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Going Global? Think Local When Crafting Brand Marketing Strategies 
 
by Nancy Pekala 
 
As recession turns to recovery, many U.S. companies and brands have global 
expansion on their minds.   Doing so requires a thoughtful entry strategy that takes into 
account differences in culture, 
communications and social media strategies.   
 
A 2010 media survey conducted by 
Worldcom PR Group’s EMEA region collected 
data from 17 agencies based in Central 
Europe (Germany, Netherlands, Switzerland, 
Austria), Eastern Europe (Czech Republic, 
Lithuania, Poland, Russia, Slovenia, Turkey), 
Northern Europe (Denmark, Finland, United 
Kingdom) and Southern Europe (France, 
Italy, Spain and Portugal) found that in 
European countries, social media is still not 
considered a tool for B2B communication, 
and less than 25% of journalists use Twitter as a working tool.  Moreover, in terms of 
other major trends, the survey found that Northern European journalists are more open 
to social events while in Southern Europe, press conferences are the preferable vehicle 
for communication.  Unlike in the U.S., dailies and magazines are still the most important 
media in all industries, with bloggers playing a significant role in the Fashion and 
Cosmetics industries.   
 
Imma Folch Lazarro, Marketing Chair of Worldcom EMEA Region and General Manager 
of LF Channel in Barcelona, Spain, noted that in her region more companies are 
investing in online vehicles including mobile apps while marketing efforts are focused on 
engaging customs via contests or online conversations.  For example, Vueling, a low-
cost company in Spain offered 500 free flights in one day and obtained 150,000 new 
followers which translated to 30 cents per lead.   
 
In Germany, classic media still rules but there is a growing usage of Twitter in the B2B 
sector, according to Corinna Voss, Chair of Worldcom EMEA Region and Managing 
Director of HBI Helga Bailey GmbH in Munich, Germany.  Eastern Europe, on the other 
hand, is a year or two behind media trends in Western Europe.    
 
“Czechoslovakia, Poland and Hungary are using social media in B2C but not in B2B,” 
noted Patrik Schober, Member Recruitment for Worldcom EMEA Region and Managing 
Partner of PRAM Consulting, Prague, Czech Republic.   “In Eastern Europe, companies 
aren’t using social media for brand building but instead turning to traditional media 
outlets.  He added that marketers in smaller Eastern European countries often must 
contend with small budgets.  “When you’re dealing with small markets, you’re also 
working with small budgets,” he said.  “Sometimes marketers are more creative because 
they have to be.” 
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Social Media Trends in European Markets 
 

• Traditional Media Still Outpaces Social Media 
Television, radio and newspapers are used most often to reach consumers, offering 
a one-to-many approach. In Hungary, 95% of consumers have cable TV, but only 
7,000 out of the entire population (approx. 10 million) use Twitter.  However, in 
Russia, there’s an overall lack of Internet access, but of those who have access, 
95% use social media.  Successful Western European marketing campaigns tend to 
put a focus of about 20-30% on social media, and 70-80% on traditional print/online 
media. The figure is even less in Eastern Europe, where campaigns will only focus 5-
10% on social media, and 90-95% on traditional media. 
 

• Paid Media Placements are not Uncommon throughout Europe 
In Hungary, journalists often require money, gifts or favors in exchange for coverage.  
Bloggers play a significant role only in the Fashion and Cosmetics industries. 

 
• Privacy Concerns Inhibit Social Media Adoption 

Primary uses of social media in European markets are keeping up-to-date on news 
and staying in touch with friends.  However, a lack of privacy and security concerns 
(including the fear of identity theft) are inhibitors to social media adoption.  
 

• B2B is Behind B2C in Social Media Engagement 
While B2C companies are increasing their investment in online advertising and 
utilizing social media for lead generation, brand awareness and engagement with 
consumers, B2B companies throughout Europe are not embracing social media for 
its campaigns and only accounts for one-third of B2B coverage.  Social media is 
virtually never used for market research. 
 

• Primary Social Media Platforms Differ by Country 
In Germany, social media sites like StudiVZ are popular for younger individuals (an 
invitation-only site very similar to Facebook) – and sites such as Xing (a professional 
networking site very similar to Linkedin) appeal to professionals and the B2B crowd. 
In Spain, younger consumers are involved in websites like Tuenti – which is an 
invitation-only private social media site for 20-somethings similar to Facebook. 
Throughout Eastern Europe, larger countries such as Poland and Russia have their 
own versions of social media platforms such as Facebook, but smaller countries tend 
to use the original version of Facebook and Twitter. 
 

• Social Media Campaigns Require Local Angle 
Social media outreach is thought to be cheap in comparison to traditional media 
channels, but it can become very costly if done correctly which requires a 
commitment to generating local interest, a focus on local topics and development of 
local campaigns. European markets often do not respond well to a ‘global’ approach 
– they want to know how the information applies to them and their region. 
 

• Blogging Plays Minimal Role 
While blogging throughout Europe is growing in popularity, it is not as respected as 
many of the blogs in the U.S.  Two-thirds of European blogs are virtually useless for 
business (they tend to focus on cooking recipes, hobbies, etc).  Technology media 
blogs (and other very specialized topics) are showing more significant growth.  
Credibility must first be established through traditional media, followed by WOM and 
social media/blogs can be used to reinforce the message.  Professional blogs tend to 
be mostly published in-house with a smaller number of blogs written for clients by 
PR/Marketing agencies. 
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Lazarro explained that unlike in the U.S., most European companies don’t see a demand 
for social media and don’t understand the concept of developing an online reputation.  
“There’s still a lot of evangelizing work that needs to be done,” she said.  “If you are 
launching a product, social media can extend a relationship; not start it.” 
 
Voss added privacy is very much a barrier to using social media in Europe where 
consumers prefer to maintain a high level of privacy.  “They’re worried their identity will 
be stolen which is a reason most people there don’t use Facebook.” 
  
She added that when trying to enter a European country as part of an expansion plan, 
U.S. brands need to understand the importance of understanding the local market.  “It’s 
a give and take thing,” Voss said.  “You can’t just put out a press release.  You need to 
look beyond your products and work with a local partner to make sure you offer local 
content and messaging that translates well.  Too often, U.S. brands focus on social 
media when rolling out an expansion plan in Europe because it’s cheap but inevitably 
their efforts fail because the content isn’t localized.” 
 
Voss explained, “You can engage influencers in European countries if you know what 
motivates them.  That requires that you have a strong understanding of the local 
market.”  
 
Lazarro also stressed the importance for U.S. companies to evaluate the needs and 
consumer motivations not only of each foreign country individually, but also within 
segments in each country.  “Every country is different,” she said. “Culturally, consumer 
behavior is very different from south to north to east.  You need to understand how 
decisions are being made.  There are countries in Europe that have 1,000 years of 
heritage.  There are nuances that go beyond language and culture.” 
  
She added, “For example, in Spain, consumers are starting to understand Twitter 
because of celebrities but it’s not used for business at all.  Ultimately, social media is 
regarded as a supplement to, not a replacement for traditional media and marketing 
initiatives.” 
 
Voss added that U.S. brands need to spend time evaluating whether their brand will 
translate in the international market they’re targeting.  “A brand that is well-known like 
Coca-Cola will have an easier time of entering a new country because of its long-
standing awareness.  However, a product that is particularly American whether it will 
translate effectively in a foreign market.” 
 
What is some advice for U.S. brands eager to expand into European markets?  Voss 
strongly recommended that U.S. companies be “open-minded” and “not come prepared 
with a ready campaign.”  “They should be willing to invest the time and have the 
willingness to learn about the market and obtain the necessary business intelligence to 
identify the best country and markets to target,” she said.  “They need to seek local 
partners, obtain the business intelligence and be prepared to localize their campaigns.” 
 
Voss also warned against overly ambitious expansion plans.  “Don’t try to hit 10 
countries at one time.” 

 

Nancy Pekala is the AMA’s Director of Online Content and Editor of Marketing Thought 

Leaders. Follow the AMA on Twitter @marketing_power.  Continue the conversation by 

joining one or more groups on AMAConnect™, the AMA’s new online community.  


