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Mapping the  
Social Internet
Analysis by Mikolaj Jan Piskorski; visualization by Tommy McCall

Blogs. Status updates. Family photo albums, political 
tweets, viral videos. In the age of the social web, many 
people broadcast themselves to the world, but not 
everyone does it in the same way. Using fresh data from 
the Trendstream Global Web Index—a recurring survey 
of more than 50,000 users of social platforms in 18 
markets—we mapped by country how people are sharing 
information about themselves online. We looked at five 
broadcast behaviors: blogging, managing a social-network 
profile, sharing photos, sharing videos, and microblogging. 

The map that emerges shows an  
East-West divide in users’ broadcast  
behavior. Asian users are more 
engaged with the social web than 
users in the West, where social 
networks are popular but other 
behaviors lag. Chinese and Indian 
users, for example, are three times 
as likely to microblog, or tweet, as 
American users. They’re also twice 
as likely to share videos.

Perhaps the most interesting 
developments are in emerging 
markets, where users are going 
online in ever growing numbers. 

Unlike Western users, many of 
whom established their patterns 
when the technology was fairly 
limited, users in the BRIC nations 
are joining a much more diverse 
social web. On four of the five 
broadcast behaviors, these 
countries demonstrate the most 
balanced use of various types of 
social platforms. And emerging 
markets have much more room to 
grow their internet populations, 
so the experimentation is likely to 
continue.

Japan is Asia’s outlier
Japanese users see the social web 
primarily as a means to connect with 
their closest friends, rather than as a 
way to extend their social circle virtu-
ally. The average number of friends 
per user on mixi, Japan’s dominant 
social network, is 25. In 2008, more 
than 80% of mixi users had fewer 
than 50 friends, and only 4% had 
more than 100. Status updates on 
mixi, unlike broadcasts in the West, 
are personal reflections meant for 
family and close friends, and often 
run on for paragraphs. Overall, 
Japanese users are much less likely 
than other Asian users to broadcast 
themselves: Photo and video sharing 
and tweeting are relatively rare.  
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north America, 
europe, and Australia 
are socially 
homogeneous
European, North American, and 
Australian users tend to use social 
platforms in essentially the same 
ways. They’re more active than 
Eastern users when it comes to 
photo sharing and managing a 
social-network profile, but they’re 
less active on the other broadcast 
behaviors. Microblogging numbers, 
in particular, are much lower. 

social NETWORK 
behavior diverges from 
other online behavior
Countries with similar social network 
patterns may differ when it comes to 
other nonsocial online activities. For 
instance, despite comparable social 
web profiles, only 25% of French users 
engage in internet banking whereas 
87% of Dutch users do.

Asia is the most social
BRIC and other developing nations show 
the most engagement overall with the 
social web. For instance, up to 45% of 
Asian internet users blog. In Eastern 
countries, blogging is a vehicle for keeping 
in touch with family and friends. The 
average audience size is 10 to 11 people. 
In the West, by contrast, blogs are usually 
considered a publishing outlet, which may 
be why fewer than 15% of Americans say 
they’ve written a blog.
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social countries use 
more online services
Active users of the social web tend 
to be active users of other online 
services, like online office applications 
and internet telephony. About 40% of 
internet users in India and Russia have 
made a phone call online with services 
such as Skype. That’s nearly three 
times as many as in the United States 
and almost six times as many as in 
Japan. The familiarity these users have 
with the social web makes them more 
comfortable trying new services and 
more aware of their economic benefits.

in south korea, 
social networking 
is a game
About 55% percent of South 
Koreans have joined that 
country’s dominant social 
network, Cyworld, but fewer 
users report actively manag-
ing their profiles. This is most 
likely because Cyworld is 
game-like, and users manage 
virtual assets as much as or 
more than they do social pro-
files. Cyworld was introduced 
in the U.S., Germany, and 
Japan but failed to catch on.

Mikolaj Jan Piskorski is an associate professor and the Marvin Bower Fellow at 
Harvard Business School. Tommy McCall is a data visualization designer based 

in New York City and was an information graphics designer for Money magazine. 

Sources Trendstream, ComScore, CIA World Factbook
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