Social Media Use Worldwide
The human need for communication has existed for thousands of years: some of its earliest
documentations are Paleolithic cave paintings expressing hunting scenes, and hand imprints left
behind by our prehistoric ancestors. Since then, the role of the narrator and artist has changed
dramatically; today’s storytellers share their narratives and art on social media, where often the
stories are amplified, multiplied, and modified. Some stories are “fake news” and others contain
only traces of the truth. Rather than being set in stone, it takes only a couple of clicks to edit or
delete today’s communications on social media.
In the Western world, Facebook sits atop the list of the most popular social networking sites with
an estimated 2.1 billion monthly active users in June 2017.1 It is followed closely by YouTube
with an estimated 1.5 billion users per month2; Twitter is a distant third with 328 million unique
monthly visitors.3 On a global scale, however, the social media landscape is surprisingly diverse.
Different parts of the world favor different social media platforms, reflecting both preferences
and circumstances, and more importantly what gets seen or not seen.
For example, Western social media favorites Facebook and Twitter are blocked in China in what
has been called the “Great Firewall of China.” While there are ways to skirt such blocking,
indigenous Chinese social media platforms (such as Sina, Weibo, and Renren) have filled the gap
and become the Chinese equivalents of Facebook, while Qzone has replaced Twitter. Chinese
users rely on Tencent, QQ, and WeChat for mobile communications and private social
networking while Youku and Tudou substitute for YouTube. Mostly unknown and hardly used in
the West, these platforms generate large user numbers in China, the world’s most populous
country with about 1.38 billion people. QQ alone has more users than the overall users of
LinkedIn, Twitter, and Instagram combined. The estimated number of Chinese active social
networking users is twice the population of the United States (which has about 323 million
people).4
Similarly, users in Russia and in many Russian-speaking former Soviet states prefer Vkontakte
(VK) and Odnoklassniki over Facebook. As of 2017, VK has more than 420 million users, and is
ranked fifth on a list of worldwide websites with the most traffic; 5 Facebook, in contrast, is only
used by 13.7% of Russian internet users.6 Interestingly, Ukraine just banned VK and
Odnoklassniki in an effort to shake off Russia’s influence. As a result, millions of Ukrainians are
now using Facebook instead. 7
In other countries, such as India, the social media revolution is still waiting to happen. 28.4
percent of the Indian population (about 1.32 billion people) is using the internet. While social
media use continues to grow and has reached growth rates of 26 percent from 2014 to 2015, in
2016 only 10.3 percent of Indian internet users were active on social media. 8 It is predicted that,
even at this rate, it will take another 16 years before half of all Indians will use social media.
Among the Indian social media users, Facebook is the most browsed social network, attracting
83% of internet consumers. 9 However, it should also be noted that the sheer number of
competing television news channels that support a multitude of individual political parties,
especially in India’s democracy, can negatively impact debate on policy issues as they compete
with each other to be the most outrageous and bombastic. 10

While social media users in the Middle East use Facebook (88% in 2013) and Twitter (45% in
2013), use thereof has fallen in recent years, whereas Instagram’s popularity has exploded from a
mere 6% in 2013 to 28% in 2015.

Graph 1: Middle East: “Instagram exploded in popularity between 2013 and 2015; use of Facebook and Twitter
fell”, Northwestern University in Qatar, http://www.mideastmedia.org/survey/2015/chapter/socialmedia.html#subchapter0.

WhatsApp (77%) and YouTube (54%) are now dominant social media platforms. A 2015 survey
found that individuals that felt less comfortable expressing political opinions were also less
likely to use social media, and people who feel comfortable voicing political opinions online use
more social media. 11

Graph 2: Middle East:”WhatsApp leads the direct messaging revolution,” Northwestern University in Qatar,
http://www.mideastmedia.org/survey/2015/chapter/social-media.html#subchapter1.

A 2017 survey indicates that where government monitoring is a concern, WhatsApp is the
preferred source of news. 12 This may be attributable to the fact that current versions of
WhatsApp software are free and include end-to-end encryption.

Graph 3: 2015 Survey, Middle East: “People who feel comfortable voicing political opinions online use more social
media,” Northwestern University in Qatar, http://www.mideastmedia.org/survey/2015/chapter/socialmedia.html#subchapter2.

In June 2016, Iran had 56.7 million internet users (more than 68.5 percent of the population). In a
2012 study, 58% of Iranians were found to use Facebook regularly despite restrictions imposed
by the Iranian government. In 2016, Facebook remains among the most popular social media
platforms, despite still being blocked. 13 However, 69% of the Iranian youth use Virtual Private
Networks (VPN) to bypass the government’s filtering. Instagram seems to have been fitted with
“intelligent filtering,” but is currently not blocked, with the exception of criminal and immoral
content. Celebrity Instagram accounts are also not accessible without VPN connections.
Nonetheless, Instagram is reported to be the most popular social media platform in Iran.
In Africa, a number of governments (among them Uganda, Congo, Chad, Burundi, Zimbabwe,
and Ethiopia) block access to social media sites in their countries, including WhatsApp, Twitter,
and Facebook. In 2014, 100 million people were using Facebook each month across the
continent; that number grew to 120 million users in 2015, with 15 million users in Nigeria, 12
million in South Africa, and 4.5 million users in Kenya. 14
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