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Buying Signals
When social media users express a need for your product or 
service, engaging can yield the biggest social media results.
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Introduction
Social media has changed the way customers buy things. They engage businesses 

on their terms, swap information about vendors, and share  recommendations 

and reviews online. Now, technology is offering marketers a new way to catch up.

A report released by the Pew Research Center’s Internet 
and American Life Project in 2012 reveals that 66 percent 
of online Americans now actively use social networking 
sites.1 That number becomes more impactful when 
broken down into the key demographics that marketers 
and businesses tend to care about most.

According to the report, 75 percent of Americans aged 18 
to 49 use social media, making them the country’s most 
active and ardent population. Even more impressive is 
social media adoption among the next group: 95 percent 
of all teens aged 12 to 17 are now active online, with 80 
percent using social media sites.

For any businesses still skeptical about social media’s 
reach and impact, those numbers should serve as a brisk 
wake-up call. 

As should this one: While 68 percent of social media users 
said that social networking had no influence on their buying 
decisions in 2011, new data from Edison Research suggests 
that this number has dropped to 36 percent.2 Moreover, 47 
percent of social media users said that Facebook has had a 
significant impact on their purchasing behaviors.  

Social media and social commerce are here to stay and will 
play a significant role in deciding which businesses thrive 
going forward. If your business isn’t finding new ways to 
understand, engage, and influence purchasing behavior 
on social media, it’s missing a significant opportunity to 
shorten the sales cycle and acquire new customers. 

The Rising Importance of Social Media 
Monitoring

For social media marketing 
to truly drive ROI, businesses 
need to do more than create 
accounts and interact with 
people.  Businesses need to 
identify and monitor the 
behaviors and actions that 
might indicate when a fan or 
follower is ready to convert to  
a customer.

The best way to do this is to use social media monitoring 
technology to observe, listen, and analyze what 
customers, prospects, and competitors are saying. 

The importance of monitoring customer sentiment and 
opinion is nothing new. However, the  emergence of social 
media monitoring tools has made it significantly easier. Many 
businesses now use social media monitoring to strengthen 
their social efforts. According to one study, 78 percent of 
consumer-facing companies now actively track what their 
customers are saying about them on social channels. Those 
numbers are projected to increase.3

It’s easy to understand widespread adoption. Monitoring 
reveals what customers are saying, helping businesses 
improve customer service, study purchasing behavior, 
keep up with news and —crucially—spot social buying 
signals. 

1 Pew Research Center, February 2012; http://bit.ly/H10jDy
2 Edison Research, June 2012; http://bit.ly/TqLDOo
3 Satmetrix, May 2012; http://bit.ly/LlANc0
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Buying signals are customer actions and activities that 
point toward an interest in purchasing your product  
or service.  If you know what these signals mean and 
how to act on them, they can kick open the door to new 
revenue opportunities. 

What are Social Buying Signals and Why 
Do They Matter? 

  As customers become more elusive—

conducting research on their own, 

rather than consulting businesses 

directly—businesses are losing the 

opportunity to learn more about their 

buyers. Monitoring and acting on social 

buying signals presents companies the 

opportunity to regain control of that 

critical intelligence.

Drew McLellan, Founder and CEO of  
McLellan Marketing Group

The process of identifying and acting on customers’ 
buying signals is not strictly a new marketing concept.  As 
recently as 10 years ago, those buying signals were often 
revealed to business owners in two primary ways: 

 1 Calling your business: If a customer had a ques-
tion about a product, a quick phone call to a ven-
dor usually provided every answer they needed. 
In doing so, a customer typically gifted that ven-
dor with obvious buying signals that (if the right 
customer information was captured) could be 
handed off to a sales team or immediately acted 
on by an owner-operator. 

 2 Walking through your door: In the not-so-
distant past, most customers preferred the tactile 
experience of touching, holding, seeing, or testing 
a product before they bought it. Those interac-
tions allowed businesses to look for specific buying 

4 PricewaterhouseCoopers, 2012; http://pwc.to/vJzjYc
5 IBM, 2011; http://ibm.co/ghgpi5

signals and mannerisms that indicated where  
prospective customers were in the buying process. 

While those activities are still relevant (especially for 
smaller businesses), modern  customers now use social 
sites like Facebook, Twitter, SlideShare, and LinkedIn 
to research companies, products, and services before 
interacting with those businesses directly.

In fact, according to PricewaterhouseCoopers’ 2011 
Global Multi-Channel Consumer Survey, more than 80 
percent of customers now conduct research online 
before they buy in-store.4 According to a recent IBM 
survey, approximately 40 percent of social media users 
go to social sites to share opinions and access company 
reviews. Another 23 percent of social users log into these 
sites to interact with brands directly.5

For many small and medium-sized businesses, this new 
buying behavior has made it increasingly difficult to 
pinpoint and analyze buying signals when they appear, 
and to respond to customers’ needs accordingly. 
However, accessible monitoring technology is changing 
that picture. Newer software that is specifically designed 
to flag specific social behaviors like buying signals 
allows companies of all sizes to leverage those signals 
to better interact with—and ultimately sell to—their  
social followings.  

“

”
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As businesses begin to demand 
concrete results from social 
media, software that can identify 
buying signals will become an 
integral part of online marketing. 
Leading the way is the new Vocus 

Marketing Suite, which mines Twitter for buying 
signals, filters them by industry keywords, and 
delivers them to marketers as a constant stream of 
relevant, real-time leads. Vocus SVP of Products You 
Mon Tsang told us more.

What do social media buying signals mean 
for businesses?

Thanks to Twitter and Facebook, people have started 
to think in public. We now remark publicly on a lot of 
things that used to be in our heads, or that we would 
previously have just said to friends. Things like, “Hey, 
I lost my bike” or “I’m looking for new sunglasses.” 
These are actually, when you think about it, buying 
signals. You need to replace the bike. You want a new 
pair of sunglasses. A bike shop or sunglasses retailer 
that can spot your buying signals has a new stream  
of leads. 

How will the ability to spot buying signals 
change marketing? 

It used to be that if you wanted to do marketing, 
you’d put out an advertisement, and hope someone 
sees it and comes to you. You’d hope that one of your 
customers tells their friends and refers them back  
to you. 

What buying signals can do is actually bypass all that 
and take you straight to folks who have shown intent 
to buy; people who are looking for something. Even 
if they don’t know anything about your business, 
you can reach out to them in social media because 
they have made a public statement about wanting 

something or needing something. That’s never been 
available before in marketing. 

Why now?

It’s possible now because of social media and it’s 
possible now because of technology. 

There are millions of tweets every minute. However, 
no human can be asked to sift through all of them: it’s 
technology that makes that possible. Our new software 
sifts through millions of tweets to pinpoint those that are 
relevant to your business and which indicate an intent to 
buy. This is something that’s never been possible before: 
to pinpoint a lead through social media was always very, 
very difficult.

Can businesses identify buying signals 
without software?

You’ll probably need someone dedicated to it. You’ll 
have to find a social media expert. What we do with 
our software is make it easy to do otherwise tough, 
time-consuming marketing tasks like finding buying 
signals.

We call them buying signals—but are they 
always about selling?

You don’t always try to sell right there. In fact, one of the 
things about social media is that buying signals are an 
opportunity really to engage with people as you turn  
them into customers.

Like most marketing you have to choose when you 
sell and when you engage. Buying signals is actually an 
opportunity to do one or the other.

How Buying Signals are Changing Marketing
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What Do Social Buying Signals 
Look Like? 

Whether your company is active 
on Twitter, Facebook, Pinterest, 

Instagram, or other social 
networks, social buying signals 
are everywhere. They could 
be as simple as a customer 
liking your Facebook page, or 

as detailed as a customer asking 
for advice or recommendations 

about a specific product or service. 

A few social buying signals that might be relevant to 
your company include: 

Tweets about competing products   
This shows interest in something similar to your 
company’s offering and provides you with the  
opportunity to engage a customer who might be 
ready to buy. 

Facebook posts asking for a referral   
This buying signal suggests a customer is begin-
ning to research products to fulfill a specific need. 

Instagram photos of a broken product  
Say that a customer shares a picture of a mangled 
laptop screen. If you provide computer repair 
services or sell consumer electronics, this could 
be a signal of a purchase in the future.

LinkedIn questions about the pros and 
cons of a specific product: This suggests that 
a customer is conducting research through their 
social networks before choosing the businesses 
they want to engage. If you can identify these 
social buying signals and engage with those cus-
tomers earlier in the buying process, you stand a 
better chance of making the cut.

The problem, of course, is sifting through all of those 
buying signals to identify the real opportunities, says 
Drew McLellan. 

“When you explain to business owners what social 
buying signals are, most of them understand the 
importance of monitoring them,” explains McLellan. 
“But it’s one thing to know what to look for and quite 
another to actually execute it. Monitoring those 
buying signals on your own might seem doable, 
but it’s really an intensive process that’s much more 
efficiently executed by the wide range of technology 
that’s available to companies today.” 
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How to Act on Social Buying Signals

When you see followers ask their friends for a product 
recommendation, the natural temptation might be to 
interrupt the conversation and jump in with a hard sales 
pitch. But that’s exactly what you shouldn’t do. 

Think about the approach you would take if a customer 
walked through your front door, picked up a particular 
product, and asked you a few questions about its best 
features and pricing. You’d do your best to answer those 
questions, ask for more information, and gently nudge 
that customer along the sales process. The same approach 
should apply to social buying signals. 

Ultimately, social buying signals provide intelligence 
that helps you monitor the pulse of your marketplace 
and gauge specific customer needs. That information 
can allow you to become a part of customers’ research 
process again and provide relevant, real-time information 
that addresses their specific buying stage. 

Providing valuable information will not only make your 
customer service and marketing efforts smarter, it will also 
create a reservoir of more highly qualified leads that you can 
better nurture to the point of purchase.

In the past, that was easier to do with face-to-face 
conversations that revealed a customer’s tone, body 
language, and interest. Today, uncovering that information 
via social media is a more nuanced and complex process. 
By leveraging the right technology to monitor and digest 
your buying signals, however, the process can be a very 
productive one, delivering real results. 

In today’s online buying cycle, customers engage 
with businesses first. Their decisions are shaped by 
recommendations on Facebook and Twitter, the 
information they find on Google, and the news and 
reviews they read online—all before a business engages 
with them. 

The new Vocus Marketing Suite integrates Search, Social, 
Email and Publicity into one powerful suite that helps 
businesses attract, engage and retain customers with 

ease and confidence. Now featuring Buying Signals™, a 
proprietary technology that monitors millions of Twitter 
conversations for tweets that indicate potential new 
customers, Vocus delivers marketing opportunities 
directly to you.

Sign up for a demo at www.vocus.com/marketing today.

Connect with us: 

http://www.facebook.com/vocus
http://www.twitter.com/vocus
http://www.youtube.com/vocus15
https://plus.google.com/+vocus
http://www.linkedin.com/company/vocus
http://www.vocus.com/marketing

