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We’re in conversations with our customers and partners every day about the current 
state of social media. They want to know, where’s it all headed? How does my brand fit 
in? But perhaps the most prevalent and pressing question we’re faced with is how can 
social make me smarter? We love that question. 

The truth is, marketers now have access to an overwhelming amount of social data and 
hardly anyone stops to make sense of it all. But we can use data to work smarter, not 
harder. We can make bold moves that are informed by a solid strategy. We can use 
data to move the entire industry forward.

In this first edition of the Smart Social Report, you’ll find industry-leading research 
that shows you how. We’ll talk about activities that deliver value today and untapped 
opportunities for growth. At the core of this conversation is a performance and data-
driven approach. (We just think that’s the smart way to go about it.)

 At Spredfast, we come to work every day to extract meaning from social data and 
deliver insights that marketers can use to make their teams smarter. You’ll find many 
of those insights in this report. 

Stick with us, we’re just getting started.

It’s time to get 
smarter about 

social.

Jim Rudden | CMO, Spredfast
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The social world is constantly in motion. Established 
social channels are launching new offerings every week, 
brands are pushing more content, and up-and-coming 
channels are constantly emerging with a new spin on 
social. It’s a tough industry to keep up with. That’s what 
this new report is designed for – to provide a view 
across industries and social channels that shows the 
state of social marketing.

Introduction
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To evaluate maturity, we used a combination of the following metrics, 
depending on which metrics are available publicly for individual networks: 

• Audience size: followers, likes, etc.
• Consistency of response: time to respond  

to inbound communication
• Volume of posts
• Use of rich media: images, GIFs, video
• Audience engagement: comments, likes, shares,  

favorites on posted comments

Methodology

We looked at fifty leading brands across ten different verticals 
to gauge their maturity across eight of the leading social 
networks. Brands were measured towards the end of March 
2015, and will continue to be measured every quarter going 
forward to chart growth across different networks over time. 

50
Leading 
Brands

10
Different 
Verticals 

8
Social 

Networks
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The Oldest Platforms See  
the Most Sophistication
It’s no surprise that many of the oldest 
social networks also see the largest brand 
presence across multiple verticals. While 
there are many brands pushing the 
boundaries of social marketing on newer 
channels, Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, 
YouTube, and Google+ all have a healthy 
level of brands with a solid showing.
 
How Does Social Maturity  
Compare Across Verticals?
Verticals have always approached social 
media with unique patterns. Different 
industries will see different levels of 
opportunity on a platform, and will 
not always reach social maturity with 
the same cadence. What we’ve seen in 
this study is that while there is a good 
amount of variance across individual 
brands, the variance within verticals is 
low in many cases. 

High–Level Takeaways

Verticals have 
always approached 
social media with 
unique patterns.

Or, said another way, certain verticals reach social maturity in herds. This 
behavior is demonstrated most dramatically in the Sports, Financial Services, 
and Travel/Hospitality verticals, which show a very low variance in their total 
social maturity. Other verticals like Retail and B2B, have a much higher variance 
in their results.
 
Social Success on One Network Doesn’t  
Guarantee the Same Result on Other Networks
Many brands and verticals have a strong presence across many different 
networks, but the performance data from others show that brands often have 
a varied level of success across the social landscape. For example, while MTV 
and Nescafe lead all other brands in terms of Instagram engagement, Dove and 
Crest are leaders for engagement on Twitter.
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Across all fifty of the brands we researched, a few stood out as leaders in social. 

Top Social Brands

NBA: This league earned solid marks across 
many different social networks, but above all, 
its YouTube content strategy stands out for 
its outstanding reach. 

Here are some highlights:

Victoria’s Secret: The apparel 
group was the only brand to receive 
top marks across all eight of the 
researched channels, leading not 
only the retail sector, but all other 
brands in the study. The Smart Social Report: Volume One
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MTV: This channel’s social team has established a leading 
presence on Tumblr, and pushes the envelope on 
Snapchat and Pinterest as well.

Mercedes Benz: The automaker received top scores on 
Google+ and Pinterest, where it has one of the largest 
followings of any brand in this study.

The Smart Social Report: Volume One
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Top Verticals for Social Maturity

• Tesco had the best customer service response time on Facebook  
(16 min. on average). This was the fastest response time of any brand  
we researched.

• Target scored top marks for their Pinterest presence. Over time, the 
brand’s following has grown and it publishes a steady stream of quality 
content, that lead to great engagement numbers.

• Victoria’s Secret, while strong across every social network we researched, 
was one of the top performing brands on Tumblr. On average, the retailer 
receives over 2,300 notes per Tumblr post.

Rookie

Ratings Key:

All Star

While we saw the 
retailers in this 
study taking very 

different approaches across 
various social networks, their 
combined efforts still made 
retail a leading vertical. This  
is largely due to a mix of 
strong content strategies  
excellent customer service,  
and aggressive movement  
into new channels.
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• While ESPN has built a valuable presence on more mature social networks 
like Twitter and Facebook, its efforts on Instagram and experimentation on 
Snapchat pushed the media giant into leadership status.

• Netflix emerged as a social leader not only in the media vertical, but across 
all brands we researched. Thanks to its impressive YouTube strategy, 
Netflix was one of the top brands for volume of content created, and still 
maintained a strong ratio for engagement per user.

• Media brands were among the social leaders, but there’s still plenty of 
opportunity for them to make their strategies more robust. Only two of the  
five had Snapchat presences, and only one had a strong Pinterest presence. 

Rookie

Ratings Key:

All Star

The media and 
entertainment 
brands that we 

researched showed strong 
social efforts across a few 
channels, and some room for 
growth on others.

Top Verticals for Social Maturity
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• The leading social brand for sports was the NBA. The organization 
maintained a strong presence across all eight of the major social networks.

• All but one of the sports networks in our sample had a strong showing in 
at least six of the eight social networks, with Snapchat being the largest 
untapped channel.

• The NHL and MLB saw the two highest scores for their Twitter strategies 
based on a healthy cadence of Tweets, varied integration of rich media, and 
solid amount of fan engagement.

Rookie

Ratings Key:

All Star

Sports leagues, 
teams, and 
networks were 

early adopters on many social 
channels, and continue to 
push the envelope in terms of 
strategy and social maturity. 

Top Verticals for Social Maturity
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Rookie

Ratings Key:

All Star
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Rookie

Ratings Key:

All Star
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State of Social Standouts

The NBA had the most 
raw video views per day 

on YouTube, an average of over 
92,000 views per day. But when 
you look at the ratio of video views 
per user, Cadbury takes the crown 
with an average daily viewing 
rate that equates to 10% of their 
YouTube fans.

Out of all fifty brands 
in this study, the NHL 

had the largest follower base 
on Pinterest (over 1.1M). In fact, 
the NHL had more followers on 
Pinterest than it had on Instagram 
or YouTube.

We often hear that media 
brands are the strongest 

on Tumblr, but that’s not what our 
study found. Surprisingly, Sports 
was the strongest vertical on the 
platform, with four out of five 
leagues having a presence.

Verizon had the highest 
engagement rate on 

Pinterest, averaging 24 Likes,  
Shares, or Comments per post  
from their 14,000+ followers.

Microsoft saw the 
highest Facebook video 

engagement rate in Q1. On 
average, a staggering 13% of users 
who viewed one of its videos on 
the platform also Liked, Shared, or 
Commented on the content. The 
next closest brand was Sony, at 
about half that rate.

There is a big opportunity 
for brands in the Travel and 

Hospitality space to differentiate 
themselves with a strong Pinterest 
presence. The channel saw low 
penetration by the vertical, yet 
Pinterest provides a rich visual 
experience to showcase destinations 
and properties.
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The State of Social is Always Moving

This research shows the current state of social across some of the biggest brands in their respective industries. As we continue 
to conduct these reports, we’ll gain a lengthier set of data and a broader understanding of how these brands are maturing on 
different networks over time.
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Building Brand 
Relevance
The Time for Real–Time



18The Smart Social Report: Volume One

This year on Sunday, March 8th, Daylight Saving Time 
kicked in right on schedule. The annual process of 
moving the clocks an hour triggered grumbles from 
many of the sleep-deprived, but also drew many brands 
to jump on the trend and join the conversation.

Over the past few years, we’ve seen thousands of 
brands jump in on trending topics to mix up their 
marketing with more relevant content. This strategy is 
known as Real-Time Marketing, and shows a consistent 
performance bump for the majority of brands that 
participate. Many of these trends come as a complete 
surprise – topics that fly in out of left field that you 
can’t see coming. But with trends like Daylight Saving 
Time, brands can plan well in advance and create some 
topical, and pre-planned, content that hits the mark.

Introduction
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On March 8th, we saw just that. We saw 20 different brands jump in on the trend, brands from 
verticals like automotive, apparel, food service, consumer packaged goods, and financial services.

Daylight Savings Time RTM 
Performance Across 20 Brands

These brands saw, on average, more than 
double their normal levels of Retweets 
(+159%) and Favorites (+227%) vs. what 
each brand usually sees with their social 
content. Of the 20 brands joining the 
conversation, 15 saw bumps in sharing 
and social engagement. 
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Nautica took the opportunity to showcase one of its watches, and saw a great response from its audience; a +742% bump in 
retweets and a +545% bump in favorites over normal levels. 

Disney Kingdom reminded its followers to set their clocks forward and snuck in a subtle plug for its new movie, Monkey 
Kingdom. The Twitter audience responded with a 487% bump in Retweets and 1,556% bump in Favorites.

While some of the most celebrated examples of real-time marketing are funny or snarky, that doesn’t always have to be the 
case. Duracell used Daylight Saving Time as a chance to remind followers that it’s also a great time to change batteries on 
smoke alarms. The Tweet received +430% more Retweets and +254% more Favorites than the brand’s last 3,200 Tweets.

And of course, no Daylight Saving Time conversation would be complete without some coffee to compensate for that lost 
hour of sleep. Dunkin Donuts was there to help, and saw a +279% increase in Retweets and +319% increase in Favorites 
over historical levels for the brand.
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Real-Time, Real Results

Real-time marketing gives social marketers the ability to jump on big events, but more importantly, it gives brands the chance 
to plan for smaller events where they can periodically contribute to conversations that matter to their audience. For Daylight 
Saving Time, we saw many different brands jump in with very different approaches to a trending conversation. It’s a valuable 
tool that should be in every modern marketers toolbox.
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Branding & Consumers
Data–Driven Social Care
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Customer care has evolved dramatically over the past decade. When experiencing a 
product or service issue, it used to be commonplace to pick up the phone or even 
write a detailed email telling the whole story of a good or bad customer experience. 
But in modern times, social media communication is starting to replace those 
more traditional avenues (47% of customers are turning to social vs. a phone call.) 
And these new channels bring with them a higher set of expectations, with 42% of 
customers expecting a social response within an hour. All of this adds up to new 
infrastructure and process that needs to be built, but also a big new opportunity  
for brands to increase satisfaction and reduce costs.

Social care is becoming more essential each day, but it can be difficult to tell when 
a brand is doing it well.  A metric-driven approach has been the standard in more 
traditional care centers for years now, but this concept is just now moving over to 
the social landscape. 

How should you plan for social care success? How can you learn as you manage  
day-to-day operations to make your organization smarter and more data-driven?

Let’s examine a goal-driven approach to social care that is based on metrics and 
data instead of gut instinct. If teams can define the goals of a solid social customer 
care program up front, it will guide the design of the team and program to ensure 
they are making the most of this new opportunity.

Introduction
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Goal #1: Make Customers Feel Heard
Metrics:
• Time to First Response
• Customer Influence Scoring

An essential piece of any social care program is to make sure that customers 
feel that their issue has been heard. By tracking the Time to First Response 
metric across different care groups, organizations can make sure they have 
the right tools and process set up to quickly be alerted of an issue and 
respond back with an initial message of acknowledgment.

Another metric to bring into your data-driven approach is the influence of 
the customers who are reaching out to you with an issue. Consider factors 
such as network size and activity on a given subject to score the influence 
of individuals reaching out. This way, you can prioritize putting out fires that 
might spread faster than others.

What are the goals of a good social care program? Specific 
metrics will differ by industry and by individual organization, 
but there are some common themes we can outline to help 
any group get on the right track.

Take a Goal–Driven Approach

Companies that adopt  
social care see roughly  

20% higher revenue per 
contact and nearly 25% 

improvement  
in the number of quality 

SLAs met.

Source: Omer Minkara, Social Customer 
Care: Steps to Success in 2014, 

Aberdeen.com, August, 2014
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3 out of 5 people are 
more likely to tell others 

about their customer 
service experience 

than they were a year ago.

Source: 2013 Social Media Benchmark 
Study, J.D. Power and Associates, 3 
February 14, 2013 

Goal #2: Resolve the Issue
Metrics:
• Items Responded To Per Hour
• Agent Handle Time

The second group of metrics are around 
issue resolution. Understanding how 
many issues have been handled per 
hour, as well as per agent reporting, 
can be a good check to make sure your 
team is properly equipped with the right 
people, process, technology, and data to 
address issues as they arise.
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Goal #3: Respond in the Moment and Plan for the Future
Metrics:
• Common Times to Expect Inbound Messages
• Most Frequent Topics Being Asked About / Complaints
• Team and Individual Performance Reports

The third goal of social care is to make sure that while your team is handling 
large volumes of short-term responses, your organization is learning in the 
long-term. Taking a data-driven approach to social care creates the opportunity 
to analyze the effort from a 10,000 foot view, where you can objectively  
identify strengths, weaknesses, and areas for growth. Understanding timing 
patterns (times of the day, days of the week) when certain issues arise can 
help build intelligent staffing plans. Examining trends in social care issues can 
provide valuable feedback to other parts of the organization and prioritize 
customer care issue resolution policies. And a view of team performance, as 
well as individual performance, can identify gaps and help make your operation 
more efficient.

58% of contact  
centers had  

adopted social  
care in 2014— 
a 4x increase  

since 2010.

Source: Omer Minkara, Social Customer 
Care: Steps to Success in 2014, 

Aberdeen.com, August, 2014



27The Smart Social Report: Volume One

Build Smart Relationships

As social media continues to mature into an essential customer care channel, a data-driven approach will be your compass  
to developing a strong operation that will ultimately ensure the happiness of your customers. Make sure you’re using the  
right metrics to track your performance, so you can grow and learn from data.
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Fan Activation
Tumblr: Where Fans Meet Networks
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There is always more than meets the eye with social data. It’s not enough to explain 
what looks cool or what content is most popular on social networks, because that 
is just scratching the surface. When we go deeper, we can uncover and explain how 
social content spreads and why. 

Take Tumblr, for example. Tumblr is a microblogging platform and social network. It is 
home to over 231 million blogs and 108 billion posts. Users typically collect and share 
anything they enjoy on their Tumblr. Sharing content (known as reblogging) is central 
to the way Tumblr operates, making it an ideal space for fan activation.

How can television shows engage with the Tumblr community and is it worth the 
time if their fans are already proactively sharing content on their behalf? If these fan 
communities are already engaged does an official show presence have a positive or 
negative impact on the ecosystem? To this end, we analyzed 295 Tumblrs representing 
85 different television shows. We selected shows that are all currently airing or have 
been renewed for additional seasons from traditional broadcast, cable, and streaming 
services. These Tumblrs were then sorted into two buckets—Tumblrs created by the 
television network airing the show, and Tumblrs created by fans of the show.

Introduction
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First, we wanted to look at the types of content on these Tumblrs. Tumblr is, 
above all, a visual network. The most common interaction with Tumblr is through 
the Dashboard via Tumblr’s app or website. The Dashboard is an aggregate 
stream of content from the Tumblrs you follow. This allows all of the content to 
be uniformly presented and quickly consumed. The Dashboard’s visual-heavy 
format gives GIFs and images a chance to shine that they might not have had on 
a traditional, text-heavy blog.

Content Breakdown

Our next step was to look at what 
content was most likely to be shared. So 
what are people sharing on Tumblr?

Video content only represents 3% 
of posts, but is the most likely to 
be reblogged across all post types. 
Tumblr recently made changes to their 
Dashboard that allows a video to be 
viewed even while scrolling through to 
view other posts. This has made videos 
easier to consume. This update should 
greatly benefit network-owned Tumblrs 
who have the advantage of producing 
high-quality videos.
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Do network Tumblrs differ in meaningful ways from fan 
Tumblrs? When we began parsing the data the first clear 
difference between the two was that network Tumblrs 
post more original content. They are two times less likely 
to reblog content than their fan Tumblr counterparts.

The function fan Tumblrs perform is that of curator. Fan 
Tumblrs post from four times as many sources as network 
Tumblrs. Fans search for show related hashtags to find 
content that is already popular and then collect it into a 
single place. The consequence is that when looking only 
at note counts, which are a sum of reblog and like action 
counts, fan Tumblrs appear to be more popular.

Our research shows that network Tumblrs are better at 
building community. While fan Tumblrs are excellent for 
a quick look at the most popular posts that Tumblr has to 
offer, they don’t create successful redistribution networks 
themselves. Analysis of our data set tells us that network 
Tumblr followers are more likely to reblog their posts. 
When we limit the data set to only original content we are 
able to see original network Tumblr content receives 32% 
more reblogs than original fan Tumblr content.

Network Analysis
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Network Tumblr content 
receives 32% more reblogs than 

original fan Tumblr content.

We looked at the number of connections 
that exist in the reblog web and however 
we slide the data set, network Tumblrs 
were always more central to their reblog 
network than fan Tumblrs.

The community on Tumblr not only 
interacts with network Tumblrs, but that 
they do so enthusiastically. Network 
Tumblr interactions rates overshadow 
their fan based counterparts. This 
highlights a huge opportunity for media 
companies to create more centralized 
and dependable networks for fans to 
interact and share content related to 
their shows.
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Watch, Share, Repeat

The flexibility and diversity of Tumblr content can make it hard to understand at times. By taking a 10,000 foot view, we’ve 
been able to see patterns about how networks and fans can coexist to mutual benefit. There’s a huge amount of fan activity 
on Tumblr and the data shows that network involvement in the process helps spread content even further. 
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Content & Community
Moving Pictures
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Launched in late 2010, Instagram now has over 300 
million users. Those users share more than 70 million 
pieces of content daily. With such an active and 
engaged audience, this was an ideal place for brands 
to have a strong presence. Brands on Instagram have 
developed sophisticated content strategies that include 
original owned content and crowdsourcing.

The variety of content on Instagram can make it 
difficult to see the forest through the trees. There’s 
an overwhelming amount of content coming at 
consumers everyday, let’s figure out what works. 
When we examine Instagram through a data-driven 
filter, what looks best? How can we categorize content 
to help direct marketing strategies?

The Effectiveness 
of Instagram Media
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Let’s start with a quick, high-level 
view of Instagram data. When we 
look across our 50 brands in this 
study, we see that the content 
breaks out as shown to the right.

But what’s really important is how these 
different types of content compare in 
terms of performance. After running  
the numbers on Instagram content 
from all 50 brands that we used for our 
Network Trends analysis, we found that 
videos received 95% more engagement, 
on average. The largest engagement 
spread between video and still images 
came from Progressive Insurance. Their 
videos performed 195% better than 
their still images.

Numbers like these lead us to believe 
that video capabilities will continue  
to be a big focus across all major  
social networks. 

Moving Pictures

While video was 
only 11% of content, 

it received 95% more 
engagement
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Building a Better Feed

Interestingly, including text in an Instagram post in isolation was the only 
element that brought average engagement down.

How did these elements impact performance in isolation—or said 
another way, how much better or worse did the content perform when 
these themes were included?

Our next step was to see if there were common themes that impacted the brands’  
Instagram engagement, either positively or negatively. We pulled a sample of 2,500 photos  
to evaluate the following elements:

+30% -3% +14% +21%

Call to Action: Is the post asking  
the audience to do something?

Text: Is there text overlaid on the 
content or included within the media? 
This could include a sports league 
calling out game times for major  
events or pictures of words spelled 
out with products.

Product: Is the product the brand 
produces featured in the media?

Celebrity: Is there a celebrity or 
influencer endorsing a product or 
featured at an event? So, for example, 
a video posted by @MTV to wish Lady 
Gaga happy birthday would not be 
counted, but a photo posted by @MTV 
of Lady Gaga singing at their awards 
ceremony would be.
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But what about when these elements interact with each other?  
Here’s a look at all of the combinations in our data set.

Engagement above average
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Let’s break down the combinations 
that contributed to the best performing 
content with example images:

When Elements Interact

• Promoting a Time Based Event
• Exclusive Content at a Live Event

In our first category of high-
performing content the 
combination of the presence  
of a celebrity and a call to  
action helped drive engagement.  
Having both elements in one 
post showed higher performance 
than each element standing alone.

35%
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• Call to Action  
to book a trip

• Features content from  
a community member

• Features an influencer
• Promoting a time-

based event

The third-highest combination includes  
a call to action, featured product, and a 
celebrity. The addition of the product  
did decrease performance, but still  
saw audiences clicking at well above 
average levels.

The second highest performing content 
type includes a call to action and no 
other elements, drives above average 
performance as well. In many cases, 
when brands ask for participation, their 
audience responds. Our breakout shows 
there are more effective ways than 
others to do this— featuring a celebrity 
and limiting the call to action to the 
photo description provided the most 
consistent lift to engagement.

30%

27%



41The Smart Social Report: Volume One

Determining what content strategy works best for your brand is not reading tea leaves. Data driven frameworks can help 
remove the mystery of media performance and takes the guesswork out of a brand’s content strategy. By understanding 
what the audience responds to, brands can build a visual content strategy that not only looks great, but also performs.

Filtering with Data
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Spredfast’s smart social software enables companies to build lasting relationships with 
today’s digitally connected consumer. Part of that is using social data to make smarter 
marketing decisions when you plan, execute, and analyze your social efforts.

Spredfast Intelligence provides a searchable lens to historical and real-time insights to better 
understand your audience, relevant conversations, and your brand’s social performance.

Spredfast is transforming the way companies 
connect with consumers.

See the brands we work with:


