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More than 7 in 10 Americans use social media to connect, 
engage, and be entertained according to Pew Research. 
With the widespread use of social media, nearly every 
organization has a social media account, as resources are 
increasingly shifting to these digital channels and 
networks. In USC’s 2019 Global Communications Report, 
38% of U.S. CEOs said social media and online influencers 
will be the most valuable component of their company’s 
communications strategy in the future, more so than 
owned, earned, and paid media. Social media managers are 
responsible for giving brands their voice. However, little 
research has been conducted on the individuals who fill 
this critical organizational role that has grown 
exponentially over the past 10 years.

The Institute for Public Relations Digital Media Research 
Center, Ragan Communications, and the University of 
Florida collaborated on this research project to study the 
careers and roles of social media managers. We surveyed 
more than 400 social media managers to determine their 
job roles and responsibilities, reporting and management 
structure, history and levels of experience, performance 
review systems, and career ambitions.
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Social media managers are ambitious. 
Seventy percent of social media managers want to be promoted in 
their positions, but only 40% saw that possibility in their current roles.

Social media managers typically work more 
than the standard 40-hour work week. 
Most social media managers worked slightly more than the 
standard 40-hour work week, averaging 41-59 hours per week. In 
terms of comparing what they do to others in their function, 48% 
said they worked the same number of hours as their colleagues while 
47% said they worked more. Research has found burnout is definitely 
a concern for the “always on” social media manager.

Facebook and Twitter were the most 
frequently managed company channels.
The top five social media channels managed included Facebook (81%), 
Twitter (77%), LinkedIn (67%), Instagram (66%), and YouTube (51%). 

Social media is often housed in communication 
/public relations and marketing departments.
Half of the respondents (51%) said social media was in the 
communication/public relations function while slightly more than one-
third (38%) said it resided in marketing. Only 4% said it was a stand-
alone function.

The primary role of social media managers 
is to create content and strategize.
Two-thirds of respondents said their primary role as a social media 
manager was to create content (41%) and to strategize (27%). 
Twenty percent said their primary role was to improve brand 
awareness and reputation. 
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https://prjournal.instituteforpr.org/wp-content/uploads/Gilkerson_Anderson_Swenson_WorkLifeBalance-1.pdf
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Social media managers frequently participate 
in internal strategy conversations.
At least two-thirds of social media managers are involved in social 
media strategy (76%) and department/function strategy (68%). 
Forty-one percent participate in the overall business and 
organizational strategy.

Many social media managers rate their value to 
the organization highly. 
Fifty-nine percent said their value to the organization in terms of 
social media responsibilities is above average or excellent.

Engagement and replies are the top metric 
for evaluating the performance of social 
media managers. 
Forty-six percent of social media managers are evaluated on their 
engagement and replies to stakeholders. Other evaluation metrics 
include progress toward goals (36%) and follower counts (33%). Thirty 
percent said their social media performance was not evaluated at all. 

Many social media managers report to 
a senior manager or a director.
Forty percent report to a senior manager or a director while nearly 
one-quarter (23%) report to the C-suite.

Many social media managers will be leaving 
their current role within two years. 
More than half (57%) of the social media managers did not 
anticipate being in their current role for more than two more 
years. Social media managers were split as to whether their next 
position would be a social media role or not. 
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More than half of the respondents (65%) 
spend 50% or less of their job in social media. 

About the social 
media managers

64% said they were the senior most social 
media person in their organization. 

Are you the senior most social media
person in your organization?
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While nearly two-thirds are the most senior 
social media person in their organization, 
only 40% managed a team.

Do you manage a team?

��
�����

���
�����

What percentage of your job is related 
to social media in some way?
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Which social media 
channels do you
manage or are you 
involved with?
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The majority (80%) of social media 
managers had not taken a college 
course in social media, most likely 
due to a course not being offered 
when they were in college.

More than three-quarters of 
respondents (83%) have been 
managing or involved in their 
organization’s social media 
account for 7 years or less. 

Of the limited number of 
respondents who took a 
college course, social/digital 
media marketing, strategy, 
and management were the 
most popular. 

Did you take a college
course in social media?

Did you manage 
any social media 
accounts in college?
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Most respondents had previous experience in social media (68%), marketing (65%), 
public relations (64%), and media relations (60%) before their current role. 
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Half of the respondents (51%) said social 
media was in the communication/public 
relations function, while slightly more than 
one-third (38%) said it resided in marketing. 
Only 4% said it was a stand-alone function.

Half of the respondents said there were 
2-3 people on their social media team. 
thirty-one percent said they were the sole 
person responsible for social media. The 
mean size of a social media team is five. 

Concerning the reporting structure, 40% 
report to a senior manager or director while, 
nearly one-quarter (23%) report to the C-suite. 

Current
structure

Where does social media 
sit in your organization?
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How many people are on your
organization’s social media team?
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What level of manager
do you report to?
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Regarding strategy, social media managers are actively involved. At least two-thirds 
of social media managers are usually or always involved in the social media strategy 
(76%) and the department/function strategy (68%). Forty-one percent participate 
in the overall business and organizational strategy. 

Overall, more than three-quarters 
of social media managers perceive 
their job performance and value to 
the organization to be “average” 
or “above average.”

Job roles &
performance
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How would you rate your 
job performance in your 
social media role?
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Fifty-nine percent of social media managers were either “satisfied” or “very 
satisfied” in their social media role. Less than 14% were “dissatisfied.”

How would you rate 
your perceived value to the 

organization in terms of your 
social media responsibilities?

How would you rate your 
job satisfaction with 

your social media role?
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Do you receive monetary 
bonuses or incentives based on 
your social media performance?
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The top three metrics for how the job performance of social media managers is 
evaluated are engagement/replies (46%), progress toward goals (36%), and follower 
counts (33%). Less popular metrics for performance evaluation are revenue (11%), 
response time (11%), and satisfaction scores (7%). Nearly one-in-three social media 
managers (30%) said their social media performance was not evaluated at all. 

Only a small percentage (12%) received monetary bonuses or incentives based on 
their social media performance. 



The most common professional development activities included 
webinars (68%) and seminars or workshops (58%).

Two-thirds of respondents 
said their primary role as a 
social media manager was 
to create content (41%) and 
to strategize (27%). Twenty 
percent said their primary 
role was to improve brand 
awareness and reputation. 

Which of the following professional development
activities do you engage in to improve your social 

media management (check all that apply)?
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Do you anticipate your next 
social media budget to:*

More than one-quarter (27%) 
of social media managers, did 
not have a budget. Most budgets 
were under $30,000. 

Fifty-eight percent said they have the 
authority to purchase social media tools 
and services for their department.

Looking ahead to the future, most 
anticipate that their budgets will increase 
(47%) or stay the same (50%). Only 3% said 
they anticipated a decrease in the budget. 

*Of those who responded and knew 
 (44 didn’t know)

*Of those who responded and knew (66 didn’t know)

Position
management
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Do you have the authority to 
purchase social media tools and 
services for your department?��

�����
���
�����

�����

�����

����

��



Social media managers oversee 
accounts in a wide variety of 
industries. Nearly one-third 
(30%) focused on education 
and nonprofits. Other top 
industries included healthcare, 
pharmaceuticals, and biotech 
(10%); government (10%); and 
financial services (8%). 

Forty-nine percent said they 
were satisfied with how their 
company supports their 
professional development. 
Thirty-one percent had a more 
neutral response, while 20% 
were dissatisfied. 

Social media managers span a 
variety of functions, especially 
marketing (76%), public relations 
(72%), brand building (68%), and 
media relations (63%).  
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Social media managers are ambitious and overall, would like to move into more 
senior roles. Forty-three percent said they would like to be promoted to a more 
senior-level role, while twenty-seven percent said they would like to be the top 
leader in their function/department.

Social media managers had a 
wide range of responses 
regarding the ability for them 
to advance in this senior-level 
role. Forty percent thought 
they would likely have an 
opportunity to be promoted 
with 33% being more skeptical 
about advancing.

Looking
ahead
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More than half (57%) of the social media managers did not anticipate 
being in their current role for more than two more years. 

Social media managers were 
split as to whether their next 
position would be a social 
media role or not. 
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Do you anticipate your 
next position to be a 
social media role?
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Most social media managers 
worked slightly more than the 
standard 40-hour work week, 
averaging 41-59 hours per week. 
In terms of comparing what they 
do to others in their function, 
48% said they worked the same 
amount while 47% said they 
worked, more hours than their 
colleagues. 

Position
management

How many hours do you
work in a typical week?

Comparing your role to others in your 
department/function, do you feel you work:
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Demographics
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Methodology
The Institute for Public Relations, Ragan Communications, and the University 

of Florida conducted a benchmark survey about the career path of social 

media professionals, including the challenges and opportunities that lie 

ahead. Respondents were given an opportunity to enter a drawing for three 

$50 gift cards and to receive a copy of the report at the end of the survey.

The survey was pre-tested with a small group of social media managers. A 

total of 451 respondents participated in the survey. Twenty-two people 

indicated that they are not involved with their organization’s social media, so 

they were removed from the study. Fifty people did not complete the study 

after the first question. Therefore, the study included 379 respondents with 

a margin of error of +/-5%. The results of the study were presented to nearly 

100 social media professionals prior to publication to socialize each of the 

findings. Responses indicated study findings were reflective of the field. 

Some of the insights gathered from the social media professionals will also 

be used to develop future studies.

Link to study page:  https://instituteforpr.org/dmrc-challenges-sm-professional/

https://instituteforpr.org/dmrc-challenges-sm-professional/



