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TO TWEET OR NOT TO TWEET?  
THAT’S A QUESTION YOU SHOULD NO 
LONGER BE ASKING, AS SOCIAL-MEDIA 
SKILLS BECOME INCREASINGLY VITAL 

FOR BUSINESS, SAYS JACKIE CAMERON

RULES OF
ENGAGEMENT
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BUSINESS SOCIAL MEDIA

ne of my first encounters with 

Facebook was in the office.  

A former boss, normally an 

easy-going chap with a natural curiosity 

about all things technological, was letting 

rip at a colleague for checking in with 

friends on the social-networking site. 

Phrases like ‘theft of company time’ and 

‘abuse of resources’ were being bandied 

about in an exchange that showed all the 

signs of ending unhappily. Until, that is, 

the office brainbox – an academic sort 

with a string of degrees behind her name 

– piped up to tell everyone to come to 

their senses and get with the times.

‘Face up to Facebook’ was her message. 

Social media was here to stay. And, what’s 

more, these services weren’t just for fun 

and games – there were great business 

benefits to be had from networking with 

and feeding pertinent information to the 

rest of the world.

That incident – only a few years before 

Twitter was quickly picked up and rapidly 

spread throughout the business world – 

would seem inconceivable today. Even my 

ex-boss now has a lively Twitter following, 

as well as a staggering number of so-called 

‘friends’ who engage with him through 

Facebook – on company time. The social- 

media landscape is evolving rapidly, with 

further uptake of mobile phones expected 

to increase the pace. 

Of the major online attractions, LinkedIn 

(which allows people to connect based  

on their CVs and professional interests), 

O reported about 2.3 million South Africans 

among its users earlier this year. At least 

six million South Africans are believed to 

be active Facebook users, according to 

analytics website SocialBakers, although 

there are signs interest in that particular 

site is waning a little. Twitter does not 

provide a geographical break-up of its 

200 million users worldwide. However, 

there could easily be three million here  

in SA, with local social-media business 

intelligence company Fuseware last year 

estimating 2.5 million local accounts,  

and climbing.

ALL WORK, NO PLAY
Although there’s much joking and small 

talk going on within these social-media 

channels, don’t be fooled by the frivolous 

veneer. Founder of stakeholder manage-

ment and communications consultancy 

Ubiquity Communications in Cape Town, 

Kaveer Beharee notes, ‘The term “social 

media” is a misnomer; it implies an informal 

engagement. However, it is slowly coming 

to light that engaging on Twitter, Facebook, 

or LinkedIn, is anything but informal. Rather, 

I think of these platforms as “new media”.’

Some corporate brand managers 

understood the obvious opportunities  

for direct communication with target 

markets early on in the social-media life 

cycle, quickly getting to work developing 

personal connections in cyberspace. As  

a result, organisations such as bank FNB, 

mobile-phone manufacturer BlackBerry 

and beer brand Castle dominate lists of 

Facebook pages with the most fans. But 

these accounts are still not as popular as 

those of some of the country’s favourite 

entertainers. Comedian Trevor Noah has 

more than one million Facebook fans and  

a Twitter following heading towards a 

similar size.

For Pepe Marais, chief creative officer  

of advertising agency Joe Public, the 

high numbers of fans building around 

local celebrities serve to underscore the 

importance of brands becoming more 

personal. So does the success of banking 

sensation FNB Guy (@RbJacobs), who – 

with around 28 500 followers – is listed 

as a top-10 Twitter South African brand 

by SocialBakers; and FNB’s former CEO 

Michael Jordaan, who has attracted more 

than 31 000 to his personal Twitter feed. 

DA leader Helen Zille is another person 

outside the entertainment world who has 

reaped the benefits of a well-managed 

social-media profile. She has punched out 

more than 21 000 comments and replies 

to not far off of 300 000 followers since 

she opened her account.

Part of her success, believes Marais,  

is a responsive attitude to her following. 

He cites the example of how he had been 

battling to shake R300 000 owed to him 

out of a DA-controlled municipality until 

he contacted Zille directly through Twitter. 

She, in turn, took steps to help speed up 

the payment. 

Marais says whatever is put out via 

social media in your name should look 

like it comes directly from you. In this  

case, Zille’s commentary ‘feels pretty 

authentic’ and taps into the need we  

all have to connect with real people, 

rather than brands and computers.

PERSONALITY CHECK
Not everyone has communications  

skills like Zille’s – after all, she made a 

name for herself as an award-winning 

journalist before moving into politics –  

‘Regardless of your 
motivations and 
objectives, your  
presence online will 
inevitably shape 
perceptions of you’ 
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Kaveer Beharee of Ubiquity 
Communications gives 

some pointers:
• Always ask yourself  

before posting: ‘What message 
does this give about me?’
• Never post when you are 

emotional or having a bad day.
• Only post when you have 

something interesting to say.
• Keep posts relevant to your  

area of expertise.
• Get your facts right. 
• Check your spelling.
• Never use profanity.

• Define your interests so  
that people who share them 

gravitate towards you.
• If people comment on your  

posts, exchange ideas.
• Start conversations to make  

a good impression.

E-ETIQUETTE

or the kind of personality to cope with 

occasionally unpleasant exchanges. 

Debates can quickly become hostile, 

particularly on Twitter, and you have to 

move quickly to fix negative stories and 

put to bed false allegations about you or 

your organisation. This is not an environ-

ment in which ignoring a problem will 

make it go away.

As social-media consultant Lynne  

Smit of Hippo Communications in Cape 

Town points out, you ignore comments  

in cyberspace at your peril. Smit cites  

the cautionary example of medical aid 

company Fedhealth, which ignored a 

grumble from a client with only a few 

followers and then found itself with  

a public-relations headache when a  

user with 10 000 followers retweeted  

the complaint. 

Marais, meanwhile, found out the  

hard way that a 140-character comment 

seemingly of no interest to anyone can 

come back to bite you. A Tweet of his 

was put in front of him in a court action 

as evidence that a parody TV commercial 

his company had created deliberately 

poked fun at a client’s competitor. The 

advert was withdrawn.

The incident, not surprisingly, changed 

Marais’ attitude to social media. Although 

he remains a fan of Twitter, he says, ‘This 

made me very aware that your words 

remain attached to your name. Anyone 

can go through your Tweets. You have  

to think carefully before you type and 

you have to be responsible.’

SOCIAL STRATEGY
The first step to ensuring that your 

presence in social media develops your 

image the way you intend is to decide  

on a strategy. As Marais says, ‘We are all 

brands.’ Beharee takes this further: ‘Your 

new-media feed is seen as an extension 

of your brand. Regardless of your moti- 

vations and objectives, your presence 

online will inevitably shape perceptions  

of you.’ 

Figure out what your goals are,  

which audience you are trying to reach 

and where these people hang out before  

you set up on any platform, he advises. 

Consider the message you are trying to 

convey, as well as practical issues such as 

whether you will be able to post often 

and still do a good job of it.

Be careful about who you associate 

with (friends and followers), as others 

may assume you are like-minded. Your 

jokes and comments say something 

about you, as do those of your friends. 

On the other hand, if you are secretive, 

people will wonder what it is that you  

are hiding. Says Beharee, ‘Being cagey 

isn’t a good sign.’

You can’t over-engage on Twitter, 

reckons Smit, who keeps a handful of 

individual social-media accounts moving 

for business executives who have out- 

sourced this function. ‘People only look  

at a small percentage of what you are 

putting out,’ she says. As for Facebook 

though, be circumspect. ‘You don’t want 

to overload people.’ 

‘The stakes are getting huge,’ reflects 

Behare. ‘When I first opened an account 

more than three years ago, Twitter was 

the cyber version of the Wild West. No 

one really paid attention to things being 

said on social media, unless you were  

a celebrity, and there was a distinct 

feeling that the cyber world was very 

much detached from the real world.  

How things have changed.’ 


