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Rick: All right.  Today I'm chatting with Ash Brown.  Ash is a Group Director of Digital 
Communications in Social Media at the Coca Cola Company.  Ash I don’t think I've told 
you this, but Coca Cola is one of the most requested brands for my listeners to have here 
on the show, so glad to have you on today, welcome. 
 
Ash Brown:  Thank you.  Thanks for having me. 
 
Rick:  Absolutely.  So, Ash this show is all about hearing what big brands are doing well 
in social media and how small businesses can model that behavior within their own 
minimal social media and marketing budgets.  Coca Cola is one of the most successful 
brands when it comes to digital media, for example, amassing one of the largest social 
media communities in the world. 
 
I was looking up some numbers on you guys and you have over 66 million Facebook 
fans, some 194,000 Twitter followers and over 135 million video views on YouTube for 
example.   
 
So, can you tell me a little bit more about how you and your team leverage social media 
and then how small businesses might incorporate similar strategies into their own 
business? 
 
Ash Brown:  Yeah, so increasingly we're looking at social networks not only as a place 
where we can engage with our fans, but still you know a hugely important thing to hear 
fan feedback, to have a conversation with them, but also increasingly as a place where we 
can share great content with them. 
 
Rick:  Sure. 
 
Ash Brown:  So, just last week we launched the Small World Machine, which was a 
really – I don’t know if you saw it, it was a really interesting piece of technology that 
allowed people in Pakistan and India to actually share a Coke together, and you know 
these are two people that they can't visit each other.  The border is closed. 
 
Rick:  Sure. 
 
Ash Brown:  So, we created this great piece of technology that allows people at a mall in 
Pakistan and at a mall in New Delhi, India to actually come together and share a smile 



and share Coke where we shared that very broadly as a piece of content, the video.  We 
did about a three-minute video.  You know, we syndicated that very broadly throughout 
all of our social networks and we turned it into a viral hit. 
 
It got a million views in that first week.  So, I think as brands invest more and more in 
great share-worthy content you're going to see the social networks be a really vital and 
important syndication point.  It's also interesting how certain social networks are starting 
to shake themselves up from an audience perspective. 
 
Rick:  Yeah, sure. 
 
Ash Brown:  You know Twitter is proving to be a very valuable news tool and I think 
that’s something all businesses should really take a hard look at.  Netflix recently gained 
approval from the Federal Trade Commission, I believe, to broadcast earnings results via 
Twitter which is interesting. 
 
Rick:  Yeah, yeah. 
 
Ash Brown:  And also from a PR perspective, you know, LinkedIn is increasing – you 
know, it's basically a social network.  Everyone who’s really important and connected in 
the world, so from a sort of a corporate communications and PR and thought leadership 
perspective, LinkedIn is turning up to be hugely important platform.  So, the world is 
much bigger than just a few social networks. 
 
Rick:  Sure.  And that brings up a good point, how do you guys decide which platforms 
to be on because you know one of the biggest challenges I hear from readers and listeners 
is they're overwhelmed with all the social options out there and I mean it's essentially 
paralyzing.  They end up trying to be on every single platform and it really hinders their 
social media efforts, you know. 
 
So, how does Coca Cola decide which platforms to be on and then you know, how would 
you recommend or how do you think that small businesses can take that insight and 
model it? 
 
Ash Brown:  Yeah.  There's not one sort of hard and fast formula that we plug 
everything into and at the end it's out there.  You should do this one.  You know some of 
it it's just intuition and gut and we're just winging it.   
 
Obviously, there are certain biggies that you make big bets on.  We're making a big bet 
on LinkedIn.  We're making a big bet on Twitter.  We're making a big bet on Facebook.   
 
Then you know once you get out of sort of the usual suspects and you start talking about 
Vine or Tumblr or even Instagram. 
 
It's very much sort of does the current audience of that social network sit very well with a 
particular brand?  Do the consumers of a particular brand mesh well with a social 



network?  And you know, do we feel strongly enough about it to make a – in most cases, 
small to medium term investment to sort of see what happens?  So, you know, brand 
Coke has a Tumblr.  Brand Coke is also active on Instagram. 
 
You know we don’t have broad brand presences beyond that.  Both brand Coke and 
company has Google+ pages because we're still trying to see how that network shakes out 
and what that fan-base was like, so I would say the biggest established ones where it 
makes sense to have a broad presence, we have them.  Smaller social networks are still – 
we still do that very much as sort of like the 10% experimental. 
 
When it comes to a small business and how they should think about social networks, you 
know, I always challenge my team to think about how that social network advances and 
editorial objective that we have.   
 
So, we want Coca Cola Journey, our online magazine to be a place of great photography 
for then it makes sense for us to activate on Instagram and activate on Flickr because that 
gives us access to a huge library of beautiful photographs, Coke photography that people 
have submitted to our channels.  So, social networks can also serve an editorial purpose 
for the brand. 
 
Rick:  Sure, sure, and I think a good lesson there is that you are aligning with a particular 
platform depending on what your strategy is and the audience that you're trying to reach.  
What about for new tools and platforms as they come on the market, like a Vine app, for 
example, and then for the “experimental ones.”  I mean experimental might not be the 
right word there, but the less mainstream if we're calling Facebook and Twitter 
mainstream, maybe you know a Vine for example. 
 
You guys are testing it out where appropriate and then seeing how that goes.  Is there a 
certain amount of time that you give that test?  You're going to say – you know, do you 
say we're going to test this out for you know the next two to three months and kind of see 
how it is or how do you guys gauge that? 
 
Ash Brown:  I wish I could say yes, but the answer is actually no.  Which may or may 
not be helpful to folks.  Really there's no hard and fast rule.  The only rule that we have is 
that we want consistency.  So, at some point if a brand or an owner or the company 
decides that we're not going to continue to make a commitment to keep whatever the 
experience is often refreshed and current, we'll pull the plug. 
 
But as long as we have great content and as long as we're seeing enough value to keep 
creating content for that network, we keep it going. 
 
Rick:  Got you, got you.  Now, you already talked – sorry, go ahead. 
 
Ash Brown:  I think for sort of for small businesses, the biggest danger is not one and 
done so, you know and big brands face this, too like don’t forget that you have a Tumblr 



site because I think that’s the most embarrassing thing is that you know have not had 
your site or your experience updated in 10 months or what– 
 
Rick:  Sure.  Try to be consistent with it. 
 
Ash Brown:  Exactly. 
 
Rick:  So, you talked a lot already about content and you know, I want to – the next 
couple of questions here I want to talk about content and the content that you guys put 
out within social media rarely contains salesy type messages.  Can you talk about that 
strategy and why you guys have that approach? 
 
Ash Brown:  Yeah.  So, we have our first approach which is ultimately our consumers 
own our social spaces.  They own the brand.  They own our Facebook page.  They own 
our LinkedIn profile.  So, everything that we want to put in front of those audiences we 
want it to have shared value, so if you give me five minutes to read a Coca Cola Journey 
article or you give me 30 seconds to watch a short video or five seconds to read a Twitter 
post, I want you as the consumer and the reader to get something from that. 
 
It doesn’t necessarily mean that Coke has to get something from that exchange.  So, our 
goal is to be of service, not try to sell you stuff. 
 
Rick:  Got you, got you, and speaking of all that creating the content, you know, the 
problem for small businesses is that it tends to be time consuming and it tends to be 
resource intensive, can you give us maybe a few tips for trying to simplify content 
creation for small businesses? 
 
Ash Brown:  You know honestly, I don’t think you can.  I mean you can develop smart 
processes that make it more efficient, but creating content is hard and I don’t think that 
there's a shortcut to that and it takes money and more importantly it takes a lot of time.  I 
think for small businesses the thing to focus on is what value are you giving to your 
consumers who are taking the time to follow you? 
 
So, if you own a corner hardware store, do short helpful how-to videos, something that’s 
locally relevant and that's valuable.  But that doesn’t necessarily mean that creating those 
short videos is easy and it doesn’t take time and it doesn’t take money because it does. 
 
And I think we're entering an age where content is king, but the greatest lie we sometimes 
tell ourselves is that what I want to talk about is what a consumer wants to read about and 
that’s very rarely true and also that content is cheap. 
 
Rick:  What do you mean by that, the content is cheap? 
 
Ash Brown:  No.  I think that that’s a lie that we sometimes tell ourselves…. 
 
Rick:  Oh, oh, oh, got you. 



 
Ash Brown:  Because either it's free or creating great content for Facebook is going to be 
cheap because it's not.  If you look what people want to share, it's a video that sparks an 
emotion or it makes you laugh or is funny or it makes you cry.   
It's a really beautiful photograph.  It's a really interesting piece of sound.  Those aren't 
necessarily cheap and easy to pull together. 
 
Rick:  Sure, sure.  Now, what about though – I mean what about as a small business 
owner, maybe they have you know a smartphone with a decent camera and you know a 
video camera, how do you think that plays into it with them?  I mean they can create 
compelling content that way, right? 
 
Ash Brown:  Absolutely.  You know, some of our most shared pieces of content aren't 
overly produced things, right.  It's a photo that a user has submitted to us that we shine a 
spotlight on so – and I think the social world is very forgiving for content produced on 
the fly.  I mean you aren't going to get many overly produced Vines, you know? 
 
So, I think we're entering an era where authenticity matters and sometimes it's authentic 
to shoot that video on your iPhone, which by the way, is better than a handheld camera 
was two years ago. 
 
Rick:  Right, right, yeah.  It's crazy. 
 
Ash Brown:  I mean I was struck by the New York Times I guess probably three weeks 
ago.  The cover photo on the Sunday Times was an Instagram photo.  You know that’s a 
huge change in communication. 
 
Rick:  Yeah, huge, huge.  Now, Coca Cola is a major sponsor of the Olympics, so that 
means every couple of years you're activating a huge campaign and that often involves a 
lot of storytelling.  Can you talk about how you guys use storytelling and it's place in 
your overall strategy for your social media efforts? 
 
Ash Brown:  Well, it's absolutely central.  You know everything that we do in social 
begins with story.  You know, we hire, on my team particularly, we hire lots of ex-
journalists, so when I say story like we mean story from a journalistic perspective that our 
brands have.  There's one part of my team that might consider, you know, farmers in 
Australia protecting the Great Barrier Reef to be a story, then a brand might consider just 
a photo to be a story, so I use that very broadly. 
 
But you have to have a story at the core or you're just putting out fodder.  So, you know, 
we try to – we look through everything at the lens that if I didn’t work here, would I still 
care?  Would I share this with my sister?  Does it spark an emotion in some way?  Is it 
valuable either – you know, is it monetarily valuable?  Is it emotionally valuable?  Is it 
socially valuable?  Does it connect me to other people in a meaningful way? 
 



We sort of have this sort of 10-point checklist where we go down and if it meets, you 
know, eight or nine of those then yeah, that’s a good enough story to go on our social 
channels and if it doesn’t, it doesn’t.   
 
Now, I'm not going to tell you we've got it all figured out.  You know, there are 
sometimes that I'm looking at our social channel and I'm like ooh, I wish we hadn’t, you 
know, that wasn’t the best tweet I've ever seen. 
 
But you know we're also a massive company that operates in 207+ countries and that’s a 
lot of fingers in the pie and there are varying levels of capability and skill.  So, we're not 
perfect.  I think we've got a great plan.  I think we're going in the right direction, but you 
know we sometimes screw up, too. 
 
Rick:  Sure.  I think it's a good lesson.  I mean though Icy Coca Cola does not have it all 
figured out and it's learning as you go along and you know, it's intimidating for small 
businesses to jump into the social media space and just to know that big brands such as 
yourselves are still figuring things out, are still getting, you know, things “wrong” every 
now and then and, you know, experimenting on the way that’s really good – it's a good 
lesson for people to understand. 
 
Ash Brown:  Yeah, and I think sometimes in conversations about social media we forget, 
but sometimes social isn't the right strategy. 
 
You know, if you're a small business, that doesn’t mean that you have to have a 
Facebook page.  Maybe it's a better investment and a better bet for your business, but 
create a LinkedIn group. 
 
I think one of the dangers of social is that it's a shiny object and we sometimes forget 
that, you know, every channel has a purpose and a place and just because it's big it 
doesn’t mean that you have to be there. 
 
Rick:  Yeah, that comes up in almost every conversation I have with people I'm working 
with where they say okay, I need to be on Facebook and well that’s – that’s my first 
question is well why do you think you need to be on Facebook and it's a great point that 
not – you don’t necessarily have to be in a certain spot and likewise social media might 
not even be you know the right strategy for you. 
 
Ash you bring up LinkedIn, you actually mentioned it a few times and I want to kind of 
dive in there just for a second.  So, you know, LinkedIn has traditionally been a B to B, a 
business to business platform.  What is Coca Cola’s involvement with it?  Are you 
reaching consumers in LinkedIn?  Or is that more the play for distributors and so forth? 
 
Ash Brown:  No.  We very much view it – I mean obviously we are partner with 
LinkedIn on the recruiting side, the career side, but my team very much sees LinkedIn as 
a valuable tool for it to reach consumers.  But they are special types of consumers, they're 



influencers because of the nature of who makes up that network -- essentially 
professionals all around the world. 
 
That’s a pretty influential and powerful subset of consumers that certain parts of our 
business really want to reach and engage with in conversation.  So, around things like 
women’s empowerment, immigration reform, sustainability.  Coca Cola is also a great 
investment, so the investor community, elected officials, thought leaders more broadly – 
we're finding LinkedIn to be a really terrific place to have conversations with those 
people. 
 
Also, the content that our magazine, Coca Cola Journey puts out, it tends to resonate very 
strongly with LinkedIn readers and LinkedIn is actually the largest source of social traffic 
to that site. 
 
Rick:  Interesting.  I'm glad, so glad we talked about this because you know LinkedIn 
does have as I mentioned, does have that perception of being just, you know, that 
business to business platform and you know, I love how you went through the different 
types of strategies that are relevant to LinkedIn and the type of audience that’s on there, 
that’s great.  Ash let's do a little fill in the blank here. 
 
Ash Brown:  Okay. 
 
Rick:  Social media is all about blank than about blank. 
 
Ash Brown:  Social media is more about communications than marketing. 
 
Rick:  Cool.  Listening, that listening comes up in every, almost every conversation here, 
so would your group listening into that communications that you said? 
 
Ash Brown:  Yes, absolutely. 
 
Rick:  So, I want to talk about measurement and you know, a study was done early this 
year actually by you guys that concluded that social buzz didn’t generate a sales lift and 
these results I think were taken out of context by a lot of the media that picked up on that.  
You know, for Coca Cola like most other brands, social media and as you’ve been talking 
about this, social media marketing is just one part of the overall marketing strategy, so 
can you talk about how Coca Cola actually measures your social media efforts? 
 
Ash Brown:  Yeah.  That study was about purchase intent and buzz, but you know I 
think today progressive communications folks and marketers know better.  When we 
design experiences, we make them social at the heart and that creates an impact in the 
marketplace and it increases brand value and it increases brand love.   
 
You know every engagement in social media doesn’t have to create a sale, so it's sort of 
like no single piece of media is a silver bullet in its own right.  It's a combination of 



media that creates success.  So that was I think what was lost in some of the media 
interpretations of that study, that it's a great combination of media that creates impact. 
 
Rick:  Got you, got you.  So, Ash let's say you are a small business owner and you have 
very little budget, you know, for online marketing and you're thinking about testing, you 
know, leveraging social media to market your business, what are, let's bullet it out here, 
what are three things that you would do to start out in social media marketing? 
 
Ash Brown:  I would create a PR plan and I would ask you how small is small and how 
no budget is no budget? 
 
Rick:  I don’t want to put a dollar figure at it but just you know you have a little bit of 
budget to work with. 
 
Ash Brown:  All right.  So, I think the first thing that I would do if was a small business 
owner is pull together a really great communications plan.  Historically we would call 
that a PR plan that I think it's bigger than that now because that helps a small business 
owner really distill what's your core message, right, or what's that core message 
framework.  If you wanted people to take away one thing, what would that one thing be? 
 
A lot of small business owners that I meet haven’t gone through that exercise, so you 
know until you have that message framework and that core creative idea, it's really hard I 
think to build any sort of plan on top of that.  So, I would do that PR and that comm plan.   
 
I would then get very granular on who the audience is because if you're trying to reach 
19-year-olds, Facebook is a great investment.  If you're trying to reach extremely well 
connected people who live inside the Beltway well then, you know, LinkedIn might be a 
better call for that or just a straight up PR plan and doing some shoe leather pitching to 
blogs.   
 
So until you know who you're trying to reach and with what message, you're pretty much 
stuck so I would do those two things first. 
 
And then my third piece of advice would be to hire an expert to do it for you.  I think 
dabbling is a very dangerous thing and there's a reason why smart people make a living 
doing this work. 
 
Rick:  Sure, sure.  You know, speaking of that, what's an example of time where you, 
you know, you have seen a brand using social media really smartly you know and why do 
you think it was successful?  It could be Coca Cola.  It could any other brand. 
 
Ash Brown:  I'll take the bait and give you a non-Coke example.  I think Starbucks does 
such an incredible job because they relentlessly put their consumers first.  You don’t 
really see Starbucks talking about what Starbucks wants to talk about as much as you see 
Starbucks curating and hosting conversations that really put their fans front and center 



and talk about how Starbucks is creating a better experience for the people who drink any 
of their products. 
 
I think GM has also done a really terrific job in social you know during some really 
difficult times for that company.  First of all, you know messaging the bailout and then 
subsequently doing a great job, you know, sort of despite some very well-known 
management shifts from the back end, staying focused on people who buy their cars and 
talking about why they're a great investment as a company but also a great American 
success story. 
 
Rick:  Sure, sure.  So, last question for you here Ash, what are the trends that you're 
seeing in social media that you know were coming down the pike here over the next year 
or so and how do you see these trends affecting small business? 
 
Ash Brown:  Oh, I think that you're going to see increasing use of wearable technology 
and location to do a much better job at serving people deals and ads and information on 
products that they're going to find very useful.   
 
Second, it has potential huge impact for small business owners and I think sort of the 
Groupon, Living Social daily deals is just a start of what's going to be actually a huge 
industry in a huge market and you can even see some start ups like Local Response that 
are starting to take that in Scoutmob that are starting to take that to the next level. 
 
I think that you're going to see a complete revolution in PR as you know, newspapers 
become the things that are read by only the newly married and the nearly dead and 
instead people start getting, you know, most if not all of their information from the Yelps 
of the world or Foursquare or bloggers or Urbanspoon or reviews, that you know, we're 
about to see in my mind a huge revolution in fragmentation of the media market which, 
you know, it potentially going to be disruptive for small business owners. 
 
You know you're not going to be able to go to the, you know, the Atlanta Journal 
Constitution and take out a whole page ad and be guaranteed to reach your community.  
So, I think those two things and I don’t think it's going to take five years.  I think it’ll 
happen over the next 12 months, are going to have huge impacts for small business, but 
also potentially really awesome for them because you know they're going to be 
guaranteed to be able to reach the right people. 
 
Rick:  Yeah, yeah.  And I think a lot of that comes in just education for them.  You 
know, just things like podcasts like this one for example and learning about the options 
that they have out there and what's going on and that types of things that they can do to 
reach their ideal target audience. 
 
Ash Brown:  Yup, absolutely. 
 



Rick:  Ash this has been so great.  So where can people connect with you?  Where can 
people connect with Coca-Cola online?  Let's talk about you mentioned Coca Cola 
Journey a few times, so where can people find all these things online? 
 
Ash Brown:  Yeah, so Journey it can be found at coca-colacompany.com or you can just 
Google Coca Cola Journey or Coke Journey.   
 
You can also find us on Twitter @cocacolaco.  Obviously, Facebook, LinkedIn are great 
places to engage with us and I am at @iamashbrown on Twitter. 
 
Rick:  Awesome and I'll be sure and link all those links up in the show notes for today’s 
show.  Ash, thank you so much for being on the show.  This has been great, so much 
great information, really appreciate you taking a few minutes to talk with me today. 
 
Ash Brown:  Thank you very much for the opportunity.  I had a great time. 


