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Rick:   Alright. My guest this week is Sabrina Caluori who is Vice President of Social 
Media and Marketing at HBO and Cinemax. 
 
Sabrina, thanks so much for sitting down with me today, and welcome to the Inside 
Social Media Podcast. 
 
Sabrina Caluori:  Thank you so much for having me. I’m excited to be here. 
 
Rick:   Absolutely. I’m really excited to talk to you today. I want to get out of the gates 
here and ask you: If you could only watch one show, and you had to choose between 
Dance Moms and Game of Thrones, which one would it be? 
 
Sabrina Caluori:  That’s a really mean question, but you’ve obviously done your 
homework. It would absolutely have to be Game of Thrones, because I need to know how 
it’s all going to end after having this much time and energy invested in it. 
 
Rick:   Okay. What is Dance Moms? I never even heard of that before. 
 
Sabrina Caluori:  It is a reality competition show about really good dancing kids and 
their crazy moms. I grew up dancing in the entertainment industry, so it’s my guilty 
pleasure. 
 
Rick:   Okay. Well, we’re all allowed that, so I will accept that. I understand why you 
went with Game of Thrones, and we will talk a lot about Game of Thrones today. 
 
So, tell me, what’s the make up of your team there at HBO? Where do you guys fit in to 
the overall organization? 
 
Sabrina Caluori:  Sure. That’s a great question to start. 
 
So, I report to the Head of the Brand Strategy.  
 
Rick:   Okay. 
 



Sabrina Caluori:  We are part of Consumer Marketing. My team is made up of ten 
people and growing. It’s two Directors underneath me – so Managers, and Associate 
Managers, and Coordinators under me. 
 
Rick:   Tell me a bit more about their roles.  
 
My listener base is made up of a lot of different people. A majority of it is small business 
owners, but we still have quite a few people who are actually working in social media for 
whether it’s an agency or whether it’s a brand. One question that I get a lot is they want 
to know more about what those specific roles are that people are playing.   
 
So, you have quite a big team there with ten people. What are some of the roles there that 
they are doing in the team? 
 
Sabrina Caluori:  Sure. I really pride myself in having built a team that really acts more 
like digital marketing strategists than just social media people. So, they wear a lot of hats, 
particularly at the Director and Manager levels. 
 
So, when you start out in my team as a Coordinator, as an Associate Manager, you’re 
really more akin to a Community Manager at most places. Your job is to manage the 
overall editorial calendars, the voice, and overall content that are being put out on the 
social media platforms – whatever those happen to be for the shows or brands that you 
work on.  
 
As you come up in the ranks within the group, your role extends beyond just overseeing 
the Twitter or Facebook pages to really thinking about how social – and in some cases 
digital promotions as they more and more become social – how they fit in to the overall 
marketing strategy. You are also working really closely with the traditional marketing 
counterpart. 
 
Really thinking about and building skills beyond just community management skills, but 
skills like overseeing website project management. Building things like applications, or 
more complex digital promotions or experiences that have multiple layers – whether 
that’s working with an agency or working with our internal teams.  
 
It’s building heavy analytic skills like really starting to think through what behaviors our 
fans for a particular show like Game of Thrones have. What are they really doing? What 
was successful and not successful? What insights can be gleaned and shared more 
broadly with the Marketing, and Creative, and Promo teams? How can we look at success 
and overall fan behaviors and share those? 
 
As you grow up in to the Director role who’s overseeing many programs and brands in a 
lot of cases, you’re also acting as social media evangelist in a horizontal capacity across 
the company. So, in addition to overseeing promotions and things, and social strategy for 
shows like Game of Thrones and Girls, as well as the brands like HBO and Cinemax, 
you’re also partnering really heavily with everyone from the Corporate Communications 



team to our HR team in thinking about how social media really impacts the different 
business units, and helping to provide education, and  best practices, and things of that 
nature across the company. 
 
Rick:   Okay. So, a couple of things jumped out for me there. One of those things was 
“brand voice.” That’s something that tends to come up a lot here on the show, but I still 
feel like it’s something that’s a little abstract for many people.  
 
Can you talk a little bit more about brand voice? What does that mean to you? How 
might a small business, for example, go about developing a brand voice for their 
business? 
 
Sabrina Caluori:  Sure. I think the brand voice goes beyond social media. It was this 
year that the social team moved, kind of, in to the brand team. We spent, actually, a good 
portion of this year really thinking about the HBO brand, and social, and how we take 
traditional brand marketing thinking/brand strategy, and apply that in to the social space. 
 
What I’d say for a small business is to really think about this not just in a social media 
capacity, but think about what your brand stands for. Who are you trying to be in the 
marketplace? What is that core gut connection that you have with consumers? How do 
you differentiate yourself? What are your differentiating qualities from your competition? 
Then, what do you stand for?  
 
When you start to identify those things regardless of social, but just in general, “What 
does your business stand for and what’s the value that you provide to a consumer?” then 
you can really start to cut away all of the extraneous things about your business, and 
really get down to that value proposition between you and your consumer. That’s where 
you start in developing a brand voice. 
 
Rick:   Okay. What’s HBO Connect? Why is it important to you guys as a brand? 
 
Sabrina Caluori:  Sure. HBO Connect is a social T.V. platform that was conceived 
originally four years ago, right as the concept of social T.V. really started to come in to 
ecosystem.  
 
One of the reasons it’s important to us was at the time when the social media space was 
really starting to move just beyond Twitter and Facebook. You started to see, if you were 
a fan, for instance, of True Blood, the fan communities became really fractured.  
 
So, to get a sense of what everyone was saying about True Blood, you had to go to four 
or five different sites on the Internet. We saw an opportunity to act as a curator.  
 
One of the brand values of HBO is that we have this really strong curatorial voice. We 
thought that we could apply that in the social media space by developing a platform that 
essentially aggregated social media feeds and conversation about our programming in to 



an experience that felt very branded, and that had the, kind of, same of layer of territorial 
voice as the network has, but in the digital space. 
 
Over time, HBO Connect, as the spaces evolved has evolved with us. We are actually 
launching in the next – probably at the end of the month – we’re launching another 
refresh to it where we can continue to integrate more and more social platforms.  
 
So, Instagram and Vine will take a broader and more important play in the platform in the 
next phase of the platform. It also becomes a little bit more visual in nature – so, a little 
less Twitter-focused, and a little more focused on these new visual platforms.   
 
Rick:   Gotcha. Are you driving people to the HBO Connect platform or are you 
engaging with them on the individual platforms? 
 
Sabrina Caluori:  Both. We definitely engage with them on the individual platforms. 
We’re not necessarily trying to build a separate island that we’re driving you to.  
 
Rick:   Okay. 
 
Sabrina Caluori:  However, I think there are two really important value propositions for 
Connect.  
 
If you just want to go and say, “I want to know what everyone is saying about Game of 
Thrones today,” we’re training users to go to some place like HBO Connect and see what 
the cast and crew are saying, see what the most popular Youtube video is at the moment, 
and get this highly-curated experience. 
 
The other real value proposition for HBO Connect is that we do live Q&As with a lot of 
our talent. We use that as an event landing experience. So, we have the ability to do 
things like when we have a big premier, for instance, we can build promotion in a very 
easy way on to the HBO Connect experience. 
 
For instance, we did something for Girls, for the last season of Girls where we partnered 
with Urban Outfitters. We and Urban Outfitters did an Instagram contest where you took 
a selfie of your crappy apartment, and you tweeted it at HBO and at Urban using a 
specific hashtag. Then you were entered to win free rent for a year. 
 
Rick:   Oh, that’s cool. 
 
Sabrina Caluori:  It’s so cool. I was bummed that I wasn’t eligible for it. 
 
Rick:   Yeah, really.  
 
Sabrina Caluori:  We aggregated that experience on HBO Connect, and HBO Connect 
became the landing experience.  
 



So, if you, sort of, heard about this or if you had seen a photo in your Instagram feed, or 
you wanted to know what the rules were, or how you could be eligible, or what the price 
was, you were driven to the HBO Connect landing experience to get more information 
and also to see what other people were sharing. 
 
Rick:   Sure. As you’re talking about this, I’m thinking about how more and more brands 
are starting to do this sort of thing.  
 
I just had Mike Hayes from Ben & Jerry’s on the show a few episodes ago. Ben & Jerry’s 
is doing something similar. They’ve actually built that more recently; you guys have been 
doing it a lot longer. He talked about, too, the success that they’re having with 
aggregating all these content.  
 
My question for you, though, is that is this something that a small business might be able 
to do as well? Because I’m thinking about scale, and resources, and so forth – is this 
something that a small business could even pull off? If so, how might they do that? 
 
Sabrina Caluori:  I think where a small business can do it is if there’s already an active 
website for that business – if it’s an e-commerce business, etc. – then they can even 
integrate, in a smart way, social feeds, their existing social feeds. So, if they are also 
active on Twitter, or they are doing things with hashtags, or they have customers who are 
sharing content about their brand or their products out in to the social space, they can 
aggregate that using tools.  
 
There’s a tool called RebelMouse that I would suggest for a small business that you can 
use for free, as well as Storify, which is another good tool that has a free version that 
small businesses can try out. Both of those allow you to take content from different social 
media sources, whether that’s Instagram, or Twitter, or Facebook, and then very easily 
embed that in to a digital experience, or a website, or a blog for instance. 
 
So, it’s a way to add social conversation to existing digital platforms. I think, that can be 
incredibly valuable especially if there’s already some good social content for that small 
business out there. 
 
Rick:   Sure. Just so people catch that – it’s Storify and RebelMouse. I’ll be sure to link 
those up in the show notes for today’s show.  
 
Sabrina, that actually leads me to a question I had for you coming up here. Are there any 
other social media tools that you’d recommend to a small business who really has little 
budget to work with? 
 
Sabrina Caluori:  Yeah. I would look at HootSuite. HootSuite is another free tool, 
although they do have the enterprise support as well, that allows you to publish to 
multiple social networks and publish the same message out to multiple social networks at 
the same time. 
 



Rick:   I’m so glad you said that. 
 
Sabrina Caluori:  You can schedule messages, which is very helpful if you’re a small 
business without a lot of time to spend on social media.  
 
What my team really likes about HootSuite is it allows you to setup a multiple column 
view so that you can really look and do some smart listening – you can understand what 
your customers are already saying, or your competitors are saying, or conversation that’s 
happening about your particular products. So, you can really do some good research 
using that platform that isn’t that time-consuming, which can help build your social 
strategy. 
 
Rick:   Sure. I love that. So, Storify, RebelMouse, and HootSuite. I use HootSuite myself 
and I love it. I just use the free version and it’s great.  
 
Sabrina, let’s dive in a little bit here.  
 
I want to talk about strategy. Let’s say you have a new show coming out or maybe it’s the 
brand new season of a really popular show – let’s use Game of Thrones as an example. 
Take us behind the scenes of how you would put together a marketing campaign. How do 
you determine within that whether social media fits in?  
 
Sabrina Caluori:  Sure. Game of Thrones actually is an anomaly due to the sheer size 
and fan behavior of it. Thinking about a new show may be more attuned for the way that 
I would suggest a small business should go about building their social strategy. 
 
Rick:   Let’s go that route then.  
 
Sabrina Caluori:  For us, when it’s a brand new show, the first thing we do is really 
think about who the audience is. We start by doing our research – really going through 
and understanding [Inaudible 00:20:02] the kind of tone of voice, understanding who the 
potential are. What do they do online? What are their behaviors? We sometimes even 
develop personas for them, right?  
 
So, find some potential customers, and then almost think about their – and you can do 
this fairly simply on the Internet – think about their digital behaviors. Are they on 
Instagram? Are they on Twitter? Are they on Facebook? I think a lot of this depends on 
where they live, and how old they are, and what their entertainment behaviors might be. 
So, really starting to develop a really strong picture of who we’re talking to and how they 
use these mediums – that’s the very first thing we do. 
 
The next thing that we do is we look at competition. What are some similar shows doing 
out there or shows that are for a similar target audience? What’s been really successful 
based on looking at engagement metrics, and things like that – all public-facing data? 
What can we learn from that? How can we apply the HBO lens to behaviors that are out 
there already? 



 
Then, we go forth and experiment on platforms if they’re new to us. So, if we’re going to 
do something on SnapChat, for instance… That’s a platform that we haven’t done a lot of 
work on yet, but we think that we have a property that’s right for that.  
 
We go in and we become superusers. We really think about how the consumers use that, 
their behavior. If I’m consumer what kind of message would I like to receive from a 
brand? Going back to that core gut connection – what would really feel valuable to me? 
How can I enter in to the conversation in a very valuable way? 
 
Rick:   When you say “superusers,” I’m assuming that you’re referring to you and your 
team starting to use it on a personal level to figure out how the platform works, and how 
users are using it, and engaging with it, and so forth. Is that right? 
 
Sabrina Caluori:  Absolutely. 
 
Rick:   Okay. So, let’s just say the whole team has used it. You figured out how people 
are using it and so forth. Then, what happens? Do you run a, sort of, test campaign? How 
do you ease in to, let’s use SnapChat as an example, how do you ease in to using that 
platform from a brand perspective? 
 
Sabrina Caluori:  Yeah. For us, it’s really one of those things that define HBO from a 
brand perspective and always going back to what our brand values are. We really try and 
do things that are high-quality and differentiated. That’s part of our core DNA. 
 
So, we really think about what’s already been done by brands on a platform like that. 
How can we do it in a way that would surprise and delight, but feel different from what’s 
out there?  
 
The way that we tend to test for SnapChat, for instance, we would find the one show that 
would feel right for that. We would use that as, sort of, a test case before we whole hog 
go and say, “SnapChat is now a platform that we’re going to use for every HBO show.” 
 
Rick:   Gotcha, okay. It seems like there’s a new technology or new platform coming on 
to the scene in what seems like every week.  
 
We’ve been talking about it a little bit there, but at what point do you and your team start 
to say, “Okay, maybe that is something that we should jump in to and start using on a 
personal level to figure out that, hey, this is a platform that we should be looking at”? Is 
there some sort of tipping point that a platform or technology has to reach before you 
start paying attention to it? 
 
Sabrina Caluori:  It’s not a quantifiable tipping point. The team is always engaging with 
new platforms as a whole. I think, for us, it’s about finding the right idea. We do want 
there to be some mass to a platform before we go out and spend energy on it, but that 
wouldn’t be before we start using it on a personal level.  



 
We’re, kind of, testing as users new platforms all the time. Then, when we have the right 
idea for something, we really – and I think that this is very important for small businesses 
as well – we really think about how much time, energy, and resources are going to go in 
to building whether it’s a campaign or a content strategy, or a presence on a platform and 
what’s the value exchange.  
 
If it’s a lot of resources and a lot of time, then maybe we will wait until a platform has 
some scale before we do that. So, it’s really about balancing that value exchange. 
 
Rick:   Sure. Now, you guys have a ton of access to great content. How do you guys 
decide which content you’re going to share?  
 
With all that access, content creation is something that small businesses really have a 
challenge with because they think it’s going to take a lot of time, they’re not necessarily 
sure what type of content to be sharing – of course that’s going to differ from platform to 
platform. But, how do you guys make that decision on what type of content you’re going 
to be sharing? 
 
Sabrina Caluori:  Yes, interesting. If you go to Game of Thrones as an example, one of 
the challenges that we have is not only do we have lots of great content that we can share, 
but our fans as well are sharing tons and tons of content, for instance, around Game of 
Thrones – sometimes, content that were not actually approved to share – more quickly 
than we can.  
 
Rick:   Yeah. 
 
Sabrina Caluori:  So, we really try and think about the platform that we’re on, and why 
we’re there, and what the objectives are for that individual platform, and how it fits in to 
the overall strategy – not only the social strategy, but the marketing strategy. 
 
One example, for instance, is that when we were thinking about Tumblr for Game of 
Thrones, we had found an existence and behavior that was happening on that platform. 
We knew that the audience on Tumblr tends to be a little bit more artistic and have a, 
kind of, media-forward experience. So, we really wanted to deliver something that was 
beautiful.  
 
In doing our research, the insight that we saw was that there were these tons and tons of 
fan art on the platform being created already. Some of them were really beautiful and 
high quality. So, we created a Tumblr experience on Game of Thrones that was solely 
dedicated to fan art, to rewarding the best contributions by our fans, and encouraging and, 
kind of, modeling this behavior that we love. 
 
Another example is when we launched on Instagram for Game of Thrones, there were 
already several fan, unofficial Instagram accounts for Game of Thrones. Some of them 
were posting at all hours of the night, tons and tons of content on our talent, and things 



that were behind the scenes, stuff from the sets, stuff that wasn’t approved for us to send 
out for various legal or talent reasons. We really had to think about how can we enter on 
this platform, and do something that feels really differentiated and really focused.  
 
We came up with this idea:  We were, at the time, launching merchandise for Game of 
Thrones that are Funko figures. They are, kind of, like mini bobbleheads and they’re 
really cute. 
 
Rick:   Do you have one on your desk right now? 
 
Sabrina Caluori:  I don’t have one on my desk. 
 
Rick:   Oh, okay. 
 
Sabrina Caluori:  But, I could definitely send you one.  
 
Rick:   Awesome. 
 
Sabrina Caluori:  So, we were launching those and we came up with this idea to, again, 
to kind of, surprise and delight with our content by taking those Funko figures and using 
them to tell stories in a really unique and creative way. So, whether that would tie in to 
things that were happening in the real world – like today is Friday the 13th, and we just 
did a post today that was related to Friday the 13th – or to recap the episodes, we also 
often have the talent pose with their Funko figures. Those do exceedingly well.   
 
Rick:   Gotcha. That’s very cool. We’ve been talking creation and so forth, and we do 
talk a lot about how important it is for small businesses to, sort of, take a step back and 
ask themselves how they can do something creative online just like you’ve described.  
 
So, tell me, what is the Game of Cones? 
 
Sabrina Caluori:  Sure. 
 
Rick:   I love this, by the way. 
 
Sabrina Caluori:  Game of Cones is an idea, actually, that Foursquare had. We’ve 
always wanted to work with Foursquare on something for Game of Thrones, but it’s a 
little challenging when you have a world that’s essentially set in fantasy. It’s a 
completely fictional world, how do you tie that to real world locations?  
 
Foursquare came to us and said, “Hey, we have this idea to…” It was right as the summer 
was starting and Game of Thrones is actually ending. They wanted to do a competition 
with ice cream shops in New York and San Francisco where they basically pitted them 
against one another, and they had fans using the platform to, kind of, vote for their 
favorite ice cream shops. The winning ones would get a real, kind of, cone statue price.  
 



Rick:  Okay.    
 
Sabrina Caluori:  So, Foursquare approached us and said, “Hey, we have this idea,” and 
I said, “That’s awesome and amazing. We would love to support you.”  
 
We then worked with Foursquare to do an event in New York to crown the winner where 
we brought the replica throne, the full-size, real, replica throne, to an event out near the 
winning ice cream shop. The winner was crowned and people got to take pictures of 
themselves sitting on the crown. 
 
Rick:   That’s awesome. So, one thing that came up for me there as you’re talking about 
that is – this is going to be different from, obviously campaign to campaign – how do you 
guys measure the effectiveness of what you guys are doing within social media? 
 
Sabrina Caluori:  I think it really depends on what the objectives for the campaign are. 
My number one recommendation to a small business is to really think about what you’re 
trying to achieve using social media, then how you can measure that. Think about that 
before you go in to thinking about creative ideas or setting any of that up.  
 
For us, we look at a couple of different things. One of the platforms and one of the social 
places that doesn’t get as much conversation, seemingly, these days, is Youtube and 
video. Video views are huge. They are really important to us as a T.V. network.  
 
So, one of the areas and one of the most quantifiable ways that we can see our success is 
in driving views out to our key trailers and clips. We use a lot of social media, both paid 
tactics as well as our owned platforms to drive views and engagement with our video. So, 
that’s, I think, the most ROI-focus of our initiative.  
 
Rick:   Gotcha. Okay. Now, you, sort of, answered this question a few different times, 
but I really wanted to bullet it out here. This is a question that I ask everybody that comes 
on the show. So, why don’t we do this for this question? Why don’t I list out the things 
that I’ve taken notes on that you’ve been talking about and maybe then you can add to it.  
 
So, the question there is let’s say you’re a small business owner, and you have very little 
budget for online marketing, but you want to start leveraging social media to market your 
business. What are three things that you would do to start out? 
 
You’ve actually talked about four things that I’ve noted here. You just mentioned the first 
one there being: Make sure that you have a very clear business objective. That’s 
something that we talk a lot about here on the show.  
 
Then, earlier, we talked about having a clear understanding of your audience.  
 
Then, it’s always good to look at what your competitors are doing in the space and seeing 
what you can learn from that. That’s really the basis of this show here. It’s looking at 



what other people are doing in social media, and how you can model and apply what 
they’re doing to your own business. 
 
So, you’re doing that with your competition.  
 
Then really diving in to the platforms, and having a really good understanding of how 
users are using those platforms on a personal level. 
 
So, that’s four things. Is there anything else that you would add to those things?  
 
Sabrina Caluori:  I think the other thing is about who you put in charge of your social 
media. It is different depending upon the way your organization is built, the way your 
business is built, but I think that there are two things that are important about the way you 
organize social media within your small business.  
 
One is to make sure that it’s not a separate silo from your marketing, digital, and 
communication strategy. If those are separate people who are doing that, there needs to 
be a really strong dialog because those things all bleed together. It’s really important that 
you’re consistent with your message. If you’re an e-commerce business, I would also add 
customer service in there. It’s really important that your voice is really consistent across 
all of those things. So, that’s one thing.  
 
Then, the other is making sure that you have somebody who’s really passionate about the 
space, about digital, and about social. That passion will grow a long way. Social is, 
unfortunately, a 365-day a year job. It really isn’t always on strategy when it’s done 
properly. It’s important that if there’s a real love for it in whoever is charged with that 
initiative within your organization. 
 
Rick:   Yeah. That’s such an important point. If you are not passionate about it, and you 
are representing your business within social media, people can see that. It’s very 
transparent and people are going to see when you’re not passionate about it, and that’s 
going to make them not passionate about your business. So, that’s such a great point.  
 
Sabrina, I think that’s a really good place to stop here. Thank you so much, seriously. It’s 
Friday morning for me, Friday afternoon for you, so I literally could talk to you all 
afternoon, but I won’t do that to you.  
 
Where can people connect with you on social media? Where can people with the HBO 
brand? Are there any shows coming up that you want to promote? 
 
Sabrina Caluori:  You can follow me on Twitter @sabrinacaluori or find me on 
LinkedIn.  
 
You can definitely find all the ways to follow HBO in social media by going to HBO 
Connect – https://www.HBO.com/connect. You can also get a sense of what shows we 



have coming up, but look forward to The Newsroom finally this Sunday night and 
Boardwalk Empire episode 2.  
 
Rick:   Awesome. I will link all those links up in the show notes today. Sabrina, thank 
you so much for being on the show today. I really appreciate it. 
 
Sabrina Caluori:  Thank you.  
 


