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Following our large-scale study of online digital networks – Decoding Digital Friends (2010) 
– Decode has discovered some surprising trends when it comes to Generation Y and the 
relationship between their working lives and their social media use. This report pulls 
insights from research conducted in the UK, USA and Canada with more than 4500 15-34 
year olds. What follows are the key trends identified.

Trend #1

Gen Y women are far more cautious then Gen Y men when it comes to social media and 
work-related issues. Overall, only 31% of Britons 15-34 year olds believe companies should 
allow employees to use social media at work. However, far more men support the idea 
than women. While only 26% of women agree companies should allow their employees to 
use social media at work, 36% of men agree. The figures for Canada are exactly the same 
as the UK for men and women. Despite there being greater support overall, almost the 
same pattern emerges in the USA, with men agreeing with the statement 8% more than 
women.

Young women are also especially reticent to allow employers into their social media lives. 
38% of Gen Y does not think employers should look at their social media activity. Yet, while 
only 33% of Gen Y men are against this, 43% of Gen Y women are against it. In Canada 
the figure is even higher at 45%. This compares to only 35% of their US counterparts. 
These more cautious attitudes of Gen Y women when it comes to mixing personal and 
professional, makes them far more aligned to the younger end of their generation. High 
school students were the least likely to support social media use at work compared to 
other life stages.

When it comes to gaining employment, only 33% of Gen Y are open to potential 
employers seeking them out through social media. Post secondary students within 
Generation Y are even less open and only 27% of women are ok with employers finding 
them on social media sites, almost equal to their Canadian counterparts at 28%. This is 
low support compared to 38% of their male counterparts in the UK  and the 42% of their 
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Overall - 15-34 year olds UK USA CANADA

I think companies should allow their employees to use social media at work                                            agree 31% 42% 33%

disagree 33% 28% 37%

I am open to potential employers seeking me out through the social media I use                                        agree 33% 46% 34%

disagree 34% 27% 36%

I am open to potential employers looking at my online social media activity                                           agree 29% 42% 29%

disagree 38% 30% 41%

The Platforms I use all the time (UK) Average 
%

Facebook 82%

Youtube 51%

MSN 37%

Twitter 15%

% of social network that comes from 
work
UK 25%

USA 20%

Canada 19%
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female US counterparts who agree with the statement. Yet, when it comes to high school 
students, 46% of US high school students and 39% of UK high school students support 
this statement – a higher percentage than the older life stage groups.

Trend #2

Women are using their offline support networks far more to discuss career matters than 
men.  Young couples talk most about their work and careers both online (30%) and offline 
(63%). In contrast young parents talk least about their work both online (22%) and offline 
(51%). Whilst men and women talk more or less the 
same amount about work and careers online, there 
is a huge disparity in how much they engage in the 
subject offline. 62% of women talk about jobs 
offline compared to only 50% of men.

Trend#3

The UK is FAR less supportive of social media in 
relation to workplace issues than the USA. 45% of 
US men are ok with their employers looking at their 
online content, compared to only 34% of UK men. 
39% of US women are ok with it, compared to 24% of UK women. The Canadian figures 
almost exactly agree with the UK figures, with 33% of men and 25% of women agreeing they 
don’t mind employers seeing their online content. Similarly, US support for this statement 
across lifestages is in the high 30’s/low 40’s as opposed to the high 20’s in the UK and 
Canada. When it comes to being sought out by employers through social media, 50% of US 
men agree, compared to only 38% of UK men and 39% of Canadian men. The disparity is 
even greater amongst women – 42% of US women are ok with employers seeking them 
out, as opposed to only 27% of their UK counterparts and 28% of their Canadian 
counterparts. 38% of US women think they should be allowed to use social media at work, 
while only 26% of UK and Canadian women feel the same. However, interestingly, US men, 
like their UK and Canadian counterparts are more in favour of social media at work than 
women, and to more or less the same extent (the difference in support is on average 10%). 
In other words, whilst general support in the US is higher, the differences in attitude 
between the genders remain very similar to that in the UK and Canada.

Trend #4

Gen Y singles, couples and young parents have on average around one quarter of their 
online social network made up of people from their workplace. In fact, the older end of Gen 
Y displayed attitudes that were far more open to mixing work and social media than their 
younger Gen Y counterparts. 40% of high school students do not think companies should 
allow their employees to use social media at work, compared to only 28% of young parents. 
In future, if the trend continues, Gen Y parents may actually find they oppose their Gen Z 
children in being more libertarian when it comes to social media! 

DECODING DIGITAL FRIENDS - top-line report 

2

Gender - Net Agree UKUK USAUSA CANADACANADA

M W M W M W

I think companies should allow their employees 
to use social media at work                                            

36% 26% 46% 38% 36% 26%

I am open to potential employers seeking me out 
through the social media         

38% 27% 49% 41% 39% 28%

I am open to potential employers looking at my 
online social media activity                                           

34% 24% 45% 39% 33% 25%

Social Media Attitudes
(Agree/Completely Agree)

Average 
%

I am careful about what information 
or feelings I share with others.                                                  

64%

I like to feel I can see what s going on 
in the lives of others.                                                      

50%

I like to be told about things that are 
happening without having to seek out 
that information.                        

49%

I like the idea that I can potentially 
influence many people.                                                         

45%

I like to meet people with different 
interests to my own.                                                             

45%

I feel more informed about issues 
based on information I get through 
my use of social media (Facebook, 
Twitter, etc.) 

42%

I like to create new things and see 
people react to them.                                                             

37%

I feel most of the people in my 
network have similar interests and 
ideas.                                             

33%
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The question is, will those Gen Y moving into employment retain their rigid ideas about the 
suitability of social networks in the workplace? Perhaps the older end of Gen Y had similarly 
rigid ideas before they began working life? Or is there a generational sub-culture in evidence 
here? From our rich knowledge of Gen Y, we feel the latter may well be the case and that 
there is an intra-generational split here, based on the fact that the older half of Gen Y are 
not (strictly) digital natives, whereas the younger end are. For digital-converts, the pressure 
of getting to grips with social media 
alongside the sheer novelty of it may have 
caused them to embrace it more whole-
heartedly across life contexts than their 
generational youngers. Digital natives on 
the other hand, can take it or leave it 
depending on context, having never 
known a world without it.

Trend #5

Generation Y are not half as supportive of 
social media as you might expect. High 
school students in both the UK, Canada 
and USA are the least supportive of 
allowing social media in the workplace – 
40% don’t think it should be allowed in 
the UK, 45% in Canada and 37% in the 
USA. Young parents in both countries are 
far less dismissive - only 28% don’t think 
it should be allowed in the workplace in 
the UK, 30% in Canada and only 22% in 
the USA. So, contrary to popular belief, 
the younger end of Gen Y are not all that supportive of social media and are certainly less 
supportive than those Gen Y who have become parents. However, that when it comes to 
being sought out by employers, as shown above, the youngest Gen Y-ers are far more keen. 
So, the younger end of Gen Y support social media as a job-gaining tool, but tend not to 
support it within the workplace in a more general sense. 

Again, this points to an intra-generational split. Gen Y digital converts ‘met’ social media 
both at work and in their non-work lives so see it as equally acceptable/non-acceptable in 
both. In contrast, Gen Y digital natives ’met’ social media purely as part of their leisure (as 
they are too young to have met it at work) and so do not tend to support it in the workplace 
as much as older Gen Y’s.
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Life Stage - Net Agree Country High 
School

Post 
Secondary

Young 
Singles

Young 
Couples

Young 
Parents

I think companies should 
allow their employees to 
use social media at work                                            

UK 25% 29% 29% 35% 34%I think companies should 
allow their employees to 
use social media at work                                            USA 42% 39% 40% 40% 37%

I think companies should 
allow their employees to 
use social media at work                                            

CAN 28% 30% 36% 30% 38%

I am open to potential 
employers seeking me 
out through the social 
media                                      

UK 29% 31% 31% 35% 36%I am open to potential 
employers seeking me 
out through the social 
media                                      USA 45% 42% 41% 43% 41%

I am open to potential 
employers seeking me 
out through the social 
media                                      

CAN 34% 31% 34% 31% 36%

I am open to potential 
employers looking at my 
online social media 
activity                                           

UK 25% 32% 25% 28% 31%I am open to potential 
employers looking at my 
online social media 
activity                                           

USA 42% 38% 39% 40% 35%

I am open to potential 
employers looking at my 
online social media 
activity                                           

CAN 28% 27% 24% 27% 34%
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