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Social Media: A Business-Booster or a Time Killer?

You’ve probably already heard both sides: Some say you can’t have a 

successful business without social media, while others respond that 

using social media is nothing more than a waste of time. Both venerated 

and vilified, social media can’t be both, can it? As with most things, 

the truth probably lurks somewhere in the middle.

There’s no question that businesses can put 

social media to good use. Most large companies 

use social media and some even have highly 

explicit guidelines on how employees may use 

social media, even on their own time and with 

their own equipment when the topic involves the 

business. The power of the various social media 

is significant.

Large organizations have enough people, prob-

ably in either the marketing area or the public 

relations area, to provide immediate responses to 

posts that concern the company. And they prob-

ably have an IT department with sufficient savvy 

to create an application that monitors the various 

social media and alert those who can respond 

when the organization is mentioned.

If you’re running a 1-person business or any 

small business that doesn’t have a marketing 

department, a PR department, and an IT depart-

ment, the challenges are going to be more prob-

lematic. I have met business owners who feel 

that they must have a website and that they must 

be on Facebook and that they must be active 

on LinkedIn and that they must have a Twitter 

account. Somewhere along the way, they have lost 

track of the fact that the goal of their business is 

to sell a product or a service and not to create a 

never-ending stream of Facebook posts, LinkedIn 

updates, and tweets.

Because they spend so much time posting 

updates, they forget to perform the very tasks that 

might make their business grow: Prospecting for 

new clients, taking care of existing clients, looking 

for ways to be more effective. They’re so caught 

up in the need to communicate that they fail to 

communicate with existing prospects and clients.

This is no way to run a business. This is no way 

to grow a business. This is a good way to become 

irrelevant to the very people you hope will buy (or 

continue to buy) your product or service.

Consider this: You’re flipping through a maga-

zine and see an ad for a shiny new truck that gets 

great mileage and provides a larger capacity than 

competing trucks. So the next day, you rush into 

the office, call the local truck dealer, and arrange to 

have a new truck delivered that afternoon. Great, 

right? Not if your company specializes in providing 

pedicures for Pomeranian puppies.

Think of social media as a tool because that’s 

what it is. Just as you would never buy a new truck 

if you didn’t need one, it makes no sense to sign 

up for Facebook unless you have a need for what 

Facebook can do. How much time are you willing 

to waste on distractions that will have no positive 

effect on your business?

That’s not to say that social media can’t help 

your business, but you need to figure out how it 

can be made to work for you before you set aside 

large blocks of time on what will be essentially 

little more than a distraction.

Focus on the potential return on investment 

(ROI). How can you determine the value of social 

media to your business? The first thing to do is to 

ignore the social media consultants who claim 

that they will triple your business in a year by 

using social media. That much should be obvious 

and it requires only a bit of skepticism and critical 

thinking.

But then what?
Probably the single most important 

consideration is time. Your time. 

Could the time you will spend dealing with 

social media be spent more productively making 

cold calls, arranging presentations at service clubs, 

writing articles for publication, or performing 

any of the myriad other marketing activities that 

are available?

Using multiple social media isn’t a cut-and-

paste operation. You’ll have to adapt content to 

each platform, and it’s not all about the length of 

the post. Social media activities generally don’t 

scale well because most of your effective interac-

tions will be one-to-one conversations. (Yes, you 

can broadcast a tweet or a status report, but these 

have far less impact that individual conversations.)

You’ll also need to keep in mind what you’re 

doing elsewhere because social media do not exist 
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in a vacuum. You’ll need to integrate your activities 

on Facebook, LinkedIn, and Twitter with what 

you’re doing in print, on radio or television, and 

in direct mail. One of the most common problems 

people create for themselves involves sendin mixed 

messages.

What do you want to happen?
A social media consultant, Garden Media 

Group, is adamant about making goals part 

of your plan so that you’ll know how to 

measure success. 

“Success looks different for businesses in 

different sectors,” the report says, “and even for 

individual businesses within the same sectors.”

Let’s consider Facebook. Maybe you want to 

get 1000 “likes”. That’s at least a measurable goal, 

but what would it mean to your business? So this 

is a goal, but as a goal it’s nonsense.

The only measurable goal that counts is this 

one: How much business can you trace back to 

Facebook? Or Twitter? Or LinkedIn? If the answer 

is “I don’t know”, then you need to find out. If the 

answer is “none”, then you need to be spending 

your time doing something that will generate 

business.

A business-to-business company might want 

to increase traffic to their website and could view 

social media as a means to that end. So what do 

you want to do? Increase brand loyalty? If so, 

what are the metrics you’ll use to measure it? How 

about drawing more people to the site? (By what 

percentage?) Or increasing time on site? (By how 

many minutes on average?) Whatever the goal, it 

has to be something you can measure.

And you need to know the costs.
What will it cost to train your staff in the use of 

social media? What will be the cost of their time 

spent away from normal duties? Will you have to 

purchase content or pay to have audio or video 

produced? What about research to determine 

both a baseline for where you are now and where 

you will be in a month or six months or a year?

Will you have to outsource any function? What 

hardware or software will you need to acquire?

Social media work in tandem with all of your 

other marketintg and communications efforts. 

Will you need to buy advertising to pull people 

to your site, your Facebook page, or your Twitter 

stream? What modifications will be needed to any 

existing online content? Will you need to change 

e-mail templates or direct-mail campaigns?

Time can be a significant cost. You’ll need to 

learn how to use tools and procedures and then 

develop the discipline to keep it up. Bear in mind 

that any time you or your employees spend on 

social media is time that can’t be spent working 

on core business functions.

If you’re thinking about using social media, I’m 

not trying to be discouraging or to dissuade you 

from doing so. But it is important to set reasonable 

and measurable expectations, and to understand 

the many and varied costs. Ω

Clear and complete communication is one of the 
most basic requirements of social media, but 
clear and complete communication is even more 
essential within your organization. With that in 
mind, I offer the following article.

Communication Can Make or Break an Organization

In an organization, communication is defined as the free exchange of 

information. Major General Charles Henry discusses this in his book, 

A General’s Insights into Leadership and Management. It is also defined as the 

transfer of information from one person to another.

The concept of clear and complete informa-

tion is not difficult. There are 4 primary aspects: 

Information, motivation, control, and emotion.

Information. Communication provides infor-

mation to be used to make decisions. Managers 

need information about alternatives, the future, 

and potential outcomes to make appropriate deci-

sions.

Motivation. Communication encourages 

commitment to organizational objectives which 

enhances individual and group performance. 

Control. Communication makes clear every-

one’s duties, responsibilities and authority, and 

thus permits control.

Emotion. Communication permits the expres-

sion of feelings, opinions, and attitudes that  help 

satisfy social needs.

In 1975 Henry Mintzberg estimated, in a 

Harvard Business Review article (“The Manager’s 

Job: Folklore and Fact”), that communication 

consumes 59% of the time of first level managers 

(supervisors) and 89% of the time of middle 

managers.

Over the last 25 years, the successful and prof-

itable executives and managers I’ve encountered 

have all spent a somewhat larger percentage of 

their time communicating than indicated in the 

Mintzberg article.

Is communication within your organization 

as effective as it should be? Ω

This article is by management consultant A. J. 
Stinnett, who may be reached at 614.889.9534 or 
msp@stinnettgroup.com.


