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rave new world It’'s been a great decade
for museums but are the cracks beginning
to show? Maurice Davies looks at what
still needs to be done
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L2 R Y1 ta 11114 As one of the most
trustworthy methods of communication, viral
marketing is booming. Hugh Ernest believes
that museums need to wise up to a medium
that places users in the driving seat.
[Mlustration by Michael Kirkham

Suppose you come across a cool podcast on the Metropolitan
Museum’s website - perhaps the American painting curator
enthusing about Emanuel Leutze’s Washington Crossing the
Delaware. In a couple of clicks, you send the reference on to
acolleague who shares your interest in Leutze.

Having found gold, you're now more likely to go back to
the Met site and, importantly, your colleague is, too. When
you do, the museum offers you a personal space on its web-
site. This allows you to conveniently cluster links to the
information that interests you, such as images of Leutze’s
works in the collection, and share your space with other
enthusiasts. At your request, they will email you - and your
colleague - with news related to your specific interests. By
now, you have bought into the Met’s world, and are most
likely telling your friends and colleagues about it.

Welcome to community marketing - carefully targeted
communication aiming to influence individuals linked into
a network formed around a common interest, in order to
use that network’s inbuilt capacity for relaying information.
Think of it as the Web 2.0 equivalent of the grapevine.

Sometimes called viral marketing or word-of-mouth
marketing, community marketing is booming thanks to
the convergence revolution in information technology: pod-
casts, videocasts, iPhone and the rapid development of
social websites, such as MySpace and YouTube, with their
tens of millions of posters and bloggers. We use these tech-
nologies to seek out information that was previously fed
tous by advertising or the media. We comment on it, com-
pareitand share it with like-minded people. In other words,
we harness it for our own purposes, and to have fun.

A useful way toimagine the future is to look at the busi-
ness world, where innovation and competition create a
dynamic highly responsive to social change. Kristine de
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Valck, a professor in community marketing at the HEC
School of Management in Paris, says that as people plug
into different networks according to the subjects that inter-
est them, they become more confident and effective in exer-
cising choice. She adds that consumers increasingly expect
involvement, and even a degree of influence and control.
The balance of power between individuals operating
through informal networks and the traditional “bricks and
mortar” institutions of society is shifting.

For a taste of how it works, de Valck suggests checking
out some commercial websites (see box). Look athow Har-
ley Davidson promotes itself by providing events and serv-
ices for bikers all over the world, or how “influential moms”
can share survival tips with others on Procter & Gamble’s
vocalpoint.com. Other sites, such as BuzzParadise, link con-
sumers simply to “buzz” (share word-of-mouth comment)
about their experience of international brands. Brand own-
ers everywhere are giving more status and power to their
users - not from choice, but because technology is diluting
the information monopoly of formal organisations.

Trust is behind much of the growth in viral marketing.
Internet research agency Forrester says the means of
communication in which people of all ages and groups place
the highest level of trust is word-of-mouth. The next most
trusted media is the branded website, while the least trusted
is ads received on mobile phones. We are as sceptical of
institutional spin as we are sensitive to uninvited spam, and
prefer to rely on those we know and trust, who share our
interests, to test messages for credibility and services for
quality. This is the key to the scoring system of sellers’ trust-
worthiness on eBay, for example.

The crucial difference between successful viral market-
ing and spamming or junk-mailing, according to de Valck, »
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