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2019 State of Social Intelligence Survey
Welcome to the 2019 State of Social Intelligence Study.  Between February and April 2019 
we worked with partners including Talkwalker, Demographics Pro, Audiense, Brandwatch, 
DigitalMR and the Social Media Research Association to reach out to social data 
professionals across the globe. 

We wanted to find out more about their current social data analysis practices, structures, 
integrations, challenges, and their opinion on the future of the social intelligence industry.

267 social data analysis professionals responded to our survey, and after removing those 
who work with social data analysis technologies, we analysed 204 responses.  We’re 
using this data to help companies at all levels of social data analysis maturity to 
successfully transform and get more measurable brand value from social data.  We hope 
you find it valuable.
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“Creativity is contagious. Pass it on”
Albert Einstein

Dr. Jillian Ney and her team have produced a highly relevant and very interesting 
study. Their work highlights the growing importance of our discipline. Any 
organisation, which is serious about data- and client-centricity and strives to gain 
true understanding of its customers or stakeholders, needs to look beyond mere 
numbers and traditional marketing research for insights. 

Unstructured data - harvested from blogs, forums, reviews and social media - is 
a rich source for studying human interaction and behaviour. As a result, Social 
Intelligence is able to surface deep insights, derived from contextual and cultural 
understanding. 

Therefore, I recommend any marketing or communication professional to take a 
closer look at the 2019 State of Social Intelligence study. As the title suggests: 
It’s a masterpiece.

Nico-Alexander Jahn
EVP Social Intelligence
Publicis Groupe

BE Contagious
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It’s time to grow. 
together.  
Welcome to the first edition of The State of Social Intelligence findings report.
 
The results provide a snapshot of the current state of the industry. From industry 
confidence, to social data analysis practices, structures, challenges, successes, 
and plans for the future.

The dependent variable in success? The people. You.  

So, the results of the very first State of Social Intelligence are a celebration of 
you. The work that you do and the subjective nature of using social data to paint 
a picture of your customers.

Yes, there are technical elements and science involved in social data analysis.  
But the difference between success and failure is the subjective ability to make 
sense of the data and knowing how to action these insights in business 
decisions. This is only achievable with human interpretation - by you.Dr Jillian Ney

Founder
The Social Intelligence Lab
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 But this year’s survey shows that people are not adequately 
supported in their roles.  There’s not enough education, 
forum for conversation, learning and best practice. The 
industry has largely been developed by technology solutions 
and practitioners forming communities around their chosen 
providers – creating a fragmented industry.  After a turbulent 
eighteen months for social intelligence, now is the time to 
bring the focus to creating a unified discipline with its own 
guidelines, ethics and practices.
 
This is why I created The Social Intelligence Lab. To connect 
the fragmented industry, to openly discuss our challenges 
and find solutions to our problems together. The State of 
Social Intelligence is one of many initiatives we are 
launching this year to support you in your role and to better 
develop the industry.  I hope that you will join us on this 
journey. 

To put those exploring and pioneering on the map, and 
inspire those who might not have otherwise considered 
starting their own social intelligence journey.

The future is bright for social intelligence, and I am really 
excited to share the results of our study with you.  The State 
of Social Intelligence is a community effort, it would not be 
possible without our commentary providers, partners, 
advertisers, and most importantly the people and 
organisations who responded to the survey.
 
Thank you to everyone involved in making this study 
happen. 

To our readers, I hope you enjoy peeking behind the curtain 
of how other organisations are developing their social 
intelligence capabilities and find inspiration in their approach.
 

 

Dr Jillian Ney
Founder
The Social Intelligence Lab

The Social Intelligence Lab is my vision for connecting the 
global social intelligence community. I want to give everyone 
the opportunity to connect with other people who analyse 
social data. 
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The Subconscious Art 
of Social Intelligence
Great art is more than great technique. Great art shares a unique perspective of human existence or 
philosophy. 

We don’t always understand artistic interpretation. But when we do, we marvel at its beauty and it makes 
us feel like we’re part of something larger.  

Social intelligence has a lot in common with art.

In a world where customer centricity is everyone’s goal, social intelligence can offer a glimpse into society 
from a new perspective. A new perspective that can give you invaluable insights into how to connect with 
their hearts and minds. 

But getting human insights from social data is a messy process.  

Unsurprisingly, there is an incredible amount of data. New technologies can help non-technical people 
gather and sort through the data, but social data itself is not an insight - it’s an input.

Like artistic vision, insights sit in the subconscious space of the mind. They are a wonderful balance 
between data, context and intuition - and they are fundamentally human. 
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SOCIAL INTELLIGENCE IS A 
MOVEMENT MISUNDERSTOOD
Social media and digital technologies have revolutionised 
human communication. This public digital discourse offers 
an unrivalled insight into modern behaviour. The power to 
quantify digital behaviour and discover the hidden meaning 
in mass online conversations is made possible with social 
intelligence. 

But like many new movements, it has been considered 
avant-garde. By its nature, social intelligence requires an 
unconventional way of working. 

And when something is new, it doesn’t always produce the 
right results quickly. But little wins can bring great 
momentum. Learning from the successes (and struggles) 
of the brands around you can help move social intelligence 
from being perceived as unconventional to democratised 
across your organisation.
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If your journey into social intelligence 
has been bumpy, you’re not alone. 
This year, over half of companies say 
that their social intelligence activities 
are not clearly understood by senior 
leaders. 

52% say that senior leaders do not 
clearly understand their objectives 
or outputs. 
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“We have a real ‘Lost in Translation’ problem at 
the moment with social data. The potential is 
there to help senior stakeholders make better 
decisions, but this is too often frustrated by a 
failure to deliver clear insight”.

Jeremy Hollow
Founder and MD
Listen + Learn Research
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Social data analysis has been a focus of activity for many business units and disciplines.  
Its prevalence has even created a new type of organisation - those solely specialising in 
the analysis of social data.    

Across all areas of work, the lack of leadership understanding affected the perception 
and use of social data across the organisation.

Respondents’ professional 
background and work discipline

8%
PR

30%
Marketing

11%
Specialist Social 

Intelligence

21%
Research

30%
Other



 

of organisations have no 
social data 

democratisation

31%21%
of respondents struggle 
to get leadership buy-in

52%
of respondents have no 

knowledge of how social data is 
used across their organisation
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31%21%

52%

When you’re creating something new, 
it is important to know that your 

efforts will be worth it

80%
of respondents agree that social 
data provides unique insights that 
cannot be obtained from other 
data or research sources. 
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31%21%

52%80%

“In just over a decade, social intelligence has revolutionised the 
communication as well as the marketing industry. Professionals in these 
industries now have tangible metrics to prove the impact they create, 
empowering them to make real changes in the workplace. 

We should be proud of the work and ingenuity our industry has shown so 
far, with technology such as video analytics and sentiment analysis 
revealing more insight than ever before. It’s a unique and exciting industry 
that evolves almost as rapidly as people do. There’s still a lot more to 
come.”

Christophe Folschette
Co-Founder
Talkwalker
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Percentage of respondents who feel 
social intelligence has met or 

exceeded their expectations 

57%

44% 50% 44%

94% 28% 61%

client side social 
intelligence

research

marketing pr other

OVERALL
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What makes a successful social 
intelligence programme?

Over half of all respondents surveyed reported successful social 
intelligence initiatives. 

Sixty-five percent ranked creating actionable insights and tracking 
the right metrics as elements very important to meeting 
expectations.  

Interestingly, these are two elements where there is no one size fits 
all approach - suggesting that flexibility and subjectivity are 
essential for success. 
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Creating Actionable Insight

Tracking the Right Metrics

Producing Deliverables Quickly

Integrating with Other Data Sources

Maintaining Best Practice

0% 5% 10% 15% 20%

Reasons why social 
intelligence Exceeds 
organisational 
expectations

Tracking the Wrong Metrics

Not Creating Actionable Insight

Providing no ROI

Not Being Able to Get Buy-in

Choosing the Wrong Tools

0% 5% 9% 14% 18%

Reasons why social 
intelligence DOES NOT 
MEET organisational 
expectations



 

It’s very telling that the top ranked elements rely on 
having clearly defined business questions, and 
smart people to do social listening. As advanced as 
technology has gotten you still need analysts who 
understand the business, technology and social 
conversations to deliver successful social 
intelligence

Jackie Cuyvers
Founder and CEO
Convosphere
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Looking to the future

Planning for future success can seem hard but seeing where the 
competition is headed can be the inspiration you need to do more. 

Social intelligence spending is expected to increase across five 
areas in the next twelve months. The areas with the highest 
spending intent are new social data analysis technologies and in-
house staff. 

Organisational control over social data analysis appears to be of 
primary importance to building out social intelligence capabilities in 
the future.
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 The areas where organisations will invest 
in social intelligence capabilities in the 

next 12 months

New social data analysis 
technologies

8%
In House Staff

43%
Staff Training

24%

Freelancers

18%
Creating a centralised 
social data analysis 

function

17%
18



 

Challenges remain

But challenges remain, especially with securing the necessary 
budget, creating a clear vision of how social data integrates with 
other data sources, and filling the skills gap to make it reality. 

While the challenges appear technical at first glance, it could be 
argued that having the right people in place could help to overcome 
the most critical challenges that organisations face. 
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Budget

60%
Lack of Integration with Other 

Data Sources

31%
Skills Gap

30%

Technology

26%
Lack of Organisational 

Wide Vision

22%

The key challenges faced by organisations 
when developing social intelligence 

capabilities
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transforming 
your approach



Despite a lack of c-suite understanding, and the 
challenges faced to uncover fundamental truth and 
create action from social data, the survey shows that the 
social intelligence movement is gaining momentum.  

Every organisation is at a different place on their social 
intelligence transformation - with varying levels of 
sophistication (and success). The one thing that 
successful organisations have in common? They 
discovered that listening is not enough. They know that, 
to take action, social intelligence requires a blend of data, 
business and social science.

This is a transformation journey, it needs a team and 
organisational buy-in.  

You may have already sketched out your vision and 
started to apply the paint, or you may just be starting to 
imagine what is possible and be finding your focus. Either 
way, your social intelligence transformation won’t get very 
far without a plan. 

Using the data from The State of Social Intelligence 
Survey, we highlight four elements critical to transforming 
social data into measurable business results.  

“Great things are not done on impulse, but a 
series of small things brought together”

Vincent van Gogh
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the human minds that power 
social intelligence, giving 
context, meaning and action to 
the data.

The four elements critical to transforming 
social data into measurable business results  

1 people
the tension between how 
knowledge is generated in 
practice versus how it is 
implemented through process.

2 structure

the iterative questioning of the 
data in different ways to answer 
the objectives and purpose, and 
give value to the data.

3 process
the selection and adoption of the 
right combination of technology 
according to needs and specific 
applications. 

4 technology
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people
Social data is an abstraction of real-life, and real-life can be 
complicated. Social data analysis technologies can help to gather, sort 
and process online content and conversations. But we need context to 
understand the real meaning - in ways that numbers support, but can't 
lead. 

Social intelligence is about finding relationships between the data, the 
concepts and ideas discussed, and making the connection between old 
thinking to create a new truth and inspire action. 

Without human interpretation, social data is just a bunch of jumbled 
conversations.  Human interpretation illuminates a deeper 
understanding of the “why” behind online interactions - providing the 
context. 

Your people should be at the heart of your social intelligence initiatives.  
Without them, you only have data.    

“Abstraction is one 
of the greatest 
visionary tools ever 
invented by human 
beings to imagine, 
decipher, and 
depict the world”

Jerry Saltz, Art Critic
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The social intelligence industry has grown from listening to brand 
mentions and measuring content performance to asking questions 
and testing hypotheses to understand human behaviour.  

Improved social data analysis technologies have helped to 
facilitate this change. But much of the industry maturity has been 
driven by people and their imaginative use of the data.

Early enthusiasts have been pioneering social intelligence 
practices for over a decade. 
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The number of years respondents have 
worked in social intelligence 

0%

7.5%

15%

22.5%

30%

< 1 year 1-2 years 3-4 years 5-6 years 7-8 years 9-10 years > 10 years 26



 

Today, many now consider social data 
analysis as their primary responsibility in 

their job role.

66%
The percentage of respondents who consider 

social intelligence their primary job 
responsibility

34%
The percentage of respondents who 
consider social intelligence as part of 

their job responsibilities
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 The percentage of people who have 
advanced and expert skills

65% 55% 58% 53%

Defining a new project Choosing the most 
effective methods/

metrics 

Analysing and 
interrogating the data 

Generating actionable 
insights from the data

65% 55% 55%

Creating a social 
listening query

Visualising and 
reporting findings

Disseminating findings 
across the organisation 
for others to take action 28



 

29

The key to making use of social data insights is knowing how to 
interpret them.  In a data-driven world, human interpretation is as 
important as ever. The social intelligence process requires deep 
cognitive and subjective skills to uncover new meaning from the data.  
But only 33% feel they have the space and support in their roles to 
achieve this.  

This year, fighting to attend client meetings, an inability to access 
specialised training and support, and the shortage of other skilled 
practitioners to speak with, contribute to feelings of isolation and a 
lack of support. In the next twelve months, 45% of organisations plan 
on investing in more people but without the right support, that 
investment could be wasted.



 

When we asked respondents where they spend most of their time 
in their roles analysing and interpreting data had the highest 
response. Generally, this finding would be consistent with what 
you would expect in a social data analysis role. 

However, less time is being spent cleansing and preparing the 
data for analysis. With the highly unstructured nature of social data 
and the need to write tight queries to bring back quality data, these 
results are surprising and may decrease the future success of 
social intelligence projects.  
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Activities where respondents spend the 
highest amount of their time.  

Analysing Data

Interpreting Data

Creating Reports & Dashboards

Data Segmentation / Categorisation

Data Cleansing

Setting Clear Objctives & Questions for Testing

Query Development

Skills Development

0% 18% 35% 53% 70%
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of those surveyed 
believe that AI will 
improve social data 
intelligence

84%
The buzz around machine learning 
and artificial intelligence promises 
the power to transform social 
intelligence practices and help 
social data analysis practitioners. 
But will it live up to expectation?

“AI will not replace, but empower 
social intelligence practitioners 
who have the right support 
structure in place”.

believe that AI will help 
with more technical 
aspects of social data 
analysis

64%

see more freedom to 
interpret the meaning 
behind online 
conversations

20%

32



 
People Power Social Intelligence
Today, technology has been the primary driver for social intelligence adoption, the people powering social intelligence are an 
undervalued element in the value chain. But, they are the people who make social intelligence possible.  Here’s key learnings 
from the survey results:

Humans and Technology are the Winning Combination
Without people there is no insight. Without insight there is no action.  
Human imagination is needed to find connections in the data and 
turn them into action. Even with advances in AI, their impact on 
social data is the faster creation of observational patterns - not 
insight. Humans are needed to turn these observations into 
actionable intelligence.

Hire Creative Thinkers
When it comes to creating actionable insights it's not enough to 
report observations in the data. Hire those who have the ability to 
think outside their field to solve problems. Social intelligence is more 
than a job that has core tasks affiliated with a role. Social intelligence 
is more than task completion - you need free thinkers who can join 
the dots between data, behaviour and business outcomes.

Prioritise Skill Development
The social intelligence industry has largely been developed 
around technology vendors and this can impact on how the 
practice of social intelligence is perceived. Social intelligence is 
more than technology. While technology and humans are the 
winning combination, the people need more than a technical 
ability to use the software. With only 33% feeling supported in 
their roles, focus on developing soft skills to better equip your 
people with the skills to find the meaning in the data - and the 
confidence to communicate these insights across the 
organisation.

Review Where Time is Being Spent
Social data has to be gathered, cleansed and organised before it is 
useful in solving problems. A traditional data scientist will spend most 
of their time preparing data for analysis but this does not happen 
with social data. Social analysts reported spending most of their time 
analysing and interpreting the data - query creation, cleansing and 
segmentation played a secondary role. Not having quality data, 
cleansed of inappropriate mentions and categorised in a way that is 
meaningful for analysis can lead to poor insights. Are your people 
spending their time in the right places?
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structure
For many organisations, social intelligence has come 
with big expectations - that it holds the answers on how 
to protect their brand reputation and create exceptional 
customer experiences. 

Everyone has become really good at collecting social 
data. But the real challenge is putting that social data 
into context and making sense out of it. Part of what’s 
missing is knowing what everyday business situations it 
can be applied, and if it has more than one purpose.

Like in art, the structure affects how and where social 
intelligence is used. Many business silos have an 
interest in the value of social data. They can also freely 
access the technology required to make that happen.

Even non-technical people can access solutions to 
gather, sort, and make sense of the connections and 
relationships in the data. But their business objectives 
and KPIs are heavily influenced by the business silo in 
which they operate.  

Depending on where social intelligence sits in the 
organisation, its full value may never be realised. The 
structure influences who has access to the data, how it 
joins up with other data sources, in what situations it is 
applied, and how the insights flow across the 
organisation.   
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Percentage of 
respondents who know 
if other business silos 
are using social data

This year, we saw a real 
disparity in how social 
intelligence is structured in the 
organisation. At times, they were 
part of marketing, others PR, 
analytics, and others research.

Interestingly, over half of 
respondents did not know or 
were unsure about who else was 
using social data in their 
organisation. 

8%
Don’t 

Know

Unsure

52% 42%

6%
35



Nine percent of organisations running successful social intelligence 
programmes cited creating and maintaining best practice as an 
element essential for success. The siloed nature of current 
practices does not allow this to happen effectively.  

When asked about how social intelligence activity is structured in 
the organisation, over a quarter of companies are still pursuing 
uncoordinated pockets of activity.  
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How social intelligence activities are 
structured in the organisation (OveraLL) 

Uncoordinated 
Pockets of Activity

Localised shared 
activity

Centralised group with 
some coordination 
over activity

Centralised group 
closely coordinating 
activity across the 
organisation

31% 18%

29% 22%
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How social intelligence activities are 
structured in the organisation (BY INDUSTRY)

Client Side

Specialist Social Intelligence

Research

Marketing

PR 

Other

0% 25% 50% 75% 100%

Uncoordinated 
Pockets of Activity

Localised Shared 
Activity

Centralised Group 
with Some 
Coordination Over 
Activity

Centralised Group Closely 
Coordinating Activity Across 
the Organisation



“The results tell us two things. First, marketing is still the 
driving force behind social intelligence. The second, 
coordination efforts are still not yet valued as an 
opportunity to use social intelligence to make impact 
across an organisation – from marketing to sales to 
customer experience”
 

Marianne Hynd
Director of Operations
Social Media Research Association
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As you plan for transformation, keep in mind that social intelligence 
can be used in multiple areas of business decision-making.  

A huge part of your transformation journey is finding the most 
valuable use cases for your organisation. This is an iterative 
process that takes time, patience and a willingness to learn. Here 
are the common areas where social intelligence is being used in 
business-decision making this year. 
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Top 5 use cases for social 
media intelligence - OVERALL

81%
Social Media

77%
Market Research 73%

Brand
69%

64%
Marketing 
Analytics

Competitive 
Intelligence



Top 5 use cases for social media 
intelligence - by industry

Client Side

Specialist Social Intelligence

Research

Marketing

PR 

Other

0% 100% 200% 300% 400%

Social 
Media

Market 
Research PR Brand

Marketing 
Analytics Positioning Innovation New Product 

Development

Competitive 
Intelligence

Advertising



 

67%
67% of all organisations 
surveyed have identified plans 
to invest in their social 
intelligence capabilities over the 
next 12 months.

17%
17% of them plan on investing in 
creating a centralised social 
intelligence function. However, 
depending upon your discipline, 
this priority changes in importance. 
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Percentage of organisations who have 
plans to create centralised social 

intelligence capabilities

Client Side

Specialist Social Intel.

Research

Marketing

PR

Other

0% 15% 30% 45% 60%
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Structure Predicts Focus
Where social intelligence capabilities sit in the organisation structures the focus of activity, outputs and how the insights 
generated flows around the business. However, over a quarter work in structures with uncoordinated pockets of activity.

Focus is Dependent on Structure
Where your social intelligence capabilities sit in the 
organisation structures the focus of your efforts. This is 
natural, to align the use of social data to current departmental 
activities, KPIs and outputs. But, the more mature 
organisation is moving to democratise social intelligence 
across the organisation. Social data can have more than one 
use, but with the current structures and integration across the 
organisation, this is not always being realised. 

Structure Impacts Information Flow
The structure of the social intelligence capabilities also impacts 
on the flow of information and insights across the organisation. 
If there is no joined up approach to social intelligence, the 
department owning the capabilities will focus on their 
prescribed uses for social data. This means that any 
information flowing from that department is only relevant to 
their needs, and may remain underused and undervalued by 
other teams across the organisation.

Social Data is More Than Social Media
There is a common misconception that social data is only useful for social 
media strategies. Across all disciplines, social media is one of the highest 
cited use cases. The type of insights used to create new social media 
strategies may only be useful to that activity and irrelevant to other 
business decisions. The structure of social intelligence capabilities impacts 
the focus and activities, but this may be limiting the potential value of 
social data across the organisation.  45



 

PROCESS

Many people across the organisation are being 
empowered to make use of social data to inform their 
work and inspire their thinking. They have access to 
unprecedented amounts of data.  But extracting and 
refining quality actionable insight from constantly flowing 
conversations isn’t easy.  

Overworked minds are not looking to process data that 
doesn’t instantly make sense. People want immediately 
usable insights with tightly written summaries of 
interesting findings.  And they want to know how to use 
them.

The trouble is, social data analysis is hard. Social data 
insights don’t all have the same process through which 
they are developed. They have their own objective, 
purpose and value - they are not created equal.  

Without process, people do not know what to do. 

Using data from the State of Social Intelligence Survey, 
we found four areas to consider when refining your 
processes: analysis objectives, analysis focus, analysis 
methods, and context holes.
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Analysis Objectives 
There’s more than one use for social data. Too often social data 
analysis starts without a clear idea of what is being tested or how 
the insight is going to be used.  

It's impossible to meet organisational expectations without first 
knowing the objective. But it can be difficult to know how to ask the 
right questions.  

Seeing how other organisations are using social data can help to 
refine your objectives. Here’s how other organisations are using 
social intelligence in business decision-making.  
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72%
Customer Insight 66%

Measuring 
Campaign 
Success

57%
Better 

Understanding of 
Customer 

56%
54%

Brand 
Positioning

Understanding 
Customer 
Sentiment

Favourite social intelligence 
objectives (OVERALL)



Favourite social intelligence 
objectives by industry

Objective 1 Objective 2 Objective 3 Objective 4 Objective 5

Client Side Measuring Campaign 
Success

Identifying Business 
Opportunities

Reaching New 
Customers

Better Segment and 
Target Audiences Customer Insight

Specialist Social 
Intelligence Customer Insight Improve Customer 

Acquisition
Identifying Business 

Opportunities
Understanding 

Customer Sentiment Message Optimisation

Research Understanding 
Customer Sentiment Customer Insight

Gain Better 
Understanding of 

Customer Behaviour

Gain Better 
Understanding of Who 

Our Customers Are
Staying Ahead of the 

Competition

Marketing Customer Insight Measuring Campaign 
Success

Improve Brand 
Positioning

Managing Online 
Reputation

Staying Ahead of the 
Competition

PR Inform Campaign 
Strategy

Measuring Campaign 
Success Customer Insight Understanding 

Customer Sentiment
Managing Online 

Reputation

Other Customer Insight
Gain Better 

Understanding of 
Customer Behaviour

Understanding 
Customer Sentiment

Gain Better 
Understanding of Who 

Our Customers Are
Better Segment and 
Target Audiences



 

With the huge popularity of influencer marketing, you might be 
wondering where influencer identification fits into social 
intelligence? 

While influencer identification is not in the top five social data 
analysis objectives, 43% of respondents do use social data in 
influencer identification. When asked about fake followers and likes, 
over half of respondents would only choose influencers who had 
never purchased followers or likes. 
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How respondents would choose to 
work with influencers

54%
Choose only influencers 
who had never purchased 
fake followers or fake 
likes

46%
Tolerate some purchased 
followers/likes provided 
that they have sufficient 
genuine followers/likes

4%
Tolerate fake followers 
provided the influencers 
likes are not purchased
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On the surface, it looks like fake followers and engagement will not be 
tolerated but many respondents do not have a set process to identify 
faked numbers.

When asked about how they currently identify if an influencer has 
fake followers or fake engagement there was a contrast between 
processes. Some respondents used existing technologies where 
others used human eye and guesswork based on follower counts and 
engagement per post.  

Others rely on input form their clients or do not check at all.  What do 
people look for? The most cited way to identify fake followers and 
engagement was by looking for unusual spikes in activity. 
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So, what are the key metrics or areas to consider when choosing an influencer 
to work with? Interestingly, this was a mixture of hard facts gained from 
audience demographics and engagement metrics, and more subjective methods 
from perceived reliability and trust.  

Absolute size of audience

62%
Correlation of the audience 

demographics to the campaign 
target audience

92%
Audience Engagement

92%

88% 92%
Perceived reliability, 

integrity or trust of the 
influencer

Quality of the Content
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Absolute size of audience

62%
Correlation of the audience 

demographics to the campaign 
target audience

92%
Audience Engagement

92%

88% 92%
Perceived reliability, 

integrity or trust of the 
influencer

Quality of the Content

There is no standardised method to identify the best fit influencer, 
subjective interpretation of the influencer is required as much as 
data around their audience and engagement.  

There’s also no trusted method to identify if the influencer is 
inflating their reach and engagement. When it comes to influencer 
measurement, much of the work is completed on gut instinct.  
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Absolute size of audience

62%
Correlation of the audience 

demographics to the campaign 
target audience

92%
Audience Engagement

92%

88% 92%
Perceived reliability, 

integrity or trust of the 
influencer

Quality of the Content

“My biggest surprise was how many marketers care about size of 
audience over match with right customers. I'm always a much 
bigger fan of the latter than the former. I was also shocked that 
almost half of the marketers said they'd be comfortable with 
influencer campaigns leveraging accounts that bought or faked 
engagement/likes/fans. That's a very odd admission, but perhaps 
represents the reality that so many ‘influencers' have bought their 
way into prominence.”

Rand Fishkin
Founder
SparkToro
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Focus

Although you might know the objective of your analysis, there is still 
an impossible amount of social data available. Not all of that data 
will be valuable to you. The objective of your analysis affects the 
focus of your data gathering strategy - is it brand mentions you’re 
looking for? The influential people who are discussing a topic? 

Or maybe you’re looking to understand purchase intent or unmet 
needs? It’s important to write clear search queries to gather most 
relevant data.  Here’s where other organisations are focusing their 
social intelligence activities.  

56



Most common areas to focus 
social data analysis (Overall)
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Most common areas to focus social data 
analysis (By Industry)

Topic Analysis

Audience Analysis

Brand Analysis

Competitor Analysis

Consumer Behaviour

Industry Trends

Influencer Analysis

0% 100% 200% 300% 400%

Client Side Specialist Social 
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Social data analysis is only as good as the data gathered and there are a lot of different 
data sources available. When selecting a social data analysis technology 71% of 
respondents agree that data sources are important and 59% agree that data quality is of 
importance. But not all data sources are useful all of the time, and you don’t always get 
access to all of the data points they collect.

We asked respondent about the relative importance of different data sources available in 
reaching their social intelligence objective.  

The most important? Twitter.

The reason for this finding? The open nature of Twitter means that the social data 
analysis technologies have more access to Twitter data than other data sources - 
increasing the importance.

When looking to the future importance of data sources, Instagram data is set to become 
the most important. This is interesting due to recent restrictions on data available via the 
Instagram API. While the data may be seen as important many of the data points cannot 
be accessed for analysis.

59



 
Percentage of respondents that 
agree the data source is 
important to their current 
analysis

Facebook

Instagram

Twitter

YouTube

Pinterest

Snapchat

Twitch

Reddit

Weibo

VK

Quora

Review Sites

Forums

Blog Comments

0% 22.5% 45% 67.5% 90%

Percentage of respondents that 
agree the data source is 
important to their future analysis
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Methods

The purpose of social intelligence is to create human-centric 
insights, and there isn’t one right way to achieve this. Social data 
analysis is about iterative questioning of the data in different ways 
to answer your question.  

The insights hidden in social data have to be coaxed out through 
different analysis methods. Here are the most commonly used.
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Most common areas to focus 
social data analysis (Overall)
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General social Media Analytics

Share of Voice Analytics

Trend Analysis

Topic Analysis

Demographic Analysis
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Most common areas to focus social 
data analysis (by industry)

General Social Media Analytics
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Content Performance
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“Part of the learning challenge teams face is that they need a 
deep understanding of how social intelligence fits into their 
broader set of tools and methodologies they can use to 
answer a business question. If they don’t understand a 
method, then it is less likely to be chosen as a method by the 
executing teams”

Kevin Hains
Insight Manager
Waitrose and Partners
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Filling in the holes

Social data, when leveraged correctly, can bring a brand closer to 
the consumer and offer a genuine glimpse into modern behaviour.  
There is no substitute for hearing about experiences first hand. But 
social data doesn't always have all the answers.  

The data gathered is often unstructured and biased, and there is a 
big risk of it being taken out of context. To increase the social 
context of, and connections between, data points, organisations are 
turning to other research and data sources.
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Favourite alternative data sources to 

0%

17.5%

35%

52.5%

70%

Web Analytics Search Data Quantitative 
Market 
Research

Qualitative 
Market 
Research

Sales
Data

66



PROCESS SUMMARY
There’s more than one use for social data but without process there is no right way to implement technology.

Focus on Building Competence
Social intelligence can be used in a lot more than social media 
strategies. To grow your social intelligence maturity, try breaking 
down the stages of customer experience to identify what insights 
you need to find out about your customers behaviour to improve the 
experience. Focus on answering a clear set of questions and build 
competence around using the data to answer those questions.  

Be Pragmatic
When it comes to social intelligence you need to be pragmatic. 
There are a lot of different ways to look at and analyse the data. 
Instead of developing a strict set of guidelines, develop pragmatic 
frameworks that can shift to fit the context and the question being 
answered.

Go Beyond the Typical Data Sources
There is still a misconception that social data is just social media 
sources. More importance is placed on mining the data from the 
platforms in which brands advertise and engage their customers. 
However, there are other data sources like reviews, forums and 
blogs that contain much richer information on customer behaviours 
and trends. Do not discount these sources.

Fill in the Context Holes
Social data doesn’t always contain all the answers. Sometimes 
there is a gap in understanding on why something is happening. 
You need to fill that context hole. The more mature organisation is 
blending social data with other data sources and research methods. 
Again, the approach to fill context holes is flexible and pragmatic 
depending upon the business question being answered. 



 

Without process there is 
no right way to implement 

Technology
Of course, none of this would be possible without 
technology. Humans need help to gather, sort and make 
sense of large volumes of jumbled conversations. Social 
data analysis technologies are at a constant pace of 
growth and evolution - continually giving organisations 
new ways to look at and make sense of the data.    

Technology is an enabler when it is embraced correctly.

Any organisation can access social data analysis 
technologies. There is something for any budget and 
practically any use case. But it is important to remember 
that technology has its limitations.

The ability to gather, sort and analyse data is not the 
output - it is an input. Social data analysis technologies 
still need humans to create meaning and action from the 
data.

It is also tricky to choose the right social data analysis 
technology. Many of the social listening and monitoring 
technologies have pretty much the same set of 
functionality and benefits - they differ in terms of 
productivity and performance. And now, new 
technologies that focus on specific areas of analysis are 
competing for your attention (and your budget).
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All organisations surveyed place a high priority on investing in the right 
social data analysis technology. But only 25% are confident that social 
data analysis technology will continue to meet their business needs. 
 
19% of respondents feel that a single vendor can provide all the 
capabilities they need. 38% believe it is effective to buy all social data 
analysis tools from the same vendor. 

Not coincidentally, tool stacking is becoming a common strategy to 
increase an organisation's confidence to meet social intelligence 
objectives. 

This year, 85% of organisations invested in more than one social data 
analysis solution.
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3 The mean 
number of tools 
purchased by 
organisations
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Unsurprisingly, social data analysis technologies require a significant 
budget, with 10% of organisations investing over £100,000 annually.  
Investment is representative of the data volume pricing models 
adopted by many vendors in the industry - the more data you need, 
the higher the cost.

0%

6%

12%

18%

24%

£0-10k £10-25k £25-50k £50-100k Over £100k
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91% of respondents spent their budgets in social listening and monitoring technologies. Interestingly, 
investments are also made across another eleven categories of social data analysis solutions.

Social Advertising

Social Analytics

Social Audience Analytics

Social CRM

Social Emotional Analysis

Social Employee Advocacy

Social Influencer

Social Listening and Monitoring

Social Management

Social Selling

Social Visualisation

Visual Social Listening

0% 175% 350% 525% 700%

Overall Client Side Specialist Social Research

Marketing PR Other



 

 

Social Advertising
allows users to define and analyse audiences, and to 
buy, manage and place social ads to target them.

Social Analytics
allows users to analyse audience engagement of 
owned social media channels and content.

Social Audience Analytics
allows users to identify who audiences are - their 
demographics, interests, affinities, influences and 
behaviours.

Social CRM
allows users to combine social media management 
and customer relationship management capabilities, 
to analyse, monitor, and store interactions between 
individual customers. 

Social Emotional Analysis
allows users to analyse the emotional tone and 
meaning behind what a person is trying to say.

Social Employee Advocacy
allows users to facilitate internal communications and 
curate content where employees can connect their 
social audiences to the organisation. Also giving 
users the ability to measure and analyse content 
performance. 
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Social Influencer
allows users to find individuals and organisations with 
relative influence over a topic, interest or group of 
people. Some solutions also allow users to monitor, 
manage and measure influencer campaigns. 

Social Listening and Monitoring
allows users to gather and analyse online 
conversations around selected keywords.  

Social Management
allows users to post and manage social media 
content and respond to interactions. Many tools also 
have a level of listening and analytics capabilities. 

Social Selling
allows users to analyse social networking sites to 
find, connect and engage with new prospective 
customers.

Social Visualisation
allows users to visually interact with social data to 
uncover the connections and relationships in the 
data.

Social Listening
allows users to gather, analyse and quantify the 
symbolism and meaning from image and video 
content.
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The tendency to prioritise tool stacking suggests a tension between 
technology effectiveness and professional practice. This is 
demonstrated by the high confidence to use social data analysis 
technologies but, in practice, having to regularly analyse data outside 
the technology.

89%
are confident in their ability 

to use the social data 
analysis technologies at 

their disposal

81%
believe that social data 

analysis technologies can 
help to complete analysis 

quickly and easily

68%
manually analyse social 

data because their practices 
are not supported by the 

technology they use
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There are three main reasons for manually analysing social data: to 
overcome functionality limitations, improve the ability to analyse context, 
and to integrate other data sources.  

“The tools in the marketplace are not designed for our specific 
business, so I build custom tools and analytics with Python to fill the 
gaps. Due to the complexity of sentiment classification, we'd have to 
manually analyse a sample of conversations for accurate sentiment 
breakdown.”

“Additional coding needs to be done for different audience groups, 
and linking them to topics etc. Sometimes, tools are not able to do 
that."

“To calculate the actual conversion from social media data, and 
mixing other data sets such as Web, CRM data set.”
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51% 38% 45%

When asked about their planned future investment in social data 
analysis technologies, respondents had a positive outlook, and were 
happy to navigate the integration of multiple technologies.

plan on expanding their use of 
social data analysis 

technologies

of respondents believe their 
current social data analysis 
technology portfolio is too 

complex

of respondents want to reduce 
the number of vendors that 

support their social data 
analysis

77



 

70%
of respondents believe easy integration 

between tools is important to ensure you use 
best-of-breed technologies instead of a 

generalist too

6%
Plan on changing social data analysis 

vendors

3%
plan on building their own proprietary 

solutions. 
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Technology SUMMARY
Without technology social intelligence isn’t possible but technology shouldn’t dictate how you approach social 
intelligence. When integrating technology remember:

Process First
The start of a social intelligence conversation usually 
starts with technology. After-all, it is the technology that 
makes sifting through large volumes of data possible. 
However, by starting the conversation with technology 
instead of process, social intelligence capabilities will be 
limited by the functionality of the social data analysis 
technology. We see a large number of professionals 
analysing social data manually to overcome these 
barriers, but not everyone has this level of experience. 
Start with process and then build capabilities around your 
objectives, not the other way around.

Integration is Key
Tool stacking is a common behaviour. Instead of buying 
integrated solutions, the tendency is to purchase best-of-
breed solutions and work to integrate their functionality. 
Ensuring solution integration is integral to the success of 
your social intelligence initiatives. However, this can make 
the purchase of technology a daunting process. Go back 
and start with process to ensure you are building the right 
capabilities around you.   



 

support 
your team



 

Social intelligence begins and ends with people. To support your team, 
help others understand what you do, and to get more buy-in consider:

Promoting cross-organisational groups that work together, share ideas and create best practice.

Working to find the everyday business issues where social data can help and know what insights people need 
to fix them.

Selecting the right combination of technology according to your specific needs and applications.

Being pragmatic in your approach - change how you work depending on the problem you are trying to solve 
and create best practice around it.

Getting the right insights to the right people, quickly. 

Spoonfeeding insights - give them tightly written summaries, fundamental truths and let them know how they 
can use them.

Being prepared to continually refine your approach to keep up to date with industry changes.

Hiring a partner to guide, coach and empower your social intelligence team.

1
2
3
4
5

8

6
7
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the future

The social intelligence industry has had a turbulent 
eighteen months.  From high profile scandals reporting 
the misuse of social data to influence real-world events, 
mass merger and acquisition activity, increased data 
privacy for consumers, and growing API restrictions.  

Much of this is likely to continue. On one hand it 
highlights a maturing market that is working to solve the 
challenges around unintended consequences of having 
access to vast pools of behavioural data. On the other 
hand, the media is carving a path that increases 
consumer fear in the practices of social intelligence. 
Much of this is linked to perceptions of specific social 
networking sites rather than the discipline of social 
intelligence itself which is a dangerous place to be. 

However, the practitioners working in social intelligence 
have a positive outlook on the future of the industry. 
These professionals believe that social intelligence 
generates unique insights that cannot be found from 
other data sources or research. 

But getting actionable insight out of the data is tricky. 
Organisations are all at different points in the social data 
analysis maturity and have varying levels of 
sophistication and success when it comes to actioning 
social insights. This year, maturity is linked to the 
democratisation of social data across the organisation. 
Allowing all interested parties access to the data and to 
use the insights in a way that is important to them.
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Even with growing maturity, one of the biggest hurdles 
to success is providing insights that are actionable.

Not everyone who needs to use social data will have the 
skill to find the connections in the data, their overworked 
minds are not looking to process data that doesn’t 
immediately make sense. They want actionable 
intelligence that they can use immediately. 

Artificial Intelligence is the new buzzword that is 
promising to revolutionise social intelligence and provide 
us with actionable insights faster.

However, AIs evolution remains at the pattern 
observation stage and not succinctly recommending the 
actions you need to take from the data. 

The hype around AI has the potential to damage the 
industry in much the same way of ‘overselling and under 
delivering’ at the start of the social listening craze. 
People are still needed to make the leap from findings to 
actionability.  

People will continue to power social intelligence for the 
immediate future. Invest in your people. They are the 
difference between failure and success.  
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How can we help?

The Social Intelligence Lab is our vision for 
connecting the global social intelligence 
community. We want to give everyone the 
opportunity to connect with other people 
who analyse social data. 

To put those exploring and pioneering on 
the map, and inspire those who might not 
have otherwise considered starting their 
own social intelligence journey. 

We’ve been developed by practitioners for 
practitioners to give you trusted resources 
- and people to talk to who understand 
what you do.

We’re committed to help you get more 
measurable brand value from social data. 
If you have a story to share, a problem to 
mull over or just want to speak to someone 
who gets what you do - let us know. 
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Check out our Social Intelligence Marketplace for a full list of 
social data analysis technologies and services. 

SOCIAL INTELLIGENCE 
MARKETPLACE

FIND OUT MORE

https://thesilab.com/social-intelligence-marketplace
https://thesilab.com/social-intelligence-marketplace


 

methodology

Between February and April 2019, The Social 
Intelligence Lab surveyed, 267 social 
intelligence professionals in companies 
across the world to learn more about their 
current social data analysis practices, 
structures, integrations, challenges, and their 
opinion on the future of the social intelligence 
industry. 

The purpose of the survey was to target 
social intelligence practitioners in any 
organisation and at all seniority levels.  
Respondents surveyed were from a variety

of different types and sizes of companies 
from freelancers up to multi-national 
organisations.

Before analysis we removed the responses 
from social data analysis technology 
providers to ensure that responses were 
indicative of social intelligence practitioners, 
not the professionals providing the 
technological solutions. 

A total of 204 responses were analysed as 
part of the State of Social Intelligence 2019 
Survey. 



 

who took part
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Entry Level
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Type of business where 
respondents work 
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thank you to 
our partners
This study would not have been possible without the 
support of our partners.
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Request the 
full report
If you build social data analysis technologies, sell services or if you’re 
interested to see the full results of The State of Social Intelligence 
2019 Study, get in touch today.  What you’ll find inside:

jillian@thesilab.com   

+44 (0) 141 465 7666 

Dr Jillian Ney,  
Founder

The Social
Intelligence Lab

thesilab.com

Responses to every question asked in the survey, 
and the raw data file with questions and 
percentage responses.

Details on what technologies are used, 
expectation versus reality of experience, and the 
functionality that is needed now.
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