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Social	Networking:	Finding	Where	You	Belong	
By Kate Bladow, Powered Pursuits 

You’ve heard of Facebook, Twitter, and LinkedIn, but did you know that another 200 major social 

networking sites exist? The infographic at right lists some of these 

sites in its timeline of popular social networking sites used between 

1960 and 2012. (You can click to view a larger version.) 

Your organization can’t, and likely doesn’t need to, use all of these 

sites. But how do you know which social networking sites your 

organization should use? 

How Do Nonprofits Benefit From Social Networks? 

First, take a step back. Social networking sites are “[Web]-based 

services that allow individuals to (1) construct a public or semi-

public profile within a bounded system, (2) articulate a list of other 

users with whom they share a connection, and (3) view and traverse 

their list of connections and those made by others within the 

system.”
1
 Nonprofit organizations use social networking sites for a 

variety of reasons, including improving their relationships with 

existing supporters, reaching new people, and raising money. 

According to the Idealware report Using Social Media to Meet 

Nonprofit Goals: The Results of a Survey, nonprofit organizations say 

that social networking has helped improve their relationships with 

existing supporters (73%) and reach new people (68%); however, 

only 26% felt social networking has helped them raise money. 

Social networking is most successful when your organization has a 

strategy. This strategy should be incorporated into your 

organization’s overall communications plan, which outlines how 

your organization uses direct mail, email, websites, advertising, 

events, and other mediums to communicate. Even small 

organizations should draft a communications plan before 

committing significant resources to social networking or other 

communications tools. A number of resources are available to to 

guide you, including three helpful blogs: 

• Kivi’s Nonprofit Communications Blog 

• Katya’s Non-Profit Marketing Blog 

• Getting Attention Blog 
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What Are Your Organization’s Goals? 

Once you understand what social networking is, why other nonprofits are using it, and how nonprofit 

are benefitting from it, you should list why your organization is interested in social networking and what 

your organization hopes to gain from it. Try to be specific. For example: 

• We want to increase participation in our programs for new mothers, so we will build 

relationships with nurses who work with new mothers and can pass on information about our 

programs. 

• We want to be better informed about local grant and funding opportunities. We will connect 

with Baltimore-area funders, so that we are aware of the news and resources they share. 

• We want to provide new homeowners with care packages, so we will engage with construction 

industry professionals who may donate tools for us to include in these packages. 

Social networking is not free. To be successful, your organization will need to invest time and other 

resources. In fact, 56% of organizations participating in NTEN’s 2012 Nonprofit Social Networking 

Benchmarks Report have dedicated a ¼ FTE to social networking and 33% have dedicated a ½ FTE or 

more. Given your organization’s limited resources and how easy it is to waste time on social network 

sites, you want to identify what your organization expects to get from its investment, so you understand 

which site or sites you need to use, what activities you need to focus on, and eventually, whether social 

networking is beneficial for your organization. 

If you can’t find a reason to use social networking sites beyond “everyone else is,” your organization 

might not be ready for social networking. That’s okay! It’s better to wait, until you know why you are 

using social networking sites and can dedicate the resources necessary to be successful. Otherwise, you 

risk wasting valuable resources or worse – alienating supporters by being unresponsive. 

Who Uses Each Social Networking Site? 

Each social networking site has a different culture, which attracts different people. Your next step is to 

research the social networking sites that your organization is interested in and find out which are the 

best match for your organization’s needs. Be sure to look at niche social networking sites, like Classroom 

2.0 (educators), Legal OnRamp (attorneys), and Immigration Advocates Network’s Nonprofit Resource 

Center, in addition to the major sites. These sites may be a better fit for your goals. 

Start your research with site demographics. To help, I’ve summarized recent data from a mid-2012 

Pingdom report . 

 Gender Average Distribution  

Site Male Female Age Over 35 Under 35 Trends 

Facebook 40 60 40.5 65% 35% Growing older 

Twitter 40 60 37.3 55% 45% Growing younger 

LinkedIn 47 53 44.2 79% 21%  

Pinterest 21 79 40.1 63% 37%  

Site Demographic Summary Based on Pingdom Report 
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However, there are many other resources that outline this information, including Forbes’ Men Are From 

Google+, Women Are From Pinterest and Kissmetrics’ Who Likes What: Social Media By Demographic. 

Next, learn about each site’s culture. Again, much of this information already exists. For example, from 

the infographic at the left, you can get a sense of 

what people use different social networking sites for. 

Or in Flowtown’s Class of 2011: If Social Media Were 

a High School, you see a tongue-in-cheek 

interpretation of the social networking sites. 

However, you should also experiment with the sites 

yourself. Set up a personal (not organization) account 

and use the site. You’ll be able to see what you do 

and don’t like, what other nonprofits are doing, and 

how they are interacting with their community. Good 

nonprofits to look for are American Red Cross, BVU 

Maryland, Enoch Pratt Free Library, and the Humane 

Society of the United States. 

Lastly, ask your supporters if they are on any social 

networking sites and if they would like to engage 

with you on those sites. If they are already using a 

specific site, you may find it easier to join that site 

rather than trying to convince them to use a new 

one. 

Based on this information, you should have a better 

idea of which social network sites your organization 

should use and should be ready to begin social 

networking. A few resources to get you off to a 

strong start: 

• The Nonprofit Social Media Decision Guide (Idealware) 

• The Nonprofit Social Media Policy Workbook (Idealware) 

• Weekly Community Builder Chats 

• Beth’s Blog and Beth’s Old Blog 

• The Small Business Social Media Cheat Sheet (Flowtown) 

For those who are already using social networking sites, why did you choose what sites you are on? Do 

you feel like social networking has been successful for you? Why or why not? 

If you have tech questions that you’d like answered or an idea for a future article, please let me know. 

Corey Smith: Social Media Explained 

What people use different social networking sites for. 


