IT/CIS & CRM

Do Utilities Need Social Media?

by Kristen Wright, asseciate editor

The cool kids are doing it, and their nol-
so-cool grandparents probably are, too,
It's hard to find an American who hasn't
watched & Youlube video—"Pants on
the Ciround.” snyone?—accepted a
Facebook friend reques! or at least heard
of micro-blogging site Twitter.

Utilities that boyeolt social media
are shunning free ways o steer public
opinion of themselves in real time, to
broudcast emergency information and to
turn customers into fans.

“The fostest-growing groop  on
Fucebook 15 between 25 and 457 said
Jeff Burdick, communications manager
of Commonwenlth Edison (ComEd),

Florida Power & Light (FPL), Prog-
ress Energy. PS5 New Huompshire,
SCAMNA and Southem Co.

But generally, wtilities  must
first determine their aodiences. If
it's everyone, o utility probably will
be unsuccessful using social media.
The most successful company targets
a niche group with loyalty around o
topic, Burdick said.

“Comeast s o cable company.
and they've probably pamered the
mest attention {in) how they use so-
cial medin” Bordick sasd. “They
cregted a 12-person team dedicated
exclusively to monitoring mentions

an Exelon energy delivery company that munages more than
90,000 miles of powerlines m an 11400-square-mile linois
territory. “1f you're Inoking for an excose to not use social net-
working, demographics is not a good excuse”

The nation’s largest electric and gas utility recognized
the possibilities and conducted the Exelon 2009 Social Me-
diz Benchmuark Survey, 17 questions shoot attitudes toward
and the usage of social media answered by 30 distribution and
gencration utilities. Burdick is the study's team leader.

“How are utilities using social media?” Burdick said.
“They're using it widely, but at this time, with limited effect.”

Results show that 83 percent of polled utilities are inter-
esled in using social medie, The largest polled oulity vser of
Twitter had sign-ups of 2400 customers. which is one-half of
1 percent, Burdick said.

It just confirmed what we'd been thinking: 60 percent
said they were using Twitter to a certnin degree,” he said. “In
terms of Facebook, the most successful example we found.
Consolidated Edison, 1,400 fans signed up to get regular up-
dates. But at the same time, for their customer base, between 3
and 4 million, that represents bess than one-tenth of | percent
of customers. S0 we haven't seen much effect.”

Oine reason for the low customer interest could be Twat-
ter’s innhility to discern one group from enother. It's more for
blasting information to everyone. Customers who receive all
of a utility's press releases will de-register, Burdick sakd.

“If you have a very large service termitary, which is north-
em Llinoks, po one wants (o receive information about things
that don’t pertain to them.” he said. “Twitler doesn’t discrimi-
nate. 1t doesn’t mean that Twitter couldn’t be useful if vou're
having your storm of the century or the decade”

Eight surveyed utilities use soctal media in their crisis
communication plans: Amersen, Dominion, Duke Energy.

of Comcast. mostly negative. They would helicopter in with
one of these staffers and take that ssue mee 1 side room tht
is not public.”

That keeps the multiplier effect—kind of like a digital
moh mentality—down, but it doesn't apply as easily to utili-
ties with much lower participant volume. When utility cus-
tomers encounter problems. they call toll-free numbers and
receive estimaled restorution imes, so there's nol much else
cither side needs to convey, Burdick said.

Watch What You Post, What's Posted About You
Utilities should at least monitor what's being suid about them
in digitul circles., said social medin expert Amanda Vega.

“Ewven if you don't see a way o monetize with social
medi, you need 1o have some level of engagement o pro-
tect your brand,” Vega said. “1t's important at the very least 1o
watch your Google and Twitter and do a search to see if you're
even mentioned and if it was positive or negative”

The founder of Amanda Vega Consulting began her so-
cial media career as an AOL chat moderntor; she was employ-
ee No. 220 Since then, she's grown her own Phoenix-based
company into some 200 employees in 15 countries.

Vega has firsthand experience with Twitler problems. It
started with a Tweet—the technical term for answering the
guestion “What s huppening ¥ i no more than 140 characters
vie a Twitter gocount. She suid she would not be posting on
Facebook photos showing puinted parts of the female anatomy.

“There's certnin groups of complete radicals that lurk on
Twitter,” Vega said.

Her encounter was with “lactivists,” luctation activists,
or promoters of hreast-feeding. Vega's post that started it all.
however. had nothing o do with the subject—ijust a mention
of the equipment. she sud.
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1 had been ot a charity event at the Playboy Mansion and put
that | hod photos, but | wasn't comfortahle posting these pictures.”
Vega suid.

Wegn learned that some Loctivists had used TweetDeck—an Ado-
be AIR desktop Twiter. Facebook, LinkedIn and MySpace applica-
tion—to search for cerain terms in conjunction with anything nega-
tive, she said.

“It miggered them to start attacking me, and | had like 200 mes-
sages within 30 minutes” Vega said. “1t would be the same as sitting in
a room with o bunch of drunk people who won't listen.”

Most of the resulting Tweets tn Vega ignored her clarifications.
Wega's experience serves as an example of how quickly an innocent
comment via social media can be twisted, especially when vigilunt
activists e in wait. Vega calls it “terronstic behavior”

*1 don’t know how deep it goes on other subjects” she said.
“With utilities, | have no idea”

ComEd hasn't endured similar problems, but it checks what blog-
gers write about the utility, Burdick said. The possibility of something
samilar happening to  utility is real because so many activists promote
and protest so many subjects online.

*We are doing a lot of monitoring, particularly from a crisis-man-
agement stundpoint regarding our reputation,” he said, “We haven't
seen much interest about ComEd in general, vsually o couple of be-
nign mentions a day.”

A more likely problem could be o fulie Retweet, Vega said. Like
e-mail. Tweets can be forwarded. As “FW™ identifies a forwarded e-
mail, “RT" identifies o Retweet, but users are unable to distinguish
actunl und fuke Retwests.

“I started senrching through all of the clients we handle, and |
found a false Retweet of Cheerios that said, “Cyanide in Cheerios to
cut down population,”™ Vega said. “There are no laws nght now for
these types of things, The FCC snid they would equate that to Twiter
terrorism.”

Lawsuits alleging libelous Tweets already e popping up. the
first of which imvolved a Texas fashion designer suing rocker Courtney
Love for Tweeting that the designer had dealt cocaine and dabbled in
prostitution. s an online disry o private thought or a public writing?
The legalities are numerous: jurisdiction, author anonymity vs, mli-
cious imtent, and business v, pleasure and harnssment at wiork,

Workplace Policies

Nine of the 30 reporting otilities—Dominion, Duke Energy Future
Holdings. FPL, Integrys, Progress Energy, Puget Sound, WE Energies
and Xcel—have formal social media guidelines. Some utilities ban
emplovee use of social media.

Apart from prohibiting mixing business with pleasure, the
policies can be overreaching and misguided, Vega said. She's teaching
commpanies throngh real-world examples how to best implement social
media policies that involve attorneys plus [T and communications
departments.

Two wrong clicks, however, can put company date at nsk. One
wrong click is when someone scoepts, for example, a fake Facebook
request for something like Mafia Wars, she said.

“That's the easiest place to infiltrate” Vega said. “lt could dig

inte your computer and start palling customer data,”

Another risk is clicking o shortened LIRL in Twitter, she suid.

“Two of these things have happened to big institutions.” Vega
said. “Another bank had gotten 10 peroent of its costomer date stolen
through o Twitter post. A shortened URL, once the person clicked on
it, sent @ spider all the way into the company snd pulled customer
data. In five seconds of that happening, you can grab thousands of
customers” information.”

After companies learn the nsks, it's ime for o social media aodit
tied into risk management, she said.

“When puditors tulk of risk management on the [T side of things,
they have to repont hack o the government on issues,” Vega said. “So
a hank would have the same secunty needed as o unlity. We pot it
up on a chart and say. “If someone clicks on a shortened LURL and it
grubs customer data, there 15 o fine applied,”™ Vega said. *“*If we have
to pay 35 million, the onky recourse is o lay people off, And most of
the times, you remove the people on the lower end.” That's why it's
so important.”

With Security Risks, What's the Point?

Remember all those cool kids and their not-so-cool grundparents”
They e already using social media forums to express their ideas and
complains.

1 think if the customers had the ability to ask guick guestions
through social media. they woold benefit” Vega said. “Also, it's a
gond way to communicate with each other and get their voices heard.

“Let's say you want a utility to provide more green services. You
can get together and say, “There are 20 of us who want SEP or the
phone company o hear (us)." People are really good about sharing
tips on social media 1f you just participate in the conversation.”

ComEd's survey verifies that utility customers are finding others
interested in niche topics such as energy efficiency. Burdick suid.
And there are other ways to use social media. The human resources
depariment at Colorado Springs Utilities uses Linkedln and Facebook
for recruiting purposes; the communication department ot WE
Energies works with custemer services to crafl responses; and the
energy conservation team at Dominion writes un e-hlog.

Burdick said o utility considering using social media s ready
when it meets the following five conditions:

W hen it wishes to reach a niche audience on o defined topic,
When it welcomes two-way interaction,

When it's prepared for negative comments,

W hen it commits resources to be successful, and

N

When it his o solid strategy to attract and retain an audience of
acceptable size.

Then, it's up to the utility to post something like a catchy safety
message for the cool kids and their grandparents. “Lines on the
Ground,” anyone? EP

On the net:

hittpfiwitter.com
hitpziifacebook.com
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