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SIDE-BY-SIDE
SOCIAL INTELLIGENCE

USING THE ANALYSIS AND SYNTHESIS OF SOCIAL DATA
TO ENHANCE AND COMPLEMENT OUR PRIMARY RESEARCH



The first thing many of us do in the morning when 

we wake up is reach for our phone or tablet to 

check Facebook or Instagram to see what our 

friends have been up to; check Twitter for the news; 

contact friends and family via WhatsApp; and then 

maybe take a look at Snapchat. We can connect 

with people all over the world and access a wealth 

of information on any topic imaginable, all without 

having to get out of bed.

And influencers on social media can have a huge 

impact on how people behave and think, helping to 

provide brands with powerful engagement through 

a new kind of audience understanding (Ipsos MORI, 

Social Influencers study 2016). 

A rich source of insight for understanding
people

This proliferation of social media activity yields a huge 

amount of rich, unprompted and unstructured data, 

generated in real time. 

19% of people in Great Britain said one of their main 

reasons for social networking in the last month was to 

give their opinion (Ipsos MORI, Global Trends 2014). 

And some of these opinions are about brands. 

This data, along with other online brand interactions 

and behaviours can be of great value to marketers.

However, it becomes of even greater value when 

layered with multiple data sources. By combining 

traditional survey data with observation, ‘passively 

captured’ behaviours, geo-demographics, transactional 

data, and of course data generated from social 

platforms, we can uncover much deeper insights.

When focusing on social data, the key is to go beyond 

merely ‘listening’ to what is being said and move to 

really understanding. It is vital to analyse conversations 

using both qualitative and quantitative techniques to 

gain a deep understanding of how consumers discuss, 

think and feel about the topic of study. 

By taking this rich but skewed data (more on that 

later), combining it with other data sources and, most 

importantly, adding context to the interpretation, we 

turn what is essentially social listening into  

social intelligence.

WE LIVE IN A DIGITAL WORLD WHERE MOBILE
TECHNOLOGY ALLOWS US TO SPEND MORE
AND MORE TIME ON SOCIAL MEDIA. 

ACCORDING TO IPSOS
CONNECT’S TECH
TRACKER, Q2 2016,
USING SOCIAL MEDIA
IS THE SECOND MOST
POPULAR ACTIVITY,
AFTER USING EMAIL,
ON SMARTPHONES 
IN GREAT BRITAIN.
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The social self

Social media offers individuals a platform to have a  

voice. Organic social data (that which has not been 

prompted or sponsored by a brand) creates an 

abundance of unprompted ‘natural’ reactions and 

therefore a potential wealth of insights. However, we 

have to recognise that everything that is on social  

media is there for a reason. 

Social media, by its very nature, gives an individual a 

public means of expression and this is often considered 

(or rapidly re-considered in some cases!) when  

interacting with anyone or anything. Online, people can 

create a version of themselves, and all of their activity 

– the pages they like on Facebook, the comments they

tweet, or the pictures they post to Instagram, all help

to build this, often highly curated, online persona or

avatar. People tend to create the best possible version

of themselves. Therefore, there can often be a variation

between their online projected self and what they are

actually doing and thinking in real life.

Dark social: 

There are limitations as to what social data can be 

accessed and analysed. The mainstream social media 

monitoring systems are only able to scrape from a  

limited, and broadly open, number of sources. 

Some platforms, such as Facebook, sell their data at a  

premium, while others, such as Snapchat, have data that 

cannot be reported on at all. 

With 64% of young people aged 11-16 in England  

and Wales saying they access Snapchat on a daily  

basis or more via a tablet/smartphone/PC or laptop 

(Ipsos MORI, Young People Omnibus Study 2016),  

‘dark social’ is becoming increasingly important.

The term ‘Dark Social’ originated from Alexis Madrigal, 

tech editor at Atlantic.com, to refer to social interactions 

that come from sources outside of those that can be 

captured via social media monitoring tools. 

Dark Social sources that are not trackable: 

• Some native mobile apps – Facebook,

Instagram, etc

• Email

• Messaging apps – WhatsApp, Snapchat, Hangouts,

Facebook Messenger, etc

• Secure browsing – clicking from HTTPS to HTTP

With these sources excluded, social monitoring systems 

can only capture a partial picture of all social interactions 

(Radium One Study, 2014). With only a small portion 

of the total social behaviour that occurs included in 

analysis, it is impossible to paint a total ‘social picture’.

Social data – don’t take it all at face value

So what do we mean by ‘rich but skewed’?

Any form of data has inherent biases that vary according 

to how it is derived. At Ipsos we always adhere to the 

best working practices to ensure our survey data is from 

a representative audience, offers robust sample sizes 

and is free from as many biases as possible.

Social data is no different – it must be handled 

with care to ensure it is useful and representative 

of our target audience.  

Context is key to ensuring that the information derived 

through social intelligence is not viewed in isolation, 

and to ensure the insights are valid. For example, is what 

is being observed typical of the category or driven 

by broader trends or behaviours? Understanding the 

context is vital to ensure the correct conclusions  

are drawn. 

Source: Ipsos MORI Global Trends Study, 2014. Base: 113, Age: 16-64, GB, online
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We believe that social intelligence makes surveys more 

actionable. By getting to the ‘whys’ and explaining 

movements in brand measures or by uncovering 

trends and areas that drive the brand and category 

relationships that the survey is not fully covering. It also 

helps to shed light on customer experiences.

Whilst surveys make social intelligence more useful. 

Viewing social data through the lens of a tracking study 

helps fill in the gaps, illuminating and enhancing the 

story of the brand/service that we are observing.

Brand tracking:  

Social media data should be used to enhance tracking 

surveys to ensure they are reflective of changing 

consumer behaviour. People’s lives are multifaceted, so 

let’s ensure our tracking solutions are multi-dimensional 

too. Adding structure to social data opens up a large 

opportunity for continuous learning in an efficient and 

effective manner.

Customer experience: 

Social intelligence is increasingly important to really 

understand the ‘Voice of the Customer’. Social 

intelligence provides an opportunity for brands and 

services to gain incremental insight on how effective 

new approaches, initiatives or products are impacting 

customer satisfaction, in real time. 

Can social data be used as a prediction? 

We can all see the allure here. Can we find out if we 

have a problem and what is causing it (or why we are 

doing well and what we need to do to re-inforce that) 

before it becomes too late to do anything about it? And 

if social and search data is available in real time, then 

could that be the source?

Well the answer to those questions is ‘sometimes’.

Context is key

This all means that social intelligence is not necessarily 

representative of the entire social media picture for 

a brand, and it most definitely is not representative 

of society’s opinion of a brand. Hence why it is so 

important to add context to ensure that the correct 

conclusions can be drawn. By context, we mean 

looking at the external influences that could be 

impacting social opinions, alongside benchmarking 

relevant metrics against competitors, in order to 

ascertain if the trend seen for a particular brand is 

typical of the category. All of this helps to add essential 

perspective to the raw data.

Using sophisticated algorithms, it is possible to add 

structure to the unstructured social data set. This adds 

efficiency and accuracy beyond that which is capable 

by manual coding. It also means we can look at bigger 

quantities of data to add increased robustness to  

our data sets. 

But it’s not all about the technology. Qualitative analysis 

is also critical to understand the underlying motivations 

behind the quantified responses. Who is doing your 

social media analysis is almost as important as what 

that analysis looks like. You need real skill and expertise 

to identify those nuggets of insight on how brands are 

being perceived, how social influencers are adding  

ROI and how to quickly turn a ‘PR disaster’ into  

a ‘PR gold mine’. 

Using social data intelligently

Social intelligence has a broad range of applications for 

brand building and customer experience. As long as 

there are publically available conversations online about 

a topic of interest, it is possible to listen in and mine the 

data for insights. Integrated social intelligence can work 

to enhance and compliment other research techniques.

Source: http://info.radiumone.com/rs/

radiumone/images/RadiumOne_DarkSocial.pdf
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Twitter Share of Voice Index Market Share Index Source: Ipsos MORI studies of 70K Twitter comments

This works in categories like mobile networks 

when people are actively seeking advice and 

recommendations about the best deal, and the players 

are actively pushing new offers and propositions that, if 

they land well, will impact on switching behaviour. The 

social discussion clearly reflects what is going on in the 

market for people who are involved in the market at 

that time.

Overall, the predictive power of social media depends 

on what you are trying to predict and the key issues that 

will impact on success are: 

• Is the discussion around the measures we are trying

to predict truly representative of events, drivers and

influencers of future attitudes and behaviours of the

category in question?

• Does it give an individual social credit to say how they

truly feel about a brand on social media? If not we

won’t pick up their views.

• Does their ‘actual’ opinion and behaviour correlate

with their socially ‘claimed’ opinion and behaviour?

Is what is being said all just for show?

Just as importantly, an individual’s engagements with 

a brand are not continuous and therefore not always 

salient for them. But should we take that lack  

of conversation to mean that they have no opinion  

or engagements with the brand? Would it be 

misleading to assume that silence is an indication  

of non-commitment? 

All of this combines to reinforce why we feel so 

strongly that social intelligence should enhance your 

surveys and other research techniques, not seek to 

replace them. If combined intelligently with other 

sources, social intelligence will illuminate the issues that 

affect your brands and give greater meaning across all 

of the work that you do. 

We have conducted multiple investigations looking into 

the patterns and seeking to predict behaviours.  

The correlations are not present in all sectors, but do 

have some examples where it works, primarily when 

we have been looking to predict the right measure 

using the right topic of discussion.

Case study – mobile network 

We carried out an analysis of social media comments 

to understand the triggers for leaving and joining 

mobile networks in the UK. 70K Twitter comments were 

captured and analysed using text analytics to structure 

this large amount of data, identify topics of discussion 

and track trends and sentiment over time and 

across brands. 

As part of the analysis we: 

• Established a correlation between share of voice

and market share. We found that positive share of

Twitter voice acted as a leading indicator of

market share changes. (See charts below)

• Identified pull and push factors across the

competitive set.

• Deep dived into specific issues to get under

the skin of switching behaviour.

Correlation between Twitter share of voice and market share



SIDE BY SIDE
INTELLIGENCE IS THE

FUTURE

SO WHAT DOES THIS 
MEAN FOR BRANDS?

The Ipsos POV for social intelligence can 
be summarised as:

1. The world has changed, and people’s
lives are increasingly social.

2. Therefore research needs to be
able to truly capture this changing
behaviour.

3. Social intelligence offers a rich but
skewed view point.

4. Context is key for interpreting
social data.

5. Social intelligence should be used to
inform all projects.*

6. Social intelligence enhances rather
than replaces traditional research.

7. The future of insights lays in layering
social, survey and search data.

* Exceptions would be where no conversations

about the brand or topic have been generated.

Becky Ferguson
Becky.Ferguson@ipsos.com
+44 (0)7837 041 413

RESEARCH DIRECTOR – IPSOS CONNECT

WANT TO LEARN MORE? 
PLEASE CONTACT:

Becky is a Director within Ipsos 
Connect who has an interest in digital 
research and new innovations in 
research techniques. She has a keen 
interest in understanding what drives 
human behaviour and how social 
media influences this. 

Fiona Moss
Fiona.Moss@ipsos.com
+44 (0)7920 501 593

ASSOCIATE DIRECTOR – IPSOS LOYALTY GLOBAL
Fiona works in Ipsos Loyalty’s 
global analytics team. She focuses 
on developing and applying text 
analytics approaches, and exploring 
different ways of understanding and 
interpreting multiple sources of data.

• Social media analysis needs to be
far more than just assessing volume
and sentiment. Adding structure to
the unstructured social conversations
allows you to quantify and robustly
integrate with other data sources.

• Context is key. Never look at your
brand/service in isolation. Understand
not only what has been said, but how,
when and where. And do not just
take the social mentions in isolation,
contextualise them with other data
sources too.

• Social intelligence can enhance your
other research and insight projects.
Do not view it as a separate standalone
source of insight, but instead a
complementary enhancement to other
studies you run.



ABOUT IPSOS MORI

Ipsos MORI, part of the Ipsos group, is one of the UK’s largest and most innovative research
agencies, working for a wide range of global businesses, the FTSE100 and many government
departments and public bodies.

We specialise in solving a range of challenges for our clients, whether related to business,
consumers, brands or society. In the field of data science, we have a large and diverse team
of experts including mathematicians, statisticians, data scientists and behavioural economists.
We are constantly seeking to break new ground in the understanding and application of
large and complex data sets.

We are passionately curious about people, markets, brands and society. We deliver
information and analysis that makes our complex world easier and faster to navigate
and inspires our clients to make smarter decisions.


