internet

Haome . Commentary
une 241, 2011, 3114 PH Article Tools [E';j ] ﬁ El

E-commerce faces a generational divide
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By her own admission, 22-yvear-ald Micaole Pepe is hold, outspoken, maintaing a sense of entitiement and
weolld rather wark with a boss instead of under hirm, an teams instead of as part of 3 hierarchy. She may
sound like one ofthose typically brash yvoungsters whom fogies with decades of work experience love to
complain abhout—atfter all, it's doubtful Pepe ever deigned towalk to school ughill both ways, and through
hlizzards, as did her elders—but those traits might just make her a perfect employee far many anline
retailars.

Sowentthe message during a session entitled "Meet the Facebookers: Finding the right person for the
social marketing job" held during the last hours of the Internet Conference & Exhibition 2011 last weelk in
San Diego. Pepe, 3 college student who alsoworks as the social media manager for anline jesvelry retailer
GEMAffair.com, spoke with her boss, CEO Mike Jansma. "Sacial media is an online cocktail party, with
constant change," JJansma said. "ltis critical to have someone imlved in this."

Attendees who resisted the urge to sneak out to the beach or the hotel bar were rewarded with an often blunt
discussion ahout how generational differences are playing out in the ever-changing e-commerce industry,
where traditional retailing methods constantly conflict with, and also complement, the neweast weakb
technaolodies and marketing methods. Even if attendees did not always welcome what Pepe was telling
them, her presentation gave a glimpse into the work habits and expectations of the voungest job candidates
posting their resumes to Craigslist. Like it or not, they soon will be holding down cubicles and manning
laptops farweh merchants and marketers—aor, perhaps mare accurately, running e-commerce tasks via
smartphones, even as they Twitter and Facebook with friends.

Fepe iswhat Jansma called a digital native, someonea who all but came out of the womb with her tiny fingers
trping away at a keyboard. Pepe says she learned to type at age =iy, sent her first e-mail at age seven, was
downloading music (illegally. a5 is turns out, though she didn't knowe ith at age 10, and launched her first



blog at age 14. Today, she's always on Twitter, communicating with her BFF s—that's native speak for best
friend forever—and she can navigate sacial media as well a5 some digital immigrants—ifyou remember
the ubiguity of mustard-yvellow land-line telephones, that wauld be you—still can find their ways through print
newwspapers. "Matives are multitaskers from the word 'go," Jansma said. "We hired a native because we
figured she would have the instinct for all this." In fact, he said, there was no chance he would have hired an

immmigrant far the social media joh.

Fepe's nearly all-digital life provided some quick benefits for GEMAFair.com. Right after she started her joh,
for instance, her instincts led her to introduce herselfto consumers via the sacial netwarks the anling jewelny
retailer uses. But not eventhing came so easily. Thoudgh she has blogged since the first days af high schoal,
she trpically wrote about her daily life and all the minutiae that can be invalved in that. Learning to blog far an
online retailer proved challenging. "Michael wanted informational aticles, but for me blogding is werny
personal," she said.

For his part, Jansma, while seeminaly pleased with Pepe's efforts, admitted his apprebension at hiring
such avyoung employee—and one with no prior e-commerce experience—for such an impodant job.
"Trusting a 20-something to take this brand out inta the wearld is pretty scare. | had to waork through some
issues on that," he said. "They are going to play atwork, they are going to chat. But they get paid to chat. |
spent a good number of years trving to get my emplovees hodto chat”

Still, much like a kind-hearted father trving to understand why his son has come haome with purple hair and
strange music blasting from his headphones, Jansma urged patience and understanding when it comes to
emplovees like Pepe—who, it should not be forgotten, might just find nes sways to win over customers and
hoost sales. "Dan't hire a native and crush their creativity," he said.

Jansma didn't speak much to the revenue-enhancing effects of Pepe's hiring, but he did offer advice far
ather retailers faced with a need far a more robust social media marketing presence, and a groswing pile of
resumes from yaund joh seekers of Pepe's generation. Mo, those candidates are not likely to have yvears of
social media management experience, or even much experience at all, but itwould help if they have paid
their dues through at least hasic customer semvice jobs in order to grasp the impotant of pleasing
consumers. Yes, they should be able to type and have mastered a range of computer software and
applications. And candidates shoold have specific ideas abhout how to improve the caompany, including
through social media marketing. Finally, marketing majors are nat the anly prime candidates; Pepe is
studying education at a southern Flarida college, preparing for a career with special-needs children.

Audience membhbers in some cases couldn't get seem to get overwhat is emerging as a central trait of
Fepe's generation: The need, and apparent ability, to merge their persanal lives with waork, to digitally talk
with friends while also doing their assigned tasks. That, and the largely unproven return-on-investiment
povwer of social marketing, led to one ofthe central lines of skeptical questioning, as expressed by Mildred
Munjanganja, general manager at CableOrganizer.com Inc.: How does a retailer measure the impact of an
employes such as Pepe, especially if she is tweeting and Facebooking with friends during wark?

Jansma said he is trving to measure those returns, but that's hard because social marketing remains a
fledaling part of online retailing. But, he cantinued, such a gquestion might reflect & generational bias, an
inability to understand the ways of the vaungest e-commerce emplovees—not anly Pepe, hut those swho will
followe ber. "That's animmigrant guestion in a native warld," he said.
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