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WHO NEEDS SURVEYS WHEN 

YOU CAN SCAN SOCIAL MEDIA?
Seeing what people are saying about your organization on social media provides 

a window into your audience’s perceptions. However, those perceptions might be 

skewed just as much as if the window you’re looking through is clouded or cracked.

   ANGELA SINICKAS
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Have you ever wished you could be a fly 
on the wall to listen in on conversations 
your key stakeholders are having on 
important company-related topics? Or 
that you could plug your headphones into 
the rumor mill?

Well, if you’ve initiated any social 
media at your company, you can virtually 
do that. You can instantly know how 
your audience is responding to important 
issues facing your organization. Think 
of it almost like non-stop focus groups, 
without the difficulty of scheduling 
people or the cost of hiring an objective 
consultant to facilitate the discussion.

However, your scanning findings do 
need to be interpreted carefully before 
your leadership decides how to act on 
what they’re hearing.

Advantages of SM scanning

The best thing about tapping into what 
people are saying about you on social 
media is that it is free. Just by doing an 
online search or following specific blogs 
and discussion forums, you can tell what 
people are thinking and doing without 
having to spend any time or money.

By doing a content analysis of 
comments, you can tell not only what 
they’re saying, but also the approximate 
balance between positive and negative 
reactions. Depending on the topic and 
the forum, you could even pose follow-
up questions to probe people’s attitudes 
more deeply.

Some social media, such as RSS feeds 
and tags, even serve a similar purpose 
to surveys. If you simply look at online 
usage reports, you know how many 
people landed on a particular online 
page. However, you don’t know if they 
found what they were looking for, or if 
they valued the information they viewed 
or listened to. With RSS feeds and 
tagging, your audience is, in fact, rating 
that content highly enough that either 
they want to keep getting more, or they 
want to make sure their colleagues and 
friends benefit from that information.

Drawbacks to SM scanning

The major drawback to relying 
exclusively on social media monitoring 
for all your research needs is that the 
people you’re hearing from are probably 
not reflective of your entire audience.

First, the people commenting online 
will not fully include any audience 
subgroups that have less than constant 
online access. Even more important, 
though, is that that people who are 
commenting on certain topics are more 
likely to have a strong vested interest 
in those topics – either as proponents 
or by being threatened by them – than 
the majority of your total audience 

who might not be choosing to follow 
developments on that topic, let alone 
engaging in them.

In essence, your findings would be as 
skewed as if you conducted focus groups 
only with people who volunteered for 
them. You’ll learn some interesting 
insights that apply to part of your 
audience, but you won’t know if they 
represent serious trends or if they are 
true only of the people with a high 
interest in the topic. Employees are 
especially hesitant to be candid since 
they might have something to lose if 
management becomes annoyed with 
their viewpoints. It could be dangerous to 
assume that all employees are welcoming 
a major change based on the favorable 
comments of just a few people trying to 
curry favor with management.

Surveys are conducted by polling a 
random sample of the audience and 
ensuring that the responses come back 
still in a representative balance of the 
entire population. Surveys are also 
conducted ensuring a sufficient number 
of respondents in the random sample 
so that results can be projected to the 
entire group you’re researching within a 
relatively small margin of error. Neither 
of these criteria is fulfilled when you scan 
social media.

How to use SM scanning

Any company that makes major business 
decisions based on non-representative, 
self-selected focus group participants 
(or by scanning social media comments) 
would be foolish. However, any company 
that ignores the qualitative feedback 
from focus groups or social media 
scanning would also be foolish.

The best blend is to look at social 
media monitoring as a way to identify 
emerging trends, and then add questions 
to existing surveys to see how prevalent 
those perceptions are. Also, if any of 
these emerging trends represents a 
potential crisis, this allows you a little 
time to do some planning before the 
crisis erupts in a damaging way.

While monitoring comments on social 
media is not a replacement for other 
research techniques, it does represent an 
amazing early warning system. 


