition between ENGO’s for funding increases, while collaboration may simultaneously be much
more necessary. To this purpose positioning oneself is crucial along with strong branding of key expertise
areas. An important conclusion from the academic sources in this thesis was that positive branding depends
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largely on trust. With the call for increased transparency and accountability, branding itself by building up a
trusted reputation therefore has become a key challenge for ENGO’s. The ENGO’s involved in this study confirm
these conclusions; the expressed challenges largely correspond. All aim for maintaining or increasing influence
for change on policy level, corporate players or the general public and see the need for demonstrable
legitimacy. Both influence and financial support can be enhanced by strong positioning and branding through
maintaining or improving visibility (in an increasingly fragmented landscape) and increasing transparency.

Engaging in social media for meeting these challenges
The media landscape is changing rapidly and the influence from social media is growing. The viral marketing
experts and overall also the ENGO’s think that organisations that continue to work in their conventional ways
and do not engage with new influencers, will eventually lose their influence within their sector; the ones that do
will be the big winners. The experts already pointed out that the challenges for ENGO’s are quite similar to
those of commercial organisations in terms of marketing objectives. Every organisation wants to sell something,
whether it is an idea or a product, or expertise. Its reputation is crucial; this requires branding, accountability
and transparency. The developments in social media as discussed in 7.2 therefore impact the work of ENGO’s
as much as that of commercial organisations. How much organisations can benefit from it for achieving their
objectives depends on how it is conducted.
Both academic sources and popular articles as well as viral marketing experts conclude that there is a lot to
gain for ENGO’s in adopting viral marketing in their communication activities. It is concluded that maintaining
and increasing the trust, sympathy and support from stakeholders are the key ingredients for positive branding
and legitimacy and with that for maintaining and improving influence on decision making level and in society.
Engagement in social media and making use of networking tools online can help ENGO’s to achieve this.
Interestingly, social media experts and online sources on this topic emphasize trust building through
authenticity and transparency as the key condition for building up networks through online social media. This is
because the users are the medium. ENGO’s also recognise the value of online word of mouth marketing for
their communications, in particular for communications on their main campaign topics. It was seen as valuable
for the organisations to directly connect to their audiences in online conversations and secondly to trigger
people to distribute the organisation’s messages such as news, videos, opinions and pictures throughout their
wider networks. For both processes in particular people that are already committing themselves to the mission
of the organisation would be the primary audience, which could then also lead to further impact on other
potential supporters or to put pressure on decision-making processes.
The desire to increase outreach in terms of ‘numbers of people reached’ overall dominates when ENGO’s
express their consideration for using social media in their communications. Reaching really large numbers of
people is however more a wish than reality according to some literature and the experts and not the great
value of ‘viral marketing’. That line of thinking comes from the era of conventional marketing; top-down
marketing.
While in their lobby work ENGO’s are used to a lot of networking, to bringing new ideas on the table to trigger
discussions and to have a high degree of conversation, in lots of their outreach towards the public ENGO’s
often communicate largely one-way; broadcasting as it is called. The aim is often to inform, educate, raise
awareness and influence attitude. There is rarely place for real horizontal communication, interactivity or cocreation.
The experts believe it is a wrong approach to focus on one-way communication only aiming for reaching as
many people as possible. This is in particular a large risk online in social media, where distribution entirely
depends on voluntary actions of people like forwarding content to others in their networks, giving useful

75

feedback, participation and support. Word of mouth marketing depends on dialogue and exactly the gains from
the dialogue represent the large value of it. It requires demonstration of expertise combined with an attitude
that shows interest to have sincere dialogue with people and transparency of approach. This can provide the
organisations with input, new perspectives and feedback to their work, their approach and the information they
provide. Using this so-called lay-men’s knowledge (learning from experiences, perspectives, perceptions and
knowledge from relations) can help the organisation a great deal for constant self-reflection to their way of
thinking and working and towards more effective communication with these audiences. In turn audiences feel
involved; it is honest and horizontal communication and organisations become credible and trusted participants
of networks. Once this is achieved, online word of mouth marketing can, according to both online sources and
the experts, become very powerful. People may take some time for a serious look, may commit to provide
support, may like to be associated with the brand and its messages and forward these to others of whom they
expect to like it. A powerful element of online social networks in combination with tools to share this content
(web2.0) is that a large number of people can get involved, either actively or passively. Once a brand has a
positive reputation online and content is perceived as interesting, this can lead to outreach within and across
networks and could become considerably large. It could thus be concluded that lobby work by ENGO’s should
therefore expand to society level and that social media provide good options for this. Communication efforts
should thus concentrate on trust building through intensive interaction and good relationship management as
core conditions to build up sympathy and a good reputation.
Altogether, the conclusion is that online word of mouth marketing can help ENGO’s to improve their messages
and communication impacts on their key issues. This can be done by creating more visibility (additional to other
instruments) and in particular through more interaction with some of their relation groups, the latter being a
unique added value of engaging in social media in comparison to other communication instruments. In
particular these values are being identified to improve their communication with existing and potential members
and donors, providing opportunities for increasing fundraising opportunities, legitimacy for influencing decision
makers, positive brand building and for influencing the attitude and behaviour of civil society towards
sustainable practices. With these results they may stand out from their competition. Furthermore, it is also
perceived by different sources including the ENGO’s that viral marketing provides the opportunity to get in
contact with new participants for their marketing and communications, in particular to increase their influence
among younger generations as they are well represented in these networks. Although also the age-group 25-49
is well represented here and most rapidly growing, ENGO’s don’t really recognise this. Audiences that are
otherwise hard to reach or groups that typically engage in networks out of special interest are however
identified as promising to explore online.

Readiness of ENGO’s for viral marketing and the likeliness investments will be made in the near future
ENGO’s believe that they should indeed move towards a different, more transparent, authentic and informal
approach towards their target audiences and that social media may be of great value for achieving this. There
is general belief that engaging with audiences in social media may sometimes be easier for NGO’s than for
commercial organisations as their advantage is their non-profit character. It became clear in this study that
they however often lack the necessary skills and staff capacity in comparison to commercial organisations and
that they feel very uncertain about where to start, which capacity is necessary and how to structurally include
this in their strategies for improving their communications. Experts conclude that commercial organisations are
often better equipped. This is for a large part due to the fact that the mind shift towards relation management
instead of one-way communication focused on outreach has not yet been made by the ENGO’s in much of their
communications. The discussions with the ENGO’s touched upon this need clearly and although the recognition
was certainly there and first steps were made in this direction, in practice it still remains a challenge. This
challenge combined with the uncertainty where to start and an overall lack of capacity in terms of skills and
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staff dedicated to these tasks explains mostly why thus far the investments of ENGO’s in online word of mouth
marketing are relatively low compared to some commercial sectors.
The main concerns among the ENGO’s that were part of this study included: 1) fear for messages to be
perceived as spam, 2) the complexity of making effective choices on where to invest exactly in social media, 3)
how to trigger people every time again to get involved and further distribute messages and finally 4) how
communication efforts don’t only result in entertainment, but also in getting across the call for action.
ENGO’s perceived that the success in triggering people may differ per theme; some issues are considered to be
more suitable than others because of convincing facts or because they can be linked to issues in which target
audiences are closely involved, for example to something in their own region. It was however also believed that
people can become engaged in many ways and it is overall recognised that the before-mentioned shift in
approach towards increased interaction is needed to engage in social media compared to conventional
communication approaches which are often largely one-way.
There were not many problems raised by ENGO’s to the fact that in social media messages are no longer solely
dominated by the sender, but can be discussed publicly, whether in a positive or negative way or even may
revise on the way. This means preparedness to lose some control over the message, resulting in increased
vulnerability, but also in opportunities for dialogue. There is however uncertainty to which level the ENGO
should get involved in the debate itself or that it is better to trigger supporters like volunteers and members to
be the ones mingling in online conversations. The interviews showed that ENGO’s thus far prefer to let
supporters lead the conversations and believe this can be stimulated by providing small groups with the coolest
and newest applications or new content or simply by asking them to be active in dialogues or distribute
something further. The experts emphasised that people are quite willing to do this as long as there is
openness, transparency and respect and attention for their feedback. Experts also expressed that it is about
creating an ‘experience’ for people, which makes them want to share and discuss this with others. So far it was
concluded by the ENGO’s that the organisation itself mostly intervenes when incorrect facts come up or for
writing guest articles or blogs on the more serious social environments. Involvement in close interaction with
audiences in social environments beyond this was remarkably not emphasized. Another point of uncertainty
was whether to get involved in environments that are less supportive of issues raised by these ENGO’s; till now
they are preferably avoided.
There is strong preference still for using traditional instruments as the basis for ENGO communications, and
investments in viral marketing are mostly experimental. Some ENGO’s however actively work on improving
skills and capacity; some already invest in providing training courses for the entire organisation including the
management, and in bringing in additional staff with the necessary savinness to select opportunities, implement
these and for improving monitoring of viral marketing efforts. The lack of guarantee of return on investment is
an obstacle, so it is up to the communication team to prove that investments are valuable. Budgets are
however limited to invest. Most promising seems therefore to experiment with it in the context of campaigns
which usually have interesting themes and budget available.
Despite hesitations and obstacles to overcome, including a major mind-shift to a less traditional way of
communicating, this study demonstrates that there is a considerable interest among ENGO’s in this trend and
an overall belief it will be very valuable for meeting some of their communication challenges and achieving their
objectives. Even more so, it is expressed that the influence of social media will only increase in the future and
therefore investments are essential. For those organisations where investing is currently not yet possible or not
yet considered to be absolutely necessary, it was expressed that at least viral marketing news, strategies and
lessons will be actively followed.
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7.4

Recommendations for starting with viral marketing

Organisations should differentiate several ambition levels for success in social media. Of course it is very
valuable if ‘the big mass’ ‘gets infected’ by campaign messages, and uses and forwards these to as many
people as possible. This is certainly possible (like some examples in this thesis have demonstrated), however,
such campaigning success is very rare; a message usually needs to be of really big news or be really funny,
shocking or otherwise entertaining to achieve this. However, when communication goals and target audiences
are clearly defined and considerable coverage in that group is realised, the amount of people reached may be
less ambitious in numbers, but the impact may still be of high value.
Importantly, it is concluded that one of the main values of engaging in social media is the opportunity for
horizontal communication, the interaction, which focuses more on the quality of the interaction than on the
quantity. It is therefore important to determine why and in which way the ENGO wants to interact with its
audiences, what the motivation factor would be for these people to get triggered by the campaign messages
and what really moves people. As the experts say it, audiences should be treated as customers, which is
different from being treated as ‘target audiences’; a customer demands personal attention. The organisation
should allow discussions to take place and use the feedback for the next step; it enables organisations to get to
know their audience better, including their direct supporters, and to make messages better customised, which
is crucial for how people experience the organisation and what it stands for, hence for their reputation. The
interaction should however be regular and timely (fitting the more rapid exchange of communication online).
Furthermore A-Z communication is considered ineffective; it should rather focus on triggering people with part
of the content and the tone of voice should be briefer and more personal. When the quality of the
communication is good; when people find out the content and attitude is interesting, they will be increasingly
prepared to look for more, use it and share it with others. Networks thus need the time to build up; it takes a
while to establish a trusted reputation. That is in fact as much the case online as offline.
Furthermore, it was concluded that the quality of the ‘hubs’ – well connected nodes within a network – is an
important factor for successful distribution of messages in social media. The story used to package the
message should be valuable and spread-worthy for these contacts that can become crucial for distributing them
further and giving their judgements. ENGO’s are therefore recommended to prevent shooting with hail, but
instead take small steps first and gradually build forward on that. Slow steps also allow the organisation to
experiment and learn from this. It allows the organisation to get used to a different, more horizontal and
unpolished way of communicating and to find out what works best and fits best within their culture and
capacity. It could be wise to either hire someone skilled to dedicate to this job, or hire an agency to help with
the planning and/or implementation. It is useless to start somewhere and not being able to follow it up; this
only results in a weaker position online; it shows the organisation is not interested in two way communication
and loses trust and sympathy.
It was also highly recommended that engagement in social media works best when integrated with the other
parts of a campaign, including own website, offline communication instruments (such as press, physical
presence at conferences, distribution of hard copy of publications etc.). Social media could function both in a
catalyst function or can pick up issues from mainstream media and further discuss these online.
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8. Discussion and research recommendations
It became clear in this study that online word of mouth marketing can add significant value for ENGO’s, but
also that adopting the use of social media and web2.0 tools in an organisation’s communications requires a
new mindset and an operational shift. This section discusses the needs and challenges for improved relation
management a bit further and whether the required shifts are unique to social media or whether this
represents an overall change of how organisations should nowadays communicate with their audiences. And
can ENGO’s for this mindshift perhaps learn from how some commercial sectors and advertising agencies are
planning their communications? Another topic of discussion of this thesis concerns the obstacle as mentioned
by the ENGO’s of difficulties with measurability of online word of mouth marketing. This raises the question
how to deal with this in terms of reporting on accountability to donors. One important aspect in this context is
how well viral marketing can be strategically planned without shooting with hail and risking no return on
investment. Finally, the discussion sheds some light on whether viral marketing could be a real opportunity for
ENGO’s to influence policy processes; something ENGO’s indicated might be very valuable for them. The
discussion includes some suggestions for further research.

8.1

New non-conventional mindset for communications

Throughout the study a cyclic issue concerns the need for a non-conventional way of communicating in online
social media in order to be effective. This conclusion raises the question whether this requirement is unique to
online word of mouth marketing. Does this shift from traditional thinking about how to communicate with
audiences only apply to word of mouth marketing online or does this mean an organisation should become less
conventional in its communication overall? Do social media just illustrate this trend and is science following?

Individuals highly influential online
In chapter 3 it was discussed that the need for social networking to process and exchange information has
increased at all levels and functions of society as a result of trends such as globalisation, liberalisation and
individualisation. Networking is not a new development, but is increasing in particular with the rise of networks
which are not dominated by traditional institutions like mass media. People want to be better informed and
opinionated and this is getting easier due to internet technologies which not only provide access to many new
sources, but also provide easy access to networks. With the arrival of online social media real horizontal
networking with simple feedback and forwarding mechanisms are available. They are extremely popular - not
just among younger generations - and there are few topics on which no digital platform exists. Many people are
connected to a high number of different networks (work, interests, personal, news feeds etc.) and online these
networks easy link through web2.0 technologies. The impact of information exchange in online networks
furthermore also goes beyond the internet since people that are active in social networks online naturally also
have social networks offline with people that on their turn have their own social networks online again. It is
obvious that information exchange is changing and that individuals may have a lot of impact within their
networks, but also beyond their own networks. For organisations this can turn out very positively, but also
negatively, and this therefore puts reputation management central in communications. As David Meerman Scott
wrote: “The internet has made public relations public again, after years of almost exclusive focus on media”
(Scott, 2007, page 26).

Need for public relation management
Most marketers still think too much in the traditional top-down sender-receiver model. In online social media
one-way communication does not work. Simply sending one way pre-edited messages as is common with
advertising in mass media, sending newsletters, magazines or brochures does not work in social media. The
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key words are consumer (or audience) involvement, feedback, debate, open-source, authenticity, sincerity,
credibility, transparency and a real-time attitude with those you target. This study concludes that among
ENGO’s the discussed mind shift towards relation management instead of one-way focused outreach has not
yet been made in most of their communications. Although the recognition is there it remains a challenge in
practice. Relations are not yet approached as an active audience, but rather as a passive mass that receives
messages. The line of thinking is clearly instrumental and not relational. Clear indicators are terms such as
target audiences and supporters. It also shows from the overall desire regularly expressed to use viral
marketing for potentially reaching many thousands of people, while experts warn that this is not necessarily the
greatest value of viral marketing. It also shows from still largely relying on traditional media boxes, while the
media landscape is becoming increasingly fragmented and is also no longer very easy to oversee or control;
increased networking easily and rapidly links different media environments with active participants from many
different angles.
This brings me to an important aspect of a traditional top-down model, which is the preference for having a lot
of control over the course of marketing activities. Although feared to some extent, the willingness to let this
control go is present among ENGO’s, based on the perception that acting out of fear is not useful and that it
provides communication opportunities. This is promising since using viral marketing as an instrument requires
this attitude, but at the same time remarkable considering the overall choice by ENGO’s to not become the
discussion partner themselves. By building up a good reputation and good relations online, the willingness of
people to support the organisation within their networks increases, lowering the risks of vulnerability to some
extent. This however requires active participation, in other words listening to feedback, and ongoing
engagement in discussion and debate in the public domain in which the organisation is transparent about
values, issues and strategy, shares its opinions and welcomes perspectives of all actors involved (Jepson,
2005). As the different levels of participation in social media by Forrester also showed (creators, critics,
collectors, joiners, spectators and inactives): the higher up the ladder, the more influential (www.forrester.com,
June 2009). A conclusion for a relatively low level of participation by ENGO’s thus far might be – linking to
some of the conclusions of this study - that continuously triggering people, not telling the same story over and
over again, but instead catering the situation, being an interesting or entertaining and trusted discussion
partner all the time, is a challenge for the sector. It requires a style of relation management that is perceived
as complex. Another reason that was mentioned to not participate in the dialogues themselves is the lack of
capacity to keep up with conversations and react timely.

Unique to social media?
This study concluded that, although marketing & PR rules have changed with new web developments, the new
direct and horizontal communication in social media can be combined with product focused one-way spin
through mass media. They are different kind of media and serve different purposes. While it was argued that
the trust factor from personal contact is much higher than from mass media, as the quality of the contact is in
general much higher, it was stressed that the power of mass media is still very strong and some of the mass
media sources are still highly trusted. It was stated that ideally they are used in conjunction and that the
challenge is to find the balance. As is common knowledge in media strategy, the brand is being influenced by
the sum of all communication instruments, and social media is one of them. Online word of mouth can for
instance be used as catalyst, or to pick up an issue once the peak has passed in mainstream media, or the
other way around mass media could be used to kick off online word of mouth. Is it then just a matter of finding
the right balance and integrating the different media in the right way? Can communication through traditional
instruments maintain as currently conducted, or should it catch up with developments on the internet moving
away from interruptive one-way communication?
Specifically for (E)NGO’s this question opens an interesting topic of research. The experts conclude that NGO’s
usually fail in making the steps beyond creating awareness. They often rely on emotionally loaded issues, which
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are however abstract and global like climate change, poverty and deforestation. According to them (E)NGO’s
should focus on making people experience the problems or the solutions and not 100% on pointing out
problems. In that context (E)NGO’s can learn from advertising agencies for whom it is very common to seek for
creating experiences. Usually different approaches are tested to see which is most successful. An obstacle is of
course that ENGO’s cannot afford to experiment as much as commercial companies can, considering their
limited budgets. But a first step could be to consider not focusing too much on content, but also on how the
audience experiences the message. This can only be done by putting oneself in the position of the ‘consumer’
to reduce ‘wishful thinking’. Although this doesn’t come close to the level of interaction in social media, it is a
step closer to customising communication to their audiences.

8.2

Meeting accountability requirements with viral marketing

Booking communication results is not only crucial for achieving the organisation’s objectives, but also for
accountability towards the donor. Five main problems can be identified for viral marketing in this respect:
1. Tracking the impact of viral marketing activities is possible and increasingly being improved, but perceived
as difficult compared to other communication efforts, for which it is often easier to report on which and
how many people were reached (e.g. reader’s audience of newspapers or magazines).
2. Many campaigns don’t reach the aimed thousands of people; there is thus no guaranteed result in terms of
numbers of people reached. This is particularly problematic since increasing visibility was one of the main
identified values of viral marketing among ENGO’s.
3. Messages that are being shared in social media no longer take a straight path to their intended audience,
but can be considerably revised along the way; there is thus less control over the process and results of
viral marketing.
4. ENGO’s perceive it as complex to make effective choices on where to invest exactly in social media to
prevent shooting with hail, how to find useful entries among target audiences in social networks, how to
trigger people every time again to get involved or further distribute messages and finally how
communication efforts don’t only result in entertainment, but also in getting across the call for action. To
take away this uncertainty, ENGO’s believe it is necessary to start gaining this experience now given the
rapid trends in social media or at least closely follow developments. So far however, this is experience isn’t
there.
5. Finally, experts emphasize that when starting with viral marketing, it doesn’t pay off straight away. Social
network relations need to grow; it takes a while to build up a trusted reputation online. Taking slow steps
and not being too ambitious is moreover also recommended by the experts to allow the organisation to
experiment and learn which efforts are most successful, to get used to a more horizontal and unpolished
way of communicating and find out what fits best in the organisation’s capacity. This is crucial since halfhearted attempts in social media usually fail, it requires persistence of engagement. Finally, everything you
try will stay online.
So far the (short-term) return on investment is thus not guaranteed and also not easy to demonstrate. This is
problematic because the accountability to donors is usually associated with accountability reports, commonly
with a focus on quantitative indicators, outputs so to say. One suggestion is therefore to focus future research
on how to improve the strategic choices for viral campaigns by ENGO’s by exploring how to find their so-called
‘network hubs’; the influential nodes in a network which are thought to be such an important factor for
successful distribution of messages (although this is still debated, see Accidental Influentials (Watts, 2007)).
This would be important to know, so that the story used to package the message can be developed as much as
possible spread-worthy and valuable for these important contacts. On the other hand, as the experts
recommend, networks are built by taking small steps and gradually build forward on that, with more and more
impact.
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A second suggestion may be that donors should move towards focusing more on outcomes instead of on
outputs. Considering the increased need for relation management as concluded in this study, a good
reputation, which may be less well measurable in terms of outputs, can eventually become very powerful, help
organisations stand out from their competition, improve their messages and communication impacts, and
create more visibility and new participants in their marketing and communications processes. Jepson for
instance argues that it is not so much the audit trails or reporting of performance measurements that are key
to the process of accountability, but public transparency and discourse about their values, beliefs, issues and
strategies, as these are the roots of their existence (Jepson, 2005). This way of auditing would give much more
recognition to the real values of online word of mouth marketing. For ENGO’s this would mean that they should
pay much more attention to these kinds of qualitative success indicators in their accountability towards donors.

8.3

Influencing policy processes through viral marketing, what are the opportunities?

ENGO’s play a central role in influencing policies and they no longer just have to pull the chains mainly outside
of the system. Most communication efforts by ENGO’s also ultimately aim to influence policy processes of
governments and corporates because their acting and policies have a lot of impact on sustainable change. It is
noticeable that social media are increasingly used among people in politics and business networks for finding
support, building up positions and becoming a trusted person or expert (for instance via platforms, blogs and
twitter streams). This study shows that ENGO’s believe that also they could use social media to help them build
support and thus the legitimacy for their calls towards corporates and politicians. Several times there was
reference made to the election campaign by Obama. It was thought he used social media very well to put
change in the hands of the networks that he participated in. ENGO’s feel that they could use this approach to
move supporting groups through social media as well.
In literature there are different policy analysis perspectives on how policy processes work or should work and
how policy outcomes may be influenced. One example is the Multiple Streams perspective (Kingdon, 1995). It
takes the factors ‘ambiguity’ and ‘timing’ as windows of opportunity for influencing policy in three different
policy streams: politics (e.g. elections), policies (development or evaluation) and problems (e.g. disasters,
environmental scandals etc.). Within this perspective, so-called ‘entrepreneurs’ play an important role in putting
pressure on these policy streams (or preferably more than one stream at the same time) to frame the situation
in ways solutions can be put forward. ENGO’s are examples of entrepreneurs. They frequently use outreach
through mass media to raise solutions linked to disasters and to put pressure on politics and policies. Besides
using mass media, there are increasingly examples how social media are also being used to create this
pressure. An example is the anti-palm oil campaign by Greenpeace targeting the company Dove, illustrated in
chapter 4. It made use of advertising by Dove which they framed in a way in which they could point to an
ongoing disaster, namely the unsustainable development of palm oil plantations, which is high on the political
agenda and for which policies are being developed. This triggered a lot of traffic online, mass media coverage
and pressure on governments and corporates to stop the use of unsustainable palm oil. Clearly, building up a
positive reputation online can help ENGO’s to find support for raising policy issues. They can use networks by
sharing policy issues timely and in such a way that makes the issue at play transparent and an interesting and
important discussion topic. It triggers demonstration of public concerns which puts pressure on governments
and corporates. Social media in that sense clearly add outreach around the perspective of the ENGO on the
issue and help to show discussion and possibly legitimacy for the solution. Using the Multiple Streams
perspective may be valuable for exploring more in-depth how ENGO’s could use social media to play their
entrepreneur role best and to analyse specific case studies aiming to conclude whether online word of mouth
strategies could be used in combination with other policy influencing efforts and to whether the use of social
media for this purpose is expected to grow in importance in the future.
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Definitions
This annex includes definitions of terms used in this study and which ENGO may come across in their
professional life when involved in viral marketing.
► General
Accountability – An actor (whether an individual or an organisation) is accountable when that actor
recognizes that it has made a promise to do something and accepted a moral and legal responsibility to do its
best to fulfil that promise (Cutt and Murray, 2000; Paul, 1992; Najam, 1996; Fox and Brown, 1998, in Brown,
L.D., Moore, M.H. (2001)
Civil Society – The set of institutions, organisations and behaviour situated between the state, the market and
the family. Specifically, this includes voluntary and non-governmental organisations of many different kinds,
philanthropic institutions, social and political movements, other forms of social participation and engagement
and the values and cultural patterns associated with them (LSE).
NGO – A non-governmental organization (NGO) is a legally constituted organization created by natural or legal
persons with no participation or representation of any government. In the cases in which NGO’s are funded
totally or partially by governments, the NGO maintains its non-governmental status insofar as it excludes
government representatives from membership in the organization.
► Blogs and Blog sites: (blog terms. http://windchimesindia.wordpress.com/2008/09/14/blogterms)
Blog - It has been derived from the term ‘Web log’. It is usually maintained by an individual, with regular posts
containing text matter, pictures or videos. The key feature of blogs is that readers can leave behind their
comments thereby making it interactive and participative.
Blog Post - An entry written and published on a blog is called as blog post.
Blogroll - It is an individual’s favourite list of blogs that are mentioned on the sidebar of each blog.
Blogsite - It is the location of a blog on the web. Blog can have either a dedicated domain or be embedded
within a web site. The latter are usually more used for corporate blogging and are part of corporate website.
The most typical address of a blog will http://(yourname).wordpress.com or http://(yourname).blogspot.com
Category: - It is possible to categorize the various topics the blogger writes on. The categories if displayed on
the blog help the reader select his or her favourite section.
Hits - Number of users visiting a blog is referred as hits for that blog.
Permalink - It is unique URL of a single post and is used when you want to link to a post somewhere. The
first part is the address of your blog. Followed by the date of the post and then the name of that particular
post. You can then cut and paste it to link it with some other post or comment. Once this link is pasted in the
browser window only this blog post appears from the entire blog.
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Template - These are the background of your blog and present information on the blog. Any blog hosting site
will offer a host of readymade templates to select from to customize as per the user’s style.
► Feeds & Subscription:
Feeds - Feeds are XML-based files that keep the audiences constantly updated about new posts on the blogs.
They allow people to see the blog’s content without having to go to that blog every time it is updated.
Feedburner is one of the common sites to get your feeds.
Subscribe - It allows readers to receive notification when there are new posts in a blog. Subscription can be
through feeds or even through emails.
Aggregator - It is also called as feed reader or news reader. An aggregator makes a collection of web feeds
accessible in one spot. They can be scheduled to check for new content periodically. For e.g. Google Reader
helps in getting all your feeds onto a single page that makes it easier for you to view your updates.
► Types of Blogs
Audio blog - A blog where the posts mainly consist of audio recordings is called as Audio blog
Collaborative blog - It is also known as group blog or multiple user blog. As name suggests, multiple users
can write posts on one blog.
Flog - It is contraction of two words ‘fake’ and ‘blog’. A blog that has been ghost writing by someone else is
called as Flog.
Micro-blogging - It is a form of blogging that allows users to write brief text updates (usually 140 characters)
and publish them. These messages can be submitted by a variety of means like text messaging or from that
site itself. People ‘add’ other people and companies as friends when they want to learn or stay up to date with
their activities.
MoBlog - It is a contraction of two words ‘mobile’ and ‘blog’. A blog featuring posts sent mainly by mobile
phone, using SMS or MMS messages is called MoBlog.
Photoblog - As the name suggests, this is a blog where a users posts his photos and images most in a
chronological order.
Vlog - A blog that has mostly only videos on it
► Exchanging Links:
Ping - The alert in the TrackBack system that notifies the original poster of a blog post when someone else
writes an entry concerning the original post.
Tags - Tags help user in defining what they have saved so that they are easy to search later. Most social
bookmark services encourage users to organize their bookmarks with informal tags.
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TrackBack - A system that allows a blogger to see who has seen the original post and has written another
entry concerning it. The system works by sending a ‘ping’ between the blogs, and therefore providing the alert.
► Social media Terms (http://windchimesindia.wordpress.com/author/windchimesindia/), October 25, 2008*

*Where definitions from other sources are added this is referred to.
Community – It is a group or forum of people with some similarity between them (could be same city, school,
interest, hobbies etc) come together on social networking site or any other platform and share their ideas and
views.
E-book - the digital media equivalent of a conventional printed book (Wikipedia, March 2009)
Folksonomy - (also known as collaborative tagging, social classification, social indexing, and social tagging) is
the practice and method of collaboratively creating and managing tags to annotate and categorize content. In
contrast to traditional subject indexing, metadata is generated not only by experts but also by creators and
consumers of the content. Usually, freely chosen keywords are used instead of a controlled vocabulary
(Wikipedia, July 2008)
Keyword - The word that a user enters into a search engine to gather information on.
Link - An element on a web page or blog that can be clicked on to move on to another page or another section
of the same page.
Message board - An internet forum, or message board, is an online discussion site (Wikipedia, March 2009)
Micro site - It is a supplementary web page that is a part of the parent web site. It is typically used to
highlight specific information or purpose as compared to the parent web site that would be more generic in
nature.
Page Rank - A value between 0 to 10 assigned by the Google algorithm that quantifies a particular link’s
popularity and trust.
Photo sharing - is the publishing or transfer of a user's digital photos online, thus enabling the user to share
them with others (whether publicly or privately). This functionality is provided through both websites and
applications that facilitate the upload and display of images. The term can also be loosely applied to the use of
online photo galleries that are set up and managed by individual users, including photoblogs (Wikipedia, March
2009)
Podcasting – It is a contraction of ‘iPod’ and ‘broadcasting’. However it is not restricted to iPod only. Unlike a
broadcast, podcast can be downloaded to any MP3 player and then viewed at any time later without internet
connection.
Portal - A site or service which offers a wide array of features to users in an attempt to make that portal their
‘home page’ on the web. There are two kinds of portals – Vertical and Horizontal. The former has more in
depth information and links related to a particular sector while the latter covers topics that are more generic
and broad in nature. Rediff, Yahoo, and MSN are examples of portals.
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PPC (Pay Per Click) – It is a contextual advertisement package wherein the advertiser pays the channel
(such as Google, Yahoo) only when a user clicks on their advertisement link that appears on relevant sites.
‘Adwords’ is the most common example of PPC advertising.
Rating - is the evaluation or assessment of something, in terms of quality (as with a critic rating a novel),
quantity (as with an athlete being rated by his or her statistics), or some combination of both (Wikipedia, March
2009)
RSS - (an abbreviation for Really Simple Syndication) is a family of Web feed formats used to publish
frequently updated works—such as blog entries, news headlines, audio, and video—in a standardized format
(Wikipedia, March 20090
Search Engine – It is a program that helps a user search for a document by using specific key words or key
phrases.
Search Engine Marketing (SEM) – It is a form of paid internet marketing that promotes and increases
visibility of a particular website when people use in specific related key words. It is usually on the right side of
Google search page is marked in different color.
Search Engine Optimization (SEO) - It is the process of increasing the volume of traffic to a web site from
search engines for targeted keywords. In our searches, the higher a site lists, the more searchers will visit that
site.
Site map – It is a page on a website that links to every other page on that site. It helps user by clarifying the
data structure of the site.
Social bookmarking – It is similar to ‘favorite’ in Internet explorer just that here your bookmarks are stored
on internet with you. That way you can access them from any computer. Also you can share them with
specified group or with all. The allowed people can usually view these bookmarks chronologically, by category
or tags, or via a search engine.
Social media Optimizing (SMO) - It helps the user increase his own blog visibility and presence on web
space. This can be done by adding links / back links with other blogs, using user voting services such as Digg,
Reddit and social book marking sites like Del.icio.us so that their pages can be easily searched for
Social media Release (SMR) – It is designed to get the conversation going by providing readers with the
ability to disseminate information and multimedia, bookmark and share the content, and in turn, spark threads.
It also serves a purpose of providing information to new media influencers in one package
Social Networking Site (SNS) – It is place where people can register and upload and share their personal
information including photos, audio and videos with friends. Best examples of SN sites are Facebook, orkut, big
adda etc
Video sharing - refers to websites or software where users can distribute their video clips. Some services may
charge, but the bulk of them offer free services. Many services have options for private sharing and other
publication options. Video sharing services can be classified into several categories, among them: user
generated video sharing websites, video sharing platform / white label providers and web based video editing
(Wikipedia, March 2009)
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Viral Marketing – The goal of marketers interested in creating successful viral marketing programs is to
create messages that appeal to a particular segment of the population and have a high probability of being
passed along. Viral promotions may take the form of video clips, interactive games, eBooks, images, or even
text messages
Web 2.0 – This term has been coined for websites that encourage user interaction, participation and
collaboration.
Widget – It is also known as plug in. Widgets are codes that can be embedded within a web page or blog.
These are usually made by third party.
Wikipedia – (Definition taken from Wikipedia itself) - It is a free, multilingual, open content encyclopedia
project operated by the non-profit Wikimedia Foundation. The name is a contraction of the words wiki and
encyclopedia. It attempts to collect and summarize all human knowledge in every major language
Word of Mouth - Information that is passed on between individuals, especially recommendations, in an
informal, person-to-person manner is called as word of mouth. WOM is typically a face-to-face spoken
communication, although phone conversations, text messages, blog posts, message board threads, instant
messages and emails are now included are part of it
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Annexes
Annex I: Communication strategy challenges ENGO’s retrieved from interviews

Organisation

Communication challenge

Category

Milieudefensie

Showing we are a successful organisation

Branding

Being transparent about the way we work, about our goals and
what we do to achieve it

Transparency

Support campaigns (mostly with ultimate aim for change in
policies, no focus on change of behaviour of society)

Influencing for change

Guard brand image (brand for people by people)

Branding

Fundraising, maintain current members, raise new
memberships, connect people to the brand

Fundraising/membership

Maintaining visibility in an increasingly fragmented and complex
media landscape

Branding, influence

Maintain visibility per campaign or issue in a growing
organisation with a growing number of messages

Branding, influence

Keeping competitive positioning

Competitive positioning

Branding, making sure that achievements are connected to the
brand Greenpeace.

Branding

Sustainable change in society by means of influencing the
various players that play a role, such as politicians, corporate
players, the public

Influencing for change

Baring witnesses: involving people and showing their concerns
about issues

Support

Greenpeace

Making an emotional appeal to the public to influence their
Influencing for change
opinion and behaviour in their role as a citizen or as a consumer

WWF

Increase transparency towards audiences, for instance funding
organisations and press, about what we are doing what the
money we receive

Transparency

Keeping or getting people connected to the brand. Aim is to be
in the top 3 of best known non-for-profit brands and top 10 of
strong brands in the Netherlands

Branding

Raise members and act upon the more direct lines between
donors and beneficiaries or causes in the field

Fundraising/memberships

Transparency: remain our reputation as authority and trusted
ENGO. Therefore increasingly it is an aim to receive feedback to
the rank and file about the results; being transparent about
what we do with the money people trusted us with; whether it
made a difference and what would happen if they would not
have contributed (they easily switch to another cause or NGO).

Transparency, trust,
authority

Influencing government and corporates as their acting has a lot
of impact.

Influencing for change

Raising awareness about issues among the general public for
support or for influencing consumer behaviour

Support or influencing for
change
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Stichting
Noordzee

Wetlands
International

Natuur en Milieu
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Influencing government policy makers and politicians about the
North Sea and operations of fisherman and companies that
operate on the North Sea

Influencing for change

Legitimacy for the work that we do by creating and getting
support from a large group of people

Legitimacy

Bring our name/brand to the front and ‘own’ a number of main Brand
topics with the purpose to be approached / involved in funding /
activities for related projects
To be seen as an expert, with the purpose that our messages
are being taken seriously and being acted upon (mission
related)

Brand, influencing for
change

Receive support from like-minded organisations and individuals.
The more support, the more impact

Support

Reaching and building up a relation with a larger audience in
society for more support. Influencing policies to become more
sustainable is our aim, but this is not possible without support
from society

Support
Influencing for change

Annex II: question lists
Expert interviews
Background expert and first thoughts ENGO’s and viral marketing
Viral Marketing & ENGO’s – potential value linked to today’s ENGO communication challenges
Opportunities, risks and constraints
Value in comparison to other marketing tools, such as events, seminars, press releases, direct contact (meetings,
visits), website, stands and events on conferences, mailing (post), emailing, publications (scientific or vision),
advertising
Examples successful Viral Marketing cases / tools & techniques relevant for ENGO’s
Recommendations Viral Marketing if he/she were in ENGO communication position
What are the necessary capacities and practical implications conditions to become successful in Viral Marketing

ENGO interviews
Background NGO interest in viral marketing?
Main current communication challenges and main target audiences ENGO
Motivation / strategic reasons Viral Marketing for ENGO? Added value Viral Marketing compared to other
communications means that organisation uses (for which goals)?
Results past campaigns / viral activities? When is Viral Marketing for the organisation successful?
Constraints Viral Marketing (lack of control, measurability/observability, complexity, capacity, cost/benefits)
Judgement Viral Marketing opportunities for ENGO’s (based on literature, own experience and viral expert input)
Expectations, uncertainties, future outlook Viral Marketing and ENGO
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Environmental buzz
An explorative study to the buzz about viral marketing and its
(potential) value for Environmental NGOs
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