CHAPTER 1

Ongms of Somal Medla

‘ On June 13, 2006, Vincent Ferrari decided to cancel his America
Online account. Ferrari, an active blogget, had heard complaints about
AOL’s customer service, The company’s l‘ugh—pressure tactics were leg-
endary; sales reps were trained to make it uncomfortable fora custome:r
to leave.
Ferrari thought it would be an interesting experiment fo fecord his.

phone call with the AOL representative, If there was something funny
there, he’d share it with a few friends and everyone would have alaugh.

. “Ididn’t expect much,” he says.

The call was cosmic. After spendmg ﬂfteen minutes on hold, Ferran-

.was connected to a rep named ohn, who spent the next five minutes

trymg to convince Ferrari that it would be a terrible idea. to disconnect
the service. Even though Ferra;'; demanded fifteen times to “cancel the
account” dﬁring one three-minute stretch, John persisted. The height of _

'absurdlty was reached when the rep asked to speak to Ferrari's father.

Ferrari was 30 at the time.
Vincent Ferrari’s been blogglng for four years, His Ins1gmﬁcant
Thoughts blog gets good traffic: about 350,000 page views a month,

"enbugh to make the top 3,000 on the Technorati blog search engine. But

he’s hardly an A-list blogger.! Ferrari didn’t think much about the re-

1. There actually is'no formal *Alist,” but the term is commonly accepted to mean the most
popular bloggers asdefined by Techriorati, the leading blog search engine.
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cording and sat ot it for a week. On June 20, he posted the audio file on
his blog. “Anyone else have an interesting ‘cancellation’ story from AOL

. orsome other company?” he asked Ferrari also sent an e-mail notifica-

tion to Consumerist.com, a consumer advocacy sité that specializes in
telling nightmare stories, and to digg.com, 2 soaal medla site where read-
ers vote for their favorite articles, ,

What happened next was indeed a nightmare—for AOL Consum- .
erist published a link to Ferrari’s blog post, calling the recording “The
Best Thing We Have Ever Posted.” An hour later, Ferrari's Internet server
crashed under the crushing load of an est;mated 300,000 requests for.

" downloads of the audio file.

Within forty-five minutes, the server had crashed again, as it would .
a couple of more times before the saga ended. In fact, Ferrari’s server
logged fifteen times its usual network bandwidth in June, almost all of it
in the last ten days of the month. '

By June 24, ‘the state of the servers didn't matter any more. The
story had a life of its own. Copies of the phone call were turning up all
over the Internet, On Saturday, a friend called to tell Ferrari that the story '
had been covered in the New York Post. On Sunday, a sqmb ran in the New
York ‘Times. The servers crashed again.

On Monday, CNBC called for a phone interview. Then NBC. On
Tuesday, June 30, just six days after he had posted the recording, Vincent,
Ferrari was interviewed by Matt Lauer on the Today show, which played
a full three-minute clip of the phone call. “How did you remain calm?”
an incredulous Lauer asked. Another twenty-five to thirty media calls
followed; Ferrari lost count. On July 14, he was on Nightline.

And that was just mainstream media. Thousands of blogs and web-
sites p1cked up the story, mcludmg A-list blogs like BomgBomg net,
Metafilter.com and Fark.com. On July 19, Consumerist posted what it

" said was an AOL retention manual, an eighty-nine-page document with
detailed flowcharts showing how to head off a customer cancellation.
The site ran a photo of a smoking cigarette protruding from the barrel of

a gun. By August 1, a Google search on “Vincent Ferrari” and “AQL”
retumed more than 150,000 results. : '
'I'hrough itall, AOL remained grimly stoic. The company issued an

.a‘pology, said it fired the rep (who was probably guilty only of

overzealousness) and declared the incident “inexcusable.” But it couldn’t
ignore the comments that were accumulating on Inmgm.ﬁcant Thoughts;
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more than a thousand of them, most of them outraged at AOL, some by
“AQOL empldyées. “I'm so glad someone recorded this,” read one. “T work
* at AOL so I know what a shit company it is.” Added another self-de-
‘scribed AOL employee, simply, “1 finally feel like I have my soul back.”.
Thousands of similar comments were Iogged on other sites that played :
the sound clip.

On Augusi 2, AOL announced that it would stop chargmg certam

_ customers for access to its service. The process of dismantling its cus-

* tomer retention organization had begun. A spokeswoman said the deci-

sion was. reached after months of analysis and had nothmg to do with -

the Ferrari incident.

' Andshewasprobably right. Atleasttoa  point. Vincent Ferrari may
not have caused AOL to change it business model, but*he must have
influenced it. He lit a match that set off a conflagration of customer com-
plaint. AOL probably knew that its hard-sell tactics were unpopular, but
it probably didn't know the degnee to w}uch those tactics mspn'ed rage
among its customers. .

Try this yourself Type “aol customer semce” into Google and loqk

at the first page of results. This company had a problem. Vincent Ferrari
 wasn't AOL's enemy. He was merely. a catalyst for the enemies to make
t_hemelves known.

Blog swarms

What happened to AOL is sometimes called a ”blog swarm” and it
is one of the most awesome meteorological phenomena of the social me-
. dia atmosphere. Blog swarms of AOL proportion don’t happen very of-

ten, but smaller cloudbursts occur every day in different corners of the
blogosphere. And outright swarms are becoming more common,

Understanding how these clouds of dissensionform turns out to be
abc'mt‘ as difficult as modeling the real weather, No one really has the
answers. But some patterns are beginning to emerge as experts fry to
model the complex patterns of influence in this vast peer network.?

The disruptive® power of social media is made starkly real in crises
like the AOL swarm and it’s somethmg businesses will have to learn to

2. In Chapter4 we'll look at these patterns In greater detail. .
3. Throughout this book I'll. use the word “disrupt” to refer to fundaimental change | don’t
mean the word-{o have & posiHlive or negative connotation, for disrupfion can cften sst the
stage for rebirth and new growth, .
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ad]ust to. “Just about every company will have a problem wzth a product

ot service, resulting in unhappy customers,” wrote Marqui, a developer
of Web-based marketing automation software, in a 2006 white paper.
“What has changed...is that disgruntled customers now have a greater
reach, a louder voice, than they ever did in the past. News travels very,
very fast in the Web-2.0 world-—and bad news can spread through the
blogvines like wild fire.” -

_ Conventional marketing wisdom has long held that a dJssatlsﬁed
customer fells ten people But that's out of date. In the new age of social |

. . media, he or she has the
[ what's a Technorati? ) tools to tell 10 million.
. ' _ ' How did this all happen -
Throughout this book, you'll find | soquickly? '
many references to Technorati or BIogPulse : Online economics
rankings. These are two popular blog search enabled new businesses -

_engines that, in addition to indexing the

) to germinate and re--
blogosphere, attempt to identify the most & '

popular bloggers. Their formulas for doing write the rules of media,
this are imperfect and abit controversial, but It’s now possible
the rankings are closely monitored by many to address small andi--
* bloggers. For more detail, see Chapter 9. ences cost-e fﬁcmntly;
. l — : : " audiences that could
never have been served

in prmt In the first decade of the Web new-media publishers like CNet, .
MarkefWatch, TechTarget *Motley Fool, Slate and many others grew and .
prospered by building affinity groups that hadn’t existed before and by:
delivering information at a velocity that was Jmpossﬂale in print. eBay
offered the first glimpse of what would come to be called the “long tail.”?

. But the first decade of the Web wasn't about publishing so much as it
was about reading. Early browsers had a forms capability that enabled the

4. TechTarget is & company that undérstood the looming shift to targeted markets and built
a business on it. 1 was fortunate to be there for the first six years and desctibe the company’s
success in more detail in Chapter4. '

5, The Long Tail has bacoma an overused markeling buzzword but the basic princlple i is-
criticat to understanding the vaiue of small markets. Chris Anderson published a book on
the subject: The Long Tail: Why the Future of Business Is Selling Less of More (Hyperion;
2008). The original Wired ariicle is at http:/fwww.wired.com/wired/archive/12.104ait.html.
Recently, the long tail idea has come under fire. The Wall Strest Joumal's Lee Gomes took
issue with Anderson's thesis in a.July 2006 column, citing factual errors and quoting the
author's own sources to argue that the long fail Isn't nearly as great a market opportunity as’
. Anderson claimed. A debate continues on Anderson s blog (thelongtall.com). - .
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user fo input information to a website. But the tools to actually publish that
information were rudimentary. Yes, you could build a personal website but
updating was a chore, Most people who built personal websites pretty much
left them alone orice they were running, Even if you did update your web-
site, there was no we_ty‘to tell anyone about it other than by e-mail.
Some students of social media like Stanford law professor Lawrence
Lessig have called that first decade the “read-only” Internet. While it was
possible to create websites; if wasn’t easy So the people who created them,
were mostly organizations, who saw the Web as a billboard or a way to
take orders from customezs. The “read/ wnte” Internet wouldn't emerge
until a few years ago.

’

The mteractlve Web

Blogs give individuals a way to express their voices ina way thatis
‘highly personal and controllable. Blogs are revolutionary because they
make it possible for people to publish quickly and easily under their own -
names, And whether for reasons of ego or control, that cha.ractenstlc has
. struck a mighty chord with Internet users. -

. Asurvey of 7,012 people by the Pew Intemet & American Life Prmect '
in mid-2006 found that 39 percent of U.S. Internet users read blogs while
8 percent write them. More than half of bloggers are under the age of
thirty and more than half also said they had never published before they
started bloggmg, podcasting.or videocasting. Women repmsent 46 per-

cent of the blogosphere and men 54 percent. :

The dynamics of social media today are rooted in the competmon.
between bloggers to achiéve greater influence for their personal points
of view, attached to their names and their identities. They’re an evolu-
tion of discussion groups, the early online conversational tools that were .
ahit with a small group of computer enthusiasts. Blogs érg: different from
discussion groups, though, because they put the author in control, They
do have their shoftcomings; for example, their reverse-chronological for-
mat limits flexibility. But the value of personal expression is compelling .
for so many frystrated writers that newly empowered Internet diarists
have seized blogs—and their companion, podcasts—with a passion pre-
viously unseen in the media world. -

“Thousands of hew Web communities have popped up offering
twists on MySpace and YouTube,” wrote Washington Post technology col-
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umnist Leslie Walker in d retrospective article in August 2006. “Partly, these
start-ups are the result of something I didn't anticipate—Internet publish-
ing costs falling through the floor, at a time when Web software grew more

. powerful.:.Falling costs will turbo-charge personal publishing even more

by letting the good ones reach the Web quickly.” Walker is actually wrong .
about the cost. If you have a computer, and an Infernet connection, there
are at least a dozen websites that will give you a blog for free.®

Understanding blogs
'The online encyclopedia Wikipedia.org defines “blog” as: -

.a website where regular entries are made (such as in ajournal
or dmry) and presented in reverse chronological order. Blogs often offer g
commentary or news on a particular subject, suchgs food, politics, or
local news; some function as more personal online digries. A typical
- blog combines text, images, and links to other blogs, Web pages, and
" othermedia related to its topic. Most blogs are primarily textual although. -
many focus on pkotogmphs mdeos ot audio. .

Wﬂupedm makes some dlstmctlons that are important for market-
ers to understand. While the popular image of a blog is as a personal
-diary, the reality is that the inost popular—and commercially influen-
tial—blogs on the Internet are topical. They offer a personal voiee, but
usually on an issue that's compelling to a number of people. They're a
new style of publishing that emphasmes hmehness and opinion over
comprehensweness

Types of blogs

. Among theﬁfteenvarlehes ofblogs listed by Wlklpedla org aIebum-.
_ness blogs, cultural blogs, gossip blogs, link blogs, online diaries, photo
blogs, political blogs, video blogs (vlogs) and travel Blogs For practical

.8. The underlying technology forces that sparked the social media revolution are a continu-
ation of a trend-that has developed over the last twenty-five years and which | cal technol-
‘ogy leverage. Small changes in technology can have enormous ecocnomic and societal
impacts years' down the road, but we're rarely even aware of their potentlal atthe time. Inthe

" case of blogs, the incredible defiation in the price of computer storage and the rise of so-

- called open-source software were the catalysts for change. In Appendix A; | explain this
phenomenan in more detail and explain how a few technology forces came together early in
this decade fo create the somal media craze. :
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The Search Phenomenon

Biogs have a few distinctive features that standard web sites don't
A permalink is a unique blog entry—or article—with its own URL, Every

" blog eniry has a corresponding permalink. A blog is actually a series of

permalinks strung together. Most blogs simply list permalinks in reverse

chronological order by default. But using “categories” or “tags,”

permalinks can be combined in many different ways. This gives blogs
flexdbility that conventional websites typically don’t have, A blogger may
choose to assign an article post to one or more categories or add tags that

are a more flexible equivalent of categories. A reader can then view all .

blog posting in a particular category or by date, with the corresponding
permalinks organized according to that selection.
" Permalinks have another very powerful feature. They do very well

" - onsearch engines. This is because pérmalink file names usually correspond

to the headline on the entry. Google pays a fot of attention to file names in
its Page Rank algorithm, the result being that a blogger whe posts
extensively on a particular tepic or company name can swiftly rise up the

stack in Google search results. For example, HackingNetflix,.a popular -

blog about the mail-order DVD service, was the siumber two result in a
(Google search on “Netflix” just a few months after it was launched.

This can be a problem for marketers because critics can quickly
become as prominent in search results as their own brands. Ina 2005
incident that came to be known as “Dell Hell,” popular blogger Jeff Jarvis
posted a rant on his Buzzmachine.com blog about a negative experience
he had with Dell Computer’s customer support operation. Thousands of
readers-added their comments and linked fo the Jarvis page from their
own blogs. The story was picked up by the New York Times, the Washingion

. Post, BusinessWeek and other mainstream media, many of which linked to
Jarvis' blog. The result: by the end of 2005, Dell Hell postings were showing

up in the first page of Google search results on. the keyword “Pell."t

Many blogging software packages also support TrackBack, which is
a mechanism for bloggers to automatlcally notify other bloggers when
their work has been cited. The original entry can automatically display
the URL from a later commenting entry, which can help both rise in search
ranks. Even casual bloggers are sometimes amazed to type search queries
into Google and find their own entries within the top few results.

A

purposes, though, most blogs fall into one of four categories: online dia-
ries, topical blogs, advocacy blogs-and link blogs.

Online diaries like Yarn Harlot, CourtingDestiny and Wil Wheaton

are mainly focused on recounting personal experiences, often in touch-
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ing or hilarious detail. They tend to get less traffic than linked commen-
taries, but the readers who visit them are often passionately committed
to the blog and the blogger. They read every day.

. Topical blogs are the most popular and commercially successful.
They include leading titles like Engadget.com, Gawker.com, |
Lifehacker.com and TechCrunch.com. Often written by multiple authors,
they provide highly focused and passionate coverage of subjects like con-
sumer electromcs, politics, media and sports. Their audiences may be
large or small, but they are often just as passionate about a subject as the
authors of the topical blogs. In my view, these are the most important
blogs for arketers to watch, since they have the most potent:lal to move -
markets. :

Advocacy blogs (my own terminology) are usually written by in-
dividuals and are intended to reflect a point of view on a variety of

. topics. Examples incliude Instapundit, Daily Kos, Huffington Post and

Michelle Malkin. Usually authored by an individual, advocacy blogs
offer the blogger’s opinion—often very pointed—on current events,
They also inspire a passionate followmg of readers who share the

.author’s point of view.

Advocacy blogs are a mixed bag for marketers. A lot of them are
about politics, which makes them of imited interest to business. However,
many focus on workplace rights, consumer affairs, corporate governance,

. lobbying and other topics that may affect businesses. Wal-Mart, for ex-

ample, has fought an ongoing battle against bloggers whio criticize its em-

. ployee relations practices. Some advocacy blogs have very large reader-’
“ship: On the other hand, some companies. have such passionate followings

(Apple and Harley—Dawdson, for example) that they spawn a community

. of enthusiastic fan blogs. As we shall see in Chapter 3, this community can

be tapped for feedback and viral marketing, often at nominal cost. .
Link blogs are also very popular. They include BoingBoing.net,
Metafilter.com, Fark.com, Waxy.org and RobotWisdom.com. These sites
are essentially collections of commented links to other information on
the Internet, but thelr distinctive voices can make them hugely influen--

. tal BomgBomg, for éxample, can. send hundreds of thousands of visi-

tors. to a website with a single link. S~ .
. Link blogs frequenily have distinctive voices and political or soaa]

. agendas. Fark.org, for example, is known for biting sarcasm while the

somewhat more intellectuai BoingBoing has been a vocal critic of digital
rights management. Although these sites don’t do original reporting in -
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* the conventional sense, they initiate and guide conversations based on

where they choose to link. The lines between topical and link blogs are
usually fuzzy, because so  much of blogosphere content consists.of }mks
between sites.

Style pbints’

. Different content requires different formats. Online d_iaﬁeé are gén-

_erally the least frequently updated blogs, but the posts can be carefully

crafted personal essays, often of 1,000 words or more. Diarisis’ stock-in-
trade is their personality and voice. Their topics are drawn from life ex-
perience and they are likely to link to other bloggets in a close-knit com-
murnity of people with similar interests. '

"Advocacy blogs are also all about personality but the author’s ob-
jective is to promote a point of view. Advocacy blogs typically link to and
comment ypon news stories and other blog entnes, often with fre.netlc
frequency.

Instapundit is a prototypical advocacy blog. Written by Glenn Rey-
nolds, a law professor at the University of Tennessee, it’s the 17th most .
popular blog in the Technorati rankings. Reynolds posts fast and furi- -
ously. On Junie 16, 2006, he posted twelve blog entriés from 7:52 Am. to
6:18 p.m. ranging from five words (“GEORGE W. BUSH: Gun felon?”) to
three hundred words.

Reynolds’ postings are typically a mix of uncommented links to
other articles on the Web.that reinforce his conservative political agenda
and impassioned opinions seeded with extensive excerpts from speeches
and blog postings. This style is part of Reynolds’ voice and his readers—
some 200,000 daily—respond to it. Reynolds’ frenetic postmg scheduleis
also part of his style. There’s always something new on Instapund1t and
that keeps readers coming back. ,

* Actually, June 16 was a light day for Reynolds, who frequently posts
more than twenty entries daily. But he could be excused for that. He was

on vacation.
i

Toplcal blogs

Topical blogs are the closest thing in the blogosphere to mainstream
media because many of them report on current events. Frequently they
are political, but some of the most popular topical blogs—like Engadget,
Gawker, TechCrunch and Make—write extensively about products and
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_companies. They most closely resemble mainsiream media in the
blogosphere. '
‘Autoblog is an example Ranked 131st by Technorati, the s1te serves
a dedicated audience of hard-core car lovers. It was launched in 2004 by
Weblogs, Inc., the blogging network that also owns Engadget. The idea
was to take the Engadget formula and extend it to a new market, accord-
mg to David Thomas, 30, the founding editor of Autoblog.” '
" The small staff used the Engadget editorial guidelines: find some-
thing interesting on the Web, describe it, comment on it, link to it, find a
_photo and get in on the site. Then start looking for something else. It's a
rapid-fire, manic work style with few items running more than a couple
of hundred words. But the staff posts new content, on average, every
_hour or two, seven days a week. ,
Autoblog and toplcal blogs like it leverage the unique characteris-
tics of blogs, which are speed and links, The site doesn’t pretend to be a
major source of breakmg news, but it keeps readers apprised of what -
other people are saying in near real-time, It is more likely to post an un-
verified rumor than its mainstream media counterparts, but that’s part
of Autoblog’s voice.
Inthatrespect, Autoblog is like a wire service. “You're not so much '
créating‘ stories yourself as finding stories, pointing to them and explain-
“ing their relevance,” Thomas says. “It’s a really fast, as-it’s-happening,
one-stop kind of place.” And there’s an important dimension of blog pro- |
tocol: always cite the source. ,
~ This near-real-time news style is what's made it p0551b1e for
Autoblog to prosper in a market that's chock full of car sites. That and
voice. Voice is very important in the blogosphere. In fact, any successful
blogger can tell you in detail what his or her voice is. -
Voice is the way you speak to readers. Your voice may be friendly,
edgy, snarky, academic, sagacious or enthusiastic. Two blogs can cover
much the same material yet be successful with' different audiences be-
cause they have different voices. o
. Autoblog’s voice “is how you'd sit in a bar talking to your buddies
about cars,” Thomas says. “It's informal but informed. Some of the car
sites are dry a5 can be. Theyre lab reports. We know we're speaking to
the kind of people who see a new Mustang and just have to have it.”

7. Engadgefs successful formuia is explained in more detail in “The Gadget King,” a s:c!ebar'
. to Chapter 3 that profiles founding editor Peter Rojas. .

10
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To demonstrate the importance of voice, Thomas talks about a re-
cent project: latinching a blog for auto site Cars.com. The Cars.com audi-
ence is completely different from Autoblog’s, he says. Visitors are con-
- sumers looking to make intelligent buying decisions. They aren’t enthu-
siasts. So the Cars.com blog will emphasize facts and recent news, pre-
sented with a serious and authoritative voice. “Autoblog is an enthusiast
publication. Cars.com is a tool for helping people,” he says. The voices
may be different, but both can succeed with their audiences.

Mainstream media meets the blogosphere

. Some social media advocates like to portray bloggers as being in
conlict with mainstream media. The implication is that one side is set
_ against the other, as if there willbe a winner and a loser.

In fact, mainstrearn media and the blogosphere are remarkably
complementary. Bloggers need newspapers, magazines, radio stations
and their accompanying websites to provide a constant stream of source
material. Mainstream media, though it may not want to-admit it, can use
bloggers to provide feedback on the work it does. A struggle is playing
out there, but it's a constructive struggle.

. If you think of mainstream media as the news section of the Inter-
net, then the blogosphere is hke the op-ed page Few blogs report break-
ing news, although some bloggers do cover events like converitions and
trade shows through their medium. But the format and organization of a

-Influence 2.0 .
Public Relations Brand -
Advertising } . i K
: .Media Social Media
. ¥V Radio N_ewspgper M Blogs Beards Usenst
: Magazina Saclal Networks
, Audience

- in lnﬁuencf-; 2.0, a model proposed by influence measurement
firm Cymfony, mainstream and ‘social media are interiwined, -
forming an idea and feedback loop that is unlike anything mar- '
keters have ever encountered Source: Cymfony -

11
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blog really doesn’t lend itself to news reporting. Blogs have no hierar-
chy and relatively poor indexing. There’s no “front page” onablog. It’s
. just onecontinuous narrative that starts at the end and goes back to the
beginning. ' ' '
Newspapers and news sites are designed to delivera Wlde range of-
topics in a random-access format, Front pages and home. pages present
the reader with a lot of choices. Navigation is by category and chronol-
ogy has little to do with it. You read a news site completely differently ‘
than you read a blog. :
| * Topical blogs and advocacy blogs need mainstream mecha, which
is why the vaunted clash between the two sources is so improbable. '
Instapundit, Michelle Malkin, Engadget, Autoblog, 43 Folders, Huffington
R . Post and many other blogs would be nowhere without mainstream me-
dia sites to mine for news. When pushed, bloggers will admit that main-
stream news organizaﬁdns do the leg work and grurit work that they
won't. The two groups have an odd love-hate relationship. Mainstream
media feeds the blogosphere but increasingly get story ideas and tips
fromit. Bloggers crificize mainstream media for its well-publicized Japses
but link to newspapers and magazines far more than any other source.®
That symbiosis can sometimes get pretty heated. In a notable inci-
dent in 2004, bloggers attacked a 60 Minutes report that claimed to have
documented proof that President George W. Bush had evaded the draft.
'CBS posted the documents online and bloggers immediately cried foul,
pointing out that fonts used in thé documents were unavailable on type-
writers at the time they were allegedly published. After a couple of weeks
of denial, CBS eventually admitted that the documents were suspect and
. - issued an apology. The story didn’t end there, howe"rer' CBS continued
i tosuffer attacks in the blogosphere overits handhng of the incident. When
' 60 Minutes commentator Dan Rather resigned six months later, many
media-watchers cited “Rathergate” as a leading factor. -

In the fall of 2005, blogger Mark Russinovich unearthed a back-
door security vulnerability called a rootkit in Sony BMG music CDs,
Rootkits can enable hackers to gain access to a computer that had come
in contact with the infected disk. It was a serious security compromise,

_ 8. Inmy survey of 163 bloggers (Appendix A), mainstream media was the bloggers'second -
- most often-cited external source of ideas (57 percent) behind other bloggers {70 percent).
However, link analyses by professicnal researchers shows that bloggers in general clits
. rnairsstream media sites as sources far more than cother blogs.

- 12
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particularly ina product that was not sold as computer software.
Russinovich posted a detailed account of his discovery on his blog on
Halloween. Day and the blogosphere immediately exploded. More than

- 1,500 people commertted on Russinovich’s discovery and the story was
quiickly picked up by news sites like Slashdot.org and TheRegister.com.
From there, it spread-into mainstream media.

Sony first denied, but eventuaﬂy admitted toits overzealousness in
including the hidden software on music CDs.? It offered a fix, but
Russinovich found that the fix actually worsened the security vulrer-
ability. The blogosphere, again, went nuts. The story generated main-
stream media coverage in the New York Times, the Boston Globe, the BBC,
BusinessWeek and dozens of other major publications. For two months, it
seemed that Sony could do nothing right. Every attempt it made to quell -
the criticism resulted in more blog rants, sparking more media coverage
and more demands for compensation. Dozens of class action suits were

“filed against Sony in New York and California. The state of Texas also -
filed suit.

Sony eventually admitted that at least ﬁfty-two CD titles had been
released with the hidden rootkit. Researchers estimated that a half mil-
1161:1 customers in 165 countries had been infected. Sony agreed to pull
hundreds of thousands of CDs out of stores, compensate affected cus-
tomers and tighten its policies on the disclosure of cbpjr protection meth-
ods in the future. There’s no clear estimate of how much the mistake cost
the proud Japanese firm, but the damage was easily in the tens of mil- .
lions of dollars. And that’s not counting the hit that Sony’s reputation
took as the story spread. Six months after the incident, mainstream me-
dia were still covering the scandal. “We made a misiake and Sony paid a

“terrible price,” Sony CEQ Howard Siringer fold Walt Mossberg of the
Wall Street Journal. :

o ’I’he Sony story dramatizes two important truths about the
blogosphere One is that the mainstream media and bloggers can work
together constructively to developa story. In this case; not only d1d blog-
gersalert ]oumahsts of the existence of a problem, but they also prov1ded
detailed explanations of the technical factors at hand. Coverage innews-

papers like the New York Times openly complimented bloggers for defin-

9. Press accounts later revealed that many Sony executives weren't even aware that the

software was there; it had been authorized by-afew overzealous oﬁ‘iclais who were worried
about intellectual property protection. - -

. | 13
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ing and explaining the issues. And for the first time since blogs exploded
on the scene, mainstream media coverage was genuinely pos1twe about
the contributions of the blogging community. :

Another truth with the blogosphere is that transparency is key to .

" working i this medium. Sony's biggest mistake arguably was riot that it
planted the spyware platform on the music CDs but that it failed fo re-
spond quickly and openly to complaints. The company’s ducks and
dodges in the face of a storm of blogger complaints and mounting pres-
sure from the media made the company look evasive and sneaky. In fact;
it was probably just confused. :

. This premium on transpérency may be the smgle greatest cultural
shift that businesses will face as they engage with social media. The move
- from messages to conversations will tax many marketers and swamp
some. The emerging culture of transparency and opénness in social me-
dia is a story talqng shape, but it’s clear that companies that choose to
participate willneed to speak to their communities in very different ways.
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