
Digital Engagement: What are people thinking about in the Front Range? 

In Q4 of 2012 North Highland surveyed 2,000 business colleagues working in the Denver / Front 
Range markets about their use of social media both with customers and internally with employees. 
The following perspective provides commentary on the results.  
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Digital engagement is a broad term for how companies use internet based technologies to 
communicate with and have conversations with customers, employees, or anyone else who can play 
a meaningful role in how the company develops and sells products, hires and retains talents, and 
participates in its industry.  In the 80s, e-mail grew as an acceptable digitized version of 
communication that had previously been handled more personally. In the 90s, websites became 
‘tables stakes’ for any business presence – a way for companies to help prospects, customers, 
employees, and others to learn about their products and services, and to establish a brand ‘voice’ 
online. In the 00s, social media has been added to the mix – companies are learning how to 
navigate the increasingly complex engagement landscape, full of emerging tools, capabilities, and 
demands from society that they engage differently. In the early days of e-mail there was concern 
about how to track what happened after it was sent – once it was out there it could be forwarded to 
‘anyone’, a frightening possibility at that time. Today, we worry about a poorly worded post going 
viral, or about a carefully scripted (and expensive to produce) video going no-where – it seems 
unpredictable and risky, with a limited ability to course correct or to gain insight from clear 
measurements or metrics. 

Despite the risks, just like we figured out how to use e-mail both internally and externally, we’ll figure 
out social as it continues to develop and morph into a meaningful communication platform for 
businesses.  We see potential for redefining what it means to ‘know your customer’ or to get 
customer input, as well as to define new product requirements, provide service and care, and to 
cement relationships that build loyalty and reduce churn.  We have customers around the globe who 
are working to incorporate social into their digital toolkits, and it is exciting to share in that journey 
with them. 

n our recent survey of businesses in the Front Range, we asked about these types of concerns, and 
about what you are thinking when it comes to digital engagement.  We had some interesting results 
to share with you that tie to our perspective on how digital engagement will shape business in 2013 
and beyond. 

Not surprisingly, email remains the most common digital tool with which companies are engaging 
with customers, with virtually all of the respondents indicating that they use email regularly to engage 
with customers and employees. Interestingly, nearly 65% of our respondents report using Facebook 
or a similar type of social media platform to engage with customers, although barely 10% report 
using this type of environment to engage internally with employees.  Internal communication via 
these platforms continues to raise concerns about security, appropriateness for the workplace, and 
fear of employees ‘wasting time’.  Companies that have experimented with the tools are finding more 
challenges in driving participation than they are in limiting it, suggesting that the fears are misplaced, 
and the power of the tools has yet to be unlocked in corporate internal use.  We believe that as 
companies get more comfortable using these platforms with their customers, it will become more 
acceptable internally as well. Another critical factor is adoption by more senior levels in the 
organization. Thinking back to the e-mail analogy, companies where senior executives got on e-mail 
saw rapid adoption throughout the organization, and quickly changed social norms to use the new 



technology.  In a similar pattern, companies where senior leadership is willing to have a visible and 
active presence on internal social channels will see much higher adoption. 

Being timely and relevant to a target audience continues to be a challenge, with over 80% of 
respondents being negative to neutral on their company’s ability to do so. Perhaps the biggest 
misconception about social tools is that they are cheap and easy for companies to build and 
maintain.  What companies big and small quickly realize is that staying timely and relevant to your 
target audience takes time and relevance. Someone has to be actively monitoring both the social 
media conversations and the external environment in which the audience lives. You have to know 
what’s happening in the world that is meaningful and be able to provide useful, entertaining, 
cautionary, or otherwise relevant commentary on it to have a place in the conversation – to be 
engaged. If your company is in more than one market space, you have to be timely and relevant 
across communities – an even bigger challenge. Companies that are activating their entire employee 
base to be present in social are creating fascinating case studies for how to be timely and relevant 
around the globe without breaking the budget in marketing, but it means that the brand in social is 
NOT owned by marketing – it is owned by everyone.  We have seen significant resistance to this 
idea in some of our clients who are struggling to find their way in adding social tools to their 
engagement toolkits, but we believe it is imperative for success. 

There continues to be concern about how to measure results from investment in social, with over 
75% of respondents indicating that they are negative to neutral on how their organizations measure. 
The number one reason cited for difficulty measuring is mapping activity to results. A close second 
with almost 40% of the responses was a limited understanding. These types of challenges are 
common among companies that are struggling with the loss of control of the message and being 
able to tightly manage the customer interaction. New tools are emerging that help to make sense of 
the changing patterns of communication and sharing that indicate success or failure of messaging, 
and it is clear that social requires different metrics than traditional marketing.  We believe this 
requires new vocabulary, with different ways of defining sentiment, affiliation, and affirmation of the 
brand. 

Business are starting to adopt social media tools, much like they did web sites and e-mail. Over 
time, they will become as ingrained in our toolkits, but they aren’t there yet. Unlike e-mail, social 
tools provide an amplification effect that is extraordinary, raising the risk of mistakes, but also the 
power of positive messaging that takes hold. Unlike websites, social spaces are the public 
unleashed – they are beyond the control of corporate communications or corporate marketing, they 
are common spaces where companies must learn to have a voice, be a participant, and engage in 
conversation rather than shouting to be heard.  The challenges this introduces created an interesting 
division in sentiment about digital engagement in response to our survey questions.  It varies from 
essential to skepticism and caution about the use of tools. The word cloud below demonstrates 
the variety of responses we received. We look forward to diving into more detail on this and other 
outputs from our survey at our January CU Speaker series event.  



  


