
The Impact of Social Media on 
Boards and Directors Today
Special Report 2013



Social media are online and electronic communication 
tools, often accessed from mobile devices, where  
users share information, create their own content  
and interact. Key aspects of social media are that  
the barrier to access usually is just access to the 
technology; little or no oversight is involved  
(compared to traditional media); and content  
can spread very rapidly and broadly. 

We surveyed 171 directors about 
the impact of social media on 
boards and directors. 

Respondents ranged in age  
between 38 and 76, and the  
average age was 59. Half the  
respondents were less than  
60 years of age, and half were  
60 or older.

In our interviews with directors in 
the spring and summer of 2013, 
we used the following definition  
for social media:
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The Impact of Social Media on Boards and Directors Today

Social media has dramatically transformed the way we communicate,  
and this transformation continues to have a major impact on the business  
community. Information, opinion, images and video are disseminated widely 
at a rapid pace, and transcend typical organizational structures.   

Like it or not, social media is impacting all kinds of organizations and their 
boards. Some of the impacts are unimaginable to people who are not deeply 
steeped in the practices of social media.  

We developed an interest in this topic because directors expressed a keen 
curiosity in social media. Most weren’t particularly comfortable with their 
understanding of the topic nor were they clear about what the implications 
of social media were for their boards and their own performance on those 
boards. 

With this survey, we strove to find out if Mr. Renjen’s perspective is shared 
among directors on Canadian boards. We wanted to know how directors  
are currently reacting to the modern social media culture, and how they  
anticipate this issue will impact their boards in the future. Our most  
compelling finding was that three out of four directors believe social  
media will have a significant or extremely significant impact on their 
boards in three to five years; yet, just over a quarter believe they can 
provide meaningful oversight on this topic. Closing the gap, either through 
director education and/or selective recruitment is essential to remaining  
competitive and relevant in today’s and tomorrow’s business environment.  

The following is an excellent example of how this phenomenon can affect an organization: 
Activist investor Carl Icahn has thrown his weight behind dissatisfied Apple Inc. investors, taking up a large stake in the 
world’s most valuable company. Mr. Icahn’s involvement in Apple, which he disclosed via Twitter [emphasis added], 
lifted the company’s stock and almost instantly created more than $12-billion (U.S.) in shareholder value. 1

For example, consider this advice to corporate directors and officers:
“Do not location-enable your tweets… Investors could speculate about anything. If someone is posting pictures from a location  
or checking in to some location, you could speculate a transaction is going to occur or they’re looking at property.” 2

In the first quarter of 2013, Punit Renjen, Chairman of the Board of Deloitte LLP, wrote: 
… like time, social media waits for no one. Standing idle while others advance their social business capabilities  
presents enormous competitive risk. In an emerging market where valuable relationships can evolve with each  
passing minute, boards have a straightforward choice to make about social media—lead or be left behind. 3

1   Shufelf, T. The Globe and Mail, August 13, 2013
2   Caroline Clapham, cited in Chu, R. Regulators keep lid on social media. Business in Vancouver. August 26, 2013.
3    Lead or be Left Behind, by Punit Renjen. Directors & Boards Vol. 37 No. 2, First Quarter 2013.
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Directors’ Understanding of Social Media

Most of the directors we interviewed approached social media with real interest  
and curiosity, but not with a great deal of confidence. Nearly everyone 
surveyed indicated that they want to know more about social media; it is on 
their minds, but few have any depth of knowledge on the subject. They want 
to know how it can most effectively be applied to both their personal and 
professional lives. There were, however, a few directors who dismissed social 
media as irrelevant for them personally and for their industry and company. 

The majority of directors either never use or infrequently use the major social 
media sites. Everyone was familiar with social media giants like Facebook, 
YouTube and Twitter, but only few directors regularly use any of these  
platforms. The charts to the left illustrate how infrequently directors use  
the major social media sites. 

Although directors do not need to be active on social media in order to 
understand it enough for effective oversight, it does appear that the lack of 
personal use of social media has bred a lack of confidence in the subject.  
For some, there is such an aversion to being “out there” personally that they 
completely dismiss any relevance of social media to their board oversight  
responsibilities. There are wildly different levels of social media understanding, 
but at the same time, a real interest in how it applies to directors and boards. 

Typical comments by directors included:
I know roughly what social media is but I get a knot in my stomach when 
it is mentioned. I feel I just don’t have the grasp and understanding of the 
subject that I should. 

Compared to other directors, I am an expert. Relative to my children,  
I am a beginner.

Many directors my age feel we are in a canoe in fast water that is  
changing direction and moving so quickly and over such difficult and  
varied terrain that it is extremely difficult to navigate and stay upright. 

This lack of confidence also extends to directors’ understanding of social 
media in the context of the companies with which they are involved. Only a 
quarter of directors consider themselves adequately knowledgeable about 
social media to ask probing questions. When looking at this category by  
age group, there is a clear separation visible at the extremes. As shown in  
the table at the top of the next page, there is an age gap in directors that  
consider themselves very knowledgeable or that have only minimal  
knowledge. However, the middle range of having some awareness,  
but not a strong grasp on the topic at the level needed for board oversight  
is almost identical across all ages. Very few directors don’t understand  
social media at all (3%); however, all of them are 60 or older.

Breakdown of Social Media Use  
of Directors  (by Age)
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How would you rate your own level of knowledge about social media with regard to your 

activity on your primary board and the Company’s practices? (Breakdown by Age Group)

 Age Under 60 60 and Over ALL

Very knowledgeable and can easily  
discuss the topic and ask probing questions. 19% 9% 28%

Some awareness, but not a strong grasp on the topic,  
especially at the level needed for board oversight 28% 27% 55%

Minimal knowledge, get lost in discussion about  
the topic and can’t really ask probing questions about it 3% 11% 14%

Don’t really understand it at all 0 3% 3%

How does your primary board exercise its oversight for social media issues?

(Some directors indicated more than one method)

Is There Adequate Board Oversight of Social Media?

With little more than a quarter of directors considering themselves “very 
knowledgeable” about social media, it is no surprise that 45% of directors 
believed that their board did not have adequate oversight of the risks and 
opportunities related to social media, and a further 22% simply didn’t know.

However, they know social media presents opportunities. They know that it 
is a complicated, fast-moving, technical phenomena with enormous potential 
impact. Just over half of the directors consider social media to be an  
important tool that can provide many opportunities, and 55% of directors 
think that the potential benefits of social media outweigh the risks. 

As to how boards exercise their oversight for social media issues, almost half 
of directors told us that social media related issues are added to the agenda 
as they arise. It is also discussed regularly in risk management discussions 
by 31% of boards and in strategic planning discussions by 21%. Ten percent 
of directors stated it falls under the responsibility of a board committee and 
11% state it is a regular topic on the board’s agenda. 

Do you think your board has an 
adequate oversight of the risks 
and opportunities related to  
social media?

Social media related issues are added to the agenda as they arise 46%
It is considered in risk management discussions 31%
It is considered in strategic planning discussions 21%
It is a regular topic on the board’s agenda throughout the year 11%
A board committee has responsibility for this topic 10%
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What do you see as being some of the key risks related to social media from a business perspective?

What do you see as being some of the key opportunities related to social media from a business perspective?

Risks and Opportunities

Directors are aware of the risks associated with the use of social media.  
While they may not have a strong enough understanding of social media  
for detailed discussion and questioning, many believe that being “out there” 
exposes a business to risks. In fact, when we asked directors about the  
most important things directors should understand about social media, the 
most frequent response (raised by 31% of directors) was about the inherent 
risks. The table below illustrates what directors see as some of the most  
significant risks. 

Typical director comments included:
Immediate “viral” events are magnified in social media. It is an uncontrolled 
space and it is extremely difficult to undertake damage control.

Misinformation is spread without control or accountability by the people 
who create or disseminate it. It magnifies the voices of the fringes when 
the majority remain silent. Social media is skewed towards the negative.

Being active makes you more likely to be a target.

Stock markets react to both information and misinformation. There is a 
lack of depth to information that is being used to influence decisions. 

Despite the risks of social media, 55% felt the potential benefits of  
using social media outweigh the risk. Only 3% of directors believe the  
risks inherent with social media are not worth taking considering the  
potential benefits.

Security, i.e., disclosure of non-public information, misuse of information, hackers 30%
Lack of control over content/messaging 27%
Reputational risk 25%
Rapid and widespread dissemination of errors and misinformation 18%
Speed and frequency of distribution 13% 

40%

27%

21%

12%

Reaching a broader/younger/
more targeted audience

Ability to engage and interact with 
stakeholders (versus one-way  

communication of traditional media)

Enhanced recruiting

Rapid communication
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Many directors discount needing to know about social media as they believe 
it is only relevant to companies in certain industries, primarily those that have 
a service or product directly available to the general public. These directors 
regard social media primarily as a marketing tool, when, in fact, directors 
using social media indicated many other business uses.

For those directors who use social media for business purposes, more of 
them use it to engage with employees (56%) than with customers or clients 
(41%). Directors using social media indicated that companies in industries 
that don’t have a broad customer, product, or service focus should, at a  
minimum, be communicating with employees and potential employees. 

Typical director comments included:
Companies on the wholesale side need social media to develop a profile 
with potential employees, to put out immediate information, to build their 
reputation in their sector, and to be ready to deal with PR issues when 
they arise.

Social media doesn’t make our business competitive, but it can  
contribute to supporting our reputation with external audiences. 
We need to have diverse social media skills amongst directors because 
we are not a mining company until we are in operation; before then,  
we are a public affairs organization.

If the company is at all affected by environmental issues, NGO  
campaigns, etc., then social media is where that conversation  
is happening. 

What do you see as being some of the key opportunities related to social media  

from a business perspective? (continued)

We can reach a wider group of potential shareholders or customers and can target specific  
demographics. We can appeal to a younger and more diverse array of potential employees.

It is the best way to communicate with people who have increasingly short attention spans.

If you are monitoring it, you will know instantly what is being said and can take a proactive  
and strategic stand.

It is highly engaging and relationship based; it gives a “face” to an organization.

We have never been better connected with institutional investors and analysts.

Social media is a great way to cut through barriers of traditional media to get directly to  
your desired audience.

It is a critical part of today’s new world economy, and you can’t avoid it. Most of us on  
the board, myself included, don’t fully understand it.
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How proactive or reactive would you characterize your board’s approach to social media?  

(Breakdown by Industry Type)

Proactive or Reactive?

We wanted to know whether boards were actively pursuing social media 
issues, or primarily reacting to them. As so many directors have buffered their 
responses with “it depends upon the industry”, we looked at the survey  
respondents in two major groups. Those on boards of companies that primarily 
provide a service or product directly to the public are the “Consumer” group; 
and those that do not, the “Industrial” group.

The results are not surprising considering that so many directors tie relevance 
of social media to industry type. As demonstrated in the graph below, more 
of the directors that consider their boards mostly reactive, are on “Industrial” 
company boards than on boards that provide service or products directly to 
the public. Of the directors that consider their boards mostly proactive, more 
fall into the “Consumer” category than “Industrial.”  It is fairly even across 
industry category for directors who consider their boards both appropriately 
reactive and proactive.

 

Typical director comments included:
We are proactive as a result of proactive management.

We are proactive in the work of the risk committee (reputational risk),  
the HR committee (employee engagement) and also consider social  
media as part of a regular review of technology.

We learned to be more proactive after being punished for taking a  
reactive approach. 

Mostly reactive

Both, appropriately proactive and reactive

Mostly proactive

Not applicable / Never discussed

Don’t know

0         5        10       15        20       25%

Consumer

Industrial
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Can a company be competitive in this day and age without having a social media presence?    

(Breakdown by Industry Type)

Is a social media presence important in your primary board’s industry?    

(Breakdown by Industry Type)

The majority of directors recognize a value in having a social media presence 
in their industry. However, there is a split by board type on this issue as well; 
with more of the directors that consider social media important in their own 
industry to fall into the “Consumer” category, and more of the directors that 
think it is not important in their own industry are on “Industrial” boards. 

While some businesses may not need social media externally, it has also 
become increasingly important for internal communications in large or 
highly distributed companies.

The fact that many directors discount the value of social media because their 
companies are not in a retail service or product sector seems contradictory to 
their acknowledgement of the benefits social media can provide.

There was also a visible split by type of organization when directors were 
asked if a company can be competitive in this day and age without having  
a social media presence; more of the directors that think a company needs 
social media to be competitive are on boards in the “Consumer” category, 
while more directors that think social media does not affect competitiveness 
are on boards in the “Industrial” category. 

Yes

Don’t Know

No

Yes

Somewhat important, but not crucial

No

Don’t know

0         5        10       15        20       25       30       35%

0         5        10       15        20       25       30%

Consumer

Industrial

Consumer

Industrial
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How important are the following 
activities for providing continuous 
improvement in the directors’  
understanding about the impact  
of social media on the business?

Educating Directors About Social Media

The risks and opportunities involved in social media are incredibly diverse and 
rapidly changing. Directors are not unaware of them, but acknowledge that on 
an individual level they do not have a strong enough knowledge for in-depth 
discussion and questioning, and that overall their boards do not have  
adequate oversight over these risks and opportunities.  

We asked directors about the importance of several different activities for 
providing continuous improvement in their understanding about the impact 
of social media on the business. The most important cited were educational 
activities involving employees of the company, with 53% of directors consid-
ering “Exposure to senior management who are responsible for the business’s 
policies and activities related to social media” to be “Very Important”; and 
37% considering “Director education opportunities on trends in social media, 
how they affect the business, etc. through exposure to younger employees 
who are active users of social media” to be “Very Important.”

Exposure to senior management who are 
responsible for the business’s policies and 

activities related to social media.

Director education opportunities on trends in 
social media, how they affect the business, etc. 

through exposure to younger employees who 
are active users of social media.

Improve (or start) summary reports on  
social media metrics in the board’s  

information updates.

Make it a focus point through such methods  
as adding it as a committee responsibility  

and/or making discussions on social media 
opportunities and risks a regular agenda item.

Other director education opportunities  
in using social media (e.g., consultants).

Recruit directors with leadership experience  
in an organization that is deeply engaged  

in social media.

Encourage directors to become active social 
media users in their personal lives.

Recruit directors with functional experience  
in social media.

Encourage directors to interact with employees, 
customers, shareholders, the media and other 

stakeholders through social media.

0                               20                               40                                60                              80                            100

Very Important Somewhat Important Not Important Don’t Know

53% 35% 8% 4%

21% 53% 24% 3%

8% 26% 64% 2%

37% 45% 17% 1%

12% 54% 32% 3%

13% 41% 42% 4%

6% 30% 61% 2%

8% 28% 60% 3%

3% 16% 78% 3%



10

Directors generally do not think that adding new board members with social 
media experience to the board would be a significant help to improving their 
overall understanding of social media’s impact. The majority do not think  
that it is important to recruit directors with leadership experience in an  
organization that is deeply engaged in social media, nor directors with  
functional experience in social media.

The Board and the Executive Team

When considering their CEO’s role and usage with regard to social media, 
17% consider the CEO to be active on social media on behalf of the  
company. While this is based on perception of the director rather than  
research on the CEOs’ actual activity, it is notable that this falls well below 
Fortune 500 CEOs, of which 32% have some level of social media activity. 4

While these numbers are relatively low, they are not insignificant and they  
are likely to grow. Many directors believe that on any medium, social media  
or traditional, it is not appropriate for them to communicate on behalf of  
the company. However, if their CEOs are getting more and more active on 
social media on behalf of the company, this raises the question of how much 
directors need to know about social media to maintain effective oversight. 

The directors at Netflix, Inc. realized the importance of their CEO’s social 
media activity after the CEO revealed on his personal Facebook page in 2012 
that Netflix’s monthly online viewing had exceeded one billion hours for the 
first time. This led to an SEC investigation regarding possible violation of 
rules governing selective disclosure, and in April 2013, the SEC confirmed 
that companies can use social media outlets like Facebook and Twitter to 
announce key information in compliance with Regulation Fair Disclosure so 
long as investors have been alerted about which social media will be used to 
disseminate such information. 

Do you think, in general, your 
senior executive team is satisfied 
with the board members’ level of 
knowledge about and interest in 
social media?

4     2013 CEO.com Social CEO Report, accessed August 9, 2013 at http://www.ceo.com

Directors’ comments included:
The executive team is satisfied with the Board’s oversight of social media, but they shouldn’t be - their bar is too low.

It depends on the employee culture. It would be important in some companies for management to have confidence  
that the board “gets it”.
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The Future Impact of Social Media 

While only 21% of directors think that social media has had a significant or 
extremely significant impact on their board to date, this figure changes to 74% 
when we asked directors to look out three to five years into the future. This is 
astonishing considering that only 28% of directors consider themselves very 
knowledgeable about social media with regard to the company’s practices and 
believe they can easily discuss the topic and ask probing questions.

With the average age of the directors surveyed for this report at only 59, it is 
not unreasonable to assume that many of the directors we spoke to will still be 
active on boards in three to five years. This indicates that there is a significant 
education challenge on the part of boards and individual directors. How will 
the majority of them be providing value and informed oversight on social media 
issues without significant education?

When we asked about the most important things directors should understand 
about social media, the second most-frequent response (from 19% of  
directors) is that boards need to understand that social media is not going 
away and its impact is not going to diminish. 

Directors’ comments included:
Understand social media is changing quickly. It is part of the future. There is a wide gulf of knowledge between directors, 
senior officers and current public use of social media. 

It is not a fad and not only young people should worry about it. Companies will live and die based on how they deal with 
social media.

There should be a 101 course for directors. A general lack of understanding is dangerous because people will often  
default to doing nothing. Directors are a little reluctant to deal with it because they are uncomfortable with it.

The use, familiarity and knowledge of the power and utility of social media is inversely correlated with age.  The typical 
board (especially of large corporations) is relatively old (60’s).  This creates a challenge and weakness for typical boards 
to fully understand the topic and adequately provide added value and oversight to management on this topic.
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Recommendations 

The results of this survey raise some significant challenges for boards  
and directors. The majority of directors are not confident in their personal  
understanding of social media. This extends to their confidence in  
understanding the impact of social media on their business. At the same  
time that 21% of directors indicated that social media is not a critical issue  
today; 74% said it would be critical in three to five years. Most directors 
know that social media is an important issue and see the increasing impact  
in coming years, yet they are not yet taking full oversight of these issues on 
their boards. The positive outlook is that there is recognition that this is  
something boards and directors need to take on, and they have thought 
about how to do so.

While there is no single prescription for any governance issue that fits all 
boards, we suggest all boards take a deeper look at the benefits and risks 
of social media to ensure they are addressing the issue adequately for today 
and for the future. 

Boards and directors should be asking themselves:

 • Who leads the social media oversight within the company? A single  
  leader? A management steering committee? How is this leadership  
  group linked to the board? 

 • What is the minimum level of understanding of social media required  
  by directors for your company? Do your directors have this minimum  
  level of understanding of social media? 

 • How can companies assist directors in improving their minimum level  
  of social media knowledge and expertise? 

 • How do social media strategies support the key strategies of the  
  company? Does the board have a full understanding of these linkages? 

 • Does the broad communication plan and policies address social  
  media specifically? Do they consider the factors that make social  
  media different from traditional media? 

 • How is social media used to leverage and expand traditional  
  advertising and effectively engage customers? An interesting case  
  study can be found in Onward 5 where Starbucks took a brilliant  
  television ad, ran it one night on Saturday Night Live but through  
  social media strategies ultimately reached 89 million people.

5 Onward, How Starbucks Fought for its Life Without Losing its Soul. Howard Schultz. Rodale Book. Pages 214-215  March 2011.

Director comments included: 
All of the boards I sit on are about the same.  The board has a general awareness that social media is important to 
the company, that we can and should be doing more both as the board level and at the company level - but that is 
where it stops.

This is a very important issue.  A company’s reputation can be significantly damaged through social media blasts.  
Even if you are not going to proactively use it, you need to understand it and the harm that can be caused.



 • Are both management and the board satisfied with the quality and  
  quantity of discussion about social media risks and opportunities at  
  board meetings?  

 • Is competitive activity monitored on social media? 

 • What element of the CEO evaluation considers the CEO’s grasp and  
  proficiency in the use of social media? Is this necessary? If it not,  
  why not? 

 • Are there internal mechanisms and systems that are monitoring what  
  social media is reporting on your company? Does your company have  
  strategies to immediately address information that is incorrect and  
  may get virally out of control? The BP Case study is particularly  
  helpful in understanding this phenomenon. 6

 • How is the business currently using social media to engage with its  
  employees? What are its plans for upcoming years? What does the  
  board need to know about this? We were struck by “Six Social-Media  
  Skills Every Leader Needs” 7 which is an examination of how General  
  Electric has tackled social media both internally and externally,  
  but particularly with respect to the training of GE leaders and the  
  development of its digital platform - GE Colab, designed by GE  
  employees, to facilitate global teamwork and collaboration. GE Colab  
  combines the capabilities of Facebook, Twitter, and other social  
  applications, allowing easy networking, information sharing, instant  
  communication, advanced search, blogging, videoblogs and more.

 • Are directors satisfied with the amount of exposure they get to  
  management and employees involved in social media initiatives  
  and operations?

 • Are there clear policies and guidelines for the directors’ use of  
  social media? 

 • Are directors personally engaged in trying to understand the impact  
  of social media on their director responsibilities? 

6 British Petroleum’s Use of Image Restoration Strategy on Social Media and Response After the 2010 Gulf Spill.  
 University of Miami. May 8 2012
7 Six Social media Skills every leader needs” Roland Deiser and Sylvain Newton”, McKinsey Quarterly, February

Our most compelling finding was that three out of four directors believe 
social media will have a significant or extremely significant impact on their 
boards in three to five years; yet, just over a quarter believe they can provide 
meaningful oversight on this topic. Directors face a significant challenge, 
there is clearly work to be done.
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