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The term ‘social network’, first used freely in the mid-fifties to define communities that cut across social categories, gender and ethnicity has developed to commonly define an on-line community of Internet users sharing a common interest.
Initially, these communities covered everything from hobbies, music, films to fashion, religion and politics, and were predominately the province of young people. However, social networking has developed beyond expectations, and today represents a powerful communication medium with extensive influence. No longer the province of teenagers, social networking crosses all ages and types, and its popularity is thriving. Among the leading sites are My Space who claim 100 million users, Facebook with 70 million users, and BEBO with 31 million users. There is also Friends Reunited, You Tube, Flickr and Photobucket to name a few more. And there are business network sites too for professional contacts - 80,000 subscribe to Ryze and over 20 million people use LinkedIn.
In short a lot of people are doing it – social networking that is. That means a lot of potential retailers’ customers are talking on social networks. What are they talking about? What products? Which companies? Discussion threads on social sites regularly include spontaneous product reviews, debates on the top places to shop, new products on offer and which retailers offer the best deals. Without any direct influence from retailers, social networking has entered the retail arena with a vengeance. What if retailers could harness this considerable marketing potential?
A funky advertisement from a leading mobile phone retailer was placed on You Tube and generated 250,000 hits and downloads in no time. This then spawned hundreds of threads of conversations about that retailer in general, discussing tariffs, prices, products. That’s a lot of customers making judgments, observations and recommendations of their own accord.  For a retailer that’s incredibly powerful. This information flowing through a social network offers retailers the opportunity to understand what customers think of their brand, their products and how they rate customer service. How many retailers have typed their name into a Facebook or a MySpace to see if there are any threads going on about them? 
Recognising the power of these sites encouraged many on-line retailers to create ‘social areas’ on their sites that offer chat rooms for customer discussion forums and allow product reviews and ratings. However, to exploit the opportunity further means creating your own social network site. 
Successful retailers changed their mind-set as the multichannel world expanded. That meant modifying the drive from ‘getting product into stores’, to ‘getting product on-line and delivered’. It also meant retailers getting to know their about their customers and enabled high levels of customer engagement – something desired by all retailers. Now, social networking offers the chance to develop exceptional customer relationships and create your own community where customers can talk about your products and services, and give you valuable real-time feedback. 
Tescodiets.com claims to be one of the biggest diet communities in the country, Baby and Bump offers a family related – pregnancy and parenting forum, and the Fat Face web site community allows customers to discuss products and ‘talk’ surfing and snowboarding. Waitrose allows its customers access to its ‘managing director’s blog’ and customer forum, while Top Shop has its own MySpace profile. Different approaches from different retailers but with the same end in mind – a better customer relationship.
As customers discuss and exchange information through the ‘social network experience', the feedback may influence retailers’ existing marketing approaches. Customers are increasingly sophisticated in finding out information about products and services. They may go to a company web site to research or ‘buy and go’. However, they will go to a social networking site to review information from other customers. 
Such social networking supports rather than conflicts with your marketing activities and produces high levels of customer involvement. Retailers can raise product and company awareness, get their brand noticed and discussed, and importantly ‘know’ their customers as individuals. If for example, you find customers giving a product an unfavourable review then tell your buyers – where else are you going to find such valuable real-time product research.
Many multichannel consultants now consider traditional sites to be social utilities rather than social networks. Customers prefer sites that enable them to contribute and discuss issues rather than simply gather information. So an interactive site needs usable content, intelligent links between reports, reviews, and other content, plus professionally written and customer created content.
To achieve an effective social networking site demands the right technology. That means technology providers must offer the right solutions to make customised social networking happen. Retailers need low cost start up options to allow them to test the opportunity for their sector. They need a selection of services that can be moulded into multiple choices to decide what they need before they commit to long-term. 
The mantra for creating a successful site has to be: “Power on demand and pay as you grow.”  Retailers need scalable systems based on a fixed cost model or with a complete view of costs. This is where the technology vendors need to provide standards-based, easily integrated modular software to enable retailers to build sites easily and cost-effectively. 
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