
Chapter 3

Building Relationships 
with Web 2.0

This chapter includes the following topics:

■ Demolishing Communication Silos

■ No Future for the Faceless

There’s no question the financial services industry, tarnished by the recent economic cri-
sis, has put a renewed focus on customer relationship management and image restoration.
Some organizations are betting Web 2.0 communication tools are the key to regaining
their customers’ trust and earning new business. Many are also realizing how important
these tools are for making a meaningful connection with current employees and boosting
their morale and productivity. Others already sense Web 2.0 technology will likely play
an important role in attracting and retaining financial talent in the near future.

According to a recent report released by market research firm Corporate Insight, “Social
Media: Trends and Tactics in the Financial Services Industry,” many major financial serv-
ices organizations, including banks, brokerage firms, and credit card issuers, are experi-
menting with social media as a way to improve communication with their customers—
particularly those in highly wired Generations X and Y—and to enable dynamic, real-
time interaction among investors.1 Among the tools being explored are blogs, podcasts,
and online forums and communities.

This shift toward more personal, interactive communication tactics is significant for the
financial services industry, which traditionally has been culturally conservative and gener-
ally standoffish with rank-and-file customers. But many well-known players in the indus-
try have started reaching out to consumers more directly through popular social media
networks, such as Facebook and Twitter, to strengthen their brand image and connect
with and earn loyalty from customers.

For example, Charlotte, N.C.-based Bank of America Corp., one of the first major finan-
cial institutions to take the social networking plunge, has received positive media expo-
sure about the valiant efforts of its Twitter rep, David Knapp, in helping to address an
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14 Securing the Borderless Network

array of consumer concerns from questions about the reasons for overdraft fees to com-
plaints about poor customer service experienced at a bank branch.

And since 2008, credit and debit card processor Visa Inc., headquartered in San
Francisco, California, has been reaching out specifically to customers in the small busi-
ness community with its Visa Business Network on Facebook. (Visa’s pledge to give $100
in Facebook advertising to small businesses that join the community has no doubt been
an effective way to build its following on the social networking site.2) As of September
2009, the Visa Business Network had started featuring blogs and Twitter feeds, and
approximately 6000 members were actively engaging in the site each month. According
to the network’s Facebook page, more than 80,000 small businesses have joined the
community.

To connect with its future customer base and potential employees, the Royal Bank of
Canada (RBC) has been running the “Next Great Innovator Challenge” and related online
community site since 2006. Teams of university and college students compete to develop
the best suggestion for innovation for the financial services industry and can win finan-
cial prizes for their efforts. (In 2009, RBC asked competitors to “suggest innovative meth-
ods or tactics to transform the workplace to match the needs of an evolving and increas-
ingly diverse workforce.”3) Contest participants submit their ideas to the online commu-
nity and can comment on or vote for others’ ideas. RBC provides competition updates to
the community by email, blog, RSS, and Twitter.

RBC’s competition is not only an effective way to gather new business ideas, but also to
engage a younger audience that is traditionally difficult for financial institutions to reach
and inspire. San Francisco–based Wells Fargo also has been quite creative in its efforts to
earn business from high school and college-age students. It created a free, online virtual
world, the Wells Fargo “Stagecoach Island” community, where users can learn money
management skills. Members of the community can create an “in-world” character and
live in one of four “neighborhoods.”(Think of the Electronic Arts computer game, The
Sims.) Characters can build a dream home and work in a virtual job to earn “shells” to
support the lifestyle of their choosing.

The financial industry is also paying attention to how individual investors of all ages are
using social networks online. A 2008 study of U.S. consumers by Cogent Research,
Social Media’s Impact on Personal Finance & Investing, shows that social media influ-
ences individual investors’ financial decision-making. The research firm reports that one
in every four U.S. adults online engages in social media that deals specifically with per-
sonal finance and investing. It also found that investors are “highly engaged in social
media, peer opinion influences a majority of investment decisions, and social media leads
investors to question the accuracy of information delivered by official sources (advisors
and investment firms).”4

According to Cogent Research, “online communities of like-minded investors are educat-
ing each other, and generating and sharing content on specific funds, products, and
investment firms. This information is fast becoming a trusted resource for investors.... For
example, more than half of high net-worth investors have questioned the accuracy of

03_1587058863_ch03.qxp  3/15/10  3:52 PM  Page 14



Chapter 3: Building Relationships with Web 2.0 15

information received from ‘official’ sources due to social media, including more than a
third of investors who question information from their advisors due to social media.”

Demolishing Communication “Silos”
Web 2.0 is also changing the way some financial services firms and banks operate inter-
nally—particularly, how they communicate with and inspire their employees.
Organizations are discovering that social media, when used in a controlled environment,
is the trick to transcending demographics and engaging workers from Generation Y to
members of the so-called Silent Generation (generally defined as those born during the
Great Depression and before World War II). It also can help to make a geographically dis-
persed workforce feel more unified.

Wells Fargo is one financial institution fully supporting its employees’ use of social
media while on the job. It was actually the first U.S. bank to launch a corporate blog, in
March 2006. Today, hundreds of Wells Fargo employees regularly engage in blogging—
including video blogging—to share ideas with each other and interact with customers.
The company’s blogs have become so popular that they are the most-read nonbanking
pages on Wells Fargo’s website.5 And ideas and comments submitted by workers via the
company wiki are reviewed and discussed regularly by members of the bank’s manage-
ment team.

Another major financial institution in the United States recognized as far back as 2006
that social networking tools—including blogs and online videos—were the answer to
boosting employee morale and keeping workers focused on productivity. One primary
goal of embracing Web 2.0 technology was to streamline internal communications, so the
bank’s more than 1000 employees felt more connected to the organization—and each
other—and would share news and ideas more easily and in a timely way. The bank did
have an intranet, but engagement scores were woeful (less than 50 percent). Plenty of
information was posted, but it was disorganized, staid and boring, and no one was paying
much attention to it.

The bank developed an internal communications campaign, with social networking tools
as the centerpiece, that would compel various groups in its workforce to step out of their
comfortable communication “silos” and behave like a community. There was one group of
economists who, for security reasons, primarily used its own intranet. There were bank
examiners who were always traveling. A few hundred employees—many living out of the
bank’s home state—worked remotely. Rounding out the bank’s workforce were several
hundred operational staff who did not regularly access a computer while on the job.

The bank learned through its own research, including staff surveys, that employees were
eager to feel more connected to the organization and their colleagues. They also wanted
to receive more—and relevant—daily news and information in an engaging, entertaining,
easy-to-absorb format.

In response, the bank’s internal communications team completely overhauled the intranet
and added blogs, videos, and other features designed specifically to engage employees.
Email blasts are now sent out regularly to encourage bank personnel to make use of these
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tools, and many workers now participate in the bank’s blogs. (Print communication
efforts featuring intranet highlights have been distributed to employees with limited or
no computer access so that they are not left out.)

Through the new and improved intranet, the bank’s employees receive just as much infor-
mation as before, but in a different and more meaningful way. And the positive feedback
bank management has received from employees shows they not only enjoy the intranet’s
new format, but also actually look forward to visiting it daily, receiving and reading email
blasts, and getting to know their colleagues nationwide better through social media.

No Future for the Faceless
These are social media success stories. But the banks’ efforts to proactively embrace and
experiment with new and innovative communication tools are extraordinary compared to
the financial industry, as a whole, which is only just starting to dip its toe in the water—
and most often, just in the interest of marketing. Although many banks expect to reap
brand, cost, and customer satisfaction benefits as more consumers engage in Web 2.0-
enabled methods of communication, the message to their employees about Web 2.0 and
social media is often quite different, although very clear: No.

The 2009 Deloitte report, Protecting what matters: The Sixth Annual Global Security

Survey, found that 36 percent of CISOs working in the financial services industry believe
“the internal threat” represents the greatest risk to security for their enterprise.6 This
threat isn’t just about the rogue fraudster who wants to find a clever way to rip off an
employer, but everyday employees who inadvertently compromise security through their
use of applications and devices not supported by the enterprise.

This is why many financial institutions do not approach their internal communications
like the forward-thinking banks discussed in this chapter. Instead, they are either com-
pletely restricting or severely limiting the on-the-job use of social media by their employ-
ees for fear of losing valuable data, such as customers’ personal information. They also
worry about violating government regulations by not protecting that information, and
possibly, facing significant brand, reputational and financial damage—and legal headaches.

However, despite the resistance many organizations have toward the use of Web 2.0 tech-
nology in the workplace, it’s only a matter of time until they realize the restrictive poli-
cies imposed on employees must change. They will find they must engage fully in social
media, internally and externally, if they want to stay competitive and attract and retain
skilled talent—especially from Gen Y. They also need to seriously weigh the advantages
collaborative Web 2.0 tools and technologies can provide to the organization, including
cost savings and enhanced workforce productivity and innovation.

Very soon, there will be no place for the faceless financial institution of the 20th century.
No one will tolerate having to press pound to talk to a customer service representative, or
contacting an impersonal general inbox from which they receive no reply. The next gener-
ation of customers will expect to engage in meaningful dialogue with their financial
services providers—in real time and with real people.
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In fact, a 2010 Cisco Internet Business Solutions Group survey report about post-
recession growth opportunities for banks predicts that, “to be successful with younger
customers, a new approach to retail banking is required. Younger customers want banks
to address their needs using the tools they and their peers have adopted, including mobile
devices, video and social networking—and they are willing to switch to banks that
embrace these technologies.”7

In addition, the workforce of the (very near) future is not likely to devote their time and
talent to an employer that resists change and wants to keep workers from reaching opti-
mal levels of productivity and creativity. Thus, firms unable to reinvent themselves so
they are relevant to customers and employees in the Web 2.0 world are likely to struggle—
and risk fading away.
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