
Social networkers are people 

who use online networks to 

stay in touch with the people 

that they trust and care about: 

friends and family. These social 

connections drive the social 

networking phenomenon, and 

marketers must recognize that 

learning about products and 

services is secondary to the 

pursuit of social outreach with 

friends and family.

Social networks have earned 

very little trust as communi-

cation platforms and are sur-

rounded by deep skepticism 

and concerns about protection 

of privacy, scams and spam.

Marketers must transcend the 

inherent distrust within social 

network platforms if their mes-

sages are going to resonate with 

consumers. Without a meaning-

ful connection to friends and 

family, marketing messages 

on social networking sites will 

merely become more ads to 

be avoided.
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Discussions and recommen-

dations by friends and family 

members are among the most 

trusted sources of informa-

tion about brands within social 

networks. Gaining access to 

these organic discussions (and 

acquiring the associated trust) 

can be achieved by delivering 

remarkable and engaging brand 

experiences—both online and 

off-line—and by speaking to 

consumers’ values and ideals. 

Many consumers also respond 

to activities that deliver tangi-

ble value, such as coupons or 

special offers.

The rise of social media offers 

marketers a new and powerful 

medium through which to en-

gage consumers, but does not 

replace the reach and inherent 

trust found with more traditional 

media channels such as broad-

cast TV and radio.

Executive
Summary

Breaking through in a medium marred by 
privacy concerns and skepticism.
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Vision Critical is conducting ongoing research exploring issues related to the growing use of online social 

networks among both consumers and marketers. The research presented in this working paper draws 

on data from several surveys conducted through Vision Critical’s Global Panels in the United States, 

Canada and Great Britain:  

Methodology

Key Findings

in online social networks them-

selves, far less than what they 

grant to traditional media.

-

ers find their networks help-

ful for learning about brands, 

privacy concerns and frustra-

tions with spam and scams 

make people skeptical of online 

social networks.

earns its way into the conversa-

tion between family and friends 

can be powerful—family and 

friends deliver much higher lev-

els of trust than any media.

more receptive to social media 

advertising than those in the 

older demographic groups, but 

they place even greater trust in 

traditional media.

place in early October 2009 with 

a sample of 5,974 adults in the 

three countries. 

-

ducted in March 2010, was 

designed to dig deeper into 

consumer attitudes about online 

social networks and preferences 

for advertiser’s involvement. This 

survey included interviews with 

4,021 respondents across the 

three countries.

additional survey in May 2010 to 

assess the mood in the United 

States just before “Quit Face-

book Day”—a campaign initi-

ated by Facebook members 

in response to concerns about 

the social networking website’s 

treatment of its users’ personal 

adults were surveyed.

-

liver tangible value to social net-

workers are more trusted than 

other forms of branded content.

radio in particular, deliver high 

reach, frequency and trust even 

among regular visitors to social 

networking sites.  
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You can’t buy trust on social networks. 

Online social networks have captured both the imagination and wal-

-

sents roughly 6% of current marketing budgets, this level of com-

mitment is expected to reach 10% within one year and jump to 18% 

within five years, according to Duke University’s 2010 CMO survey 

of elite marketers .

Will these marketers be getting their money’s worth? Research con-

ducted by Vision Critical over the past year suggests that throwing 

money at social media by itself will not motivate consumers. While 

many consumers are open to advertising on these networks, mar-

keters cannot assume that a mere presence on social networks 

will deliver the trust needed to motivate consumer behavior—and 

unlock potential revenue. 

Even though online social networking sites bring consumers clos-

er to the most trusted components of their lives—their family and 

friends—consumers place little trust in the social network platforms 

-

book, MySpace and Twitter over the past two years, social networks 

are trusted less than broadcast and print media.

�
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Youth just don’t trust social networks. 

While it may be expected that older consumers 

would find online social networks less trustworthy 

than the traditional media channels they are more 

accustomed to, younger consumers, in fact, share 

their concerns. The sought-after 18-to-34-year-old 

demographic segment places much less trust in 

social networks and forums than in other media—

suggesting that they view this medium as providing 

different types of information and requiring unique 

forms of engagement.  

Privacy issues and concerns about scams pollute social networks. 

To explore why trust is so lacking within a medium 

that connects ‘friends’ with common interests, Vi-

sion Critical has been probing the concerns and as-

sociations people have with social media networks. 

It is very clear that online social networks are per-

ceived as places where expectations of privacy are 

nebulous and the security of personal information is 

often violated. This is compounded by questionable 

marketing efforts as advertisers struggle to learn 

how best to engage social networkers within this 

new medium. Indeed, most respondents surveyed 

feel that these networks are dangerous for children 

or “ruined” by “scams” and “sleazy ads.” The situa-

tion appears to create an environment where users 

are continually forced to evaluate the credibility of 

the people and information they encounter.

�
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Facebook users respond to privacy 
concerns by modifying their behavior. 

This concern over privacy was exemplified when just days before 

the May 2010 “Quit Facebook Day,” Vision Critical conducted a 

survey to gauge the mood in the United States about the social 

networking website’s privacy policies.  Four-in-five account holders 

(81%) claimed to be using Facebook more carefully than before, 

and three-quarters (76%) indicated that they were sharing less 

personal information than they used to. 

This lack of trust extends to the
social network brands themselves.

Even before “Quit Facebook Day” thrust privacy concerns into 

the spotlight, consumers were less likely to consider Facebook, 

MySpace and Twitter as trustworthy brands. In October 2009, con-

sumers were far more likely to identify other online, technology or 

or Wikipedia among the “most trustworthy” brands. This finding rein-

forces the assumption that brands seeking to improve their standing 

through online social media need to have already earned their cus-

tomers’ trust elsewhere. Brands cannot rely on the halo effect from 

presence on the social networks themselves.

�

�
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Social Networks are not about selling. 
They are about recommending.

Despite a perceived lack of trust and persistent concerns about pri-

vacy, most consumers continue to find online social networks help-

ful for connecting with people that they care about. Some also use 

networks to learn about brands and help with purchasing decisions. 

This hierarchy is notable as it has broad implications for marketers 

wishing to engage within the social medium. 

Most importantly, social networks provide the opportunity to link a 

brand with the most trusted of all sources: friends and family. When 

Vision Critical asked social media users to describe in their own 

words the unique benefits of social networks, the most common 

response was “keeping in touch with family and friends.” 

06

By giving greater prominence to those words that came up 
most often, the word cloud demonstrates the central role

played by friends and family in the use of social media
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Trust in discussions and recommendations. 

Given this unique perceived benefit of social media, it seems only 

natural then that trust within this environment would be strongest 

among social networkers’ personal contacts. Nearly two-in-five con-

sumers overall (39%) and more than half of daily social network us-

ers (51%) trust discussions and recommendations by their friends, 

family and contacts about brands and products on social networks.

�

Second to friends and family, consumers and social networkers also 

trust offers such as coupons or special offers from brands or prod-

ucts, which is notable given the recent rapid rise of coupon-based 

online services such as Groupon that encourage offer-sharing via 

are discerning about the information they consume within social net-

works, they place considerably less trust in paid ads or recommen-

dations from people they do not know.
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Open to brand messaging. 

While limited trust in paid advertising on social networks is wide-

spread, our research reveals there are indeed opportunities for mar-

keters in social networks. More than two-in-five consumers overall 

(43%) and nearly three-in-five (58%) daily users of social networks 

indicate they are open to brands advertising on social networks. 

Many also say they enjoy learning about brands and products on 

social media networks. One third (33%) credit social media with 

helping them make purchasing decisions. The same proportion 

indicated that they are open to receiving targeted advertising on 

social networks. 
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Younger consumers express more receptive
attitudes to advertising on social networks.  

Women are more likely to trust product recommendations from 

friends, family members and other contacts while men are less likely 

to be bothered by behavioral targeting in social media advertis-

ing.  These results underscore that while consumers may not be as 

receptive to traditional advertising within online social networks, 

many are open to learning about brands and products within this 

environment, and are using this to inform purchase decisions.  
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Other media helps build and sustain brand recognition

Broadcast and print media are not dinosaurs. With all of the at-

tention paid to social media over the past several years, it would be 

easy to disavow traditional media as a dying channel of consumer 

influence.   However, traditional media continue to deliver unsur-

passed reach and frequency, even among regular visitors to social 

networking sites.

Daily users of social media are only slightly less likely than other adults 

in the U.S., Britain and Canada to say that they listen to broadcast 

radio or watch television daily. Generally, people are more likely to 

use broadcast media on a daily basis than online social networks.  

Daily visitors to social networking sites are somewhat less likely to 

read print newspapers daily—a difference driven by the contrasting 

age profiles of each medium.  

Indeed, the reach and frequency of traditional media, coupled with 

the inherent trust associated with many of these channels, suggest 

they will continue to be better at building and reinforcing the core 

values of brands with consumers for the foreseeable future. This of-

fline brand presence may in fact be essential for supporting an online 

and increasingly social brand strategy.
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Implications for Marketers

or no resident trust in social network platforms—nothing that magi-

cally accrues brand equity or product loyalty through a social media 

presence.

-

cial networks by delivering meaningful value. Giving friends and fam-

ily reasons to make organic recommendations via social networks 

or offering users clear and relevant benefits can help drive engage-

ment, even in a distrusted space.

-

works constantly force consumers to evaluate the credibility of the 

people and information they encounter, carrying over into a hyper-

skepticism of brand and product marketing. 

-

cast media are particularly important to deliver the reach necessary 

to build and maintain strong brands, even among heavy users of 

social media.

advantage for broadcast and print over social media. Trust repre-

sents an important edge for print and broadcast media as brands 

migrate into new platforms and explore new business models. 

Request detailed tables showing country 

and demographic results by clicking here.
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