
A groundbreaking study of event
attendee’s social media use 

Social Media & Events:
Connecting the Dots



Up until now, no one has truly 
understood if or how people use 
social media when it comes to 
professional events. It’s about 
time someone figured this out.

This report answers those 
questions, and more.

YES.  
Are attendees of 
business events
on event-specific
social media?

Methodology
Sparks and Exhibit Surveys, Inc. joined forces to take the 
pulse of social media users at business events. We 
questioned a statistically significant group of professionals, 
all of whom had attended a business event in the previous 
24 months and were self-reported users of social media for 
professional purposes. From January 6th to January 19th, 
2015, 377 respondents from Nielsen’s business survey 
panel explained to us how they are using social media 
before, during and after events. Target thresholds were set 
across industry, age and gender categories to provide a 
sample representative of the professional population. 
Targets based on current U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics.

Key Findings
When asked whether or not business people who currently 
use social media for business purposes had used social 
media connected to a professional event (before, during or 
after) over the last two years, 83% of our respondents 
indicated that they had in fact done so.  
 

Event attendees tell us they use social media because they 
find it adds value to event experiences. When asked, “How 
valuable to you is the use of social media at events,” 89%
of respondents indicated that it was at least somewhat 
valuable. Only 11% said it failed to add any kind of value. 
 People are most likely to like/favorite, share and 
comment on content featuring their fellow attendees as
the focal point. Could that selfie at your booth garner more 
attention than some of the main points from the convention 
keynote? The patterns in our study show that attendees 
were most likely to take a social action on people-focused 
content, for example, pictures of friends/colleagues and 
pictures/video of keynote speakers.
 A lot of the people we surveyed see social content, but 
aren’t likely to share or interact with it. On average, respon-
dents indicated there were at least 7 different types of 
event content (out of the 14 we inquired about) posted on 
social channels that they will simply view. In comparison, 
the average respondent was only willing to like/favorite/
share 4 different types of content, and comment even
less frequently.

We hear it constantly: social media is a crucial tool for marketing success. Not breaking 
news, right? Many event marketers recognize this and acknowledge that they should 
integrate social media into their programs. And why not? We know that business 
people use platforms like LinkedIn for professional networking. We can also point to 
figures around tweets or Facebook posts that suggest event attendees are active on 
soci al media. But at best, these are just hints at how people interact with social media 
at business events. What this social activity doesn’t tell us is exactly how and why 
attendees are utilizing media at events. Better yet, are people even paying attention 
to event-related social media?



Percentage of
attendees who use

social media connected
to business events

83%

Percentage of
attendees who say

social media is at least 
somewhat valuable

at events

89%

Percentage of
attendees who felt

event social profiles
are at least somewhat 

important

93%

Business events should have a dedicated social 
media strategy. 
As we’ve confirmed, attendees use social media 
before, during and after business events. Even 
attendees from industries with a reputation for
being “social media shy” indicated they’re using
social at events. For example, 79% of respondents
in the medical and healthcare industries and 77% in 
financial/legal/real estate reported using social media 
in accordance with events.  The belief that certain 
professions won’t use event social media simply
isn’t rooted in fact. 
 Marketers who put on events should use event-
specific social media strategies that contribute to 
marketing objectives for their event and take all 
phases—before, during and after—into account.  

Events should have their own social profiles. 
A whopping 93% of respondents felt it’s at least 
somewhat important for events to have social media 
profiles—an account or page on a social network 
specifically representing that event. As one panel 
respondent put it, “[Social media] makes it easy to 
keep up with what’s going on, maximize the use of 
time, spread the word, network, and makes the event 
much more valuable.” Event marketers should meet 
this expectation by creating social profiles and 
integrating them into their communications for
the events they manage.  

Be active. 
Building social media profiles is only half the battle—
they require oversight and maintenance. Marketers 
should use event profiles to publish content, partic-
ipate in discussions and build relationships with 
attendees before, during and after their event. Just
as events allow for a very personal and interactive 
approach to building relationships, social media 
enables the conversation to continue and expand.
Use social media channels to discuss content, 
address attendee questions and gather feedback—
many of the same conversations an attendee might 
have with onsite staff.   

Get your event on Facebook. 
Believe it or not, Facebook is the biggest player when 
it comes to communicating with attendees of profes-
sional events. Facebook proved to be the most utilized 
social channel by respondents for business purposes. 
When asked about the degree of use, 37% said they 
use Facebook extensively, 21% said the same for 
LinkedIn and 15% for Twitter. We were as surprised
as you are!
 Marketers should reach out to attendees on 
Facebook—even if it requires a social advertising 
budget to make sure your content is seen. Prospective 
attendees are checking out your event’s Facebook 
page whether you know it or not, so it’s important to 
keep your content fresh. 

Now the big question is what to do with 
these interesting findings? Let’s talk 
implications for event marketers.

Implications



Social Content

Views

Pictures/video of 
keynote speaker

Session presentation 
(slides)

Pictures/video of 
session speakers

Shares

Pictures of 
friends/colleagues

Pictures of myself 
at the event

Facts/figures
from sessions

66%

61%

61%

43%

36%

32%

Integrate social media into attendance 
marketing efforts.
What won’t show up within social media measurement 
reports is that over half (55%) of our respondents 
stated that they use social media in deciding whether 
or not to attend a business event. As one person 
explained, “[Social media] gives me insight into the 
event, letting me know if the event might be worth 
attending.” Posting event updates, photos or video 
from previous events, or blogs demonstrating your 
thought leadership sets expectations for prospective 
attendees. So, don’t be discouraged if your content 
isn’t attracting a ton of interaction in the form of 
shares, likes or comments, as prospects are likely 
viewing your Facebook content as they assess the 
value of attending. 

During trade shows, exhibitors and 
sponsors should post product/services 
content on social channels.
Decisionmakers and influencers are gathering 
product information on social media. Of respondents 
attending tradeshows, 53% said they use social
media to “learn more about a company or product I’m 
considering purchasing”—12% more than the survey 
average across all types of events. Plus, 67% of 
respondents that attend tradeshows indicated they 
were either extremely or very likely to interact with
an exhibitor’s social media profile compared to 53% 
of overall respondents. 

 

 Trade show exhibitors and sponsors should
use social channels to publish content about their 
products or solutions. This doesn’t mean it’s ok to 
inundate your social audiences with nonstop product 
placement, as best practices dictate that social
media be used as more of a “soft sell.” Instead, post 
content that piques the interest of the audience like 
new announcements, interesting photos and
product reviews.

Use social media to encourage and
enhance networking. 
In the context of business events, social media is
the cocktail party surrounding the cocktail party. 
Attendees connect online before actually meeting 
face-to-face and carry on relationships via social 
channels after meeting in person. Our results show 
that these connections are one of the primary 
reasons event attendees are using social media.
The top use of social media at events, confirmed
by 76% of respondents, was, “to network with
other attendees.”
 Online connections most often stem from the 
social media discussion surrounding an event, 
meaning event marketers should be conscious of 
keeping this dialog lively. Facilitate the discussion 
surrounding an event or provide a call-to-action for 
attendees to take part themselves. And help 
attendees find one another on social. For example, 
allow attendees to add their twitter handles to your 
event app.

Percentage Use Extensively
Facebook proved to be the  most utilized social channel for business purposes.

37%21%15%



It’s all about
the people,
people!

Put attendees at the center of an    
event’s social content. 
It’s all about the people, people! Our results indicate 
that attendees of business events were most likely to 
take a social action when human beings are the focal 
point. Attendees were more likely to share pictures of 
friends/colleagues or pictures of themselves and like/
favorite images of people.  
 How best to generate more human interest? 
Publish pictures of attendee interactions as live 
coverage of the event or provide images of speakers 
delivering a key message. Event marketers should 
also consider capturing photos of people for use in 
post-event marketing. 

Create share-worthy moments.
People generally trust their peers more than any   
other source, making the content that comes from 
your attendees and visitors very impactful. Get people 
to post about your company and its products and 
services. In the case of professional events, our study 
shows experiences featuring interaction with fellow 
attendees are the most “share-worthy.” Create shared 
experiences to activate peer-to-peer sharing.

Don’t get discouraged by a lack of interaction. 
Many marketers are obsessed with numbers around 
likes, shares, clicks or others indicators of social 
media activity. When these numbers lag, they become 
discouraged by a perceived lack of interest. Our 
results show that just because a piece of social 
content doesn’t go viral, doesn’t mean people aren’t 
paying attention to it. Respondents were willing to 
view nearly twice as much content (7.3 types) as they 
were willing to like/favorite (4.1 types), share 
(4.0 types) or comment on (3.5 types). 
 Publish content around events, but temper 
expectations around the level of interaction that will 
result. The impact of these messages should be 
evaluated independently of the social action taken 
around them. For example, 61% of respondents said 
they were likely to view presentation slides online but 
only 24% said they’d share them and only 25% said 
they’d comment on them. In this situation, we can 
expect content like this to be heavily consumed, but 
have little virality. 

vs. 41%53%

Percentage of attendees who use social 
media to learn about a company or product for 

purchase consideration. 

Tradeshows All Events



View

Types of ContentSocial Actions

7.3

4.1Like/Favorite

4.0Share

3.5Comment

Attendees are much more likely to view content 
than take an additional action.

Consider all types of social media content, 
regardless of event type.   
The type of event has little impact on an attendee’s 
willingness to interact with different categories of 
content. For every type of content we considered 
(facts/figures from sessions, live blog posts, pictures/
videos of keynote speakers, etc.), the likelihood of 
attendee interaction remained largely consistent 
across the types of events attended.
 The bottom line: Marketers should be thinking about 
social media whether their focus is a tradeshow, 
conference, company sponsored event or any other 
professional function. Despite any preconceptions, 
social strategies shouldn’t favor a specific type of 
event message. Event marketers should also consider 
capturing photos of people for use in post-event 
marketing.

Conclusion.   
Social media is an extremely powerful tool in the 
context of event marketing, but up until now, we were 
stuck making educated guesses about how (or even 
if!) attendees of business events were using it. We can 
now feel confident that they are, and have evidence to 
support an array of event-connected social media 
approaches. These study results will help us to make 
more educated decisions in terms of social media 
strategies around professional events. Click through 
to the next eBriefing: Event Social Media Study: 
Topline Findings to get the actual numbers on how 
business event attendees use social media.

Note:   
For the purposes of this study, our use of the terms 
“like” and “share” do not refer to platform-specific 
behaviors. For example, Facebook has the function-
ality to “Share” a post, but we might also consider a 
retweet in the same category.    

http://app.sparksonline.com/social-media-topline-findings-study
http://app.sparksonline.com/social-media-topline-findings-study
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• Tradeshow exhibits 

• Events and meetings 

• Consumer activations 

• Brand environments 

• Retail experiences 

• Interactive engagements 
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