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THE company whose tissue brand “pops up one at a time,” as the old ad slogan proclaimed, is 
popping up on a leading social networking site. 
 
The Kimberly-Clark Corporation, the maker of Kleenex tissues, is joining forces with Meetup for 
an initiative sponsored by the company’s baby brands, like Huggies and Pull-Ups. The effort, 
aimed at mothers of young children, represents Meetup’s first foray into sponsorship. The site 
is known as a facilitator of offline meetings of computer users who share interests like politics 
or parenthood. 
 
Kimberly-Clark is one of two marketers that have signed sponsorship agreements with Meetup, 
on undisclosed financial terms. The other is the American Express Company, whose Open 
division is collaborating on an initiative aimed at entrepreneurs and owners of small 
businesses. 
 
The sponsorships are indicative of the increasing interest on Madison Avenue in a wide variety 
of online tactics that include social networking, blogs, virtual worlds, community Web sites, 
social media and word-of-mouth marketing. 
 
All are part of what is known as Web 2.0, the efforts to encourage two-way conversations 
between brands and consumers rather than the traditional top-down method of corporations 
talking at — or down to — potential customers. 
 
“Brands can network like people network,” said Kirk Cheyfitz, chief executive at Story 
Worldwide in New York, an agency that has worked for marketers like A&E Networks, Nestlé, 
Toyota Motor and Unilever. 
 
There is, however, a danger for advertisers who turn up on a Web site like meetup.com or at 
the meetings that Meetup helps people arrange. If consumers perceive that Web 2.0 activities 
are being overly commercialized, they will decry the involvement of the marketers and mark 
down the value of the efforts to a big fat 0. 
 
Kimberly-Clark executives say they are aware of those risks. 
 
“We started with feedback from Meetup members and organizers as to whether they would 
want a sponsor and what they would find of value from a sponsor,” said Brad Santeler, director 
for media and relationship marketing at the Neenah, Wis., office of Kimberly-Clark. 
 
“It’s very transparent,” he added. “We asked them what they wanted, and we’re providing 
that.” For instance, Kimberly-Clark is paying the monthly fees that organizers of affinity groups 
usually pay to Meetup. 
 
• 
 
Likewise, at American Express, said Marcy Shinder, vice president for brand strategy and 
marketing at the Open division in New York, “we don’t impose” anything on the Meetup 
members. 
 
Rather, she added, “we generate something together that’s meaningful to them.” 
 
“This group is honest,” Ms. Shinder said of entrepreneurs. “They’ll tell you what they think.” 
And so far, she added, the feedback from the 30 Meetup organizers with whom the company is 
working has been encouraging. 
 
In its foray into Meetup, Ms. Shinder said, the Open division is using as a template its 
“authentic relationships” with other organizations like Count Me In for Women’s Economic 
Independence, which helps female entrepreneurs. Open is a founding sponsor of an online 



program called Make Mine a Million-Dollar Business (makemineamillion.org), introduced by 
Count Me In, which offers money, mentors and marketing assistance to fledgling firms run by 
women. 
 
Meetup has more than 37,000 groups with more than five million regular users, said Dominic 
Preuss, vice president for marketplace at Meetup in New York, and helps arrange about 80,000 
physical get-togethers each month. 
 
“If the organizers of groups feel ‘sold to,’ it would not be in our interest” to make deals with 
marketers, Mr. Preuss said. 
 
“It’s not just about throwing money at them,” he added. “They have to see value in the 
sponsorship.” 
 
“With any new program, there are things that work and things that don’t work,” Mr. Preuss 
said. What seems to work best so far, he added, are “offers that are specific to groups, 
targeted and customized, that increase the value of their meet-ups.” 
 
For example, Kimberly-Clark is offering expectant mothers a “Huggies Baby Countdown” 
widget, which calculates how much longer their pregnancies will last based on their due dates. 
The widget can be downloaded from more than 20 Web sites like Facebook, Freewebs, iGoogle 
and MySpace. 
 
“It’s about creating opportunities for consumers who want to engage with our brands and 
giving them the tools to do that,” Mr. Santeler of Kimberly-Clark said. 
 
His colleague, Kate Johnson, consumer relationship marketing manager, praised the Meetup 
sponsorship as a way for Kimberly-Clark to influence “that over-the-fence decision” made after 
one neighbor tells another about a product she likes — or dislikes. 
 
“When you have one mom talking to another, it’s powerful,” Ms. Johnson said. “So we’re 
offering them information and tools and activities; we’re not in their face with advertising.” 
 
Similarly, said Ms. Shinder at American Express Open, the deal with Meetup would provide 
“access and support.” The access is to experts who can help with tasks like developing 
business plans and managing cash flow, she added, and the support is for “Meetup organizers 
on how to put together great events.” 
 
“If you look at entrepreneurs, they’ve been doing social networking before it had a name,” Ms. 
Shinder said. “We’ve learned that you reach them where they are.” 
 
• 
 
The American Express Open sponsorship is scheduled to continue with the 30 Meetup groups 
through the end of the year, Ms. Shinder said, at which time “we’ll see how we can scale it out 
even more broadly.” 
 
“Before we take it from 30 to 500,” she added, “we want to make the model as strong as 
possible.” 
 
The Kimberly-Clark sponsorship is a six-month pilot program with 100 Meetup groups, Mr. 
Santeler said, and is planned to run through June. 
 
Both companies also have extensive online presences. American Express Open has a Web site 
called openforum.com. 
 
Kimberly-Clark Web sites include huggiesbabynetwork.com, happyhealthypregnancy.com and 
huggieshappybaby.com. 
 



Kimberly-Clark intends to devote about 35 percent of its overall marketing spending this year 
to nontraditional media like the Internet, said a spokesman, Joey Mooring, compared with 
about 25 percent in 2007 and 10 percent in 2004. 
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