2026 EXCLUSIVE STUDY

Most social media
content shouldn't exist
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The truth on low-impact publishing
and the 3 questions that fix it
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Introduction

90-.

Of social media
professionals say having
a clear content strategy
is critical.

Yet most are letting past
performance make that
decision for them.

That gap is the predictable result of teams that are reactive by design. They are
publishing because the calendar says so rather than because there is something worth
saying. Strategy is widely valued... but rarely practiced.

This is the Intention Deficit.

The environment has not made this easier. Social media platforms have completed a
fundamental shift, from distribution engines that rewarded presence to interest-based
systems that reward relevance.
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In our new era of interest media, a post does not reach followers simply because a
brand published it. It reaches them because it matched something they already cared
about. Publishing without intent was always inefficient. Today, it is invisible or harmful

Agorapulse has observed this pattern across thousands of brands and millions of posts
since 2000. This report does not theorize about it. It documents it, with data from
social media professionals who live it every day, and names the structural condition
behind it clearly enough to do something about it.

Not everything deserves to be published.

The teams that understand this are the ones building something worth paying attention
to. If that gap between output and impact feels familiar, this report is for you.

Q The Intention Deficit

The problem was never about producing more
content. It was always about having a reason to
publish it in the first place.
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01 Presence

is no longer enough

The rules of reach have changed

Showing up used to be enough. It is not anymore. Social media platforms have moved
from distribution engines that rewarded consistency to interest-based systems that
reward relevance. This era of interest media changed the deal entirely. A brand can post
every day and still be invisible to the people who chose to follow it.

Followers no longer guarantee an audience. Only relevant content does.

38

said they would only change their content
approach if they saw clear proof that social
drives real business outcomes.

The belief that current practices are sustainable remains
widespread, even as the platforms operating beneath them
have fundamentally shifted. Most teams are still optimizing
for a distribution model that the platforms abandoned
years ago.
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A trust environment that punishes
scattered content

The external environment confirms what these teams already feel. According to the
2025 Edelman Trust Barometer, trust in social media sits at 42 out of 100, the lowest
score of any information source measured, compared to 63 for search engines.

Audiences are not just harder to reach. They are more deliberate about what they
engage with when they do encounter it. In a low-trust environment, every unfocused
post chips away at the credibility a brand is trying to build.

Frequency has become the wrong obsession. The harder, more important question
is whether any given piece of content has a genuine reason to exist. That requires a
different kind of thinking, one that starts before the content brief, before the caption,
before the format decision. It starts with intent. And most content calendars are not
built to answer it.
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02 Publishing

without knowing why

When strategy and execution collapse
Into one

Based on the Agorapulse 2026 survey, 65% of teams reported that the same people
defining their content strategy are also executing it daily. No governance layer separating
strategic thinking from production. When the person deciding what to publish is also the
person publishing it, how can the editorial clarity survive the pressure of the calendar?

82-.

of social media professionals rely primarily on
pas content performance to decide what to
publish next.

This data exposes the second layer of the same condition.
What worked last month is data. What the brand needs
to communicate next is strategy. That distinction matters
most when it comes to the question every piece of content
should start with.
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Content written for everyone
= no one in particular

Who is this content for?

Most teams cannot answer that question precisely. Only 32% have clearly defined
personas. 37% have a rough idea. 10% have no method at all to identify what their
audience needs. Most social media content is written for an imagined reader rather than
a real one.

This is the intention deficit in concrete terms. Not a lack of effort or ambition, but a
structural absence of the three conditions that make intentional publishing possible:

- a clear audience,

- a documented reason for each piece of content to exist,

- a shared editorial filter that guides decisions before production begins.

Without those three conditions, reactive publishing is the only logical outcome.

bebebe
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32

have clearly defined personas
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03 What the data tells us

The clearest pain points, in numbers

Social media teams know something
is not working. The survey data puts
precise numbers on what that feeling is.

7

51% §49-.

Repeating the same key messages 53
without sounding redundant is the O/o
most consistently felt pain point, with oroving business

impact.

measuring what
truly works.

repeating the same

53% of respondents identifying it as  REASERS
without sounding

a significant struggle. This is not a  REEERECHE

copywriting failure. When a team has
no shared editorial reasoning behind

what they publish, every attempt to
reinforce a message feels like repetition because... it is!

Consistency of message requires consistency of intent first.

Proving business impact is the second most common friction point, cited by 51% of
respondents. Social media teams are under growing pressure to demonstrate that their
work drives measurable outcomes, yet most operate without the strategic framework
that would make that connection visible. Activity is easy to measure, purpose...
A lot more difficult.

49% of teams struggle to measure what truly works. This finding sits at the heart of the
intention deficit. When content is published without a clear reason to exist, there is no
meaningful baseline against which to measure success. Teams end up tracking what is
easy to count (reach, impressions, likes) rather than what reflects whether the content
did its job.
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The tool gap reveals a deeper
strateqgic need

43

of teams say their current tools fall short on
prioritising content ideas.

40% say scaling content without losing quality is where
their stack fails them most. The ask is not more publishing
capacity. Teams want clearer criteria for what deserves to
be published at all. Because not everything does.

The pattern across all of these findings
is consistent. Teams are not asking for
more. They are asking for clearer.

agorapulse
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04 The cost

of publishing without intent

The failure no dashboard captures

There is a version of social media failure that never triggers an alert. No sudden drop in
followers, no viral backlash, no moment of visible crisis. Just a gradual erosion of brand
credibility, audience trust, and team energy that compounds over months and years
without anyone naming it.

Every post a brand publishes is a small
claim about what it stands for. When those
claims are inconsistent, driven by internal
requests rather than editorial reasoning,
the cumulative signal is one of a brand
without a clear point of view.

Audiencesdonotannouncewhentheylose
confidence in a brand. They disengage.

According to the 2025 Edelman Trust Barometer, trust in social media already sits at
its lowest recorded level. In that environment, every unfocused post chips away at the
credibility a brand is trying to build.
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1-.

of social media professionals say explaining
the business impact of their content is one of

their greatest struggles.

That credibility gap has a direct operational consequence.
When content exists without a documented purpose, there
is no meaningful way to connect it to a business outcome.
The work becomes impossible to defend, and over time,

impossible to resource properly.

For marketing and brand leaders, brand erosion is harder to quantify and harder to
reverse. A CMO does not see the individual post that diluted the brand's positioning.
They see the result months later, in weaker recall, harder sales conversations, and an

audience that has quietly stopped paying attention.

agorapulse
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The human cost of reactive publishing

40..

of respondents described content creation
as reactive and exhausting. Across the open
responses, the same image kept surfacing.
The human cost is equally significant.

«lt feels like a hamster wheel. We're constantly producing,
constantly adapting to new formats and platform changes,
and at the end of the month | genuinely can't say whether
any of it moved the needle.» says a Social Media Manager,
mid-market B2B company

High cadence expectations, limited resources, and constant adaptation to formats,
trends, and sizing requirements. That exhaustion is not a personal failure. It is what a
structurally broken content process feels like from the inside.

Behind every piece of content that had no reason to exist sits a cost the analytics tab will
never show: a team running on empty and a brand losing ground it may not notice until
it is too late to recover.

agorapulse
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05 Beforethe brief.

Before the caption.
Before the format.

Three questions that change
the decision

Closing the intention deficit starts before the content brief, before the caption, before the
format decision. It starts with three questions most teams never ask:

« Who is this for specifically?

« What should it change for that person?

« How will we know if it worked?

When ateam can answer those three questions consistently,
the content calendar stops being a production schedule
and starts being an editorial filter. The difference changes
what gets made, what gets cut, and what gets measured.

41-.

of social media professionals say better
understanding of what works and why would
most improve their content

!
Only & 9%

cite faster production as the answer. Teams
are asking for the clarity to make better
decisions about what deserves to exist in the
first place.

agorapulse
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What these questions look like in practice

The gap between a post that disappears and a post that earns attention is rarely about
format or timing. It is almost always about whether the three questions were answered
before a single word was written.

Here is what that difference looks like on the same topic.

WITHOUT INTENT

«5 tips to improve your social media engagement.»

Who is this for? Anyone.

What should it change? Something vague about engagement.
How will we know if it worked? It won't be measured.

WITH INTENT

«You've been posting consistently for six months. Your reach
is growing. But your manager keeps asking why it isn’'t driving
pipeline. Here's the exact framing shift that closes that gap.»
Who is this for? A social media manager in a B2B team under
pressure to prove ROI.

What should it change? Their ability to frame social perfor-
mance in business terms.

How will we know if it worked? Saves, shares, and direct mes-
sages asking for the template mentioned.

Same topic. Same format. Entirely different reason to exist. The second post has a job.
The first post has a slot.

agorapulse
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Giving content a job before giving it
a format

That clarity starts with understanding what job each piece of content is supposed to do.
Content has four possible jobs:

« To inform: the audience leaves knowing something they did not know before.

« To reassure: the audience has a doubt or hesitation. The content helps reduce it.

+ To influence: the audience holds a belief the brand needs to shift. The content changes
their frame of reference.

« To convert: the audience is ready to act. The content removes the last obstacle.

Most social media content fails because the team never agreed on which job it was
supposed to do. Without that agreement, there is no meaningful way to evaluate whether
it did its job afterward. Reach and impressions measure distribution. They do not measure
whether anything changed for the person who saw it.

254

of respondents said a clearer strategic
framework would be the single biggest
trigger for changing how they create content

That framework does not need to be complex. It needs to
be shared. The intention deficit is what happens when
editorial reasoning stays inside individual heads rather than
becoming a team-wide standard applied to every publishing
decision — not just the big ones.

agorapulse
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The Pre-publication filter: a 5-minute filter for every piece of content

Before any post, article, or asset goes live, these seven questions should have a clear answer.
If they do not, the content is not ready, regardless of how polished it looks.

A team that can answer these seven questions in five minutes, for every piece of content, after
production has been done, has closed the intention deficit. The questions are not difficult.
The challenge isn't in asking these questions, but in making it a habit. Doing so quickly adds
value to a social media strategy.

Does this still do what it
was designed to do?

What is the one thing this content is supposed to achieve?
Who, specifically, is this for?

What should someone do after seeing this?

Is the timing or moment still right to publish?

Is this recognizably us?

Could any competitor have made this?
Does this sound like us?

07 Can your claims be backed by internal/external
proof, stat, example or solution?
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Conclusion

The cost of waiting for the right
conditions

Most teams already know something is wrong. The calendar feels like a constraint
rather than a strategy. The reporting feels like a performance rather than a proof. The
content feels like output rather than communication.

They know. And yet most are waiting...

For a mandate from leadership, a budget reallocation, an undeniable signal that the
current approach has stopped working. Those conditions rarely arrive with enough
clarity to force a decision. In the meantime, the intention deficit compounds quietly,
one unfocused post at a time.

The teams that have closed that gap did not wait for perfect conditions. They started
by asking three questions before publishing anything. Who is this for. What should it
change. How will we know if it worked. Not occasionally or only in strategy meetings.
Every time!

That discipline is not a creative standard. It is a decision-making practice. And like any
practice, the hardest part is not understanding it. It is beginning.

The pre-pub checklist in Chapter 5 takes five minutes.

That is a reasonable place to start.
The teams building it into their process are building a clearer point of view, a more

defensible strategy, and a more sustainable way of working. The right tools make that
discipline easier to apply consistently, at scale, across every publishing decision.
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Attention in 2026 goes
to the brands that treat
every publishing decision
as a deliberate choice,
not a default response
to a content calendar.

Methodology

The findings in this report are drawn from a survey of 178 social media professionals
conducted by Agorapulse in 2026. Respondents represent a range of roles including
social media managers, marketing managers, brand and communications managers, and
content managers across SMB, mid-market, and enterprise organisations. North America
and Europe account for 93% of the sample, mirroring Agorapulse's core markets. The
results carry a margin of error of approximately 7% at a 95% confidence level, providing
a statistically meaningful directional signal strong enough to inform strategic priorities.

Additional data referenced in this report is sourced from the 2025 Edelman Trust Barometer,
based on a survey of 33,000 respondents across 28 countries.
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The intention deficit is a process problem.
Agorapulse is built to solve it before the
brief, not after the report. Don't wait to ask
for a free trial!

agorapulse.com

agorapulse

About Agorapulse

Agorapulse has been operating inside social media since 2000, across millions of posts, thousands of
brands, and every major platform shift the industry has seen. From the collapse of organic reach to the
rise of Al-generated content, we have watched what gets ignored and what gets remembered at scale.

We built Agorapulse for the social media professionals navigating this reality every day: the ones managing
multiple accounts, fielding internal requests, and trying to prove the value of their work to leadership. Our
platform gives teams the tools to publish, engage, and measure with clarity, so that every content decision

is grounded in intent rather than reflex.

This is why we define signal. Not because we decided to, but because the data made it impossible not to.

Follow us on
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