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Advertising and marketing professionals such as Weber (2007) and Brymer (2009) speak to the value of engaging consumers via online social networks to establish relationships and increase lifetime value. Professionals attending education sessions at the Direct Marketing Association’s 2009 Conference & Exhibition attended sessions on the applications of social media marketing with great excitement and interest. Yet, students back in my classroom displayed blasé, almost bored attitude toward the potential value of Web 2.0 applications to direct response and marketing strategies. There was no excitement – no added enthusiasm for investigating this seemingly innovative realm for message delivery to potential prospects.  Why? Because social media is nothing new to them. The ubiquitous nature of social media applications such as LinkedIn, Ning, Twitter, YouTube, Flickr, and Facebook are no more “new” to our students than the “traditional” mediums of television and radio have been those of us in the over-30s  and 40s demographic. Therein lies the “gap.”

As noted by Prensky (2001) and subsequently by Kalamas, Mitchell and Lester (2009) marketing educators facing this communication gap between themselves and their students and are in search of ways to reduce the divide between “the digital immigrants, educators, and the digital natives, students” (p. 51). While many educators are still developing the basic skills and knowledge needed to effectively connect to others in the digital sphere, our students are already expert online content producers (McGee & Diaz, 2007), (Dye, 2007).  Oblinger & Oblinger (2006) refer to those digital natives born since the 1980s as the “Net Generation.” Current Net Generation college students have grown up with these online social media, and it’s now up to faculty to catch up, gain understanding, and engage students in active learning modalities.

Enter Ning (www.ning.com) and the learning environment it can provide to direct marketing educators. Ning in an online platform that allows users to create, “your own social network for anything.” According to the company’s press kit, the Ning Platform now hosts more than 1 million social networks. One of those networks is home to students in one of my direct response courses. Ning is free, it’s easy, and the network one creates closely mirrors the environment of the social network most familiar to the Net Generation: Facebook.

While course management software interfaces such as Blackboard allow for the creation of an electronically based classroom community, the Ning platform offers options that more closely simulate broader social networks. The recently released Blackboard Learn Release 9.0 does allow students to journal, create their own blogs, and participate in discussion groups. But, it does not offer students flexibility to create their own sense of personalized online space, which is a hallmark of the social web. In Caravella, Zahay, Jaeger and Ekachai (2009), Debra Zahay reported increased student involvement in a blog created for the course than what she had received when previously using Blackboard to engage students in discussion. The Ning platform provides and even broader opportunity for students to create their own web content, and this initial use study indicates that this high level of interactivity further enhanced learning.

Each Ning site member creates their own page – complete with customizable backgrounds. Students can write their own blog, post photos and videos, download fun widgits and applications, start their own discussion forum, create event calendars, and add in and out RSS feeds.  For the course Ning site discussed herein, students were  also allowed to create public and private groups within their own member page, which were utilized to facilitate planning and file sharing for group projects. The private groups function was especially useful because students were also preparing entries for the DMEF’s Collegiate Echo Challenge and didn’t want to share ideas with competing groups in the class. Through the Ning site, students also reported on direct marketing case studies and answered questions for one another via their personal blogs. 

Each Ning site creator – in this case the instructor – retains management control of the site. Settings can be used to pre-screen postings and control membership. In this pilot trial of a Ning site as a teaching tool, site membership was kept private, allowing only those invited to join the group.  The site can also be public and allow for full .csv importing and web optimization. This option will be implemented for the next course offering to allow students to engage in a SEO project and work to attract new members, just as one would recruit new members to populate a branded social web site. Initial analysis of this endeavor’s value to curriculum building should be available by late September 2009.

Based on this trial classroom study, the use of a Ning site to embed students in the social web at a more conscious level holds pedagological promise. Through initial polling at the onset of the course, students reported paying little attention to  marketers’ efforts to engage them within the digital universe. After using our class Ning site to focus upon the potential uses and applications of social web marketing, students reported a much broader sensibility about the means and methods of influencer marketing tactics and the potential value of social web marketing for consumer engagement, loyalty building, and referral. This initial application of a Ning site in direct marketing education supports McNeely’s (2005) conclusion that, “This is how the Net Generation learns: by doing.” 
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