USE OF SOCIAL MEDIA AND SOCIAL NETWORKS 

IN BUSINESS AND CLASSROOM
Садовская Екатерина Юрьевна

Институт бизнеса и менеджмента технологий БГУ

jsadovskaya@hotmail.com
The 21st century has been characterized by a wide spread of new technologies, an extensive use of social media and social networks and specific requirements to specialists employed in all branches of industry. These changes have affected peoples’ lives in many different ways making them spend more time searching the world wide web, completing various online and communicating using different Internet tools. Rapidly changing modern life requires not only professional or personal lifestyles to change; among all other things it requires the system of education to adapt to these changes. One of such areas where the change is most noticeable and probably most needed is the use of social media in all spheres including business, classrooms and private life. It is a triad that can become beneficial in all of the identified areas once one learns how to use it.
 Recent ways of attracting, motivating, encouraging, and maintaining relations with various target audiences for business purposes include the use of several modern portals and services which besides already  well-known and popular Facebook and Twitter nowadays include Tumblr, Instagram, Digg, StumbleUpon, and Pinterest. Other popular engines, portals and media are Google+, Youtube, Linkedin, Reddit, Path, GetGlue, FourSquare, etc. They can also be successfully used in the classroom for both educational purposes and communication between instructors and students while many people already use them in their private lives as well.

Businesses adapt to changes quicker and easier and thus start using such media as soon as they emerge. All of the abovementioned media have proved to be useful for all kinds of companies and enterprises though it should be taken into account that not all of them are equally suitable for different businesses. Each company has to try and decide itself what works best for it. 
Cafes and restaurants like using Facebook, Twitter is popular among celebrities while photographers will probably find Pinterest the most beneficial for their purposes. If a business relies on images then it is better to use Instagram while if one needs information and news on a specific topic one should sign up for Digg. Professional careers are usually advanced through Linkedin while YouTube is still the best place for videosharing and filmmaking. 
Schools and universities though are not very active users of social media and social networking though again like with businesses the use depends on a number of factors, particularly, where schools and universities are located (country-wise) and their purposes (attracting more students, improving quality of teaching, providing online courses and degrees, etc).
 In their personal lives people are also more flexible and are more eager to try something new unlike higher educational establishments. People go to such portals and services as Pinterest or Google if they need to find information or learn something they do not know. Personal motivation in this case makes them look for and start using new applications in a more efficient manner.

However, it is often the case when universities and schools do not adapt quickly enough or adapt only partially to the demands of the changing reality including the use of social media and social networks. Some of the most obvious manifestations of this are outdated materials and the lack of the use of social media and networking. It could be due to various reasons including schools’ lack of funds, absence of modern equipment and technologies and modern textbooks; it could also be a shortage of well-educated and advanced instructors. Any school needs a qualified specialist who could conduct communication on behalf of the school in social media. It cannot be just anyone, it has to be a professional with a special education, knowledge and skills. All of these are very sound reasons and present serious problems for both the school and its students for the school’s reputation depends on the quality of education it provides while employers look at the school graduates’ knowledge so all of these processes are interconnected and the problems must be solved if we want to train highly skilled professionals. 
Everything described above is true for all specialties and professions but it is even more crucial for those planning to work in business. Such students should be taught the latest developments in business including its various fields such as strategic management, human resource development, marketing, accounting, public relations, and advertising. Their study presupposes the acquirement of knowledge through the use of textbooks and online materials but it should also include the use of social media as they are an integral part of modern businesses processes. School years are the best time for trying and mastering new technologies and skills.   
There are various ways for instructors to acquire such up-to-date knowledge that they can then transfer to their students allowing to provide students with the latest information and developments in the field of business. Among others these ways include a continuous self-learning of instructors, access to relevant Internet sites and/or recently published textbooks, contacts with foreign colleagues, and a desire to stay up-to-date by following the latest trends. So like everyone else instructors should be aware of and know how to use social media and social networks.
In the classroom when teaching marketing, international marketing, public relations, advertising, human resource development or management it is crucial to point out that the use of social media and portals has become an essential tool actively used by all kinds of businesses, companies and even state enterprises not only in the USA or Western Europe but throughout the whole world. A brief overview of new social media and social networks will be helpful as some of the social media are still practically unknown in Belarus both to the general public and to business professionals. 
Elise Moreau in her article “13 Social Networking Sites You Should Be Using” provides an overview of various social networking sites correctly stating that “Social networking sure has changed over the years. Before Facebook and Twitter dominated the web, we were a lot more familiar with sites like MySpace and LiveJournal. Although a good number of people still use older social networks like MySpace and LiveJournal, the web is really seeing a huge surge in social media innovation – especially with the recent shift toward mobile-based social media consumption.” [2] 
Why have all these social media and networks suddenly become so important? There are several reasons for that. Most important ones are probably the following: they drive traffic to your business, your site and/or store, they help to increase brand awareness and may lead to an increase in sales; they help to spread the word about your business and bring in new customers and build relations with your target audiences. So this paper mainly describes the essence of various social media and social networks for drawbacks are few (copyright law, ethical and moral issues) and are not the purpose of this publication while advantages are clear and have been identified above.

This paper will concentrate on Pinterest, Tumblr, Digg, Reddit, and some others, less known or unknown media and networks rather than on well-known media such as Facebook, LinkedIn, Google+, YouTube, and Twitter. 
E. Moreau draws attention to the following social networks: “Location-based social networking is hot right now, and Foursquare is where it’s all at. The idea here is to download the mobile app for iPhone or Android and check-in to venues that you visit. It’s a fun way to compete with your friends for points and badges, while also gaining the opportunity to save with some places that incorporate Foursquare deals into their business.” [2] Another similar tool described by E. Moreau is GetGlue that is similar to Foursquare but is widely used in the field of entertainment: “Watching TV, going to the moves, listening to music or playing a board game has never been so much fun now that you can check-in to a specific entertainment event and earn points and stickers that are similar to Foursquare.” [2]
Some other social networks which are still in their early stages but have all chances of becoming as big and as popular as Twitter or Instagram are Reddit and Path, for “Reddit has a very strong and closely knit community. If you do nothing but promote your own stuff on Reddit, you probably won’t be making anyone very happy over there. Submitted links to content get voted up or down by users. Links that receive the most upvotes will get pushed to the first page where the potential for viewership is huge.” [2] Another social network that is just growing is Path, “that as yet to catch on like some of the other big ones, but still has huge potential. As of now, it’s entirely mobile based. Path was designed to connect you to only your closest friends and family members.” [2] So this one is more limiting in nature but this also makes it more private.
This is not the complete list though. One more popular service offered on the Internet now is called Digg. It “delivers the most interesting and talked about stories on the Internet right now. The Internet is full of great stories, and Digg helps you find, read, and share the very best ones. It’s simple and it’s everywhere: visit Digg on the web, find it on your iPhone, or get the best of Digg delivered to your inbox with The Daily Digg.” [3]
Besdies Digg there is one more tool that can be useful in both business and teaching that also helps to find new and interesting things on the Internet called StumbleUpon, “Tell us what you like, and we’ll introduce you to amazing web pages, videos, photos and more that you wouldn’t have found on your own. As you Stumble through great web pages, tell us whether you Like or Dislike our recommendations so we can show you more of what’s best for you. We’ll show you web pages based on that feedback as well as what similar Stumblers and the people you follow have Liked or Disliked. … Whether you’re interested in Humor, Photography, Fashion or Sports, we have something for you.  Every Stumble is an adventure, and something amazing is always just a click away.” [4] Besides being informative in nature it is also attractive in an entertaining kind of way.

Tumblr has become really big with 94.3 million blogs and 43.3 billion posts. It’s another online service that “… lets you effortlessly share anything. Post text, photos, quotes, links, music, and videos from your browser, phone, desktop, email or wherever you happen to be. You can customize everything, from colors to your theme's HTML.” [5]
It is also a good idea to mention Instagram as it offers something different and is about sharing images with friends, business partners and customers, “Users snap images with cell phones and then select from more than a dozen filters to give the images a special look. They have caption and their place, and share with friends on social networking websites such as twitter and Facebook… It is now one of the biggest social networks with more than 40 million sign up users, which can follow friends like images and comments on them. More than 1 billion images have been downloaded or about 6 million per day. The amount of daily user is very high, the images generate more than 600 likes per second and more than 85 comments per second.” [6]
Pinterest is probably the most recent development. It has been around for about one year but has already become extremely effective when it comes to arousing interest (thus, the name is an excellent choice) and driving traffic to companies’ sites, “In fact, Pinterest is driving more traffic than Twitter, Google+, Linkedin, and YouTube, according to statistics in February 2012 from Shareaholic (www.shareaholic.com), an online link sharing tool that handles millions of social referrals monthly.” [1, p. 6]
Pinterest could be described as a social book-marking site that reminds of a pinboard that someone usually has at home hanging the desk and on which a person usually pins up things he/she likes, would like to do or discover more about. “Images presented are called pins and they can be attached or removed at any time.” [1, p.6] 
The main question concerning Pinterest (just like other modern social media and networking sites) is about the benefits when it comes to business? There are actually quite a few. At the same time what is true for Pinterest is also true for most of the others, namely, “… shares of your own content and images can drive traffic to your site. When an image is pinned form a website or blog, the image automatically links to the original site where it was pinned… Being active on Pinterest provides businesses a chance to tell their story visually, which can be a very engaging method… Pinterest is a wonderful platform to showcase your brand’s soul and personality. Yes, you can share your products and content, but Pinterest also provides a great chance to show off other interests, to show your fans and potential customers what interest you share, and to allow your brand’s personal side to shine.” [1, p.6]

Like with most social networking sites and portals it is a good idea to be active (again both for business and studies and personal use) and post comments besides just posting or looking at images of others “… commenting (at least from time to time) is a good idea: It draws attention to your profile. This is the case for the member whose pin you comment on, as well as anyone else who sees (or comments) on that pin. You can attract followers simply by being an active commenter. It gives you a chance to further hone your brand’s personality and human side. If all you do is pin and repin, you are primarly broadcasting on Pinterest. If you comment, you are taking a step further to conversing. It helps people get to know you. There is this interesting phenomenon online and on social networks that you may have noticed on other sites like Twitter and Facebook: When people start conversations with you, they feel like they know you personally. When you are deciding who to hire or read or what product to buy, which do you choose? The big anonymous company or the friend who chit-chats with you on Pinterest?” [1, p.100] So a huge part of success of any business depends on its communication with its target audience and all these identified media help you do just that by presenting you and your product/class/teaching to the external audience, providing insight and opportunities for connecting. 

Like with other social media and social networks, “To truly be effective and make an impact on Pinterest, you should be an integral part of the community. This is a place to build rapport with others. … There are some concrete results from engaging on Pinterest, such as a traffic boost on your blog or website as more people share your content and repin images from your site. There are also less tangible – but equally significant – results from engaging on Pinterest. You build goodwill, affinity, and loyalty among those you engage with on Pinterest.” [1, p.123] It works not just with Pinterest but also with all other abovementioned social media and networks and it is the key to the prosperity of business and effectiveness of education.

Even such a brief overview of most modern social media and social networks (Pinterest, Digg, Instagram, StumbleUpon, Tumblr, Reddit, Path, etc.) allows to see the opportunities for businesses, schools and individuals. Apart from finding needed information, learning about new trends and developments social media and networks allow to build a community of followers and customers, let one socialize and get engaged in various activities while providing numerous opportunities for fun and entertainment along the way. Businesses should be more active incorporating these media in their business activities while schools should tell students more about social media and networks and use them more actively in attracting the best students. These media should be introduced and taught in marketing, public relations, advertising, and management classes. They can also be used as a way of communication between schools, professors and students. The results will be manifold and will lead to the overall improvement of the economic situation in the country as businesses will thrive while there will be more jobs created and more products produced and students will be better equipped for working in new conditions.
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