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Does Social Media Help or Hurt Businesses?  

 Social Media is becoming more commonly used by businesses, both large and small. 

Facebook and Twitter are two of the most popular social media platforms with millions of users 

on each. The appeal of reaching large audiences using these popular social media sites has 

resulted in some businesses prematurely establishing a social media presence. It is essential for a 

company to review the positives and negatives prior to engaging in the social atmosphere. In 

fact, there are a variety of pros and cons to consider prior to using social media to further a 

businesses' agenda, brand, and mission. Ultimately, the nature of the company, execution of 

strategy and its audience are key factors to determining if establishing a social media presence 

will help or hurt their bottom line.  

 Twitter and Facebook, both established in the last ten years have given rise to a large 

number of users. Twitter is known as the first “micoblogging” platform. Twitter prides itself on 

brevity; users have 140 characters to get their point across or else the posts won’t be accepted for 

publication (“Twitter”). Twitter updates instantly submitting approximately 400 million tweets 

per day for a fast-paced robust online community (Tsukayama). Users create handles with the at 

(@) symbol in front and use hashtags (#) to coordinate topics and link ideas.   

  Facebook initially started as space for individuals to create a profile, upload pictures, and 

follow the fun happenings of friends. After several years it has evolved into a place for brands 
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and personalities to create “pages” and offer regular updates to subscribed followers through 

their newsfeed (“facebook”). Popular brands have millions of “likes” or followers. For example, 

Audi USA (facebook.com/audi) has 7.1 million likes. Even more impressive is McDonald's,  the 

classic american food chain, with 29 million likes and counting (facebook.com/McDonalds). 

 Aside from the definitions above, to better understand these Facebook and Twitter, its 

worth a brief comparison. Twitter is like the screens in The Matrix, the feed moves fast and there 

is lot of information to take in at one time. With the hashtags, at symbols, and minimal spacing 

for text, it has created an abbreviated language all its own. Facebook resembles message boards 

of the past. Content has more time and you can see information on a brand all in one place 

without having to follow any particular hashtag.  

 It wasn't until the last few years that businesses realized there is an opportunity to reach 

out to users utilizing these platforms and start a direct conversation with their audience. Author 

Chris Brogan explains the situation clearly, “Social media tools aren’t something new anymore. 

They might not be used by you and your company just yet, but they are everywhere in the 

marketplace. Your competitors are using them. Your customers are almost definitely using social 

media tools” (XIII).  Like many emerging trends it is common for businesses to act first and 

strategize later. Many critics argue that by getting on these platforms, it opens up a company to 

scrutiny. Do the benefits the outweigh the risk?  

 One of the most common concerns is that social media is risky because its a global 

platform and once published, content cannot easily be retracted. This is true. Googling the term 

“social media fail” results in over half a million queries. Cited are examples of companies, 

celebrities, and other public figures messing up online in a very public way. Mashable.com a 
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leader in social media branding news keeps track of such “fails.” Mashable author, Seth 

Fiegerman wrote a recap on 2012 disasters. He said, “If there's one lesson to take away from this 

year's fails, it's that brands need to be particularly careful when it comes to tying a promotion or 

post to a big, public event” (“Diasters of 2012”). What are some examples of social media fails?  

 Fiegerman explained how one online boutique didn't do its research prior to sending out a 

post during a national tragedy,  “CelebBoutique, an online store, posted a promotional tweet with 

the Aurora hashtag to take advantage of a trending topic. Unfortunately, the company's PR 

apparently did not take the time to read up on why Aurora was trending, so the tweet came off as 

incredibly insensitive” (“Diasters of 2012”). The tweet was about one of their dresses named 

“Aurora.” 

 This article also cited Chick-Fil-A as disaster in 2012 when the, “company's founder 

spoke out firmly against same-sex marriage” (Fiegerman). Even though the tweet occurred on 

the founder's personal account, it still affected the image and sales of the Chick-Fil-A brand.  

 Like the Chris Brogan quote above stated whether we like it or not, social media is here 

to stay. Juliet Barbara explains that this is the nature of the beast, “Social media does have a 

powerful amplifying effect. But just like any technology, it can be used for good or evil. The key 

is building the right social strategy for your brand. It’s not a “one size fits all” marketing 

solution. It has to be adopted in strategic, tailored ways (“Bad for Business”).” 

 After looking at the cons for social media during tragedies, there are plenty of pros. 

During Hurricane Sandy, the public used social media to reach out and get answers. Cohen 

explains that, “response agencies, organizations and community groups used social media to 

organize and direct resources where needed. Twitter and Facebook were used extensively by 
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individuals, first responder agencies and utility companies to relay messages and information, 

share evacuation orders and provide updates on the storm” (“Sandy Marked a Shift”).   

 Opportunity to make an impact doesn't have to come during a tragedy, Nabisco's Oreo 

cookie took the chance to make a splash across social media came during the last super bowl 

when the power went out. One tweet said, “you can still dunk in the dark” went vial and some 

brand authorities even claim it may have been more effective than their actual advertisement 

placed during the telecast (“Oreo's Super Bowl Tweet”).  

 What about when good intentions to engage an audience goes awry? McDonald's decided 

to engage with followers on Twitter by using the hashtag #McDStories and asking users to share 

a fun experience with the brand. Unfortunately, this backfired and, “many Twitter users decided 

to post their horror stories at the fast food chain . . . . In essence, McDonald's paid to promote a 

trend that showered the company in bad publicity” (Fiegerman).  The brains behind the initial 

marketing idea, Jeff Wilson explained that social media “builds a guilt-free, relatively 

anonymous environment with no accountability” (Barbara).  The good news is that even though 

McDonald's took a hit on Twitter, its entire brand did not crumble. 

 In fact, some brands have such creative and engaging social media presences that without 

social media, they wouldn't have possible made the same impact on sales or established such a 

firm market share. Warby Parker, an eye glass company is one of the best examples of a business 

using social media the right way. The founders developed the business model with social in mind 

from the beginning. In an interview with Entrepreneur.com, co-founder Neil Blumenthal said, 

“We allow customers to post images of themselves wearing our eyewear on our Facebook page 

so that they can receive feedback on which frames look best on their face. Buying glasses is such 
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an intimate purchase that many people want feedback from others” (Lazar). The company also 

launched a campaign called “social good: buy a pair, give a pair” where Warby Parker will 

donate a pair of glasses to someone in need for every pair that is purchased (Lazar). This social 

good campaign combine with word of mouth on social media is what has made the company an 

instant success. According to Blumenthal, “over 50% of our sales are driven by word of mouth” 

and this sharing frequently occurs on social media” (Lazar). Warby Parker also succeeds in its 

top notch customer service online through social media. This is key according to Chris Brogan 

who states, “Don't be the business: be the human. We interact with humans. Yes, we know you 

want to talk about your business, but talk to us as humans" (101).  

 Social Media, and more specifically sites like Facebook and Twitter are becoming major 

platforms for businesses. Is social media bad for business? Sometimes, especially where there is 

human error, poor strategy, or the inability to truly understand the customer. However, when 

done the right way, with the right messaging, human touchpoint and professionalism, social 

media can skyrocket a company's sales and brand image.  
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