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1.1 – what is branding

The branding of a company is the process of developing its brand, which can include a number of elements, such as its name, a particular style, a logo, trademark colours etc.  A company’s brand is about what it tells potential (or existing) customers what it is they do.  It’s how those customers perceive your company through feeling, through sight, through perception etc.  

Branding is not just one element, but a number of elements that make up who your company is and what you do – but more importantly it is the promise you give to your customers.  It tells them how they will be treated when they come to you for a product or service and why they should choose you over your competitors.  

Branding is a way of ensuring you are ‘unique’ – every company will have a different strategy in what they do and how they go about doing it.  For example, Apple have built a brand whereby they are perceived by many to be the best in technology.  They sell themselves as (in my opinion) beautiful, elegant, exceptional, sleek and my perception is that they will also deliver exceptional customer service.  I also know they are not necessarily the cheapest of products available – but they don’t market/brand themselves as that.  They brand themselves as exceptional quality, which brings with it a price tag.

However, Apple have not suddenly achieved this overnight…this is almost 40 years of hard work and quality PR and Marketing (and branding).  I’m sure they started out wanting to be the best in selling computers (doesn’t everyone set out to be the best they can be?) but the branding, PR and Marketing of their company over 40 years have made sure they have put their name at the top of a very short list of best quality computer and phone manufacturers in the world.  

They have a set of values, which includes Education, Accessibility & Environment.  Those values cover the following:

Environment
They continue to make progress toward their environmental priorities, such as
· Powering all Apple facilities worldwide with 100% renewable energy
· Creating the next innovation in recycling with Daisy, their newest disassembly robot. 
· Leading the industry in making their materials safer for people and for the earth. 
· In every product they make, in every innovation they create, their goal is to leave the planet better than they found it.

Education
Apple has been part of the ConnectED initiative since 2014, pledging $100 million of teaching and learning solutions to 114 underserved schools across the country. They’ve donated an iPad to every student, a Mac and iPad to every teacher, and an Apple TV to every classroom. And they’ve implemented a process that provides planning, professional learning, and ongoing guidance so every school can experience the transformational power of technology.
Accessibility
They want everyone to enjoy the everyday moments that technology helps make possible and they work to make every Apple product accessible from the outset.  They help provide this freedom to people with varying disabilities.

(information above www.apple.com)

Many, MANY people worldwide will look at those values and buy in to that product.  So their branding has worked!


1.2 – what are social media

Social media is a number of platforms (all digital) which are forms of communicating with people to share various information, ideas, personal messages, videos etc. all online.  

The dictionary definition is: websites and other online means of communication that are used by large groups of people to share information and to develop social and professional contacts (www.dictionary.com/browse/social-media).

There are many social media platforms available to people all around the world, to list a few (and in no particular order):

· Facebook
· Twitter
· Instagram
· LinkedIn
· Pinterest
· YouTube
· Flickr
· Reddit

All of the above have different qualities and are used by people for different reasons and these will be listed in more detail below in question 3 below. 


1.3 – define social media branding

With all the above taken into consideration, social media branding is when a company actively promotes their brand via social media platforms available to them.  Social media branding is building relationships with people via the digital platforms mentioned above.  Online branding needs to match the offline branding of your company.  
Key points to note here are that in each online platform your message being delivered should be consistent, engaging and responsive.  Every time a customer visits your site (or comes across you via a digital media platform) it should tell them what you are offering – not just product but customer service, values etc.  


2. – discuss key ingredients of a branding strategy

When attempting to creating an exceptional branding strategy many people use the SOSTAC® model. 

SOSTAC® stands for:

· S – situation.  Companies should think about where are they now?
· O – objectives.  Where does the company want to be?
· S – strategy.  How does the company get there?
· T – tactics. How exactly does the company get there?  The aim here is to dig deeper.
· A – action.  What is the company’s plan?
· C – control.  This is when the company reviews whether they ‘got there’.

SOSTAC® is a planning model originally created in the 1990s by PR Smith to help with marketing planning.

When defining a company model using the SOSTAC® model a company should look at their branding strategy within the ‘strategy’ section.  The full SOSTAC® model is pictured below.
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Therefore, using the SOSTAC® rules above, and thinking specifically about a branding strategy, a company would consider the following:

· S – situation.  Think about where you are now.  Do you have any logos, colours you use across your website, specific language (warm & friendly, professional and short etc.), images attached to your website and other digital forums?  Are any of these elements something you want to change and if so why?  Companies shouldn’t necessarily think about changing their name, or colours associated with them – but think about what it means to them and their customers.  Can you investigate what customers are already saying about your brand?  Do people like your website (for example), do they like how you present yourself, does your company name tell them what it is they will be potentially buying from you? 

· O – objectives.  Where does the company want to be?  Linked to the first point, after investigating feedback from customers, is the company where they want to be?  If not, where does the company want to go?  Do you want more followers/users?  Where does the company want to be in three/five years’ time financially?  

· S – strategy.  How does the company get there?  This is where your new branding comes into play.  With the evidence built in the first two steps you will then start to create a brand for your future company.  You will consider here building an audience profile; you’ll consider which online platforms or tools to use for which type of advertising to push your business; you’ll ensure you  have a suitable budget set aside for the online platforms; you’ll ensure your messages that are distributed to those sites are engaging to the audience and appropriate for that particular platform (vimeo, as an example, is mainly used for videos, therefore you would not place bulk text onto this site, as it’s not appropriate). 

· T – tactics. How exactly does the company get there?  The aim here is to dig deeper.  Again, following the ‘strategy’ point make sure that you are exploring all digital platforms which are suitable and ensure that any messages being delivered are distributed accordingly.  You would have also considered resources needed to implement this plan.  Not just financial, but looking at people, technical, training etc. 

· A – action.  What is the company’s plan?  How are you going to deliver this?  After thinking further into the tactics of how you will deliver this strategy, you may have also considered whether you feel you need to employ a new member of staff to be in charge of your social media.  You may have considered outsourcing your social media to an external agency because you are unable to employ a member of staff to do this work.  Or you may be confident that you are able to deliver this with the team already in place, with some additional training in place.  

· C – control.  This is when the company reviews whether they ‘got there’.  Your company will need to make sure that there are milestones set to check progress.  It could be you want to check monthly progress which you can quantify based on sales, or it could be you have a 12 month plan, and are content with checking results every couple of months.  But you should define what success looks like and each milestone.  Having SMART (Specific, Measurable, Achievable, Relevant and Time-bound) objectives and metrics in place will help identify whether your branding strategy is successful. 

Throughout all of this research, ensuring you build an audience profile is essential to your online branding strategy.  You need to consider the following:

· What social media networks do your current customers use?  How are they finding you?  Do you need to consider creating a survey to ask your customers these questions? 
· When on social media, what do your customers do?  Do they mainly watch YouTube/Vimeo etc. Do they mainly read blogs or are online shopping?  All of this you can ask your customers direct and establish if there is a pattern.  Because if ALL of your customers mainly use social media to watch videos on YouTube or Vimeo you might want to strongly consider creating a business video to upload to these platforms.  If, however, you establish that none of your customers are on YouTube, but are on FaceBook and Twitter, you may then consider ensuring you have exceptional quality content which is being distributed to those sites.  
· Who exactly wants and needs your product/service?  Are you selling baby clothes, in which case expectant mums and dads would be looking for you?  Are you selling wedding photographer, in which case newly engaged people would be looking for your service.  Do you sell dog supplies, in which case any dog owner or dog lover would be looking for your products. All this knowledge is essential when you are looking to target the market for specific customers.
· Establish where these customers live, work and play.  Are they local in some way?  Or are your customers mainly from another Country due to the product you sell?  
· What are their characteristics?  Are you able to identify if they are male or female?  Their age – does your product or service target a specific age group?  Is religion or political preference a factor?  

All of the above metrics should be considered in detail if you are to create a branding strategy that works for you and your business.  

As an example, if your business sells a baby photography service you will know that the majority of people wanting your service will be young, new parents, probably between the ages of 20-30.  There is no real way to know of any religious characteristic, or ethnicity, but you will be able to target a specific age group on FaceBook, Twitter and Instagram.  



3. – what are the most popular social networks at the time of publication?

As at August 2018, www.dreamgrow.com reported the following as the top social networking sites:

1. Facebook – 2,230,000,000 monthly active users (https://newsroom.fb.com/company-info/)
2. YouTube – 1,900,000,000 monthly active users 
3. Instagram – 1,000,000,000 monthly active users
4. Qzone – 563,000,000 monthly active users
5. Twitter – 336,000,000 monthly active users
6. Reddit – 330,000,000 monthly active users
7. Pinterest – 200,000,000 monthly active users
8. Ask.fm – 160,000,000 monthly active users
9. Tumblr – 115,000,000 monthly active users
10. Flickr – 112,000,000 monthly active users
11. Google+ - 111,000,000 monthly active users
12. LinkedIn – 106,000,000 monthly active users

A brief overview of what each of them do are below:


1. Facebook – Facebook is a popular free social networking website that allows registered users to create profiles, upload photos and video, send messages and keep in touch with friends, family and colleagues
2. YouTube – YouTube is an American born video-sharing website where users and members can share their videos online to millions of people.
3. Instagram – Instagram is a social networking app made for sharing photos and videos from your smartphone.  Users can create a profile and news feeds.  It’s very much a visual sharing app.
4. Qzone – Qzone is a Chine born social networking site and blogging platform.  It is used for content sharing and for sharing ideas with millions globally.  Users can write blogs, keep diaries send photos and watch videos.
5. Twitter – Twitter is an online news and social networking sharing service.  Users can post ‘tweets’ on their profile which is then seen by their followers, and these ‘tweets’ can be shared.  Tweets are restricted however to 140 characters, so it is mainly used for short, sharp information sharing.
6. Reddit – Reddit is a social news aggregation site, which also has web content ratings and is a discussion website.  It constantly gives updated feeds on breaking news around the globe. 
7. Pinterest – Pinterest is a pin board style, photo sharing website.  Users are able to create boards within their profile (for events, interests, hobbies etc.) and ‘pin’ photos from various websites into their boards.  Boards can remain private, or can be shared.
8. Ask.fm – Ask.fm is a question based website where users ask the site questions.  It allows people to post questions anonymously 
9. Tumblr – Tumblr is a free social networking website that allows users to post multimedia content to their own blogs.  It is meant as another short and sweet content site. 
10. Flickr – Flickr is an image hosting and video hosting site.  It allows users to share photos, images and videos and is a free site. 
11. Google+ - is a type of social networking service from Google.  Users can share blogs and images. 
12. LinkedIn – LinkedIn is a social networking site designed specifically for business users.  You wouldn’t necessarily add friends to this site, it’s for business relationships.  Users are able to upload photos, videos and images along with text and sharing posts.
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