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The machine of a dream
Such a clean machine
With the pistons a pumpin’
And the hub caps all gleam
“I’m in love with my car” - Queen

The machine of a dream
Such a clean machine
With the pistons a pumpin’
And the hub caps all gleam
“I’m in love with my car” - Queen

What other consumer product has provided the inspiration for numerous songs over the
years? Or has been the cause of heated debate, hours of research, poverty-inducing bank
loans, and popular television shows? It’s difficult to imagine people seeking out interaction
with others who own the same vacuum cleaner or washing machine. Yet research1 shows
that almost half of owners identify with and perceive themselves as similar to others who
drive the same car.
Given people’s desire to explore and talk about the subject and to engage with others who
drive, or even aspire to drive, the same car, it really is not surprising that all major car
manufacturers have invested in the social media sphere.
2

But what are companies hoping to achieve? A recent IDC survey in Western Europe
discovered that the number one reason for using social media was to increase awareness
about the company and its products in the market. This driver came well ahead of the
following two – managing the relationship with customers and prospects, and gathering
ideas and feedback for products and services.

Figure 2: Number of Twitter followers - UK (November 2011)
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UK car manufacturers, in line with the survey respondents, are focused on ‘talking to’
customers and prospects and using social media, many of them very successfully, to
increase awareness about their brand. However, we believe that they are not quite so good
at listening. And, as we all learnt from an early age, it’s very difficult to develop relationships,
or to learn from others, without listening to what they are saying.
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Increasing awareness
Car manufacturers have lots of experience in building brand awareness and are already
channelling a significant proportion of marketing spend into social media. To highlight just a
few examples: at the end of 2009, Honda ran its ‘Live every litre3’ campaign, using social
media to create the world’s first crowd-sourced documentary film – including the content,
cast and music – while offering real people the opportunity to fulfil the personal journeys
they’d always wanted to make; in 2010, Ford was the first major car company to forgo an
auto show, choosing to unveil the 2011 Ford Explorer4 via Facebook; in 2011, Audi5 was the
first company to include a Twitter hashtag in a Super Bowl commercial, asking people to
complete a tweet beginning ‘Progress is…’. These campaigns have been much discussed
already and commended for their innovative use of social media.
Not surprisingly, given the efforts devoted to social media, most car manufacturers have
large numbers of Twitter followers and Facebook fans; even so there are some noticeable
differences.
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Main Global Twitter account

Mercedes-Benz has been particularly successful in accruing UK Twitter followers with one
follower for every five cars sold in the UK last year; for the other companies above this ratio is
much lower. It would be easy to argue large numbers of followers are generated by the
aspirational nature of the brand – who wouldn’t want to be associated with Mercedes-Benz?
However, we believe there’s more to it than that. A week’s worth of tweets from MercedesBenz, for example, contains links to offers (e.g. song downloads), an interesting interactive
campaign, at least one competition, a few responses to questions or comments, and the odd
snippet of information. This approach contrasts quite dramatically with another Twitter feed
we looked at which takes ‘talking at’ the customer to the extreme – spewing out endless
‘news’ about the brand, sometimes as often as every twenty minutes.
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Brands have also diverged in their choice of developing global or country-specific Facebook
pages. BMW, Citroën and Volkswagen have particularly strong UK pages; BMW, MercedesBenz and Kia have over 500,000 ‘likes’ for their global pages. What stands out is how far
ahead, by this basic measure at least, Mercedes-Benz and BMW are with 4.3m and 6.8m ‘likes’
respectively. However, large numbers of followers also means large numbers of comments
on Facebook pages – comments which can distract from the core brand message and, at
worse, be destructive. Finding the right balance between control and openness is a tricky
one to negotiate.

Figure 3: Number of ‘likes’ on Facebook- UK (November 2011)
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Some minor challenges aside, most car manufacturers are well-practised in broadcasting
messages through social media and building brand awareness. However, how do these
companies react when the customer takes the lead in the relationship?
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We decided to test what happens when potential customers take the first step in forming a
stronger relationship with the brand. Using ‘@reply’ to ensure that the targeted account
received the message, we asked twelve Twitter accounts the same question, ‘What reports
should I look at to understand how environmentally friendly your different models are?’ Four
brands replied to us the same day and another three brands replied within the following
two days. Amazingly, we heard nothing from five of the brands. And even within the seven
replies we did receive, there was significant variation in terms of the usefulness of the
response, where we were pointed to, and what impact this had on our perception of the
brand. Overall, only three brands left us with a very positive impression.

Main UK Facebook account

Figure 3A: Number of ‘likes’ on Facebook - Global (November 2011)
We focus on making our
campaigns creative and
strong enough to deliver
integrated and blended
communications across all
the marketing and PR
channels. It’s about being
channel appropriate and we
need to ensure that social
media content is a rich mix of
messages that engages users
of Twitter, Facebook and
other social media sites.
David George
Marketing Director for
passenger cars,
Mercedes-Benz UK

Luke Jackson, Manager of Social Media at Toyota, one of the three brands that really
impressed on Twitter explained what it takes to get it right, “We have a very clear target that
we will reply to every comment or question directed to us on Twitter. We also recognise that
speed of response is really important – if you don’t respond quickly, the thread quickly loses
relevance. However, none of this is possible without buy-in – from other parts of the
organisation who often help us answer queries, and from senior management. We’re very
lucky in that our MD is an active listener on Twitter and really understands the nuances and
importance of this media.”
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According to Andy Payne, TCS Business Relationship Manager for an automotive client in UK,
“Speak to any automotive marketing department in the UK and they will tell you that they
have the tools in place to manage Twitter.” However, as this test shows, sometimes the
systems, process and priorities aren’t in place to ensure that these organisations get it right
every time. This research suggests that some car manufacturers are much better at
broadcasting messages than reacting to what comes in.
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The challenge is to give
people what they value. For
some, saying they like a
brand on Facebook is like
displaying a bumper sticker –
they like being associated
with a particular brand
however they’re not
particularly looking for a
deeper interaction. However,
others are very vocal and
want to connect and share,
and we are looking at ways of
creating smaller groups to
meet the needs of these
people.
Luke Jackson
Manager of Social Media
at Toyota

We see another barrier to building relationships with, rather than just broadcasting to,
customers and prospects and that is the size of the social media groups that have formed.
From one perspective these large follower groups point to success for the brands who have
built them up; from another perspective they act as a catalyst for a question no doubt
brewing in most marketers’ minds: How on earth can we have a relationship with a group so
large? Perhaps a few thousand people can feel like they belong to something, but can a few
hundred thousand, or a few million? Many companies have separate groups for different
models but even these are huge and, we would argue, are past the point where meaningful
relationships can be built.
According to TCS Vice President and Head Incubation and Connected Marketing Solutions,
Anita Nanadikar, “We see the next stage in the evolution of social media being about the
development of much smaller groups where people clearly have something in common and
are keen to interact with one another. Historically, social media groups were small because
not many people were engaging with social media. But in the future, these groups will be
small because the criteria for joining them will be much more tightly defined which, in turn,
makes membership much more appealing and valuable.”
These niche groups might be based around a variety of factors including lifestyle, location,
gender and profession. However, successfully creating and managing numerous smaller,
more tightly focused social media groups will drive a demand for better systems and
processes – otherwise the workload involved will simply become too onerous.
However, these systems and processes cannot operate in isolation; they need to be
integrated with the larger organisation. Bonagura at IDC concurs, “We believe that
companies need to integrate social media with existing enterprise applications including
customer relationship management, product life-cycle management, and business

4

5

Brands have also diverged in their choice of developing global or country-specific Facebook
pages. BMW, Citroën and Volkswagen have particularly strong UK pages; BMW, MercedesBenz and Kia have over 500,000 ‘likes’ for their global pages. What stands out is how far
ahead, by this basic measure at least, Mercedes-Benz and BMW are with 4.3m and 6.8m ‘likes’
respectively. However, large numbers of followers also means large numbers of comments
on Facebook pages – comments which can distract from the core brand message and, at
worse, be destructive. Finding the right balance between control and openness is a tricky
one to negotiate.

Figure 3: Number of ‘likes’ on Facebook- UK (November 2011)
1,00,000
90,000

89,349

80,000
71,606

70,000

67,920

60,000

Managing relationships with customers and prospects

50,000

Some minor challenges aside, most car manufacturers are well-practised in broadcasting
messages through social media and building brand awareness. However, how do these
companies react when the customer takes the lead in the relationship?

43,122

40,000
30,000
21,849

20,000

10,494

10,000
1,559

0

W

BM

ën

ro

Cit

rd
Fo

129

a
n
lt
er
all
nz
sa
au oyot
Kia Rov
xh
-Be Nis Ren
u
T
s
d
a
n
V
de
La
rce
Me

en
lvo
Vo swag
lk
Vo

We decided to test what happens when potential customers take the first step in forming a
stronger relationship with the brand. Using ‘@reply’ to ensure that the targeted account
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should I look at to understand how environmentally friendly your different models are?’ Four
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replies we did receive, there was significant variation in terms of the usefulness of the
response, where we were pointed to, and what impact this had on our perception of the
brand. Overall, only three brands left us with a very positive impression.

Main UK Facebook account

Figure 3A: Number of ‘likes’ on Facebook - Global (November 2011)
We focus on making our
campaigns creative and
strong enough to deliver
integrated and blended
communications across all
the marketing and PR
channels. It’s about being
channel appropriate and we
need to ensure that social
media content is a rich mix of
messages that engages users
of Twitter, Facebook and
other social media sites.
David George
Marketing Director for
passenger cars,
Mercedes-Benz UK

Luke Jackson, Manager of Social Media at Toyota, one of the three brands that really
impressed on Twitter explained what it takes to get it right, “We have a very clear target that
we will reply to every comment or question directed to us on Twitter. We also recognise that
speed of response is really important – if you don’t respond quickly, the thread quickly loses
relevance. However, none of this is possible without buy-in – from other parts of the
organisation who often help us answer queries, and from senior management. We’re very
lucky in that our MD is an active listener on Twitter and really understands the nuances and
importance of this media.”

8,000,000
7,000,000

6,814,441

6,000,000
5,000,000
4,301,481

4,000,000
3,000,000
2,000,000
1,000,000

928,458
359,776
18,502

0

MW

B

Cit

ro

ën

rd
Fo

198,548

425,765

According to Andy Payne, TCS Business Relationship Manager for an automotive client in UK,
“Speak to any automotive marketing department in the UK and they will tell you that they
have the tools in place to manage Twitter.” However, as this test shows, sometimes the
systems, process and priorities aren’t in place to ensure that these organisations get it right
every time. This research suggests that some car manufacturers are much better at
broadcasting messages than reacting to what comes in.

151,936

7,281

an
er
nz
all olvo agen
ult yota
Kia
ov s-Be Niss
V
xh
na
o
R
w
e
u
T
R
lks
Va
nd
de
La erce
Vo
M
Main global Facebook account

The challenge is to give
people what they value. For
some, saying they like a
brand on Facebook is like
displaying a bumper sticker –
they like being associated
with a particular brand
however they’re not
particularly looking for a
deeper interaction. However,
others are very vocal and
want to connect and share,
and we are looking at ways of
creating smaller groups to
meet the needs of these
people.
Luke Jackson
Manager of Social Media
at Toyota

We see another barrier to building relationships with, rather than just broadcasting to,
customers and prospects and that is the size of the social media groups that have formed.
From one perspective these large follower groups point to success for the brands who have
built them up; from another perspective they act as a catalyst for a question no doubt
brewing in most marketers’ minds: How on earth can we have a relationship with a group so
large? Perhaps a few thousand people can feel like they belong to something, but can a few
hundred thousand, or a few million? Many companies have separate groups for different
models but even these are huge and, we would argue, are past the point where meaningful
relationships can be built.
According to TCS Vice President and Head Incubation and Connected Marketing Solutions,
Anita Nanadikar, “We see the next stage in the evolution of social media being about the
development of much smaller groups where people clearly have something in common and
are keen to interact with one another. Historically, social media groups were small because
not many people were engaging with social media. But in the future, these groups will be
small because the criteria for joining them will be much more tightly defined which, in turn,
makes membership much more appealing and valuable.”
These niche groups might be based around a variety of factors including lifestyle, location,
gender and profession. However, successfully creating and managing numerous smaller,
more tightly focused social media groups will drive a demand for better systems and
processes – otherwise the workload involved will simply become too onerous.
However, these systems and processes cannot operate in isolation; they need to be
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intelligence and analytics. However, despite the growing attention to social media
evidenced in our survey, there is still uncertainty on how to effectively leverage these tools
into internal business processes.”
For automotive manufacturers, there is one additional challenge that some of their peers
don’t have to wrestle with – the division between the brand and where that brand is sold to
the customer. For many companies outside the automotive sector, particularly those in the
retail sphere, creating a good relationship in the virtual world is enough to secure a sale as
potential customers can buy products online. And if there is a presence in the real world,
that presence is usually staffed by the company’s own employees.
For car manufacturers, this is not the case. A person with whom you have developed a
meaningful and long-term relationship online can walk into a dealership and be treated as
though your brand has never met them before. For the potential customer, it might have
been better for you to have had no interactions with them and they arrived at the dealership
with no expectations. From the active social media participant’s perspective, it’s rather like
exchanging information with someone on a dating site and choosing to meet up, only to
find that the prospective partner has sent along a total stranger who hasn’t even been
briefed.

We asked our Connected Marketing Solutions team that focuses on digital and social media
strategy, to track mentions on blogs, forums, Twitter and online news of UK dealerships
belonging to one brand (Brand C) over October and November 2011, using TCS' Listening
Platform. From over 3,000 mentions, more than 10% yielded information that Brand C might
want to track or follow up on. For example, with the right listening systems in place, a car
manufacturer could identify and offer alternatives to individuals complaining about
unavailability of a particular model or respond to queries about warranties or features.
Quality issues relating to dealers could be tracked to provide additional insight into dealer
performance.
However, social media listening requires sophisticated systems. Even with the best analysis
in place, car manufacturers need processes and systems in place to act on the information
they receive.
Figure 4: Mentions heard about Brand C (October – November 2011)
that could be acted upon (Powered by TCS Listening Platform)

Warranty issues
Lack of availability

A true story about Brand B – could this be your brand?
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TCS Vice President and Head
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Ms. A, encouraged by the recommendations of her father, bought her first
Brand B car five years and now owns her second new Brand B car. After
speaking to her dealership, over the phone, about the possibility of buying
winter tyres, she realised they could help her with a piece of business research
she was working on. She explained her task and asked to speak to the
manager. She was passed to the manager’s assistant and she explained again
that she had a couple of questions about marketing for a report she was
working on. The assistant put her on hold, resuming the conversation a few
minutes later, “He’s very busy at the moment. This is a very high pressure sales
environment you know.” Undeterred by the somewhat patronising tone, Ms. A
asked if she could send the manager an email to explain what she was doing.
The response, “No – that’s not a good idea. He hates email.”
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In just a few moments, Ms. A’s perceptions were transformed – no longer was
this a brand she wished to be associated with, no longer did it match her
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image of herself as a stylish, modern yet down- to- earth woman. And no
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longer was she a valued customer.

If automotive manufacturers aren’t able to deliver on their online promises when potential
customers test out ‘the real thing’, they risk losing customers to competitors who can. They
also risk losing the loyalty of some customers to companies who offer a range of brands and
have developed much closer integration between the virtual and physical worlds

Gathering ideas and feedback
Although we have focused on the relationships that customers and potential customers
choose to have with car manufacturers, there is a host of other information available in the
virtual world. Social media listening can bring many benefits – an ability to spot changes in
perceptions in the marketplace, to identify quality issues as early as possible, to spot dealers
who continually generate dissatisfied customers, and to be able to react to negative
comments at source.
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Social media is very noisy and
sophisticated analysis is
required to screen out
irrelevant material. If this
analysis isn’t done in the right
way, companies quickly get
bored of listening as the
material they are presented
with is simply too
overwhelming.
Anita Nanadikar
TCS Vice President and Head
Incubation and Connected
Marketing Solutions

Figure 5: Sentiment trends for Brand D
(Powered by TCS Listening Platform)
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We also asked the Connected Marketing Solutions team to analyse what happened prior to
another brand’s (Brand D) recall. As can be seen from Figure 5, the numbers of posts with
positive sentiments began to drop, and negative posts to rise one month before the recall
happened. And it’s not just quality issues that can be spotted early on; manufacturers have
also used social media as early warning for supply chain disruptions. However, once again,
the challenge for car manufacturers is being able to screen out distracting noise, set the
correct parameters to trigger action, and put in place processes and systems to take that
action.
Whilst not replacing more general social media listening, Mercedes-Benz has begun to
formalise the process of using social media for feedback by building a Mercedes-Benz
research community website to carry out research on drivers of compact cars between the
ages of 20 and 45. The website includes questionnaires, moderated discussions, ideation
contests, ratings, and comment areas. Mercedes will also use the community to pilot test
marketing materials, commercials and advertisements. We expect this trend to continue.
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For automotive manufacturers, there is one additional challenge that some of their peers
don’t have to wrestle with – the division between the brand and where that brand is sold to
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that presence is usually staffed by the company’s own employees.
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with no expectations. From the active social media participant’s perspective, it’s rather like
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Figure 4: Mentions heard about Brand C (October – November 2011)
that could be acted upon (Powered by TCS Listening Platform)
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TCS Vice President and Head
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Ms. A, encouraged by the recommendations of her father, bought her first
Brand B car five years and now owns her second new Brand B car. After
speaking to her dealership, over the phone, about the possibility of buying
winter tyres, she realised they could help her with a piece of business research
she was working on. She explained her task and asked to speak to the
manager. She was passed to the manager’s assistant and she explained again
that she had a couple of questions about marketing for a report she was
working on. The assistant put her on hold, resuming the conversation a few
minutes later, “He’s very busy at the moment. This is a very high pressure sales
environment you know.” Undeterred by the somewhat patronising tone, Ms. A
asked if she could send the manager an email to explain what she was doing.
The response, “No – that’s not a good idea. He hates email.”
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In just a few moments, Ms. A’s perceptions were transformed – no longer was
this a brand she wished to be associated with, no longer did it match her
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image of herself as a stylish, modern yet down- to- earth woman. And no
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longer was she a valued customer.

If automotive manufacturers aren’t able to deliver on their online promises when potential
customers test out ‘the real thing’, they risk losing customers to competitors who can. They
also risk losing the loyalty of some customers to companies who offer a range of brands and
have developed much closer integration between the virtual and physical worlds

Gathering ideas and feedback
Although we have focused on the relationships that customers and potential customers
choose to have with car manufacturers, there is a host of other information available in the
virtual world. Social media listening can bring many benefits – an ability to spot changes in
perceptions in the marketplace, to identify quality issues as early as possible, to spot dealers
who continually generate dissatisfied customers, and to be able to react to negative
comments at source.
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Social media is very noisy and
sophisticated analysis is
required to screen out
irrelevant material. If this
analysis isn’t done in the right
way, companies quickly get
bored of listening as the
material they are presented
with is simply too
overwhelming.
Anita Nanadikar
TCS Vice President and Head
Incubation and Connected
Marketing Solutions

Figure 5: Sentiment trends for Brand D
(Powered by TCS Listening Platform)
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We also asked the Connected Marketing Solutions team to analyse what happened prior to
another brand’s (Brand D) recall. As can be seen from Figure 5, the numbers of posts with
positive sentiments began to drop, and negative posts to rise one month before the recall
happened. And it’s not just quality issues that can be spotted early on; manufacturers have
also used social media as early warning for supply chain disruptions. However, once again,
the challenge for car manufacturers is being able to screen out distracting noise, set the
correct parameters to trigger action, and put in place processes and systems to take that
action.
Whilst not replacing more general social media listening, Mercedes-Benz has begun to
formalise the process of using social media for feedback by building a Mercedes-Benz
research community website to carry out research on drivers of compact cars between the
ages of 20 and 45. The website includes questionnaires, moderated discussions, ideation
contests, ratings, and comment areas. Mercedes will also use the community to pilot test
marketing materials, commercials and advertisements. We expect this trend to continue.
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Conclusion

Appendix

Although at first glance, car manufacturers are actively engaging with social media, we
suggest that their approach is still firmly planted in the ‘old world’ – find an audience and
broadcast your message. Although exciting and creative, in some ways this is the easy part –
most of the work can be done by the marketing department working with experienced
agencies. In contrast, using social media to build better relationships with customers and
prospects, and making better use of feedback and comments requires significant changes in
the ways in which different areas of the business interact with one another, coordinate their
actions, and exchange information – this applies to internal departments as well as the more
challenging interaction between manufacturer and dealer. As Nanadikar highlights, “Social
media should not be seen as a stand-alone activity. The clients who are seeing most benefit
from social media are those who are integrating social media within a larger package of
customer analytics and have the systems and processes in place to act appropriately.”

Twitter and Facebook accounts reviewed. The Twitter accounts in bold are those that we
tested for responsiveness.

The challenge for car
manufacturers is to translate
the virtual relationship into a
real one. They need to think
about how systems and
processes could be used to
create a more seamless
experience for the customer.
These brands spend a lot of
time and effort ensuring that
brand messages are
consistent across franchised
dealers and that levels of
service are consistent – all
aimed at ensuring that the
potential customer sees the
‘brand’ and not the individual
dealership. Information
exchanged in the virtual
world now needs to become
part of this experience.
Sreenivasa Chakravarti
Head of Innovation &
Transformation Group at TCS
Manufacturing ISU
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n

Get the basics right in responding to questions and comments. Our simple test suggests
that many manufacturers have not yet reached this stage. Questions must be responded
to, and negative comments and posts need to be quickly neutralised. The technology
exists to make this a painless process so perhaps what is missing is organisational focus.

n

Develop smaller, more tightly-focused groups. In the future, automotive brands will have
many more groups – each tightly focused around preferences and needs and therefore
able to offer something of value to its members. Car manufacturers need to optimise
both systems and processes to ensure this doesn’t overwhelm the organisation.

n

Listen more closely and act. Listening activities need to become ever more sophisticated
as the volume and variety of comments in the virtual world continue to increase.
Manufacturers need to ensure that the insight gained through listening leads to action
by putting in place both the technology and processes needed to pass information
around the organisation.

n

Ensure that the real relationship matches the virtual one. For customers and potential
customers, there needs to be a seamless transition between the virtual and the real
world. This requires a new iteration of the manufacturer-dealer relationship and the
information exchanged.
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Car manufacturers need to use their ears as well as their mouths, and act upon what they
hear in order to:
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For those car manufacturers wishing to lead the way, the aspiration must be for social media
to be fully integrated into all other aspects of interacting with customers and prospects.
Could you be one of the brands who failed to respond to our simple Twitter request? Are
you struggling to build solid relationships through social media? Do you wonder if you are
making the most of what is being said about your brand? If so, please contact Paul
Woodcock (paul.woodcock@tcs.com) to discuss further.
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Sowden, Liza-Jane; Symbolic consumption and consumer identity: an application of social identify theory to car
purchase behaviour
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