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Fifteen years ago, a leading communication expert 
claimed that the internet would revolutionise little 
more than the world of pornography. He was right 
about pornography (so I’m told) but, in all fairness, 
nobody could have imagined the impact the 
internet would have on social relations.

At worst, it was feared that excessive computer use would alienate us 
from one another, closing down human interaction as we retreated into 
our virtual shells.

Today, many parents and other adults do indeed worry that children are 
spending too much time online, and others fear that ‘internet addiction’ 
is eating away at some individuals’ lives. 

But what most of these so-called addicts are doing online is profoundly 
social. And the versatility of mobile devices means that the average 
internet user is no longer the solitary bedroom hermit of the 1990s but 
a man or woman about town, using their smartphones to plan social 
occasions and keep up a permanent electronic dialogue with dozens of 
friends and relatives every day.

More than that, the internet has opened up a world of information that 
nobody could have dreamt about. Life holds few mysteries when we 
can check every detail on Wikipedia, scour every corner of the globe on 
Google Maps, replay almost every song, TV show or sporting moment 
from history on YouTube, and catch up with the latest news on any 
number of online services. This seeming mastery of the world leaves us 
feeling like Aladdin with his magic lamp. 

There is a downside to all this, of course. What of the person who has 
no wish to be tethered to a mobile device 24 hours a day, who is quite 
happy using traditional media to communicate with others, who would 
rather not have to ‘log on’ to receive the latest news and information?

Life is getting that little bit more difficult for people who lack an e-mail 
address, a Facebook profile, a mobile phone number.

Some organisations treat them almost as if they had no home address; 
they are the vagrants of the digital age.

Suppose these e-butterflies and staunch traditionalists were to swap 
places for a few weeks? What would happen to their social lives?

One imagines the heavy user of Facebook tramping the streets alone, 
knocking on people’s doors, dialling around on an old landline in a 
desperate attempt to find out the latest news. The Facebook newbie 
overwhelmed with invitations to throw a sheep at someone, or join the 
fanclub of someone they’ve never heard of, but gradually discovering 
all kinds of people they never realised were online and maybe even 
catching up with old friends.

The study that was carried out for first direct gave us a unique 
opportunity to observe, week by week, the changes that take place in 
people’s lives once they change their social media habits. 

Of course, the impact was on only one of their communication channels. 
So deeply are we now enmeshed with the internet that it would be 
near-impossible to expect research participants to refrain from using any 
electronic devices, or avoid the online world entirely. 

To do that, we would have had to ship them off to a desert island.     
And what would that tell us about anything other than desert islands?

Foreword
Dr David Giles
Reader in Media Psychology
University of Winchester
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Key to the on-going 
success of first direct 
is the quality of service 
we deliver to each 
and every customer, 
regardless of how they 
engage with us.

Regularly named in banking surveys as the UK’s best customer service 
provider, and also as the UK’s most recommended bank*, first direct 
actively encourages conversations with its customers. 

Conversation is a central word in our vocabulary. The delivery of 
outstanding customer service is based on the quality and consistency of 
the conversations we have with customers - 24 hours a day, seven days 
a week.

In the beginning, those conversations took place over the phone, but in 
2013 they are just as likely to take place on the web – in social media

How we engage with our customers in social media is becoming 
increasingly important, so understanding how those customers use 
social networks is crucial if that engagement is to be effective.

Recent research by first direct suggested there are currently more 
people in social media who are watching conversations, rather than 
participating in them.

But why are they not participating? What are the barriers that prevent 
them being more active in social media? And for those who are using 
the likes of Facebook and Twitter to communicate with friends, family, 
celebrities and complete strangers, what drives their usage? What do 
they like and dislike about social media?

These were all questions we were keen to find answers to, but we were 
also interested to discover more about people’s social media habits, and 
what would happen if those habits and routines changed. How would 
they react?

What would happen if people were asked to behave differently online? 
How would it affect their relationships with friends and family, or how 
they interact with brands? Would it make social networks more popular 
and influential, or less?

And what would this tell us about their personalities?  Do their 
personalities differ online from those in the ‘real world’? If so, how 
could that influence how a multi-channel bank communicates with its 
customers on an individual basis?

To help us answer those questions, we developed a two-part study 
of UK adults in social media – particularly within the key networks of 
Facebook and Twitter.

*  From 3 January to 2 July 2012, 54% 
of 98 first direct current account 
customers had actually recommended 
the bank. Closest brand over the same 
period had 42% of 328 current account 
customers recommend the bank. 
Source: Independent Survey.

Introduction
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A quantitative survey to 
determine the different 
personality ‘types’ in 
social media.

Part One
There have been attempts in the past to categorise people according 
to their social media habits, but they have tended to be based on very 
broad generalisations and not related to people’s actual behaviours 
online.

By questioning more than 1,500 UK adults on their social media 
attitudes and behaviours, we were able to establish a clear picture 
not only of which networks were being used most frequently, but how 
those networks were being used and their importance to individuals as 
communication channels.

Armed with this information on UK adults’ attitudes to their social 
networks, we have been able to break down those users into distinct 
personality types. These personality types can be used by first direct 
as part of the development of future social media engagement strategies.

A qualitative study: a 
controlled ‘experiment’ 
involving 40 people 
from across the UK. 

Part Two
We asked the 40 volunteers – aged from 18 to 64 – to change their 
social media habits for a four-week period. We would then monitor how 
they responded, and how their attitudes to social media changed over 
the course of the experiment.

These enforced changes would give first direct the opportunity to gain 
a detailed understanding of why people use, and are attached to, certain 
social networks, and the importance of those networks in developing 
and maintaining relationships with friends, family – and even brands. 

The experiment would also enable us to establish a better understanding 
of the needs of non-users of social media. Under what circumstances, if 
any, would they participate in networks such as Facebook or Twitter, or 
would they remain more comfortable using the phone or email?

Both parts of this research were conducted in 
January and February 2013, and in accordance 
with Market Research Society guidelines.

The results of both
Part One and Part Two
are detailed in the
following pages.
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The survey
We conducted an omnibus survey of more than 1,500 people that asked 
a series of questions about their social media habits and their attitudes 
to social networks.

The purpose of the survey was to find out how frequently people in the 
UK use Facebook and Twitter, and to better understand how and why 
they use those social networks.

The research also looked at how people would react if they were unable 
to access their social media profiles for a month, and whether they were 
‘loyal’ to a particular network or would be happy to switch if the need 
arose.

The first direct survey was conducted in conjunction with OnePoll, 
and in accordance with Market Research Society guidelines.

The full results are detailed in Appendix 1, but the main highlights are:

Most popular networks

•	 	Facebook	was	named	as	
the primary/preferred social 
media platform by 59% of 
people.

•	 	Only	9%	named	Twitter	as	
their first-choice network, 
while 7% chose LinkedIn.

•	 	However,	many	people	will	
happily switch networks 
when necessary. Almost a 
third (32%) of Twitter users 
said they would switch to 
Facebook if Twitter was 
unavailable, while one in 
five (21%) Facebook users 
said they would switch to 
Twitter if they couldn’t access 
Facebook.

•	 	19%	of	those	surveyed	said	
they did not use any social 
networks.

Facebook usage

•	 	22%	of	the	UK’s	Facebook	
users check their pages more 
than 10 times a day -18% of 
men and 26% of women.

•	 	Almost	a	third	(30%)	of	
Facebook users spend at 
least two hours per day on 
the network – but 49% say 
Facebook doesn’t rule their 
lives.

•	 	One	in	seven	(14%)	of	all					
18 to 24-year-old Facebook 
users spend at least four 
hours per day on Facebook.

•	 	45%	of	users	say	they	
monitor others’ conversations 
on Facebook, rather than 
participating themselves.

Twitter usage

•	 	Almost	a	third	(31%)	of	Twitter	
users spend more than an 
hour a day on the network, 
and 14% say their daily usage 
exceeds two hours.

•	 	39%	of	those	on	Twitter	say	
they use it most often to read 
others’ tweets, rather than 
tweeting themselves.

•	 	11%	of	Twitter	users	say	
it is important for them to 
have more ‘followers’ on 
their feed than their friends 
have – compared to just 4% 
of Facebook users who say 
it’s important to appear more 
‘popular’ than their friends.

Part One
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The experiment
One of the key aims of the omnibus survey was to find out how people 
felt about the prospect of being unable to access their social media 
accounts for an extended period.

However, we wanted to test whether those assumptions matched the 
reality, so first direct conducted a detailed experiment to see how 
people reacted when faced with having to change their online habits.

In conjunction with Watermelon Research, we recruited 40 volunteers 
from across the UK, and across a broad range of age groups: 

•	 	Ten	were	self-confessed	Facebook	‘addicts’,	who	agreed	to	
deactivate their profiles for four weeks. 

•	 	Ten	were	prolific	‘tweeters’,	who	agreed	to	cease	their	Twitter	activity	
for four weeks.

•	 	Ten	were	individuals	with	Facebook	or	Twitter	profiles,	but	who	
had no activity on their accounts. All 10 agreed to start posting or 
tweeting on a frequent basis over the four-week period.

•	 	The	final	group	of	10	had	never	set	up	profiles	on	Facebook	or	Twitter	
before. For the four weeks of the experiment, they agreed to start 
posting updates, or tweeting, and to use their new profiles to attract 
friends and followers.

All 40 were monitored on a daily basis for the 28 days of the experiment, 
to ensure they stayed within the rules of the experiment.

Each participant was required to complete a twice-weekly questionnaire, 
which acted as a ‘diary’ of the experiment. In addition, one person in 
each category was provided with a camcorder and asked to maintain a 
weekly video diary.

We believe this is the first time that such an experiment into 
social media behaviours has been conducted in the UK.

Part Two

How did it work?

The video diary highlights 
are available on:

newsroom.firstdirect.com/videos
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Almost all the participants who already 
had a social media presence stated a clear 
preference for one network. They may have 
set up accounts across Facebook, Twitter 
and other platforms (such as tumblr and 
Instagram) but they would only use one on a 
regular basis. 

However, many of the participants who were 
unable to access their Facebook or Twitter 
accounts for four weeks switched immediately 
to an alternative network in order to continue 
communicating with friends and family via 
social media. The Twitter participants reported 
this need to ‘switch’ more than Facebook 
participants, who were generally less 
comfortable or familiar with Twitter.

Those who did not switch networks had 
to use more ‘traditional’ methods of 
communication to maintain contact with 
friends and family. Among this group, there 
was a marked increase in the use of email, 
SMS, phone contact – and even face-to-face 
communication!

I’m using Facebook, email and even text 
more. I’ve just substituted my Twitter time 
to other social networks

Male, aged 25-34, North West

”

“

I’d lost phone and text contact with a lot 
of people and hadn’t really noticed. I had 
to get their email addresses and phone 
numbers from other friends. It made me 
feel a bit bad

Female, aged 25-34, South East

”

“

So much of my life was organised via 
Facebook. I haven’t communicated with 
my family at all this week

Female, aged 25-34, Yorkshire

”

“

In the absence of Twitter I’m keeping up 
with friends on Facebook, and reading the 
news more

Female, aged 35-44, South West

”

“

The key findings

The findings below are based on the twice-weekly 
questionnaires that each of them completed, and on the 
weekly video diaries that four of the participants maintained 
throughout the course of the experiment.

Of the 40 volunteers who started the experiment, 
39 completed the full four weeks.

Switching networks
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The most common reaction of participants 
during the first week of the experiment was 
that they were coping comfortably with the 
changes. Even many of those who were new 
to social media responded positively to their 
new experiences.

I’m not missing it at all. I managed without 
Facebook for years and could easily do it 
again

Female, aged 45-54, Yorkshire

”

“

The group of 10 committed Twitter users 
coped better with the enforced absence than 
their Facebook counterparts. This appears to 
be because Twitter is often used as a source 
of information, discussion and breaking news, 
and those users were able to switch to other 
websites or forums in order to maintain this 
information and news flow. Facebook users, 
on the other hand, tended to cope less well 
with the change because they used Facebook 
as a key communication tool with friends and 
family, and for organising their social lives.

I’ve been missing some of my friends 
[since coming off Facebook]. I’m not a very 
social person, but Facebook was helping 
me to communicate and socialise

Female, aged 25-34, Northern Ireland

”

“

The Facebook and Twitter users who were 
asked to participate more online had mixed 
responses to their increased activity on the 
networks.

The former Facebook ‘watchers’ tended to 
enjoy their activity – using it as an opportunity 
to instigate more regular communication with 
friends and family, and to widen their social 
circles. Some Twitter watchers also enjoyed 
having to tweet frequently – particularly where 
that communication involved ‘celebrities’.

[Facebook] makes me laugh most of 
the time and makes me feel part of 
something good

Female, aged 35-44, North West

”

“

I thought I would struggle with things to 
say on my status, but once you get going 
it’s addictive

Female, aged 25-34, West Midlands

”

“

Sometimes I’ve been tweeting for several 
hours in the evenings. I feel excited 
when my tweets are responded to by my 
favourite celebrity

Female, aged 25-34, North West

”

“

The key findings
continued

Coping with change

Over time, however, some of the participants 
began to show signs of frustration at not 
being able to access their favourite social 
networks, or began to lose interest in status 
updates and tweeting.

I thought I would miss Facebook terribly, 
but I’m coping much better than I expected

I’m getting fed up now and I want it back

Female, aged 18-24, Wales 

”

”

“

“

Week One

Week Four
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For the Twitter watchers, on the other hand, 
having to tweet frequently and attempt to 
build a following on their Twitter feed was 
not always seen as successful or enjoyable. 
Those trying to engage with people they know 
on Twitter tended to find it harder than those 
who were happy to follow celebrities, or to 
communicate around particular subjects.

I’ve only had one conversation on Twitter 
and it wasn’t to do with anything I’d 
tweeted about

Female, aged 18-24, East Midlands

”

“

For some of our new “party guests”, however, 
going onto a social network for the first time 
was more daunting. They were, to continue 
the metaphor, stood alone in the corner of the 
room, surrounded by others having a good 
time.

No-one I communicate with regularly is 
on Facebook, so all that happens is that I 
make the odd comment to people I would 
otherwise talk to very rarely

Male, aged 35-44, East Midlands

”

“

When you arrive on Twitter, nobody is 
talking to you and you have no-one to 
talk to

Male, aged 35-44, Wales

”

“

For those trying Facebook and Twitter for the 
first time, the experience could perhaps be 
described as akin to being invited to a giant 
party. If you know lots of people at the party, 
you are more likely to enjoy it than if you feel 
you are surrounded by complete strangers

Although most of the social media first-
timers struggled to build networks of friends 
or followers in the first two weeks, they did 
report they found the process of tweeting, 
posting updates and uploading photos to be 
relatively straightforward. 

Those who could more easily find people they 
knew on the network (particularly those trying 
out Facebook).

The reaction of other people to me joining 
Facebook has been good, and it’s nice to 
catch up with genuine friends

Male, aged 35-44, South West

”

“

I thought I would find using Facebook 
every day dull and pointless, but I’m 
finding that I’m quite enjoying it. I’m 
actually seeing my friends more now

Female, aged 25-34, West Midlands

”

“
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For many habitual social media users, the 
networks are their primary communications 
link to family and friends, so the enforced 
changes did, in some cases, make them feel 
isolated. Some felt the feelings of isolation 
from the first few days, while for others 
those feelings were triggered later in the 
experiment by missing out on information, or 
a conversation, that had taken place on their 
networks.  

But not everyone saw the isolation as a 
negative. Words such as ‘liberated’ were 
used to describe the sense of freedom that 
spending significantly less time in social 
networks gave them.

The feelings of isolation experienced 
by participants were greatest among 
those who were unwilling – or unable 
– to switch to another social network, 
as they were most likely to feel that 
communication between themselves 
and their friends or families had 
become more difficult.

I have felt alone and cut off from the world. 
My fingers seem to be programmed to seek 
out the Facebook app every time I pick up 
my phone

Female, aged 25-34, Yorkshire

”

“

I definitely feel more isolated without 
Twitter. I’ve learned how much I rely on it 
for information, and that I’m more socially 
active online than I realised

Male, aged 25-34, London

”

“

I do feel a bit isolated, but liberated. I’ve 
realised I ‘need’ Facebook a lot less than I 
thought

Female, aged 25-34, East Anglia

”

“

The key findings
continued

Enforced isolation?
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With the group of ‘addicted’ Facebook and 
Twitter users, we looked at how their attitudes 
to their own social media usage had been 
affected by the experiment.

Reflecting on their four-week ‘trial’, some of 
the participants acknowledged their lives were 
dominated by Facebook or Twitter, and that 
the enforced absence had persuaded them 
of the benefits of reducing the time they spent 
on the networks.

However, not all those who had reported 
unforeseen benefits associated with staying 
away from Facebook or Twitter said the 
experiment would change their social 
media habits. While acknowledging that 
‘suspending’ their accounts had allowed 
them more time to do other things, they were 
determined to resume the same levels of 
social media activity as they had previously.

I will try to be more disciplined and use 
Facebook less often than I did before. I 
have been focusing on household chores 
and other things, like clearing out the 
house

Female, aged 18-24, Wales

”

“

I’ve found that I can manage well without 
[Facebook]. I would tell people that while 
Facebook has its uses, do not waste hours 
on it and miss out on other more important 
things

Female, aged 45-54, Yorkshire

”

“

I don’t find myself thinking about 
[Facebook] as much and I’ve been reading 
a lot more – something I love to do but 
never thought I had time for. However, 
when I go back onto Facebook I’ll continue 
to use it as much as I did before

Female, aged 25-34, East Midlands

”

“

A lot on Facebook is just gossip. When 
people are bored they go on it. But I’ll 
reactivate my account and probably spend 
the same amount of time on it as I did 
before

Male, aged 35-44, Northern Ireland

”

“

Reduced dependence on 
social media?
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For two of our study groups – those who 
had been used to watching, rather than 
participating in, online conversations, and 
those without a current presence in social 
media – the experiment forced them to 
substantially increase their social media 
activity. 

The challenge for the self-confessed ‘addicts’ 
had been to stay away from Facebook and 
Twitter for four weeks, but for these two 
groups the challenges were no less daunting

Instead of just watching the postings and 
updates of others, or simply avoiding having 
social media profiles whatsoever, these two 
groups would have to actively participate

It was perhaps surprising, therefore, that 
of the 20 people in these two groups, 19 
successfully reached the end of the four-week 
experiment, having maintained their Facebook 
or Twitter profiles – and their enforced activity 
levels – throughout the month.

Several of the 20 had started the experiment 
by saying it was highly unlikely they would 
maintain their accounts after four weeks, but 
by the end of the experiment they had been 
‘converted’ to committed social media fans!

But not everyone enjoyed the experience.

Some described the process as ‘mundane’ 
and did not enjoy posting updates, or 
tweeting, about subjects they did not feel 
merited sharing with their networks. Others 
felt that they did not have sufficient ‘friends’ 
or ‘followers’ for their comments to have any 
purpose.

Despite this, most said they would maintain 
their Facebook or Twitter profiles – albeit with 
a reduced level of activity.

My sister is a total Facebook addict and 
already we are communicating more than 
ever

Female, aged 35-44, North West

”

“

I now feel I’m an avid tweeter. I’ll be 
maintaining a high level of Twitter activity 
after the study ends

Male, aged 25-34, Scotland

”

“

I have communicated more in the last few 
weeks with some people in my family than 
I have in the past year

Female, aged 25-34, Yorkshire

”

“

I’ve no intention of deactivating my 
Facebook account – it’s here to stay! 
I’m really glad that I’ve finally joined the 
masses

Female, aged 35-44, London

”

“

It’s quite exciting seeing someone re-
tweet something you wrote, and getting a 
follower request

Female, aged 18-24, East Midlands

”

“

I don’t see the point of posting updates on 
my day. Who cares? I’ve not enjoyed the 
experience

Female, aged 35-44, South East

”

“

Given the relative inactivity of most of my 
Facebook contacts, it feels like whistling in 
an empty room

Male, aged 45-54, North West

”

“

I don’t feel I have anything to say that’s 
worth reading about. The experience has 
been ok. I’ve found it hard finding things to 
update about that weren’t utter nonsense

Female, aged 25-34, Yorkshire

”

“

The key findings
continued

An enjoyable new 
experience?
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Most of the 40 people 
who volunteered to 
participate in our 
experiment started with 
a strong belief that they 
would cope easily with 
the changes, but their 
feedback at the end 
of those four weeks 
suggests that adjusting 
social media habits is 
much more difficult than 
people envisage.

The overwhelming message from the study is that 
social media are popular because they are popular.  
As one Facebook ‘virgin’ claimed:

It is clear that people’s experiences of social media are largely 
dependent on the number of offline friends they have who are using the 
same social network. 

Social media ‘newbies’ tend to enjoy the experience if they can easily 
find people to communicate with, whereas for those who struggle to 
make meaningful contacts it may feel like shouting in an empty room. It 
can also make people feel socially isolated and ‘unwanted’.

That feeling of social isolation extends to those who are away from 
Facebook or Twitter for a period of time. The worst affected are those 
who use social networks to communicate with a wide range of friends 
and family on an almost constant basis. For others – particularly 
those on Twitter – who use social media largely to obtain and share 
information, being away from the network is less of a hardship if they 
can switch to other information sources.

Despite the rapid growth of other social media platforms, such as 
Pinterest and Instagram, Facebook is still the dominant network. Young 
people, in particular, enjoy Facebook because all their friends are there 
– to be away from the site is to be out of touch and possibly socially 
isolated, missing out on important news and even that evening’s plans.

Those people who are most dependent on social media – perhaps even 
addicted! – are aware of their reliance on those networks, and many will 
say they would like to reduce the time they spend on them, but that fear 
of isolation is likely to prevent them from turning that desire into a reality. 

New adopters who are most easily converted to social media are those 
who quickly pick up the interactional style, and the unique short-form 
language. 

Inevitably, this was easier for young people who already knew several 
people on the site. For them, Facebook has simply usurped other 
communication media. Much of its content may be viewed as “tittle-
tattle” or “gossip” by other demographic groups, but for those whose 
social lives are deeply connected to Facebook they risk abandoning their 
friends – and an active social life – by leaving it behind, even for a few 
hours.

The study suggests that Twitter is more enjoyable for people if they do 
not expect to cultivate a large following, but just use it for enjoyment: to 
enter competitions, keep abreast of the news or to share links. Unlike 
Facebook, Twitter is not primarily a social communication tool, although 
a small number of people do manage to use it this way.

Our conclusions

I have finally joined the masses.”“
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As a result of the survey and the experiment, first direct has been 
able to create a number of distinct new ‘typologies’ to identify different 
groups of social network users.

Whilst these typologies are not meant to be scientifically representative 
of the UK social media population, they do enable us to have a greater 
appreciation of the wide range of personality types both across, and 
within, the main social networks.

Based on the survey results and on the findings of our four-week 
experiment, we have identified 11 specific personality types of people in 
social media. 

Users may, of course, display behaviours linked to one or more of these 
typologies, depending on the extent of their social media activity and on 
the frequency and type of content they create on the networks. 

The typologies we have identified are:

What type of 
Networker are 
you?
Identifying the 
personality types 
in social media

The Ultras
For many habitual social media users, the 
networks are their primary communications 
link to family and friends, so the enforced 
changes did, in some cases, make them feel 
isolated. Some felt the feelings of isolation 
from the first few days, while for others 
those feelings were triggered later in the 
experiment by missing out on information, or 
a conversation, that had taken place on their 
networks.

I feel so isolated from all my friends and all 
the juicy gossip. I don’t know what’s going 
on at all. I feel I’m missing out

Female, aged 25-34, West Midlands

I was getting addicted to Facebook. I 
would advise anyone who was spending 
too much time on Facebook to deactivate 
for a while to help them break the 
addiction

Female, aged 18-24, Wales

”

”

“

“

13% of Facebook 
users spend more than 
two hours a day on 
their accounts, versus 
14% of Twitter users  
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The Deniers

The Dippers  

The Virgins  

‘Deniers’ are those who maintain social media 
doesn’t control their lives. They reckon they 
can easily live without it. The reality, however, 
is very different. Whenever they can’t access 
their favourite network for an extended period, 
they become anxious and feel cut off from the 
rest of the world.

Although more than half the UK population is 
signed up to Facebook or Twitter, not all are 
regular users. ‘Dippers’ access their pages 
infrequently, often going days – or even weeks 
– without tweeting or posting an update.

Every day, new people are signing up to 
social networks. These ‘Virgins’ are taking 
their first tentative steps in social media. 
They can often struggle initially to get to grips 
with the workings of Facebook and Twitter, 
and until they build up their own networks of 
friends and followers they may question why 
they’ve joined. The first couple of months will 
determine whether they go on to become 
Ultras!

If anything, this [enforced absence from 
Twitter] has made me more into Twitter 
because it’s shown me what I am missing

Male, aged 35-44, West Midlands

”

“

As there is very little of interest on 
Facebook it’s difficult to spend long 
periods on it

Male, aged 35-44, East Midlands

”

“

I used to believe that Facebook was a bad 
thing for socialising, but I have found the 
opposite to be true

Female, aged 25-34, West Midlands

”

“

I found [Facebook] exceedingly dull, and a 
complete waste of time. Perhaps it’s aimed 
more at children?

Male, aged 35-44, East Midlands

”

“

I didn’t expect to feel so isolated. I didn’t 
expect to feel cut off from my little 
Facebook world to such a degree

Female, aged 25-34, Yorkshire

”

“

20% of Facebook 
users said they would 
feel “anxious” or 
“isolated” if they had 
to deactivate their 
Facebook accounts, 
compared to 17% of 
Twitter users

The Social Experiment 14



The Lurkers

The Peacocks

Hiding in the shadows of cyberspace, they 
watch what others are saying on social 
networks but rarely (if ever) participate 
themselves. They will complain publicly about 
the ‘mundane drivel’ that is posted, and 
privately they worry they don’t have anything 
interesting to say, but they keep an eye on 
others’ conversations.

A ‘Peacock’ can be easily recognised on 
Facebook, Twitter and Instagram because 
they see social networks as an opportunity 
to show everyone just how popular they are. 
They judge their social standing on how many 
followers or fans they have, and the aim of 
each post or tweet is to secure as many 
‘likes’ or re-tweets as possible.

“I check Facebook several times a 
day, but I wouldn’t dream of using it to 
communicate anything of importance

Male, aged 45-54, North West

”

“

I’d like to build up my follower base 
without being one of those annoying 
people that go ‘follow me, follow me’, 
which looks like they are attention-seeking

Female, aged 18-24, East Midlands

”

“

People have to find something/anything to 
say on Twitter just to try and get a bit of 
attention

Male, aged 35-44, Wales

”

“

My life seems so trivial and boring, and 
Facebook can make you feel worse as it 
appears everyone else has more friends

Female, aged 35-44, South East

”

“

What type of networker are you?
continued

45% of Facebook 
users say they tend to 
watch what others are 
posting on Facebook, 
rather than posting 
themselves, whereas 
39% of Twitter users 
say they are observers 
rather than tweeters

11% of Twitter users 
say it is important for 
them to have more 
‘followers’ on their 
feed than their friends 
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The Ranters
Often meek and mild in face-to-face 
conversations, ‘Ranters’ are highly 
opinionated online. Social media platforms 
allow them to articulate their strong opinions 
without having to worry about how others 
will react. They may be former bloggers, but 
Twitter gives them the opportunity to rant to a 
much larger audience!

Being on Twitter seems to be an exercise 
in speaking out loud in the hope that 
someone, anyone, will notice

Male, aged 25-34, East Anglia

”

“

I’ve discovered that on Twitter I have a 
stronger opinion about a wide range of 
topics than I thought

Male, aged 25-34, Scotlandt

”

“

11% of Facebook 
users and 17% of 
Twitter users say 
the networks allow 
them to be more 
opinionated than they 
are otherwise 

The Ghosts
Some people on social networks like to 
participate in conversations but are worried 
about giving out personal information to 
strangers. On Twitter, these ‘Ghosts’ create 
usernames that allow them to remain largely 
anonymous, while on Facebook they have 
noticeably sparse profiles and timelines.  

I don’t like to share my life on Twitter. I’m 
careful that I don’t give away any personal 
information

Female, aged 18-24, Northern Ireland

”

“

I’m very careful about what I write because 
I know others will see it. I’m concerned 
about privacy and who can see my 
Facebook page

Female, aged 45-54, London

”

“

15% of Twitter users 
cite ‘security’ as a 
reason why they do 
not use their real 
names on the network, 
compared to 6% of 
Facebook users
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The Changelings
For some people, being anonymous online 
isn’t enough. They also adopt very different 
personalities, confident in the knowledge (or 
so they think) that no-one knows their real 
identity. 

Facebook is a place where you can be who 
you want others to see. I try to be more 
exciting and humorous than I feel

Female, aged 35-44, South East

I guess I do interact differently on 
Facebook, because you have a variety of 
friends and family posting things and I 
have the opportunity to share my feelings

Female, aged 35-44, London

”

”

“

“

What type of networker are you?
continued

Around 5% of 
Facebook and Twitter 
users say hiding their 
identities in social 
media allows them 
more freedom to 
express their opinions

The Quizzers
‘Quizzers’ like to ask questions on Facebook 
and Twitter – not because they actually want 
to know the answers, but because asking 
questions allows them to start conversations. 
They may fear being “left out” by not having 
anything interesting to say, so asking 
questions gives them the opportunity to 
contribute and be involved. 

In a matter of seconds you can start a 
conversation with people from anywhere in 
the world

Male, aged 25-34, Scotland

Twitter seems like a good platform for 
conversation. I’ve contacted people and 
posed questions, but I haven’t had much 
success

Male, aged 25-34, North West

”

”

“

“

9% of Facebook users 
and 11% of Twitter 
users say they enjoy 
using their pages to 
ask questions, rather 
than just posting 
messages or updates
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The Informers

The Approval-seekers

Information is currency in social media. 
Being the first to spot something interesting 
and pass it on earns you kudos and – just 
as importantly –  more followers and fans. 
‘Informers’ scan social media and news sites, 
looking for any new stories, offers, videos etc 
they can share with their audience. 

This group worry about how many likes/
comments/re-tweets they get when they post 
a message or update, because they link that 
endorsement to their popularity. After posting 
a message they will constantly check their 
feeds and timelines, and will fret until people 
start to respond.

When I want to share  a link I generally 
use Twitter. I can share my opinions very 
quickly with a crowd of people

Male, aged 18-24, North East

It was fun seeing my comment re-tweeted 
by an established feed. It made me feel 
like I’d made a valid and valued comment

Female, aged 18-24, Northern Ireland

It makes me feel that my views are 
important and interesting for people to 
read

Female, aged 25-34, North West

I often post out links, so when I’m stopped 
from doing that I feel like someone has 
silenced me

Male, aged 25-34, London

”

”

”

”

“

“

“

“

One in five (20%) 
Twitter users and 22% 
of Facebook users 
say they like to share 
information and links 
with their friends and 
followers

14% of Facebook 
users say it is 
important to them 
that others ‘like’ or 
reply to their updates, 
compared to 9% of 
Twitter users who say 
replies and re-tweets 
are important to them
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Highlights from video diaries produced by a selection of

study participants can be viewed at newsroom.firstdirect.com

Further enquiries please contact:

amanda.brown@firstdirect.com  01132766700

or 

rebecca.hirst@firstdirect.com  0113 276 6899

nina.hands@aberfield.com

or

phil.reed@aberfield.com  0113 357 2070 
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http://www.newsroom.firstdirect.com/

