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An overview of social network growth trends.

Changes in audience profi le of social networking websites over the last year.

Which industries are most affected by social networks.

How social networks will become a primary channel for targeted marketing.

Social networking has taken off as one of the most popular activities online. Companies are eager to buy 

social networks, build them, or promote products and services through them. The real question now is 

determining the value and viability of social networking websites as a marketing tool.  

To help marketers understand the changing landscape, this Hitwise report will cover: 

1 Introduction



22 The Social Networking Landscape 

2.1 What are social networks? 
Social networking websites offer their users an online community to share and explore common interests 
and activities. They typically provide a variety of ways for users to interact; through chat, messaging, 
email, video, voice chat, fi le-sharing, blogging, forums, discussion groups, and applications. In the US, 
the most popular and well-known social networking websites are MySpace and Facebook. Evidence 
of their brand strength can be found in the volume of searches for their respective brands, which are 
among the most commonly used search terms across All Categories of websites, both appearing in the 
top ten search terms overall. 

In January 2008, MySpace and Facebook combined to represent 88% of market share of visits to a 
custom category of 53 social networks. These two leading social networks have successfully attracted 
a large mainstream audience, ranking among the top ten most-visited websites across All Categories 
during the same time frame. Although these two websites currently attract a majority of the social 
networking audience, there are many other social networks seeking to capture users; some offerings are 
directly competitive social networks (e.g., Bebo, Friendster) that cater to a broad number of interests, 
while others focus on a specifi c niche (e.g. Gaia Online, Flixster) or a specifi c demographic (e.g., 
BlackPlanet.com, Club Penguin, MiGente.com) and can be complementary. LinkedIn, a business-
oriented community, also serves a larger audience with a very specifi c goal of managing contacts for 
professional networking purposes.  

Many users maintain accounts with multiple social networks which result in cross-traffi c between many 
of the websites, signaling a low barrier to prevent switching, where users can drop one network and 
substitute with another. In January 2008, 6.9% of the traffi c to MySpace originated from Facebook and 
4.7% of the total traffi c from MySpace visited Facebook immediately after. 25.1% of Facebook’s traffi c 
came from MySpace and 20.5% visited MySpace following their Facebook visit. This is not just the 
case with MySpace and Facebook; the Hitwise Social Networking & Forums industry received 26.7% of 
traffi c from Social Networks while 25.7% visited Social Networks websites after. The one exception is 
LinkedIn, where the users are less likely to come from another social networking website.

Figure 1: The Top 10 Social Networks* in the US by Total Internet Market Share of Visits, 
January 2008
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2.2 The growth of social networks 
The Social Networks custom category overall has enjoyed signifi cant growth in the US over the past 
two years. However, the category reached a peak during the week ending June 23, 2007 with a market 
share of visits of 9.01%, 53% higher than the 5.9% market share for the week ending February 2, 
2008. Some of the downturn can be attributed to a backlash against advertising, privacy, and excessive 
activity (e.g., friend requests, notifi cations) on social networking websites. On Facebook, for example, 
users have formed groups to protest the inviting of friends through applications (over half a million 
members) and privacy violations. Traffi c to social networks that attract a younger audience is also 
susceptible to the school calendar, as evidenced by spikes during summer and holiday breaks. 

Not every social networking website is being heavily affected by the decline; the market share of visits 
to Facebook and myYearbook increased 34% and 633% respectively comparing January 2008 and 
January 2007. Several smaller social networks targeted at a specifi c niche such as Takkle and Club 
Penguin also gained market share over the past year.

Figure 2: Weekly Market Share of US Visits to Social Networks 2005-2008

The market share of pages for the Social Networks custom category has declined to 15.3% in January 

2008, a decrease of 26% compared to January of last year. However, the volume still dwarfs many 

other online industries, driving 2.5 times more pages than the Search Engines industry and 8.3 times 

more pages than News & Media, so social networking websites continue to offer a signifi cant amount of 

potential advertising inventory. In addition to driving page views, retention still remains high and users 

are returning to the websites regularly. For example, 95% of visitors to MySpace and 94% of visitors 

to Facebook in January 2008 were returning visitors from the previous month.

2 The Social Networking Landscape 
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Figure 3: Monthly US Market Share of Pages to Social Networks, 2007 - 2008

Despite the current decline in overall market share of visits, the visitors that are going to social 

networking websites are spending more time there. The average visit time for the Social Networks 

custom category during the week ending February 2, 2008 was 20 minutes and 44 seconds, which 

is a 39% increase over the 14 minutes and 58 seconds recorded the same week of the previous year. 

While the time spent on MySpace has remained consistent over the past 24 months, Facebook users 

are increasingly spending more time interacting with the website. The average time spent on Facebook 

for the week ending February 9, 2008 was 20 minutes and 30 seconds, up from 12 minutes and 17 

seconds during the same week the previous year.

Figure 4: Average Visit Time to the Social Networking & Forums Industry, by Age

2 The Social Networking Landscape 
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As Figure 5 illustrates, Gaia Online recorded the highest average visit time among websites within 

the Social Networks category in January 2008. One interesting driver of the time being spent on 

Gaia Online is ‘Gaia Gold Pieces’, virtual currency earned through interaction with the website such 

as posting in forums or playing games. Users can then use the pieces to purchase items for their 

characters. These types of attention currencies have been popular with virtual worlds like Second Life 

and Club Penguin which provide rewards and recognition for usage.

Figure 5: Average Time Spent on Social Networks by US Internet Users, January 2008

2 The Social Networking Landscape 
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Initially the playground of the younger set, social networking websites have become more commonplace 
among older age groups. The aging of the social networking website audience has caused the share 
of traffi c from those aged 18 to 24 to decline 27% for the 4 week period ending February 2, 2008 
compared to the 4 week period ending February 4, 2006. The largest increase over the past 2 years 
has been the shift in visits from those aged 55 and over. Although they represent the smallest 
demographic in terms of size, the share of traffi c has increased 81% during the same time frame. 
In addition to participating in the more established social networks, older users are also carving out 
their own niche online with websites such as Eons, EldersVoice.com, TeeBeeDee, and BOOMj.

3 The Social Networking Audience

Figure 6: Share of Traffi c to the Social Networking & Forums Industry, by Age
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However, younger users continue to make up a signifi cant share of the traffi c to websites like Facebook 
(41% aged 18 to 24 for the 4 weeks ending February 2, 2008) and MySpace (36% aged 18 to 24 
for the 4 weeks ending February 2, 2008). Smaller websites like myYearbook, captured only 15.45% 
of that same age group during the same time frame, instead attracting a higher proportion of users 
aged 25 to 34 (25.69%) and 35 to 44 (28.47%). This older audience is most likely to be using 
shared computers where parents are monitoring the activities of children under the age of 18.

Information about the locations of the users will be critical to help drive local advertising on social 
networks moving forward. While social networks have become widespread across the United States, 
Facebook is still more heavily represented in the eastern half of the United States, particularly in the 
Great Plains, when compared to the overall online population. New York, Illinois, and Ohio are the 
top three states in terms of share of traffi c to Facebook for the 4 weeks ending February 2, 2008.

Figure 7: Regional Representation of Facebook Compared to the Online Population
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Many social network users repeatedly check their pages throughout the day to check messages 
and interact with friends. This frequent usage has caused social networks to evolve into a portal or 
starting point for many online sessions. As a result, the websites are often a source of traffi c to most 
industries. 

When we look at the organic nature of repeat social network visits, entertainment-related content is 
one natural fi t as many users promote their favorite TV shows, music and movies within their profi les 
as distinguishing traits. Music has historically been a strong area for MySpace with widespread 
availability of profi les from bands and artists with recent news, tour info, songs, and videos. 
Applications such as Flixster (movies) and iLike (music-related) are among the most popular on 
Facebook for users to share their preferences and knowledge. These industries are among the top 
benefi ciaries of upstream traffi c from the Social Networks custom category outside of search, email 
and other social networking websites. Education and Sports follow, where the affi nity also tends to 
be tied to user characteristics. News & Media websites can also play a bigger role in using social 
networks to drive traffi c. For example, NYTimes.com offers Facebook users the ability to link to news 
articles within their profi les to share a summary and link with their network.

Figure 8: US Industries Receiving Upstream Traffi c from Social Networks, 2006 - 2008
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4.1 Taking Advantage of Social Networks 
Social networking has become an integral online activity, so everyone is trying to determine the best 
way to use this communication vehicle. However, much of the growth has been driven by users opting 
to post and share the content that they would like to see rather than those pushed to them by corporate 
sponsors. If users perceive that a social network is becoming ‘polluted’ they will leave, and the 
evidence suggests that this can happen extremely quickly. Therefore, the onus is on the social networks 
themselves and the websites wishing to gain traffi c from them, to design marketing campaigns that fi t 
in with this philosophy. Successful social network marketing campaigns can be driven and controlled 
by both advertisers and the users.

Retail
Commerce players have taken a particular interest in how social networks can be used as a promotional 
vehicle to help drive product sales. Some of the promotional activity is under control of the users 
as fans of a particular brand, such as Tiffany & Co, create fan clubs to exhibit their affi nity, wish 
lists, and discuss on message boards. Other activities can be controlled by the marketer in the form 
of banner advertising and sponsorships, which can be considered invasive to the overall experience 
unless transparent, unobtrusive, relevant, and entertaining. One example includes Victoria’s Secret, 
who launched a group dedicated to its Pink brand on Facebook, offering instant messaging icons and 
desktop backgrounds. The retailers also helped drive interest in the group’s membership by providing 
internship opportunities and special content targeted at college students.

Food & Beverage
Marketers should make it easy for those with an affi nity for their brand by providing features that help 
identify their allegiance. Guinness, for example, is promoting a viral campaign to rally users to sign a 
campaign to make St. Patrick’s Day an offi cial holiday in the US. The accompanying website offers 
‘badges’ that visitors can download to display on social network profi les and blogs. Visitors will use 
the digital assets to do so anyway, but it makes sense to offer specifi c content and encourage more 
widespread use.  

Politics
Political candidates for the 2008 US presidential campaign have also embraced social networking to 
connect with potential voters. Each of the candidates has set up an offi cial presence on major social 
networks and supporters have also created groups to show their alliances. One Facebook group for 
Barack Obama has over 400,000 members with the aim to disseminate information and gain support 
for the political campaign. 

Music
The music industry has been among the most active to take advantage of social networks, particularly 
MySpace, which has helped to launch many artists, sponsor concert tours, and provides content from 
Spin Magazine. Bebo has recently teamed with Music Nation to launch a music contest called “Bebo 
OnStage”, where unsigned artists and bands compete against each other, letting the community choose 
the winner. The prize will be an opportunity to perform at the South-by-Southwest conference in Austin, 
Texas in March 2008 and a record contract with Original Signal/Epic Records.
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Use caution or mistrust will erode the audience – Usage has declined over the past several months, 

partially due to a backlash against advertising and privacy. There is an impetus to enhance, and 

not impede, the overall experience through transparency and relevance to keep the users engaged 

rather than suspicious. 

Switching barriers are low to change networks – A quarter of social networking traffi c is moving to 

and from one another, suggesting that users have multiple accounts and can abandon a network 

quickly when violated. The future is likely to bring portable identities to social networks, further 

easing the ability to switch if the social networks or marketers overstep any boundaries. 

Enable fans to act as advocates – Provide the tools that allow customers to help spread marketing 

messages and exhibit affi nity for a brand. Engage them further by offering rewards and recognition 

to encourage them to remain a part of the network. 

Social networks will become a primary channel for targeted marketing – Social networks are 

increasingly acting as a portal or entry point for many online activities, positioning them as the 

central hub for communication, alongside email and instant messaging. As social networks continue 

to grow in popularity, the behavioral activity fueling targeting purposes will also improve.

Last year, some important lessons were learned about the marketing tolerance of social network users. 

This is a discerning group that will not only loudly disagree but also abandon a network from the slightest 

indication of a privacy breach. An interesting contradiction, since this is the same audience that posts 

a signifi cant amount of personal data online for the world to view. The big difference of course, is how 

that information is being used. Marketing on social networks remains new territory for many, which will 

lead to continued experimentation to discover the most effective campaigns.  

When designing campaigns to include social networks, companies should consider the following: 
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If 2007 taught brands anything, it was not to treat social networks like just another online marketing 
channel. Social media marketing divided brands into two camps; those that managed to get it right 
(often through chance rather than design) and those that, for the most part, got it wrong.  

The majority of efforts up to this point have been little more than exercises in carpet-bombing. One-
to-many marketing messages sit fi rmly within brands’ comfort zones – from the banner ad to the much 
maligned pop-up – as the most popular source of commercial gain from user-generated content. In our 
opinion, these will slowly become the exception rather than the rule, as brands recognize that social 
media marketing is a far more subtle, but highly effective, affair.

Based on our experience, Chief Marketing Offi cers should build their 2008 social media marketing 
strategies around three areas of focus:

Increased social media diversifi cation: anticipating and responding to rapid changes in the social 

media hierarchy.

The emergence of ‘super’ brand advocates: creating the framework to identify, engage and infl uence 

a new breed of key stakeholders.

Using a value scorecard to direct social media spend: using centralized data intelligence to make 

the right social media marketing decisions.

6.1 Increased social media diversifi cation 
New social communities and blogs are forming every day, creating a bewildering range of opportunities 
for marketers. The big challenge in 2008 will be knowing how and when to back the right social network 
winner and then executing their strategy accurately and with speed. 

We believe that social networking will continue to grow during 2008. Boosted by the success of 
MySpace, Facebook and others, the emergence of new websites will specifi cally appeal to highly 
selective communities such as Cafemom. Instead of mass appeal, these websites will be more like 
‘gated communities’. Exclusivity will be key to appealing to members and this will be driven by three 
factors:

1.  Communities that provide the most useful content. 
2.  Communities with the most infl uential and interesting members. 
3.  Communities that provide the best opportunity for members to be heard and noticed. 

The group dynamics underpinning social community membership dictate that when people are time-
poor, they will contribute to the communities that best maximize their personal needs. They will be very 
selective about the communities they join and switch to the next website that fulfi lls their needs if a 
particular website does not live up to their expectations. Where last year, people spent time getting used 
to these sorts of websites, this year, they will become far more discerning about the ones they join.
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In terms of reputation management, the very nature of these active rather than passive websites attracts 
consumers who will naturally be the most vocal on the largest and most infl uential communities. 
Marketers need to make it their business to monitor and participate within these key websites. Good 
(and bad) news travels fast, but always gets aggregated on a few major communities appealing to these 
people’s interests. Keeping an active eye on these forums can forewarn a brand about any storms 
brewing or lucrative opportunities.

Understanding the interaction between social media communities is just as important as understanding 
the interaction between the members within these communities. Viral messaging is akin to lighting a 
fuse within the social media world. Word-of-mouth contact is the lifeblood of any social community, 
and having something interesting to say or share raises the profi le of individual members. Marketers 
need to identify each social network’s ‘heart’, and which communities are known for being trusted and 
providing useful and interesting content. 

So whilst the variety of social networks will continue to increase, marketers will need to become adept 
at identifying the heart and key arteries through which communication and information fl ows. In 2008 
marketers will need to identify these ‘feeder’ websites, intelligently introduce their own presence into the 
community and use it to carefully communicate macro and micro messages to their target audience.  

6.2 The emergence of the ‘super’ brand advocate 
Nurturing brand advocacy tends to be based around textbook one-to-many marketing. The rationale 
is that winning greater quantities of brand advocates will result in greater individual customer spend, 
better retention and more reference-based acquisition. However, a different approach is required for 
social media marketing. In 2008, we believe that we will see the emergence of the ‘super’ advocate. 
Whether via a personal blog or as a key member within a community, super-advocates are well informed, 
opinionated and have the ability to make or break a product launch or ruin a hard-earned reputation. 

Identifying, engaging and infl uencing super-advocates require extreme care and recognition of the 
power held by consumers in the Web 2.0 age. Super-advocates refl ect the needs of members within 
these social communities. Just as in the offl ine world where newspapers or media channels gain a loyal 
and trusting audience who value their opinion and perspective, the same is true within social media. 
These individuals personify citizen journalism – outspoken, articulate and with a die-hard following. 
When they speak, members listen. 

Removing the marketing spin and telling things the way they are is an important asset that draws 
many members to these communities in the fi rst place (especially the special interest communities). 
Marketers in 2008 will need to build into their strategies a scalable framework for working with super-
advocates. The key to this will be providing them with exclusive benefi ts and respecting their role 
within their communities. By carefully courting super-advocates, marketers will be able to use them to 
successfully disseminate information in a fraction of the time it would take via their own social media 
presence. One word of caution: super-advocates will be high maintenance because they know that they 
hold all of the cards and, if badly handled, brands will have an infl uential detractor on their hands. 
Marketers must be prepared to do everything in their power to keep these key infl uencers onside and 
set aside marketing budgets to court them.
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6.3 Using a value scorecard to direct social media spend 
The social media landscape is vast and growing every day with the emergence of new websites and 
communities. Marketers simply cannot afford to close their eyes and hope for the best when it comes 
to achieving a return from their social media marketing investment. For the vast majority of marketers, 
social media marketing is uncharted territory. The traditional marketing rules simply do not apply in 
this environment.

The good news is that hierarchies are already forming within the social communities, which will provide 
a more effective channel to convey acquisition messaging, gather insight and manage a brand’s 
reputation. However, these strategies will differ for each brand, and marketers will need to optimize 
their actions appropriately. Measuring the value of their actions through tracking and analytics, then 
using this knowledge to direct their subsequent targeting and messaging will be a key focus in 2008. 

The potential returns from reputation management and research and insight will soon be greater within 
the social media than any other channel. However, to capitalize, marketers will need a clear dashboard 
in order to guide strategic activities. 

The basis for any dashboard is powerful data intelligence. It enables marketers to understand which 
social media communities are driving the highest returns and allows investment levels and activities to 
be fi ne-tuned against the best performing websites. For example, marketers should monitor Clickstream 
behavior through Hitwise to understand the share of traffi c that is being referred from social networks. 
This will help drive the evaluation for potential social networking partners. Additionally, understanding 
the demographics and MOSAIC lifestyle segments of social networks is critical to reaching the core 
target audience. 

In many respects, the dashboard acts as an always-on campaign management system. Communications 
can be tailored to elicit the best response, and positive and negative brand endorsements closely 
monitored around the clock.  

Marketers serious about social media marketing cannot afford not to use a value scorecard or dashboard 
in 2008. It will become invaluable as brands strive to understand the subtle and not so subtle 
undercurrents behind social media’s ebb and fl ow and target their investments for maximum impact.

6 Social Media Marketing in 2008
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About Hitwise
Hitwise is the leading online competitive intelligence service. Only Hitwise provides its 1,400 clients 

around the world with daily insights on how their customers interact with a broad range of competitive 

websites, and how their competitors use different tactics to attract online customers.

Since 1997, Hitwise has pioneered a unique, network-based approach to Internet measurement. 

Through relationships with ISPs around the world, Hitwise’s patented methodology anonymously 

captures the online usage, search and conversion behavior of 25 million Internet users. This 

unprecedented volume of Internet usage data is seamlessly integrated into an easy to use, web-

based service, designed to help marketers better plan, implement and report on a range of online 

marketing programs. 

 

Hitwise, a subsidiary of Experian (FTS: EXPN) www.experiangroup.com operates in the United 

States, United Kingdom, Australia, New Zealand, Hong Kong and Singapore. More information about 

Hitwise is available at www.hitwise.com. 

For up to date analysis of online trends, please visit the Hitwise Intelligence-Analyst Weblogs at 

http://weblogs.hitwise.com and the Hitwise Data Center at www.hitwise.com/datacenter.

About Experian
Experian is a global leader in providing information, analytical and marketing services to organisations 

and consumers to help manage the risk and reward of commercial and fi nancial decisions. 

Combining its unique information tools and deep understanding of individuals, markets and 

economies, Experian partners with organisations around the world to establish and strengthen 

customer relationships and provide their businesses with competitive advantage.

For consumers, Experian delivers critical information that enables them to make fi nancial and 

purchasing decisions with greater control and confi dence. 

Clients include organisations from fi nancial services, retail and catalogue, telecommunications, 

utilities, media, insurance, automotive, leisure, e-commerce, manufacturing, property and 

government sectors. 

Experian Group Limited is listed on the London Stock Exchange (EXPN) and is a constituent of the 

FTSE 100 index. It has corporate headquarters in Dublin, Ireland, and operational headquarters in 

Costa Mesa, California and Nottingham, UK. 

For more information, visit the Group’s website on www.experiangroup.com.
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