
Preparing the Enterprise for a 
New Social Customer Service Model: 
Adapting to the Culture of Social Media

(White paper series: 2 of 2)



Introduction 3

A quick review 3

The cultural landscape of social media 4

A new culture is needed 6

Best practices: Listen. Engage. 
Act fast. Learn. Anticipate. Repeat. 7

The future: convergence? 14

Summary and conclusion: Social First 14

Contents



Preparing the Enterprise for a New Social Customer Service Model: Adapting to the Culture of Social Media3

The culture of social media is pervasive, real and is driven by emotional 
connectivity. Enterprises and their contact centers must embrace it 
and participate fully, or risk alienating their customers. They must learn 
to be sociable.

This is the second of a two-part report about adapting the enterprise in 
general and the contact center in particular to the new realities of social 
media. In the first report we explored the technological evolution of the 
contact center, leading up to the advent of social media, and compared 
this new channel to previous ones. We saw that social media is not 
only structurally different in its transparency and reach, but that it also 
resets the relationship between companies and their customers, putting 
customers—for the first time—largely in control of the conversations that 
take place in the contact center.

However, it is the culture of social media, and how companies and 
their contact centers adapt to it, which presents the biggest challenge 
and the greatest opportunity. Above and beyond the technological and 
organizational changes wrought by social media, it is culture that will 
define the standards for success and failure.

Introduction

Social media is a truly public channel. For companies and their contact 
centers, this means that a conversation with any customer is really 
a conversation with all customers, who are then free to share their 
satisfaction and dissatisfaction with the world. This basic reality is being 
reflected in the organizational and technological changes taking place 
in contact centers, where social media is being incorporated into the 
entire customer service operation, rather than being used in isolation. 
However, companies are still seeking effective technological solutions 
that will fully integrate social media across the enterprise.

These topics and others were explored in some detail in Part 1 of this 
series. You can read Part 1 in its entirety here.

A quick review

http://landing.conversocial.com/preparing-the-enterprise-for-a-new-social-customer-service-model-1
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Culture is a difficult concept to pin down. It’s a term that gets tossed 
around casually and everyone thinks they know what it means—until they 
try to define it. Even the scientists who study culture—the psychologists, 
sociologists, linguists and anthropologists—have a hard time agreeing on 
the specifics. 

The BusinessDictionary.com website defines culture as the “…social 
heritage of a group...Culture determines what is acceptable or 
unacceptable, important or unimportant, right or wrong, workable or 
unworkable.” So, this definition focuses on limiting group behavior. But, 
that’s not the only way of looking at culture.

One of the most interesting and, for the purpose of this paper, most 
informative definitions comes from the eminent Dutch social psychologist 
Geert Hofstede, Professor Emeritus of Organizational Anthropology and 
International Management at Maastricht University in the Netherlands. 
Hofstede has famously called culture the “software of the mind.” Writing 
in Communication Between Cultures (1984), he stated, “Culture is the 
collective programming of the mind which distinguishes the members of 
one category of people from another.” His definition focuses on group 
identity as the primary driver of culture. 

This curiously technological definition of such an intimately human 
phenomenon points toward a view of culture in which social media fits 
quite naturally. If culture is the software of the mind, then clearly, social 
media is the software of culture. But what is the culture of social media 
and how does it differ from other human—and business—cultures?

Definitions of business culture tend to focus on organizational and 
operational models, such as whether a company is flat or vertical. These 
models determine how different levels of staff communicate with one 
another and how employees deal with customers. Writing recently in 
Forbes, venture capitalist and author Victor W. Hwang characterized 
business culture as “…primarily the conflict between two opposing social 
contracts.” He identified those social contracts as “production,” which 
focuses on processes and defined roles, and “innovation,” which rewards 
collaboration and independent thought. 

The cultural landscape 
of social media
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Companies must reconcile these two social contracts if they are to 
succeed over the long term. Critically, both definitions (except, possibly, 
where innovation is concerned) are narrow and parochial. They only 
consider what happens within the company. 

The culture of social media is decidedly different. If we expand upon the 
party line analogy, social media turns individual and isolated party lines 
into global networks into which any number of people can be invited. 
Unlike the venerable party line, then, social media has no apparent limits. 

Media scholar José van Dijck, in his book, The culture of connectivity: A 
critical history of social media (Oxford University Press, 2013), characterized 
social media as an “ecosystem of connective media.” Lisa Galarneau is a 
socio-cultural anthropologist who studies emerging cultures and trends 
in technology, information and media. Writing in 2012 as a guest author in 
the JeffBullas.com blog, she summarized the power and reach of social 
media: “…we have been given power to reach anyone, tools to do it with, 
and reasons to think we might effect change with a vote, e-mail or blog 
post. Changing people’s minds and seeing consciousness grow is one of 
the delights of information mavens.”

While it’s tempting to take Galarneau’s statement to its logical conclusion 
and imagine social media as a collective human consciousness, it’s 
almost certainly a gross overstatement. Nevertheless, perception often 
determines reality and if customers perceive social media as having that 
much power, then perhaps it’s time for companies to reimagine their 
contact center strategies and cultures accordingly.
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Human culture tells who we are and how to behave. Social media 
culture, predicated as it is on freely (and universally) shared thoughts and 
experiences, defines who we are by what we share and how we share 
it. Businesses, whose existence is predicated on the profitable sale of 
products and services, have been forced into a wholly new relationship 
with their customers, thanks to social media and the power of its culture. 

Success in the market now means participating in the culture of social 
media and establishing an identity—a brand—within that culture and 
according to its norms. Companies are no longer entirely free to invent 
their brands from the inside out. The culture of social media now makes 
that a collaborative, shared process and requires companies to protect 
their brands by continually and proactively reaching out to and sharing 
with customers according to the cultural norms of social media. 

Companies must adapt their cultures, especially their customer service 
and contact center cultures to the larger world of social media. Customers 
now demand from companies the same close emotional connectedness 
and immediacy they experience elsewhere on social media. Companies, 
in turn, must respond with the same level of emotional closeness, knowing 
that their interactions take place within full view of the online word. 

In brief, what companies need in their contact centers is a Social First culture.

A new culture is needed
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Defining the social first culture is one thing, but adapting to it is quite 
another. Social media is a world of continual and persistent disruption, 
operating at nearly the speed of thought. The public eye, made ubiquitous 
by social media, is all seeing and all-knowing—almost. Using social media, 
anyone can reach both anyone else and everyone else with the same 
effort, or lack of it. Now, the individual and the market are one and the same.

Even in such a dynamic and unpredictable environment, the contact center 
must provide an experience that not only fully engages the customer, but 
actually attracts customer engagement. Thus, every agent is a company 
spokesperson as well as a customer advocate. This represents an 
unprecedented change in contact center culture.

The following is a list of suggested best practices for which there is a 
broad consensus of opinion and which are consistent with the realities of 
the current social media culture. It is neither an exhaustive nor a definitive 
list. Social media—it’s technology, uses and culture—evolves minute to 
minute, as do the concepts and practices of social customer service. 
Consider this a pithy starting point intended to provoke thought and 
discussion, as well as action.

Best practices: Listen. Engage. 
Act fast. Learn. Anticipate. Repeat.
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Understand and monitor the different levels of social media influence.

In his book Delivering Effective Social Customer Service, Martin Hill-Wilson 
describes the various types of social media according to the differing levels 
of influence they exhibit. Their influence grows or diminishes according to 
their online proximity to your social customer service operations, as well 
as the amount of direct control you can exert. The closest level consists 
of the social interactions that take place on your company website, like 
your user and self-help communities. These are within your direct control; 
they are part of your culture. You can moderate discussions and design 
their functionality. The next level includes the large commercial platforms 
(e.g., Facebook, Twitter, Pinterest, Linkedin, YouTube, Google+, Instagram, 
etc.) that you customers use daily (if not hourly) for their personal networking. 
Your company and contact center join these communities as ordinary 
participants, even though you may well have a dedicated customer 
service facility for each of them. Moreover, you must communicate within 
the designs and functional limits of each and operate according to their 
terms and conditions. That is, you must work in their culture and with 
their culture, not your own. Where you have the least influence and the 
least control is among the countless forums, community sites and blogs 
you don’t own. 

Why distinguish the various platforms and monitor them? Simply put, you 
do that in order to know how, where and when your customers want to 
engage, as well as what matters to them. Social first means learning and 
adapting to your customers’ social media habits and preferences. This is 
best accomplished through careful, broad-based monitoring and analysis.

Learn

Listen
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Be responsible and accountable.

This is the basis of customer service. Although responsibility and 
accountability are critically important to successful customer service 
across all channels, social media now magnifies any lapses to global 
proportions. Conversely, social media also offers companies the means 
to address customer problems with greater speed and draw public 
attention to successful resolutions. The actions your agents should take 
in order to build a public reputation for responsibility and accountability 
for your company (Don’t we all prefer to do business with companies 
that are demonstrably responsible and accountable to their customers?) 
are deceptively simple. First, agents must acknowledge the problem 
presented by the customer. Denials and arguments only lead to alienation. 
Then, apologize. The customer must know that you think their time is 
valuable and their satisfaction is important. After all, about 70 percent 
of social customer service inquiries are the result of failure to resolve 
problems via other, more traditional channels. Next, offer help, but do so 
only with a concrete plan of action that is communicated to the customer. 
Finally, follow-up all conversations across all social media platforms, for 
both resolved and unresolved issues and requests. This is the agent’s 
opportunity to gain more insight into customer needs and cement 
relationships, which, again, can turn customers into brand advocates.

Learn
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Be human.

Perhaps no other element of social first customer service is so intrinsic 
to the culture of social media. Being human seems simultaneously 
instinctual and yet difficult to translate into discrete actions and policies. 
The culture of social media is innately personal with distinctly emotional 
aspects. We have Facebook “friends” and Twitter “followers, not mere 
impersonal “contacts.” People use social media to talk to other people. 
In this context, companies and other institutions are abstractions; they 
are distant and unrelatable. Thus, social customer engagement requires 
agents to do more than speak for the company; they must speak as 
the company. Agents must be empowered and trained appropriately to 
take action without immediately passing the call to a higher authority. 
Likewise, they must be supported by policies and procedures that enable 
independent action. 

The most direct and important method for achieving such personal 
connectivity is simply to show empathy. A 2013 research study in the 
Netherlands conducted by TNS NIPO identified empathy as one of the 
primary elements of successful social customer service excellence. 
So, agents must show they care and do so with genuine sincerity. 
Acknowledging the customer’s problems or questions can take an agent 
far toward that goal. Customers seeking help via social media want their 
problems solved, but they also want someone to care. Simply saying “I 
understand,” or “No wonder you called,” may immediately initiate a 
positive relationship and facilitate a resolution that is shared publicly. In 
the end, that empathetic response may be even more important than the 
resolution itself, as it will reflect well on the brand.

Using names is another key cultural element of social media. Not only is 
establishing empathy very difficult if the agent withholds his or her name, 
but giving one’s name is really effortless and ought to be automatic. 
However, addressing customers by name is a bit more complex and 
made so by the common (nay, universal) use of handles and aliases that 
may or may not contain the users’ names. If all an agent has to work with 
is an identifier like @patriarch74, then it’s reasonably safe to assume that 
the customer using it is comfortable being addressed that way. Or, the 
agent can politely ask, “I see your Twitter handle is @patriarch74. Is it 
okay to ask your name?” However, the use of obtuse handles by agents is 
counterproductive and should be prohibited. Customers need to see that 
there’s a person with a real name behind the handle. Consider handles 
like @BobClarkCompanysocialcare.

Engage
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Online privacy has become one of the great civil and political debates of 
our time despite the freewheeling and cavalier manner in which people 
commonly share their personal data on social media. 

Nevertheless, social customer service operations should spare no effort 
or expense to ensure that personal data shared by customers via social 
media is protected and held in confidence. Assurances to that effect 
must be clearly communicated to customers, both as part of contact 
center conversations and, proactively, on company social media pages. 
Establishing practices that demonstrate respect for privacy will help build 
a culture of trust and enduring relationships with customers.

Being human also means avoiding techniques and methodologies 
that are cold and impersonal by nature. Perhaps the worst such culprit 
is the scripted, recorded or canned response. Relics from the 1980s, 
canned responses have become one of the most reviled customer 
service technologies. They subject customers to processes that often 
feel tedious and leave them wondering if companies value them at all. 
However, responding to multiple calls about the same problem can make 
stabdardized responses necessary for expediency and consistency. Even 
so, the culture of social media demands a personal touch and the minimal 
amount of time it may take an agent to add a personal note to a canned 
response can go far toward building positive relationships with customers.

Interestingly, as contact center agents become unscripted, culturally 
empowered and more human, they increasingly are being referred to by 
more human and less impersonal titles. Instead of being called “agents,” 
more and more such workers are being referred to as “specialists,” 

“managers” and “advocates.”

A final word about being human: don’t overdo it. Building a social contact 
center culture that fosters empathy and trust should not be construed by 
any agent as a license to share their own personal stories and problems. 
The focus must always be on the customer. (“It’s all about them, not you.”)
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Speed is everything. Respond quickly.

The digital revolution has accelerated nearly everything we do and 
experience. Social media is no exception. The immediacy and ubiquity 
of social media have contributed to a culture of instant gratification. From 
customers’ points of view, if they wanted a response or resolution later 
rather than sooner, they would have contacted you later, and probably 
not on social media. How fast is fast on social media? According to the 
2014 American Express Global Customer Service Barometer, 25 percent 
of consumers who complain on social media expect a response time of 
less than an hour. Speed needs to be a basic feature of successful social 
customer service, and the technology, policies and workflows necessary 
to facilitate fast response times must be put in place.

One key to maintaining fast response times is staying on the same 
social media channel customers use for initial contact and, whenever 
possible, resolving the problem on that channel. Customers choose one 
channel over another for a number of reasons, not the least of which are 
expediency and comfort (i.e., familiarity). A customer that engages via 
Twitter ought not to be moved to Facebook or off social media, at least not 
immediately, and certainly not without a reason. Switching platforms takes 
time and interrupts the conversation, both of which decrease the chances 
of a successful resolution. Likewise, it’s better to resolve problems within 
the customer’s preferred channel, again, for expediency and continuity. 
Of course, there will be instances that require moving a call to a different 
channel, such as switching from a Facebook post to private messaging 
or to a phone call. But, if such transfers are kept to a minimum, the result 
will be a reduction in customer effort, which is often used as a measure 
of performance.

The need for speed highlights one of the fundamental principles of 
effective social customer service: you should engage instead of react. If 
you only react to customer problems, whether via social media or any 
other channel, then delay is implicit. One naturally waits of a response. 
On the other hand, engagement is immediate, present and direct. 

Act fast
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Be proactive. It is the new normal.

Being proactive is about accurately anticipating customer needs and 
expectations. Everything about creating a social customer service culture 
hinges on this concept. It’s what enables and reinforces fast response 
times. It informs the policies and actions that build and maintain the close 
human relationships that are essential. It’s how we know our definitions 
and assumptions about the culture of social media are correct, so we 
know who we are and how to behave. It tells us what to expect.

And now, it’s telling us to expect customers to expect more from us.

One of those expectations is foreknowledge of who customers are. How 
is this so? The culture of social media, as we have said repeatedly, is 
personal and open. Consequently, much of the personal information 
that people share is visible to everyone. That is, there is very little that 
people on social media don’t know about each other. What’s more, the 
free availability of personal information has become a core expectation. 
And, since social media is all about connectedness and sharing, this is 
only natural. The critical message here for companies is that customers 
expect your contact center agents to know who they are when they reach 
out via social media. 

Fortunately, the proliferation and easy access to personal information—
and communication—works both ways in social media, enabling contact 
center agents to listen to what customers are saying and sharing about 
your company, its products, its services and, most importantly, the 
quality of its customer service. Companies need to listen carefully for 
the moments when customers reveal their latest problems, their newest 
expectations, and their actionable ideas for improvement. Forearmed 
with new knowledge and insight, companies can design and implement 
new workflows and policies, enabling contact center agents to greet new 
calls with ready-made responses and solutions. The solutions may be as 
simple—and as powerful—as improving tweet triage to make sure they go 
to the right people immediately, without a call transfer. A proactive social 
customer service culture will win customer loyalty now and in the future.

Being proactive also means reaching out much farther than you ever 
thought to do previously to the blogs, forums and community sites over 
which your company has the least influence. By engaging in discussions in 
those channels, it’s possible to uncover distortions of fact that need to be 
corrected, or find customers in need of outreach even before they might 
request help. But be careful. You’ll be treading where you haven’t been 
invited, so there is inherent risk in this sort of intervention. If done, right, 
though, there’s the possibility of creating substantial positive word-of-mouth.

Anticipate
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The private and the public merge on social media and the effects on 
nearly all companies will be felt for decades to come. Perhaps the 
most important single idea here is that the culture of social media is 
fundamentally changing the relationship between companies and their 
customers. Prior to social media, the interaction between companies 
and customers was transactional and all parties measured their success 
by the number and swiftness of those transactions. That was largely a 
culture of commerce. 

Now, social media is creating a new culture for society, one predicated 
on connections and sharing. And, as customers embraced the culture of 
social media, they are demanding that companies do likewise. 

They want personal relationships with other people, not with impersonal 
faceless companies. Contact centers, therefore, must adopt a 
new culture—a social first culture—if companies are to continue to 
compete, grow and succeed. Those that succeed will have adapted 
by learning to share with their customers quickly, transparently and 
with emotional honesty.

Currently, business and social media cultures are still getting accustomed 
to one another. They remain largely distinct and many businesses are only 
taking tentative steps toward engagement. But, change is inevitable and a 
constant in both worlds. Sooner or later, and probably sooner rather than 
later, social media will become an integral part of customer service, and 
perhaps even the primary channel for it. 

But, just as surely as social media is changing customer service, the converse 
is also happening. As companies take a larger and larger role there, social 
media is bound to evolve and adapt. Perhaps the future will be less about 
which culture will dominate, and more about what their convergence will 
look like.

The future: convergence?

Summary and conclusion: Social First
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