
Increasing the ROI of 
Social Media Marketing

FA L L  2 0 1 2      V O L . 5 4  N O. 1

R E P R I N T  N U M B E R   5 4 1 1 5

V. Kumar and Rohan Mirchandani



Ice-cream retailer Hokey Pokey encouraged 
influential social media users to tweet about 
their custom ice-cream creations.

COURTESY OF HOKEY POKEY

NOW THAT SO MANY people worldwide participate in online social networks — 955 mil-

lion on Facebook alone1 — influencing consumer preferences and purchase decisions through 

these networks and word of mouth (WOM) is an increasingly important part of every marketer’s 

job. Many enterprises are investing in social channels to rapidly create or propagate their brand 

through viral content, social media contests and other consumer engagement efforts. Their tradi-

tional campaigns are changing, too. Companies such as Geico, Dell and eBay are adapting the 

traditional “one-way” advertising message and using it as a stepping-stone to begin a two-way dia-

logue with consumers via social media.2

Marketers know that theoretically, social media should be a powerful way to generate sustainable, 

positive WOM. If they can only select the right social media platform, design the right message and 

engage the right users to spread that mes-

sage, their campaign should be a success. 

But until now, that’s been a big if. 

Creating Successful Social 
Media Campaigns 
An effective social media strategy should 

clearly define the marketing objectives, 

evaluate the opportunities and select an 

appropriate form of social media to com-

municate. Today’s social networking sites 

are also equipping themselves with ana-

lytical capabilities to analyze the reach, 

spread and impact of a social media mes-

sage. In light of these goals and tools, we 

developed a seven-step approach to en-

sure a successful social media campaign. 

(See “Seven Steps to Social Media,” p. 56.)

Increasing the ROI of
Social Media Marketing
By following a seven-step process to identify and recruit 
potential brand ambassadors in online social networks, 
an ice cream retailer substantially improved the effectiveness 
of its social media marketing.
BY V. KUMAR AND ROHAN MIRCHANDANI

THE LEADING 
QUESTION
How can a 
company 
improve the 
ROI of its 
social media 
campaigns?

FINDINGS
 Identify social media 
users who are both 
influential and par-
ticularly interested 
in the company’s 
product or service 
category.

 Incentivize those 
influencers to talk 
about the compa-
ny’s product or 
service.

 Use metrics to 
calculate the value 
of an individual’s 
influence.
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Our research suggests that by developing and 

implementing this seven-step method to first iden-

tify the net influence wielded by a user in a social 

network and then to predict that user’s ability to 

generate the viral spread of information, businesses 

can identify the “right” individuals to engage in so-

cial media conversations to promote WOM. 

Further, we found that by linking the generated 

WOM to actual sales, social media can be used to 

induce positive WOM, spread brand knowledge, 

generate sales and increase return on investment.

 

A Seven-Step Framework 
for Social Media Marketing
Step 1: Monitor the conversations. By monitoring 

brand-related conversations that are happening in 

the social media platforms, businesses can gain ac-

cess to valuable information, influential people and 

relevant conversations that already show engage-

ment with the brand. 

Step 2: Identify influential individuals who 

can spread messages. Companies can use the data 

to identify a pool of influential individuals (we 

refer to them as “influencers”), some of whom 

might be induced to spread the “right” message, 

from the company’s perspective.

Step 3: Identify the factors shared by influen-

tial individuals. Next, companies should find 

commonalities among the candidates and create 

profiles of typical influencers. Creating such pro-

files prepares businesses subsequently to locate all 

the influencers relevant to their campaign and de-

sign ways to encourage those influencers to talk 

about the company’s products or services. Previous 

researchers3 have found that influencers on social 

media exhibit high levels of engagement in three 

aspects: (1) message spread (the number of times a 

message is forwarded, with or without modifica-

tion, by the receivers); (2) influence (the number of 

times the message is forwarded by recipients to 

their friends); and (3) social impact (the number of 

comments and replies received for each message). 

We developed a metric to capture these three as-

pects, which we call our Customer Influence Effect 

(CIE) metric. (See “Calculating the Effect and Value 

of Social Media Influence,” p. 58.) 

Step 4: Locate those potential influencers who 

have interests relevant to the campaign. To find 

potential influencers for a particular social media 

campaign, it is not enough to identify social media 

users with influence; instead, a company needs to 

identify those influential social media users who 

are particularly interested in the company’s cate-

gory of goods and services. To do this, we developed 

a metric we call the Stickiness Index (SI), which 

measures the degree of WOM generated by a par-
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Monitor the 
conversations

Identify 
influential 
individuals

Identify the 
factors shared 
by influential 
individuals

Locate the potential 
influencers who have 
relevant interests

Recruit 
those 
influencers

Reap the 
rewards

Incentivize the 
influencers to 
spread positive 
word of mouth

SEVEN STEPS TO SOCIAL MEDIA SUCCESS
Our research suggests that by using this seven-step framework to identify and recruit individuals who 

are influential on social media, businesses can promote social media word of mouth 

about their product or service. 
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ticular user on a given topic — essentially, how 

much of a user’s discussions via social media are 

about a particular topic. This metric can help busi-

nesses locate the individuals who not only have 

influence but also like to talk about a particular 

product category. (See “Calculating the Effect and 

Value of Social Media Influence,” p.58.) 

By identifying influential individuals who are 

especially interested in their product categories, 

marketers can go beyond simply “listening” to con-

versations on social media platforms and actively 

identify potential brand ambassadors.

Step 5: Recruit those influencers with interests 

relevant to the campaign to talk about the com-

pany’s product or service. Once a company has 

identified influential users who are particularly in-

terested in the company’s product or service 

category, the next step is to enlist those influencers 

in the company’s social media campaign or cam-

paigns to spread positive WOM. This can be 

achieved by developing interactive online content 

and designing ways in which influencers can pro-

mote positive WOM that can be tracked and 

measured, such as through online games.

Step 6: Incentivize those influencers to spread 

positive WOM about the product or service. By in-

centivizing influencers to create buzz about their 

products or services in a social media campaign, 

businesses can both retain customers and attract 

prospects. The incentives offered to influencers can 

be tangible (such as discounts or freebies), intangible 

(such as recognition in a social network) or both. 

 Step 7: Reap the rewards from increasingly 

effective social media campaigns. By taking the 

above steps, businesses can more accurately mea-

sure the performance of  their social media 

campaigns. By monitoring and tracking positive 

WOM and linking it to product and brand growth, 

businesses can develop more effective social media 

campaigns — and should, as a result, start to see 

enhanced financial performance, more customer 

engagement and increased brand awareness. 

Implementing the Seven 
Steps at Hokey Pokey
Hokey Pokey Ice Cream Creations is an upscale ice-

cream retailer with more than a dozen outlets across 

India, offering a unique selection of super-premium 

ice-cream. Three years ago, Hokey Pokey executives, 

realizing that most of their consumers were active 

ABOUT THE RESEARCH
Hokey Pokey is a super-premium ice-cream retailer in India offer-

ing customized mix-in flavors in more than a dozen outlets. 

Realizing that most of its existing brand advocates are from the 

“millennial” demographic cohort, Hokey Pokey executives be-

lieved social media platforms might be a good way to connect with 

the company’s target customer base. The retailer wanted to (1) ac-

quire and retain profitable customers and (2) develop a strategy to 

create a buzz about Hokey Pokey in social media, while ensuring a 

high return on investment, which was constrained by a limited 

marketing budget. To help Hokey Pokey with this issue, we imple-

mented the seven-step framework described in this article over a 

30-month period. (See “The Project Timeline.”) By identifying the 

“right” message to be spread by the “right” individuals on the 

“right” social media platforms, we sought to optimize Hokey Pok-

ey’s marketing efforts; the result was increased sales, profits, 

brand awareness and positive word of mouth.

In evaluating the performance of the framework, Hokey Pokey’s 

revenue (based on ice cream sales) generated through Facebook and 

Twitter was benchmarked against the previous three years’ perfor-

mance metrics. Also, the store-level sales were integrated with the 

corresponding social network, message and influencer social graph 

through tracking tags and dynamically generated coupon codes. 

More details about both the model described in this article and 

the analytical results can be found in a forthcoming article by V. 

Kumar, Vikram Bhaskaran, Rohan Mirchandani and Milap Shah in 

the journal Marketing Science.i These four authors were awarded 

a 2011-2012 Gary L. Lilien ISMS-MSI Practice Prize award for 

their work on the Hokey Pokey project — an award honoring out-

standing implementation of marketing concepts, science and 

methods in practice. 

THE PROJECT TIMELINE
The seven-step approach described in this article was implemented at Hokey Pokey over a 30-month period.

Market 
Research

Software 
Testing

Pre-Test 
Phase

Implementation 
Phase

January 
2009

June
2009

December
2009

March 
2010

June 
2011
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social media users, decided they needed to engage 

their customers in social media through a profitable 

media strategy. Working within a limited marketing 

budget, the retailer wanted to create positive buzz 

about Hokey Pokey and acquire and retain profitable 

customers, while ensuring a high ROI. To help Hokey 

Pokey with this issue, we implemented the seven-step 

approach over a 30-month period. (See “About the 

Research,” p. 57.) 

For the first step — monitoring the conversa-

tions — we spent six months understanding the 

local social media market in the city where Hokey 

Pokey has the most outlets and its potential for gen-

erating and influencing purchase decisions. We 

monitored 825,091 conversations involving 1,736 

individuals across various social networking sites.

In the second step, we identified the kind of in-

fluential individuals in the local social media 

market who might spread Hokey Pokey’s message, 

based on three parameters: (1) the number of 

times an individual’s messages were forwarded (or 

modified, then forwarded) by recipients ; (2) the 

number of  connections that those messages 

jumped (for example, if a message from one indi-

vidual was received by a second individual and 

then forwarded to a third individual, we consid-

ered the message to have jumped two connections); 

and (3) the number of comments and replies the 

users received for each message. Based on these 

characteristics and the ease of data collection, we 

zeroed in on Facebook and Twitter as suitable plat-

forms for this study. 

In the third step, we identified four ideal, gener-

alizable characteristics of key influencers:

1.  Activeness, which we defined as the number of 

times the influencer and his or her network of 

friends “see” and “share” a message.

2.  Clout, which we defined as the number of con-

nections and followers an influencer has. 

3.  Talkativeness of the receiver, which we defined as 

how often the influencer’s message is being 

“retweeted,” “hashtagged ” or shared.

4.  Likemindedness, which we defined as similarities 

and common interests shared by the influencer 

and his or her network friends. 

These ideal characteristics matched well with 

CALCULATING THE EFFECT AND VALUE OF SOCIAL MEDIA INFLUENCE
In our work with Hokey Pokey, we developed 

three new metrics, which we call the Customer 

Influence Effect (CIE), the Stickiness Index (SI) 

and Customer Influence Value (CIV). 

The Customer Influence Effect In a group 

of social media users who like to discuss, for ex-

ample, ice cream, the CIE measures the 

influence a user has on other users in the net-

work in regard to conversations relevant to ice 

cream. To develop the CIE, we used Charles 

Hubbell’s classic network centrality theory, 

which measures the influence of a user as a 

function of the influence of the people that he or 

she is connected with, plus a factor attributable 

to his or her own decision to spread the mes-

sage.ii This approach departs from the traditional 

approach to studying social ties by permitting 

the links to have fractional and/or negative 

strength and by taking simultaneous account of 

direct and indirect linkages. 

Conceptually, the CIE represents the relative 

influence of an individual on another user or set 

of users. Consider the case of C receiving 

tweets from A and B. If A and B each send 50 

tweets to C, and if C does not even respond to 

B but reciprocates to A and forwards A’s tweets 

to many others, then the relative influence of A 

on C is close to 1 and the relative influence of B 

on C is close to 0, since C has seen B’s tweets 

but has not responded to them.

The Stickiness Index To be effective influ-

encers for Hokey Pokey, individuals needed 

not only to be influential on social networks but 

also to like to talk about ice cream. Toward this 

end, we developed a metric known as the 

Stickiness Index. To calculate the SI, we 

matched an influential individual to a particular 

category of words, based on the association of 

the words with each other and with other 

words used by all users globally. For instance, a 

user who extensively discusses desserts, milk-

shakes and sundaes online is likely to be 

closely associated with discussions about ice 

cream. SI measurements helped us identify (1) 

the number of social media users in the region 

who actively discussed ice cream, and (2) other 

types of topics that people who discussed ice 

cream frequently talked about. These analyses 

were instrumental in estimating the possible 

size of the target market and identifying the in-

centives that were likely to be optimal for 

these users.

 Customer Influence Value To measure 

the monetary gain or loss realized by a social 

media campaign, we also developed the Cus-

tomer Influence Value metric, which accounts 

for an individual’s influence on other custom-

ers and prospects. After calculating a user’s 

CIE, we could calculate his or her CIV for this 

campaign. To compute the CIV of users in this 

network, we combine the value that each indi-

vidual influencer brings to the company 

through his or her own purchases — a metric 

known as customer lifetime value (CLV) — 

with the proportion of the CLV of each of his or 

her influencees that is attributable to the indi-

vidual’s influence. For Hokey Pokey’s social 

media campaign, the CLV is the profit contrib-

uted by a customer through purchases of a 

custom ice-cream creation after a message 

about it has gone out. 

By calculating CIV, we can assign a 

numeric score to each influencer. These 

numbers can be used to rank order the 

potential influencers and recruit the high-scoring 

influencers to participate in the social media 

campaign on an ongoing basis.

More details about these metrics can be 

found in a forthcoming article by V. Kumar, 

Vikram Bhaskaran, Rohan Mirchandani and 

Milap Shah.iii
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Hokey Pokey’s objectives in this study, which were to 

create and spread its brand identity, to stimulate and 

encourage a strong brand association among con-

sumers and proactively identify brand advocates, 

and to reach potential customers through existing 

customers. These factors helped us compute the CIE 

metric that we created. (See “Calculating the Effect 

and Value of Social Media Influence.”) 

In the fourth step — locating the potential influ-

encers with interests relevant to the campaign — we 

helped Hokey Pokey move beyond simply moni-

toring conversations on social media platforms and 

begin to actively engage in the identification of 

brand ambassadors. While the CIE metric enabled 

Hokey Pokey to identify individuals exhibiting the 

ideal characteristics to be influential on the social 

networks, we wanted to make sure these individu-

als also liked to talk about ice cream. They needed 

to have not only a high CIE but a higher-than-aver-

age share of WOM about ice cream in social media. 

Toward this end, we developed the SI metric. (See 

“Calculating the Effect and Value of Social Media 

Influence.”) The SI metric helped us identify the 

number of individuals in the region who actively 

discussed ice cream on social media. 

In the fifth step, we recruited those influencers 

who were already engaged in social media discus-

sions related to the category to participate in a 

campaign designed to promote Hokey Pokey ice 

cream. This campaign helped us to track and mea-

sure the positive WOM of Hokey Pokey’s offerings. 

For the sixth step, we implemented the cam-

paign in two stages: “Creations on the Wall” and 

“Share Your Brownies.” These two stages of the 

campaign encouraged the influencers recruited for 

the campaign to make custom ice-cream creations 

at any of the Hokey Pokey parlors, identify them-

selves with their creations and spread WOM about 

Hokey Pokey’s social 
media campaign 
increased brand 
awareness and sales 
revenue growth.
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their creations via the social media platforms. 

In the “Creations on the Wall” phase of the cam-

paign, Hokey Pokey marketers trained the parlor 

employees to educate influencers about custom 

creations and distribute a form into which influ-

encers could enter the recipes for their creations. 

Influencers could name their creations, identify 

themselves with their creations and post their reci-

pes on a wall in the parlor dedicated to the purpose. 

Customers walking into the parlor could browse 

this wall and purchase these creations or order 

from the regular menu. 

The second, “Share Your Brownies” phase of the 

campaign was aimed at generating a viral spread of 

the ice-cream creations by nurturing a sense of per-

sonal identity. In this part of the campaign, the 

influencers from “Creations on the Wall” were moti-

vated to tweet about their creations to compete for 

both tangible incentives (such as customized T-shirts) 

and intangible ones (such as a chance to enhance their 

peer standing by sharing their creations on Facebook 

and Twitter). Each creation was shared with all the 

parlors of Hokey Pokey, which increased the buzz 

about the campaign. We tracked all relevant social 

media discussions during four time points in the 

study (May 2010, September 2010, January 2011 and 

June 2011), and Hokey Pokey incentivized influenc-

ers by giving them “Brownie Points” when their 

followers or friends made a purchase or discussed 

their ice-cream creations online. These points were 

redeemable for prizes and product discounts. 

Our tracking revealed some interesting business 

trends for Hokey Pokey. For instance, the “Sahara 

Surprise” flavor was only mildly popular during the 

initial phases of the campaign and was seldom dis-

cussed between March and September of 2010, but 

it became one of the most discussed creations after 

influencing a few high-CIE users around Novem-

ber of 2010. We continuously recalculated the CIE 

metric and used it to identify sets of consumers 

who evangelized their own creations at different 

points in time and kept the buzz alive. 

In the final step, we measured the results of the 

social media campaign by relating the abstract 

social media measures such as “comments” and 

“conversations” to the financial metrics in order to 

demonstrate the increase in buzz and monetary 

gains. We accomplished this by using the Customer 

Influence Value (CIV) metric that calculates the in-

fluence of an individual’s WOM on future sales. 

(See “Calculating the Effect and Value of Social 

Media Influence” p. 58.)

The implementation of the above phases en-

abled us to identify the influencers using the CIE 

(intangible contributions) and CIV (tangible con-

tributions) metrics for Hokey Pokey’s customers. 

The Campaign Results 
and Implications
This campaign had effects at both the company and 

the customer level. At the company level, the main 

impact was in the area of social media accountabil-

ity. While most companies are still grappling with 

social media accountability, the use of the CIE and 

CIV metrics gave Hokey Pokey an important com-

petitive edge. At the customer level, being able to 

calculate the value of an individual’s influence in a 

network and measure the monetary value of cus-

tomer influences made it possible for Hokey Pokey 

marketers to greatly enhance the efficacy of their so-

cial media campaign. In evaluating the performance 

of the framework, we benchmarked Hokey Pokey’s 

revenue (based on ice-cream sales) generated 

through Facebook and Twitter against the previous 

three years’ performance metrics, including sales 

growth rate, ROI, number of positive and negative 

conversations, and number of repeat visits. We 

found that out of the total revenue generated from 

RESULTS OF THE CAMPAIGN  
As a result of this social media campaign, Hokey Pokey realized increases of 40% in 

the sales revenue growth rate, 83% in social media ROI and 49% in brand awareness.

Sales 
revenue 
growth 
rate

Social 
media 
ROI+40%

+83%

Brand 
awareness

+49%

Pre-campaign (January 2009 to February 2010)

During campaign (March 2010 to June 2011)
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the “Share Your Brownies” campaign, about 23% 

was attributable to conversations on Twitter and 

about 80% was attributable to Facebook, with a 3% 

to 8% overlap between the two social networks. 

Overall, the campaign was a huge success: Hokey 

Pokey realized increases of 49% in brand awareness, 

83% in ROI and 40% in the sales revenue growth 

rate. (See “Results of the Campaign.”)

Our study described the application of our seven-

step approach to social media analysis in a localized 

setting for a small business chain, but it could be di-

rectly extended to a larger global enterprise. 

Companies such as Dell and Zappos already have 

strong customer relationship management and tick-

eting systems tied to social networks, which should 

make measuring the impact of influence at the point 

of sale relatively straightforward for them. This study 

focused on a brick-and-mortar retailer, but the same 

methodology should work even better online. For 

instance, online retailers could allow their customers 

to sign in at their sites with their social network IDs 

from Twitter, Facebook, Google+, etc. and directly 

tie online customer influence to sales. 

However, changes in social network privacy poli-

cies may make collecting this data increasingly 

challenging. The privacy rules at Facebook and Twit-

ter, for example, have grown more stringent since we 

collected the data for this study; at that time, it was 

easier to track influencers’ conversations. Analysts 

may now have to find new ways to gather this type of 

data, such as encouraging users to give them permis-

sion to follow the relevant communications or even 

creating company-sponsored forums to help people 

share their messages. However, our three metrics 

should still function despite these restrictions.

The seven-step approach described here, along 

with the CIE and CIV metrics, solves an important 

problem for social media marketers: identifying in-

fluencers. Despite the vast amount of individual and 

relationship data available through these media, 

most organizations have been unable to directly and 

efficiently measure the effectiveness of their social 

media strategy. The lack of robust methodologies to 

measure the impact of social media efforts is ad-

dressed in this study. It provides tangible metrics and 

a robust methodology to measure the effectiveness 

of social media marketing spending and to maxi-

mize the ROI of social media campaigns.  

V. Kumar is the Richard and Susan Lenny Distin-
guished Chair in Marketing and the executive 
director of the Center for Excellence in Brand and 
Customer Management at the J. Mack Robinson 
College of Business at Georgia State University in 
Atlanta, Georgia. Rohan Mirchandani is a cofounder 
of Drums Food International Pvt. Ltd. (owner of 
Hokey Pokey), based in Mumbai, India. Comment on 
this article at http://sloanreview.mit.edu/x/54115, or 
contact the authors at smrfeedback@mit.edu.
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