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D A R K  S O C I A L : An Introduction

While you’ve been hard at work developing, launching and reporting on your social advertising 

campaigns, something extraordinarily important has been happening behind the scenes that you 

need to know about—and that is Dark Social.

Although the phrase itself may come off as menacing, it’s actually the best news you’ve (likely) never 

heard about, and a phenomenon you will undoubtedly come across more and more. The term, 

which refers to the sharing of content and the resulting activity that occurs when users copy and 

paste URLs into emails, texts, chats, etc. was completely untraceable until recently. So why is it so 

important? Well for one thing, this behavior can account for up to 70% of sharing activity for both 

your paid and organic initiatives. 

Take for example, a Facebook post that manages to generate 500 engagements. In this scenario, the 

advertiser is likely only attributing those 500 likes, comments and shares to their promotion, when 

in actuality there were an additional 350 Dark Social engagements (850 total) that originated from 

that ad. The implications for marketers are astounding as you dig even deeper, when as much as 

34% of revenue can actually come from multi-generational and Dark Social activity. Think back to a 

campaign you’ve run that didn’t quite reach the engagement, conversion or sales goal you expected. 

In reality, the promotion could have very well reached your goal after all, however without access 

to the Dark Social data, there would be no way to prove there was additional performance that 

stemmed from your hard work. 

In this guide you will explore a real-life campaign for L’Oreal’s em michelle phan brand, learn the 

basics of Dark Social in the piece “Dark Social is Marketing’s Little-Known Secret of Unmeasured ROI,” 

and test how much activity you’re currently capturing with our flowchart entitled “How Much Of Your 

Hard-Earned Social Media ROI Are You Actually Capturing?.”

Thank you for reading and we hope you enjoy.
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DARK SOCIAL IS 
MARKETING’S 
LITTLE-KNOWN 
SECRET OF 
UNMEASURED ROI

W e hate to break it to you, but it’s likely 

that your social media posts and digital 

content have been seeing other people.e. 

The truth of the matter is, most tools cannot track 

activity beyond direct interactions with your posts, 

and lack the sophistication to measure a multitude 

of potential generations of engagement (e.g. shares 

of shares) that your content inspired. This includes 

Dark Social—otherwise known as copy and paste 

link sharing activity that is pasted into emails, IMs, 

chats and text messages. All of this downstream 

engagement and Dark Social sharing occurs due 

to viral activity which leads to untracked and 

misattributed conversions and revenue.

DEFINING DARK SOCIAL

Surely by now you must be shocked, and we 

understand completely. Here’s the great news: Not 

only can multi-generational and Dark Social activity 

be tracked, but it can also connect real ROI to your 

content. But before we can get into the “how,” let’s 

start with the “what”. As in, what is the difference 

between first generational and multi-generational 

engagement anyway? And what is Dark Social?

As the term suggests, first generation activity 

is comprised of the clicks, shares, conversions 

and revenue resulting from the audience that is 

exposed to your original post. Multi-generation 

activity on the other hand, consists of all the  

subsequent clicks, shares, conversions and 

revenue that are derived from the virality of your 

content, such as a share of your post. Lastly, 

Dark Social activity results from users clicking 

on your post, copying the link and pasting it into 

emails, chats or even social posts on a different 

site altogether. To be clear, not even the most 

advanced native tools available from social 

networks keep track of these interactions.networks keep track of these interactions.

1



BRIDGING THE GENERATION GAP

Social media offers brands an almost overwhelming 

variety of choices when it comes to prioritizing 

which marketing channels and content types best 

align with business objectives. Twitter, Facebook, 

Instagram, Pinterest, Snapchat, LinkedIn, mobile, 

video—the list seems like a neverending skip down a 

yellow brick road. So what’s a marketer to do if they 

want to understand which of these actions are most 

effective, which stimulate viral activity and which 

contribute to their bottom line? Let’s take a moment 

to talk numbers and real world examples. We looked 

at several brand case studies and picked out some of 

the most interesting findings:

A NEW FRONTIER FOR BRANDS

The bottom line is that not only does multi-

generational engagement exist in a big way for 

brands, but the implications of accurately measuring 

it alongside Dark Social activity are critical. The 

marketers that do so can not only attribute additional 

performance and revenue to their initiatives, but also 

determine which channels stimulate the longest tail of 

meaningful viral engagement.

As much as 34% of the revenue for em michelle 
phan by L’Oreal USA was as a result of multi-
generational and Dark Social engagement.

The effectiveness of a social marketing channel 
can vary between audience generations. For 
the same L’Oreal USA campaign, we found that 
Facebook and Instagram were great at driving first 
generational engagement, while Google was great 
at driving multi-generational engagement.

While social buttons are prevalent online, 
quite a few people prefer to share via other 
methods. In fact, as much as 70% or more of 
sharing activity occurs from users copying 
and pasting URLs.

Multi-generational audiences can have as 
much as twice the conversion rate.

34%

2x

70%
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START

Psst—there’s something you should know. If you’re marketing on social media, your ads are generating a lot 
more shares, clicks and even conversions than you think. In fact, there are whole generations of potential 

activity which can account for as much as 34% of your revenue—activity which we’re willing to bet that you’re 
not tracking. Think of it sort of like a Dark Social ripple effect, where users that interact with shared posts of 
your ad will click, copy your link and share it in different social, email or even IM messages. Believe it or not, 
this is exciting news, because not only are your ads feasibly more successful than you thought, but there’s a 

way to measure it and look like the digital marketing hero that you are. Want to know how much you’re 
tracking? Take a look at this handy flowchart below, or contact us for more information.

HOW MUCH OF YOUR HARD-EARNED SOCIAL
MEDIA ROI ARE YOU ACTUALLY CAPTURING?

Are you tracking direct
engagement with your ad(s)?

Surprised? While you’re off to a great start, 
however any direct interactions with your ad 
only accounts for approximately 30% of the 
total engagement that occurs as a result of 
your ad. And, while 94% believe that a timely 
complete and detailed understanding of 
campaign performance is critical, 58% aren’t 
able to effectively measure their social activity.

Can you easily measure and 
report on direct engagement 
across ad sets and channels?

Do you currently measure
multi-generational (i.e. 
shares of shares) and Dark 
Social (i.e. copy-paste link 
sharing) activity?

Wow! We’re impressed. You are not just a marketing dynamo, but you’ve figured out
how to collect and leverage data in a way that most companies simply dream of. 

Take a bow.

Do you currently advertise 
on social media?

Capturing 0%

In the great words of Gretzky, you miss 100% of 
the shots you don’t take. Not only is social media 
a cost effective advertising channel, but marketers 
say campaign ROI has increased as much as 59% 
this year alone.  Learn how you can get started 
and track performance easily.

Capturing 30%

Do you have the ability to compare 
your earned engagement to Dark Social 
to determine the additional 
performance lift?

Capturing 100%

YES!

YES!

YES!

YES!

NO

NO

NO

NO
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EM MICHELLE 
PHAN DECODES 
DARK SOCIAL 
ENGAGEMENT TO 
REVEAL UP TO 
34% OF REVENUE 
WAS PREVIOUSLY 
UNATTRIBUTED

A s it turns out, neither beauty nor 

social media is only skin deep. In fact, 

the viral nature of the Internet makes 

it absolutely critical for marketers to go beyond 

initial “superficial” engagement in order to truly 

gain a complete picture of how their content 

contributes to conversions and revenue.

em michelle phan needed information to help 

them understand how their forward-thinking 

content and marketing promotions directly 

contributed to brand awareness and revenue. 

Working with Unified, they deployed earned 

measurement and Dark Social tracking to 

measure sharing, conversions and revenue 

across multiple channels including the brand 

website, Google, Facebook, Twitter and more.
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U n d e r s t a n d i n g  D i r e c t  a n d  I n d i r e c t 
E n g a g e m e n t

We tracked first generation, multi-generation and Dark 
Social activity. This included engagements such as 
clicks, email sign-ups, order completions and revenue 
from direct engagement, or first generation activity as 
well as indirect engagement, which we define as multi-
generational and Dark Social activity.

W h a t ’ s  t h e  D i f f e r e n c e  B e t w e e n  F i r s t  G e n e r a t i o n ,  M u l t i - G e n e r a t i o n a l 
a n d  D a r k  S o c i a l  E n g a g e m e n t ?

As the term suggests, first generation activity refers to the clicks, shares, conversions and revenue 
earned from the audience directly exposed to the content published by em michelle phan via 
their website and social media channels. Multi-generational activity consists of the downstream 
engagement from any user who didn’t interact with the original brand post. Lastly, Dark Social is 
defined as the copy and paste link sharing activity that occurs when a user clicks on an ad, copies 
the link and pastes it into an email, instant message or social post.

A P P R O A C H

BRAND

Brand
Post

1ST GEN.  ENGAGEMENT MULTI-GEN.  DARK SOCIAL
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F I R S T  G E N E R A T I O N  M E A S U R E M E N T

The Unified Platform was able to capture the first wave of activity from users who either clicked on a 
short link or visited the site organically. Key findings include:

R E S U L T S

2.7% Email

% First Gen.
Orders

Excluding Organic
Web Traffic

32.9% Facebook

5.5% Instagram

9.6% Other

2.7% Twitter

46.6% Google

em michelle phan demonstrated very 

healthy organic web traffic, which 

drove 95% of first generation revenue 

and 93% of first generation orders.

While Facebook drove the most 

clicks, Google proved to be 

successful in driving revenue, 

orders and email sign-ups. 

Unified was able to measure the traffic 

and conversions of 5+ additional channels 

including Email, Facebook, Instagram, 

Google, Pinterest and Twitter.

95% 5+
CHANNELS

Measuring across

1st generation revenue
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R E S U L T S

% Revenue

66% Initial34% Generational

While initial clicks accounted 

for a greater volume of orders, 

generational and Dark Social clicks 

had almost twice the conversion rate.

For overall generational and Dark 

Social engagement, Google was the 

best social channel driver of 

activity across the board.

The cart page not only had the highest 

number of shares, but also contributed to 

a significant amount of multi-generational 

and Dark Social revenue. 

2x
the conversion rate

Of Total Revenue

34.0%
Of Email Sign Ups

32.6%
Of Order Completions

32.8%
Of Clicks

23.0%

M u l t i - G e n e r a t i o n a l  a n d  D a r k  S o c i a l  M e a s u r e m e n t

Unified also tracked downstream conversions resulting from generational and Dark Social sharing such 
as Facebook shares, Tweets, Pins and even when people copied and pasted em michelle phan URLs 
directly from their mobile and desktop browsers. As a result:



The Unified Platform was able to identify important multi-generation and Dark Social activity that 
accounted for a significant amount of revenue that was previously unmeasured and underestimated. 
The resulting trends were eye-opening, showing that em michelle phan’s quality video content on Google 
was a key driver of orders and revenue – second only to a bustle of strong organic web traffic.

C O N C L U S I O N
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About

Sources* 

March 2016, “Is Internet Killing the TV Star?” Report by RBC Capital Markets and Advertising Age
2016 Marketing Signals Report
Social Media Examiner’s 2015 Social Media Marketing Industry Report

Unifi ed delivers technology and services to connect marketing data sets and optimize investments 
across the customer journey. Unifi ed’s software empowers Fortune 500 companies and agencies 
to drive marketing success in the context of their business goals. The Unifi ed platform transforms 
fragmented marketing data into actionable intelligence and real-time activation. Unifi ed has offi  ces 
in New York City, San Francisco, Los Angeles, and Chicago. For more information visit 
www.Unifi ed.com.

CONTACT US

sales@unifi ed.com

SIGN UP FOR A LIVE DEMO

www.unifi ed.com


