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Abstract 
 
This research project investigated the goals, attributes and competencies of successful social 
media specialists as well as the challenges they face.  Step one involved interviewing seven 
social media managers. Step two was to craft a survey based on the interviews. The final step 
was to administer and analyze the survey data. There were a total of 54 responses to the survey 
from social media specialists who actively manage social media accounts for their 
organizations.  
 
The item that had the highest level of agreement was, “Our social media strategies are properly 
aligned with our organizational goals,” with 84% agreeing with the statement. The item that 
had the lowest level of agreement was, “The primary social media platforms we use today will 
be the primary ones we use in five years,” with 34% agreeing. When social media specialists 
were asked about the goals of their social media efforts, the majority indicated that their 
highest priority was promoting organizational events, followed by generating publicity for their 
organization. Respondents noted that the most important skill or competency needed by social 
media specialists was timeliness, followed by the ability to analyze their audiences and 
attentiveness to detail. In response to the question, “If you could describe the ideal qualities of 
a social media specialist in only three words, what would they be?” the most frequently 
mentioned word was “creative,” followed by “strategic,” and “knowledgeable.” Survey 
respondents noted that the greatest challenge facing social media specialists today was keeping 
up with and adapting to changes in platforms and user preferences.  
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Goals, Competencies, and Challenges of Successful Social Media Specialists 
 
 
The role of social media specialists continues to evolve. Therefore, understanding their current 
goals and challenges is important to educators, organizational leaders, and government 
officials. An improved understanding will help with the selection, training, and evaluation of 
future social media specialists. This study addressed these questions through an interview 
process and a targeted survey of social media specialists.  
 
Purpose 
The objective of this study was to better understand the skills, attributes and competencies of 
successful social media specialists as well as their goals and the challenges they face.  
 
Method 
We used a three-step process to answer our research questions.  In step one, we interviewed 
seven social media managers. In step two, we crafted a survey based on the interviews. In the 
final step, we administered the survey to a wide range of social media specialists and analyzed 
the data.  
 
Interviews 
The interviews were conducted either face-to-face or by phone. The interviewees managed 
social media in a wide range of organizations including a university, professional sports team 
and a Fortune 100 brand. We used 13 open-ended questions covering content, strategy, and 
training. For example, in the content category we asked, “How do you tailor your posts to fit 
each platform?” In the strategy category we asked, “How would you define your social media 
strategy?” In the training category we probed for insight with questions such as, “What skills 
did you learn in school that were most helpful in your profession?” We used the interview 
responses to develop the questions for the survey.   
 
Survey development and administration 
The survey consisted of three sections of closed-ended questions and two open-ended 
questions: 
  

 Section one consisted of 14 items generated primarily from the 5 Cs of Social framework 
(coordinates, channels, content, connections, and corrections). Participants were asked 
to rate the items on a 5-point, strongly agree (1) to strongly disagree (5) scale.   
 

 Section two asked respondents to rate the importance of 10 social media goals on a 4-
point scale ranging from “high priority” (1) to “not a priority” (4).  

 

 Section three prompted participants to rate the importance of 12 skills for social media 
specialists on a 4-point scale ranging from “very important” (1) to “not important” (4). 
The list of skills emerged primarily from the interviews with the social media managers.  

 

 The two open-ended questions were designed to gather more impressionistic data (e.g., 
“If you could describe the ideal qualities of a social media specialist in only three words, 
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what would they be?” and “What are the greatest challenges facing social media 
specialist today?”). These questions were analyzed with content analysis techniques 
designed to ascertain the underlying themes in the data.  

 
The online survey was distributed via Linkedin, direct messaging on Facebook, and emails.  
 
Survey Population 
Survey participants worked with social media in their organization in some direct capacity. A 
total of 54 people responded to the survey, representing industries such as professional sports 
teams, Fortune 100 companies, small business cooperatives and universities. 
  
  
Results 
Table 1 presents responses to the survey items about current social media practices. The items 
were rank ordered to enhance our understanding of the issues. Table 2 notes a rank order by 
mean of the current social media goals being pursued by social media specialists. Also in rank 
order, Table 3 presents respondents views about the most important skills needed by social 
media specialists. Table 4 highlights the most frequent category of responses to the open-
ended question, “What are the greatest challenges facing social media specialists today?” The 
actual responses are presented in Appendix 1. A word cloud was used to summarize the data 
about, “If you could describe the ideal qualities of a social media specialist in only three words, 
what would they be?” Appendix 2 provides all of the responses.  
 
Observations 
Six key observations emerged from the survey analysis:  
 

 The item that had the highest level of agreement was, “Our social media strategies are 
properly aligned with our organizational goals,” with 84% agreeing with the statement. 
Another item of strong agreement was, “Organizational leaders are supportive of our social 
media efforts,” with 75% agreeing with the statement (see Table 1). Somewhat ironically, 
leadership support does not always translate into useful contributions as over 50% of 
respondents were neutral or disagreed to the question, “Leaders are providing useful 
contributions to our social media efforts” (see Table 1, rank 10). 

 

 The item that had the lowest level of agreement was, “The primary social media platforms 
we use today will be the primary ones we use in five years,” with 34% agreeing. Another 
item with lower level of agreement was, “Employees are providing useful contributions to 
our social media efforts,” with 41% agreeing (see Table 1). The first item reflects social 
media specialists’ responsibility to: 1) regularly update their expertise about the ever-
shifting social media landscape as platform providers change features and algorithms, as 
well as 2) adapt to consumers shifting their usage patterns and social communities. The 
second item, coupled with our findings about the relative scarcity of leadership 
contributions, suggests an enduring challenge for social media specialists: How should social 
media specialists enlist tangible support for their efforts from employees and organizational 
leaders?  
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 When social media specialists were asked about the goals of their social media efforts, the 
majority indicated that their highest priority was promoting organizational events, followed 
by generating publicity for their organization. Lower priority goals were looking for 
organizational improvements, improving customer service and broadcasting organizational 
news (see Table 2). The wide range of items that were rated as high or secondary priorities 
might suggest that social media managers face a challenge of reconciling many goals, 
leading to a lack of social media focus. This question deserves further exploration.  

 
 

 Respondents noted that the most important skill or competency needed by social media 
specialists was timeliness, followed by the ability to analyze their audiences and 
attentiveness to detail. Public speaking was the skill of least importance (see Table 3). These 
results were not particularly surprising. Posting timely and resonant material is critical to 
meeting the needs of social media audiences.  Attentiveness to detail highlights two 
important issues for most social media managers: 1) they must master the mechanical and 
posting details of their primary social media platforms, and 2) they must avoid costly and 
embarrassing errors rooted in devil-like details such as a misspelled word or inappropriate 
image in their posts.   
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 In response to the question, “If you could describe the ideal qualities of a social media 
specialist in only three words, what would they be?” the most frequently mentioned word 
was “creative,” followed by “strategic,” and “knowledgeable.” “Flexible” and “innovative” 
were also prominently mentioned (see Appendix 1).  

 

 
 

Creativity is essential to maintaining the social media audiences’ attention, while strategy 
provides a roadmap about what big-picture goals to pursue.  And clearly, social media 
specialists need to be up-to-date on platform changes, user trends, social movements, and 
pop culture.    
 

 Survey respondents noted that the greatest challenge facing social media specialists today 
was keeping up with and adapting to changes in platforms and user preferences (“The ever-
changing world with new platforms to keep up with”). Another commonly identified 
challenge was ensuring that content reaches the organization’s target audiences (“Getting 
the right content seen by the right people and cutting through the noise”) (see Table 4). 
These results echo other survey findings about the need for social media specialists to excel 
at analyzing their audiences, creating fresh content, and being knowledgeable about a 
wider range of audience, platform and social issues.  

 
 

Conclusion 
 

The survey findings clearly illustrate that the ever-changing nature of social media presents 
major challenges to specialists. That’s one reason why the word “flexible” was frequently noted 
when describing the ideal social media specialist. The fact that most social media specialists 
don’t believe that they will be on the same platforms in 5 years provides further evidence about 
the dynamic world of social media. The major qualities of the successful social media specialist 
–creativity, strategic mindset, and a firm knowledge base – may well provide the perfect and 
enduring counterbalance to the fast-changing world of social media.   
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Table 1 
Current Social Media Practices 

 

Rank Question 5 C Category Mean 

Strongly 
Agree 

(1) 2 3 4 

Strongly 
Disagree 

(5) 

1 
Our social media strategies are 
properly aligned with our 
organizational goals. 

Coordinates 1.91 32% 52% 9% 7% 
 

2 
Organizational leaders are 
supportive of our social media 
efforts. 

Connections 1.95 41% 34% 14% 11% 
 

3 
Our social media efforts provide a 
good return on investment to our 
organization. 

Coordinates 2.32 21% 45% 16% 18% 
 

4 
Organizational leaders have a good 
understanding of the value of social 
media. 

Other 2.43 23% 43% 7% 23% 4% 

5 
I’m confident our social media 
posts reach our target audiences. 

Connections 2.50 7% 59% 11% 23% 
 

6 
I received proper training to 
manage our organization's social 
media. 

Other 2.55 9% 59% 4% 23% 5% 

7 
Our customers make active use of 
our social media. 

Connections 2.59 7% 52% 18% 21% 2% 

8 
Our social media efforts are well 
coordinated with other 
departments. 

Connections 2.67 14% 47% 7% 23% 9% 

9 
We have in place the proper tools 
to quickly spot social media errors. 

Corrections 2.68 21% 29% 18% 25% 7% 

10 
Leaders are providing useful 
contributions to our social media 
efforts. 

Content 2.73 7% 41% 25% 27% 
 

11 
I’m satisfied with how we measure 
the effectiveness of our social 
media efforts. 

Corrections 2.82 4% 43% 25% 21% 7% 

12 
We have the proper social media 
tools and procedures in place to 
manage an organizational crisis. 

Corrections 2.84 7% 48% 9% 27% 9% 

13 
Employees are providing useful 
contributions to our social media 
efforts. 

Content 2.84 9% 32% 25% 34% 
 

14 
The primary social media platforms 
we use today will be the primary 
ones we use in five years. 

Channels 3.25 4% 30% 16% 36% 14% 
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Table 2 
Goals of Social Media Efforts  

 

Rank Coordinates Mean 
High 

Priority (1) 
2nd 

Priority 
Minor 

Priority 
Not a 

Priority (4) 

1 Promoting organizational events 1.45 68% 23% 5% 4% 

2 
Generating publicity for our 
organization 

1.50 61% 27% 11% 
 

3 
Enhancing engagement with our 
brand 

1.51 58% 33% 9% 
 

4 Spreading the brand message 1.52 57% 34% 9% 
 

5 Driving traffic to our website 1.55 68% 14% 14% 4% 

6 Reaching out to the community 1.73 43% 43% 11% 2% 

7 Generating product or service sales 1.89 45% 27% 21% 7% 

8 Improving customer service 2.05 34% 34% 25% 7% 

9 Broadcasting organizational news 2.05 34% 30% 34% 2% 

10 
Looking for organizational 
improvements 

2.74 10% 33% 31% 26% 
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Table 3 
Skills/Competencies of Successful Social Media Specialists  

 

Rank 
Skills/Competencies Needed by 
Social Media Specialists 

Mean 
Very 

Important 
(1) 

Moderately 
Important 

(2) 

Minimally 
Important 

(3) 

Not 
Important 

(4) 

1 Timeliness 1.11 91% 7% 2% 
 

2 Audience analysis 1.23 82% 16% 
 

2% 

3 Attentiveness to detail 1.25 82% 14% 2% 2% 

4 Continuous improvement 1.30 73% 25% 2% 
 

5 Research 1.39 66% 30% 4% 
 

6 Collaboration 1.41 61% 36% 2% 
 

7 Time management 1.50 61% 30% 7% 2% 

8 Data Analytics 1.57 50% 43% 7% 
 

9 Flexibility 1.58 58% 26% 16% 
 

10 Crisis management 1.75 46% 36% 16% 2% 

11 Conflict management 1.91 30% 50% 20% 
 

12 Public speaking 2.52 7% 50% 27% 16% 
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Table 4 
Greatest Challenges Facing Social Media Specialists 

 

Rank Challenge Sample comment 

1 
 

Keeping up with & adapting to changes 
(i.e., new platforms, users’ preferences) 
 

 …a constantly changing social medial 
world and adapting to the platforms that 
come out can be very challenging. 

 Keeping up with changing technology 
which enables great insights and 
potential efficiencies. 

 

2 

Reaching target audiences  Creating content that is appealing to 
target audiences and finding platforms 
to reach a variety of people. 

 Getting the right content seen by the 
right people and cutting through the 
noise. 
 

3 

Persuading organizational leaders of 
value of social media 

 Organizations do not understand how 
important social media is or that it takes 
research and planning to implement an 
effective social media plan and not ‘like 
5 minutes a day.’ 

 Lack of understanding (management) 
 

4 

Other (managing engagement; posting 
shorter, more impactful content) 

 Getting people to engage in the posts 

 Too much content that dilutes the 
message – fewer posts are more 
impactful 
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Appendix 1 
“What are the greatest challenges facing social media specialists today?” 

 
 Dedicating the time to actively building influencers - both internally and externally. Keeping up with 

changing technology which enables greater insights and potential efficiencies  

 Reach 

 ROI 

 I think one of the toughest things is to figure out what social media channels you decide NOT to use. 
There are dozens and dozens but it may only make sense for you to use Facebook. Or perhaps it only 
makes sense to use Instagram. Maybe you have a wide range of audiences and need to spread your 
message across 6 different platforms.  

 Too much content that dilutes the message - fewer posts are more impactful 

 The greatest challenge is that you can always be doing more. There are so many available platforms 
and potential audience members to reach that you never truly feel like your job is done for the day.  

 Keeping up with all of the changes and options available. 

 Consistency  

 Following a plan and knowing when to divert in order to engage a much larger audience. Knowing 
when to become part of the conversation. Time management 

 Ever changing environment  

 It’s ever changing  

 Change. They know what needs to be done, but organizations or leaders may be resilient 

 There is a constant change in digital marketing so social media specialists need to stay on top of 
things at all times. Social media specialists also have to deal with the lash back of angry users/trolls  

 One on one channels that need to be used my organizations (Snapchat)  

 Consistent messaging 

 The continuously changing landscape. 

 Algorithms 

 The social media landscape is constantly changing. One of the biggest challenges is frequent 
platform updates, it's tough to stay on top of that. Additionally, as a social media manager for 
several clients simultaneously, it's always a challenge to manage several different voices and tones 
for each brand.  

 having reasonable expectations in all phases and components of the organization 

 How to post information accurately to reach the desired audiences  

 Uniqueness 

 Platform changes and lack of understanding (management) 

 Reaching people who don't already know you, managing online conflict, divisiveness and negativity, 
and oversaturation.  

 Getting people to engage in the posts 

 Keeping up with platforms, keeping up with trends, being the most creative/unique 

 Organizations do not understand how important social media is or that it takes research and 
planning to implement an effective social media plan and not "like 5 minutes a day." 

 So many companies are moving toward using social media, so it's easy to get lost in a newsfeed. We 
need to work harder to stand out and do something unique. Long posts get scrolled past, so we 
need to be concise because people don't have an attention span like they used to.  

 The ever-changing advancements to technology and social media  

 Staying ahead of trends 

 Ever changing platform relevance   

 Proving your worth 

 People don’t know what they do! 
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 I think a constantly changing social media world and adapting to the platforms that come out can be 
very challenging. 

 Finding new ways to target audiences. Social media has been around for years and just saying what 
needs to be said isn’t enough any more. Knowing how to be creative and strategic in a single post 
has become much more complicated.  

 The ever-changing world with new platforms to keep up with 

 Getting the right content seen by the right people and cutting through the noise. 

 The ever-changing use of certain platforms. Just how people have moved away from Facebook so 
quickly, understanding which platform has the strongest followership is extremely important. 

 Media literacy gaps  

 Creating content that is appealing to target audiences and finding platforms to reach a variety of 
people.  

 People don’t seem to understand how social media can reach out in so many different ways. My org 
primarily uses Facebook as a way to inform the public about job openings, rather than an active 
discussion of our org, services, and our community. I wish people were more open to the idea that 
social media can form incredible connections as opposed to the idea that those who are active on 
SM are mindless zombies. 

 The constant evolution of the world around us - nothing is the same day to day 

 Being responsive to engagement 
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Appendix 2 
“If you could describe the ideal qualities of a social media specialist in only three words,  

what would they be?” 
 

 great relationship builders 

 organized, creative, innovative  

 creative, analytical, strategic 

 flexible, analytical, writer 

 curious, writer, creative 

 innovative, diligent, curious 

 Initiative, savvy, communicative 

 ethical, creative, strategic 

 committed, engaged, knowledgeable  

 knowledgeable, creative, current  

 innovative, strategic, timely  

 adaptable, determined, enthusiastic 

 flexible, creative, attentive  

 aware, consistent, connected 

 knowledgeable, versatile, consistent 

 competent, informed, professional 

 flexible, resourceful, timely 

 flexible, creative, aware 

 focused, knowledgeable, 
broadminded 

 intelligent, versatile.  

 creative, funny, prompt 

 creative honest timely 

 creative, concise, flexible  

 metrics, audience, platform 

 engaging, articulate, early adopter 

 creative, hardworking, adapting 

 quick, innovative, current 

 creative, connected, intuitive 

 professional, knowledgeable, creative  

 engaging, creative, modern 

 knowledgeable, trendy, strategic 

 strategic, current, knowledgeable 

 strategic, engaging, relevant 

 up-to-date, creative, analytical 

 innovative, hard-working, team-oriented 

 inventive, analytic, strategic  

 creative, adaptable, forward-thinking 

 creative, intuitive, strategic 

 creative, current, observant 

 reach, opportunity, audience  

 creative, interactive, visual 

 strategic, creative, multidimensional  

 professional, ethical, PR 
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 communicator, knowledgeable, detail-oriented 

 


