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Introduction

After a year of lockdown in the UK and 
Ireland, it’s no secret that consumers and 
businesses alike have been on social media 
more than ever. But how e!ectively are 
businesses connecting, engaging and selling 
to these potential customers? 

To understand how brands are approaching 
social today, we surveyed 500 British and 
Irish marketers to understand their goals, 
what they consider best-in-class and how 
they leverage social data for their campaigns 
and initiatives. We also surveyed 500 British 
and Irish consumers to find out how aligned 
(or not!) businesses’ social strategies were to 
what they wanted and expected. 

This Sprout Social report will explore how 
marketers can find the audiences they 
want, what consumers really expect from 
businesses on social and how to use data to 
be a proactive leader in the marketing space. 

Sprout Social IndexTM 2021: UK & Ireland Edition

Social media use has exploded over the 
last year, along with social commerce.  
 
In the past year, 76% of consumers have used social 
media more and 63% have bought from it.

 
 
Businesses understand the why of 
social, but not the how.   
 
Marketers are aware of the importance of social 
media and have invested more time into getting 
onto multiple platforms. However, most businesses 
are still figuring out how to get the most out of these 
platforms and successfully build communities there.

 
 
Over a third of marketers (35%) cited 
market research as what they needed 
most to succeed on social. 
 
This was closely followed by 33% needing  
audience research, indicating a general lack of 
utilisation of social data. 

Marketers’ expectations of what  
it means to be a market leader or  
best-in-class are far more advanced 
than the more muted expectations  
of customers.  
 
For many, it appears that they are putting 
themselves under more pressure or focusing on  
the wrong things.

 
 
Customer service on social matters 
most to customers.   
 
Yet for businesses, social media is still 
predominantly a marketing function, with 71% 
of social marketers either working in silos or 
maintaining only occasional communications about 
social with other business departments.



The state of 
social media 
in 2021
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Section 1
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The state of social media in 2021

More people than ever before have been 
on social media this year. But where were 
they? Giants like Facebook (54%), Instagram 
(54%) and YouTube (49%) still dominate 
British and Irish consumers’ social media 
habits. There’s also a significant proportion 
of consumer activity on emerging platforms 
like TikTok (32%) and Snapchat (29%). 

Meanwhile, British and Irish businesses 
have indicated a much more prolific 
adoption and distribution across all 
platforms. With the exception of TripAdvisor 
and Whatsapp, business use of social media 
platforms is higher than the proportional 
consumer use.

Use of social media platforms in 2021: Consumer vs business

Facebook

Twitter

Instagram

LinkedIn

Snapchat

Pinterest

YouTube

Whatsapp

Twitch

TikTok

Clubhouse

Reddit

Tumblr

Yelp

Google Reviews

TripAdvisor

Consumer use Consumer useBusiness use Business use

55% 82%

32% 59%

54% 75%

21% 44%

29% 34%

49% 60%

51% 42%

21% 31%

11% 22%

32% 32%

14% 21%

4% 17%

3% 11%

11% 29%

13% 8%

2% 16%
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The state of social media in 2021

Businesses have flocked to newer 
social media platforms, and it’s clear that 
consumers are keen to see businesses 
making more use of them.

Nonetheless, when questioned which social 
platform and/or messaging app does the 
best job for building community with fans 
and customers, it was clear that the old 
titans–Facebook, Instagram and Twitter– 
come out on top. Businesses are still 
navigating how to e!ectively use newer and 
more niche platforms like Twitch, Clubhouse 
or Tumblr.  

Where marketers are most successful vs where consumers would like businesses to focus 

Facebook

Instagram

Twitter

Whatsapp

LinkedIn

YouTube

TikTok

Snapchat 

Pinterest

Reddit

Twitch

TripAdvisor

Clubhouse

Tumblr

Marketer success Marketer successConsumer desire Consumer desire

35% 45%

19% 43%

12% 23%

9% 17%

8% 16%

3% 17%

5% 24%

3% 14%

2% 11%

1% 5%

1% 8%

<1% 2%

<1% 3%

1% 4%

Sprout Social IndexTM 2021: UK & Ireland Edition



sproutsocial.com   •   @SproutSocial    7

Multifaceted as it is, social media can be used 
to drive all manner of business goals. When 
asked what their primary goal with social 
media was, 65% of UK and Irish businesses 
said increasing brand awareness. 

Social media is clearly more associated with 
top of funnel activity, as driving sales was 
identified as a goal by a much smaller number 
of businesses (17%). While social’s power in 
attraction and  branding is impressive, don’t 
overlook its power as a direct contributor to 
driving revenue. 
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Business goals on social media

The state of social media in 2021

Get industry insights

Drive sales

Track and understand competitors

Improve public perception of the business

Increase brand awareness

Increase community engagement

Increase web tra!c

Grow your audience

Provide customer service and support

65%

45%

39%

36%

30%

30%

17%

11%

7%
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While social’s power to attract new business, 
build brand awareness, drive website 
tra"c and ultimately contribute to sales is 
recognised, only a minority of businesses are 
using it to directly facilitate those objectives. 
Meanwhile, 63% of all surveyed audiences 
overall said they have purchased a product 
from social media (with younger audiences 
being more inclined to do so), indicating a real 
opportunity for businesses to accommodate 
this heft of purchasing power and secure this 
revenue on social.  
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Buying on social media, by generation

The state of social media in 2021

79% 
Generation Z

55% 
Generation X

69% 
Millennials

43% 
Baby Boomers



The state of social media in 2021

Take action: 
Understand what 
success means for 
your business 
 
Let’s start by agreeing on one thing: —it’s 
unlikely (and unexpected) to find equal 
levels of success on every platform. Each 
platform has its own nuances, audiences 
and behaviours. So it’s common to see 
more success on one rather than another. 
Nonetheless, if there’s a platform which you 
want to do better on, it’s worth taking the time 
to truly understand it. 
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Use data to inform 
decisions:

Look at successful 
peers:

Reach your 
target audience 
using data:

Define what 
‘successful’ 
means to you:

It’s easy to have a feeling that something went 
well, but it’s important to look at the data to 
confirm why. Data can identify patterns, trends 
and show you what truly works best for your 
audience. 

What are companies who are performing well 
on this platform doing di!erently? What lessons 
can you learn from them?

Want to learn more about how di!erent 
generations engage with brands on social 
media? See the appendix for a deep-dive on 
social media trends for each generation.

There are lots of ways to measure success on 
social media and it can be easy to put yourself 
under pressure to achieve all of them. Instead,  
figure out what really matters to your business 
and focus on that.

3

1

4

2
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Success on 
social is easier 
than you think
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Success on social is easier than you think

Whether you’re targeting specific age groups, focusing on certain 
platforms or driving particular business goals, what constitutes 
success on social media will be di!erent for every business. While 
there’s no silver bullet for social media success, what’s likely to 
help you achieve it is to meet the expectations of your customers. 
This will help you to compete against competitors, win new 
business, create brand loyalty and generate online income.

Looking at market leaders or understanding what it means to be 
‘best in class’ is a helpful way to set goals with which to model 
your behaviour and performance on social. 
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They leverage pop culture in their social content

They are always one step ahead of other businesses

They embrace social issues

They create trends on social that other businesses 
and people follow

They create content that reflects current events  
(e.g. politics, sporting events)

They are inclusive of everyone on social media

They post memes and other internet jokes

They are on top of timely trends

They post content that reflects my personal values
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While there are a few categories where both 
marketers and consumers align on what 
it means to be culturally relevant (content 
being inclusive and using current events), 
it’s clear there are a number of categories 
where marketers have miscalculated what a 
consumer considers important.

While marketers consider trends, pop culture 
and memes as important, each of these 
categories is ranked significantly lower in 
importance by consumers. Similarly, British 
and Irish consumers care much less about 
whether or not a company is “ahead of its 
competitors” or not. For cultural relevance, 
marketers answered across more categories 
than consumers overall. This is not altogether 
surprising, as from a marketers point of view, 
their very profession is about content. But 
it does appear that again, marketers are 
putting themselves under more pressure than 
customers actually expect. 
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What does it mean for a business to be culturally relevant on social media?

Success on social is easier than you think

Platforms marketers use
Where consumers follow brands

42%

38%

23%

52%

39%

42%

29% 11%

17%

15%

13%

22%

41% 12%

33%

26%

27%

31%
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But what about more holistically–beyond just 
content, what does it mean to be “best in 
class” on social? 
 
Once again, marketers and consumers have 
di!ering ideas about what that really means. 
While marketers are understandably more 
focused on content, it’s clear that consumers 
(who use social media throughout their entire 
customer journey, beyond just consuming 
content) care more about service.
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Best in class on social media: Marketer vs consumer perception

Success on social is easier than you think

4

5

1

2

3

7

6

To be known for innovative social content

To be considered culturally relevant

To be known for putting the customer first

To be known for high-quality products/services

To be instantly recognisable on social media

To be known as a conversation driver

To have a loyal following or fan base

1

2

3

3

5

6

7

Marketer perception of importance Consumer perception of importance



Timely responses to 
customer service enquiries

Demonstrating 
understanding of their needs

Create more culturally 
relevant content

Engage with them on social

Too many ads

Poor customer service

Poor quality of product

Negative content about 
competitor

What matters to your followers 

and loyal customers

We have already seen that brand awareness 
is the main social media goal of 65% of British 
and Irish businesses.  Less than half of that 
number of businesses (30%) said social media 
was to contribute to their goal of providing 
customer service and support. And yet, 
customer service is what matters most to 
consumers. 

For the majority of businesses, social media is 
still considered primarily a marketing function. 
When asked who owns their company’s social 
media strategy, 87% of businesses reported 
that it was their marketing teams. But it’s 
clear from this data that while the marketing 
element of social media is important, so too is 
its function for customer service. 

Sprout Social IndexTM 2021: UK & Ireland Edition

Success on social is easier than you think
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1

2

3

4

1

2

3

4

What will cause a customer to 

unfollow a business
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With this in mind, cross-team collaboration is 
essential.  Unfortunately, 71% of respondents 
said cross team collaboration was either 
occasional or non-existent.
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Cross-team collaboration as it relates to social media

Success on social is easier than you think

Occasional communication and collaboration

We operate in silos and don’t share data with other teams

Entire organisation is committed to an integrated social program across departments 

Our entire organisation shares a common goal when it comes to our social media e"orts

46%

25%

19%

10%



Take action: 
Communication 
and collaboration 
are easy ways to 
drive big changes 
 
There’s not only room for improvement 
with these results, but also huge and easy 
opportunities.
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Success on social is easier than you think

Communicate 
with your 
customers:

Communicate 
with other 
departments: 

Finding out what matters to your customers 
is easy–all you have to do is listen! Whether 
it’s reading reviews (good and bad), issuing 
feedback surveys or simply having a 
conversation–by actually hearing what they 
have to say, you’ll know exactly where to focus 
your e!orts.

Social media spans the entire customer journey, 
so it’s important that your social media strategy 
is shared organisation-wide. Creating a regular 
meeting between relevant departments will 
not only make sure you’re aligned, but also 
to guarantee that there is clarity on which 
department is responsible for what function.

1 2

Share data and centralised tools: 

Centralising your social media data and tools are other easy ways to accelerate collaboration, as well as 
improve visibility and e"ciencies. By sharing data and tools, you can help accelerate the communication 
of relevant information. 

3
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Making social 
data work for 
your business

Section 3
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Speaking of data, asking businesses what 
they perceived to be the largest challenges 
revealed some interesting insights. Linking 
social media to overall business goals ranked 
as the biggest challenge, whereas at the 
bottom of the list is identifying the most 
important data to inform strategy. 

So we can see that… finding important data is 
perceived as the least pressing challenge. But 
let’s take a look at the responses surrounding 
resources and tools that were required in 
order to achieve goals.
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Businesses’ challenges with social media marketing

Making social data work for your business

19%

15%

12%

8%

8%

20% 6%

4%

3%

3%

3%

Percentage identified as top need
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Support our overall business goals

Identifying and reaching our target audience

Publishing content

Measuring ROI

Demonstrating impact to other departments

Securing budget and resources for social media

Aligning strategy with other parts of the business

Monitoring our competition

Creating engaging and innovative content

Team bandwidth and time

Identifying the most important data to inform 
my strategy



Here we can see that British and Irish 
businesses believe the top two tools required 
to achieve their goals provide access to data. 
Look further and we can see that actually 
five out of the top eleven answers pertained 
to data in some form or another (market 
research, audience research, web analytics 
software, social media analytics software and 
competitive intelligence). 
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Making social data work for your business

Resources or tools required to achieve business goals for social

Market research

Audience research

Budget

Buy-in from leadership

Social media management software

Collaboration across internal teams

Web analytics software (e.g. Google Analytics)

Social media analytics software  
(e.g. measurement, reporting, listening)

Bandwidth

Team members solely dedicated to social  
media strategy

Competitive intelligence

Percentage need Percentage need
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35%

33%

31%

30%

30%

29%

28%

21%

20%

2%

14%



Take action:  
Use data to grow 
your business 
 
Social media can feel thrilling when something 
goes well and discombobulating when it 
doesn’t. With data, you can demystify your 
performance with ease.
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Making social data work for your business

Focus on the 
metrics that 
matter:

Understand 
successes and 
failures:

Don’t get distracted by vanity metrics that aren’t 
aligned with your business goals. Similarly, 
figure out what data you need to grow and 
focus on finding it.

Data can help give you an understanding of 
where, why and how you are succeeding with 
social media. Similarly, data will allow you to 
quickly spot when something isn’t working so  
well, quickly surfacing any issues and allowing 
you a holistic look at how to solve them.

1 2

Set yourself up for success with tests and 
ultimately, solutions:

With a clear view of the data behind what’s not working, it’ll make proposing hypotheses for testing much 
easier. With data at the source of your decision making, you can remove a lot of guesswork, and instead 
navigate clearly towards solutions.  

3
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The pressure is on for British 
and Irish businesses...but things 
could be a lot easier 
 
In the last year, UK and Irish businesses have adopted social media in 
droves. With more competition than ever before, marketers are feeling the 
pressure to stand out with award-winning campaigns, viral content and 
trendy-worthy posts. 

While our consumer data confirms that social media is the place for 
businesses to connect with customers and potential customers, it also 
shows that marketers are putting themselves under a lot of pressure to be 
all things to all people, with little support or foundational data to help them 
be successful.

Conclusion
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Conclusion

Concentrate on what’s important to 
your business.   
 
When the pressure is on, it can feel like trying to 
connect with as many people as possible and having 
a significant presence on every platform makes 
sense. Instead, you’re likely to find more success 
by identifying your ideal customer and taking some 
time to understand their needs, behaviours and 
expectations on social media. 

 
 
Use social media at every step of the 
customer journey.   
 
Posting entertaining content is great, but responsive 
and helpful customer service is what your customers 
really want. Social media is used by customers for 
much more than just discovery and purchasing. It’s a 
place where you can grow communities of fans, get 
product feedback, o!er customer service and breed 
customer loyalty.

Communicate and collaborate for  
easy wins.   
 
If your customers are using social media for much 
more than marketing, make sure your team is 
enabled to do so too. With the vast majority of 
British and Irish businesses saying collaboration 
between teams with social media was occasional or 
non-existent, this is an easy win that will cost your 
business absolutely nothing to implement.  

 
 
Let data be your foundation.   
 
It can feel intimidating, but trust us–using data as 
your foundation for all your social media activities  
will remove any sense of confusion and 
wonderment. Not only will data show you how to 
work smarter on social media but it will also help you 
easily and quickly demonstrate the value of social to 
your superiors. 



Trends and opportunities across the generations
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How to connect 
with your target 
audience: trends 
and opportunities 
across the 
generations 
 
If a wide proliferation across multiple 
platforms isn’t yielding results for your 
business, identifying and focusing on  
your target audience could help you  
to be more successful. 

Here are some of the trends and 
opportunities we have identified for 
businesses targeting specific  
generations or age groups of British  
and Irish consumers.

•  Of all surveyed age groups, this cohort reported the 
highest number of consumers (87%)  who said they had 
used social media more in the past year. This is the 
group you are most likely to find on social media. 

•  That said, you might have to shake up your social media 
marketing habits. While it’s still businesses’ favourite 
platform, of all age groups Gen Z uses Facebook the 
least. Instead, this age group tends to use more visual 
platforms like Instagram (93%), YouTube (90%) or 
Snapchat (88%).  

•  While this age group is on social media the most, overall 
Gen Z is the least likely to follow businesses on social. 
When they do, 84% of them will do so on Instagram, as 
opposed to 50% on Facebook, and 44% on TikTok. 

•  TikTok is dominated by this age group, but only 32% of 
businesses reported using TikTok. This is an opportunity 
to stand out and connect with this market on a non-
saturated platform. 

How to connect with Gen Z (18-24)

•  But how to attract this age group? While learning about 
new products or services was the number one reason 
to follow a business, out of all the age groups Gen Z 
was most interested in being entertained and expressed 
the most interest in seeing pop culture and trends in a 
business’ social media profile.

•  Gen Z expressed the strongest desire of all age groups 
to see culturally relevant content and to avoid irrelevant 
or insensitive content.

•  This age group is most likely to respond to influencers, 
with 79% saying they would make a purchase after 
seeing a post from a company ambassador or influencer. 



Trends and opportunities across the generations
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How to connect with Millennials (24-39)

•  MIllennials are primarily on Facebook (83%) and 
Instagram (82%). After that, YouTube (78%) and 
WhatsApp (76%) are the most popular platforms. 

•  Millennials are the third most active generation on 
social media, and 72% reported being on social media 
more in this last year.  

•  Millennials are also the age group that expressed the 
most interest in connecting with a business or brand 
on LinkedIn. They also are likely to connect with 
businesses on Facebook (70%), Instagram (64%) and 
Twitter (33%).  

•  Millennials are the only age group which reported 
wanting to use social media more than email for 
both customer service enquiries and feedback. An 
enormous 87% of them agreed or strongly agreed  
that social media is the fastest way to connect with  
a business.

•  Convenience was voted the most important and 
compelling reason for Millenials to buy from social 
media. Making sure you have an easy and smooth 
payment process is important to this often time-starved 
age group. 

•  Getting things right with Millenials is likely to yield the 
best results, with 99% agreeing that they would refer a 
business to family or friends when they feel connected 
to you on social media. 

•  Millennials were also the age group most likely to 
purchase from a business after seeing an ad, watching 
a video about the product or service or reading a review 
from other customers on social media.  

•  Millennials are also the age group that cited the fewest 
reasons that they would unfollow a business. This is not 
to say that they won’t unfollow you—but compared to the 
other age groups, they are most likely to stay with you. 



Trends and opportunities across the generations
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How to connect with Gen X (40-55)

•  While Facebook (89%) remains as the best platform to 
connect with this age group, Gen X also reported the 
highest usage of Whatsapp (80%).  

•  Gen X is the second most active group on social media 
this year, with 76% reporting that they had been using 
social media more. 

•  This age group is least likely to try to resolve a 
customer service issue on the phone, with the majority 
instead opting for email as the number one choice. 
Social media was their second choice of channel for 
customer service.  

•  Responsive customer service is most important to this 
age group, with 95% expecting a response on social 
media to any complaints or feedback that they share 
with you.

•  Gen X also had the strongest beliefs about market 
leaders on social being known for  putting the  
customer first. 

•  Too many ads might annoy them the most, but Gen X are 
the age group who are most likely to stay with you after 
negative press or corporate scandal.

•  Gen X was also the age group most likely to be loyal to 
(96%) and spend more with (96%) a business when they 
feel connected to them on social media. 



Trends and opportunities across the generations
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How to connect with Baby Boomers (56-74)

•  Baby Boomers are the generation that use Facebook 
the most, with 92% of those surveyed having an 
account. However, Twitter (43%)  and Instagram (28%) 
have significantly less of this age group, who prefer 
instead to use Whatsapp (63%) and YouTube (57%). 

•  Two thirds of Baby Boomers reported using social 
media more in the past year.  

•  Caring the least about being entertained by 
businesses, Boomers instead are the age group most 
interested in learning about promotions or discounts. 

•  Of all generations, Baby Boomers want businesses to 
let them know that they’ve passed on their feedback 
to the appropriate teams. Transparency and good 
customer service are also hugely important to this age 
group, with 64% saying timely customer service would 
make them choose your business over a competitor. 

•  This is the age group least likely to buy from you on 
social media, with 57% saying they still hadn’t bought 
anything from a social media platform. 

•  This is the generation you’ll have to work the hardest 
to keep. Baby Boomers cited the most reasons for 
unfollowing a business, with the top answers being  
poor customer service, poor quality of product and 
posting too many ads. They are also the most likely  
to unfollow you for irrelevant content or corporate 
scandal. Likewise, they are the least likely to shop  
with you after a bad experience.

•  Baby Boomers are least likely to have their purchasing 
behaviour influenced by videos, ads or influencers. 
However they are most likely to be influenced by 
recommendations from people they trust, so referral 
programmes could work well with this age group.



Methodology 
 
The Sprout Social IndexTM is a report compiled and released by Sprout Social. All 
referenced data is based on 500 British and Irish consumer respondents and 500 British 
and Irish marketer respondents. Both the consumer and marketer surveys were conducted 
online by Lucid between March 30 and April 6, 2021. 

The report also analysed more than 143 million messages from 93,000 public social profiles 
that were active between January 1, 2020 and December 31, 2020. Data includes posts 
from Facebook, Google My Business, Instagram, LinkedIn, Pinterest, TripAdvisor and 
Twitter. The top 0.5% of data was winsorised to limit the impact of extreme outliers. 

Graphics are rounded to the nearest whole percentage and may not add up to exactly 100%. 

For questions about the data, please contact pr@sproutsocial.com. 

Research Methodology
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Sprout Social 
 
Sprout Social o!ers deep social media 
listening and analytics, social management, 
customer care and advocacy solutions to 
more than 25,000 brands and agencies 
worldwide. Sprout’s unified platform 
integrates the power of social throughout 
every aspect of a business and enables social 
leaders at every level to extract valuable 
data and insights that drive their business 
forward. Headquartered in Chicago, Sprout 
operates across major social media networks, 
including Twitter, Facebook, Instagram, 
Pinterest, YouTube and LinkedIn. Learn more 
at sproutsocial.com. 


