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Online Social Networking for 
Success: Go Premium or Go Home?

A forthcoming publication by a research team from Goethe 
University Frankfurt, WHU, and HEC Paris provides the first 
experimental/empirical evidence that going premium in work-
related social networks is indeed worthwhile.

In today’s business world, managers need to 
actively shape their personal brand online. An 
excellent example is Elon Musk who, with his so-
cial influence capabilities, can create opportuni-
ties peer CEOs can only dream about. He is very 
available, unlike his peers – and followers get to 
see him make and revamp decisions in real-time. 
In a way, he has more in common with influen-
cers than with top executives calling the shots.

However, make no mistake: This isn’t random. 
It’s strategy. So what can managers learn from 
Elon Musk? The key word here is social capital. 
Creating business opportunities is about having 
a strong network, namely interpersonal relati-
onships that one can activate to achieve a goal. 
These relationships – the social capital – require 
constant nurturing.

This is where work-related social networks such 
as LinkedIn can help: They promise to facilitate 
the accumulation and maintenance of one’s so-
cial capital to create business opportunities. Ty-
pically, they operate under a freemium business 
model and offer access to the platform free of 
charge but require a fee-based premium member-
ship to unlock advanced networking features. But 
is it worthwhile to go premium in order to faster 
accumulate social capital? This focal question is 
still unresolved.

In work-related social networks, there are two 
types of premium features: Active and passive 
features. The former operates via activity, i.e., 

targeted personal messages to non-contacts uti-
lizing an exclusive advanced search filter. In con-
trast, the latter operate via saliency, i.e., incoming 
attention that the premium user receives from 
better positioning in search results and a presti-
gious premium badge.

Surprisingly, work-related social networks 
are silent about their efficacy. For example,  
LinkedIn promotes their premium memberships 
with claims such as “expand your network,” while 
also promising to “turn profile views into new 
opportunities.” Hence, LinkedIn is unclear about 
the mechanism and what the contribution of the 
platform’s premium features may be.

To shed light on this question, we analyzed ex-
perimental as well as empirical data from the 
largest European work-related social network. 
More specifically, we conducted a randomized 
field experiment and recruited 215 freelancers in 
this network. Out of these recruited participants, 
more than 70 received a randomly assigned, 
free, 12-month premium membership voucher.  
Additionally, to gain convergent validity, we con-
ducted a second study utilizing individual-level 
panel data covering 52,392 freelancers, which 
also allowed us to investigate the dynamics that 
active versus passive features play in social capi-
tal accumulation. Our findings are twofold:

•	 First, we find that premium users do not au-
tomatically change their networking intensity 
just because they have access to premium 
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features. But such a behavior change is cru-
cial: Premium features can only prove their 
full value if premium users are also motivated 
to utilize them as part of strategic networking 
behavior.

•	 Second, we find that passive features (e.g., 
the prestigious premium badge), which ma-
kes premium users more salient, is positively 
linked to social capital accumulation. Yet, 
their impact is substantially lower compared 
to active features (e.g., personal messages to 
non-contacts).

Hence, our research suggests that managers 
indeed should go premium in work-related so-
cial networks (e.g., LinkedIn), because we find 
it’s worthwhile to possess an efficacious net-
working weapon. However, to unlock its effica-
cy, managers also need the intent to actually 
“shoot” it. In other words, managers, after go-
ing premium, must then also capitalize on all 
the advanced active networking features to fi-
nally faster accumulate social capital.

For the forthcoming publication in the Manage-
ment Information Systems Quarterly, see here: 
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.
cfm?abstract_id=3843107 

Research Team: 
Michael Weiler (Goethe University Frankfurt), 
Simon Stolz (WHU – Otto Beisheim School of 
Management), Andreas Lanz (HEC Paris), Christian 
Schlereth (WHU – Otto Beisheim School of 
Management), and Oliver Hinz (Goethe University 
Frankfurt)
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Swiss Insights pflegt einen aktiven Dialog mit 
politisch und gesellschaftlich wichtigen Akteu-
ren und fördert den Austausch mit anderen nati-
onalen und internationalen Fachorganisationen.

Eine der Hauptaufgaben des Verbands ist die 
Förderung der Markt-, Meinungs- und Sozial-
forschung im Allgemeinen und der Wissen-
schaftlichkeit im Besonderen. Er entwickelt, 
definiert und unterhält strenge Leitlinien zur 
Qualitätssicherung und grenzt sich im Bereich 

der Markt- und Sozialforschung klar von Wer-
bung und Direktmarketing ab. Hierzu führt der 
Verband das Qualitätslabel «Market & Social 
Research by Swiss Insights».

Darüber hinaus engagiert sich Swiss Insights 
dafür, dass die Nutzung von Daten und die 
Anwendung von datengetriebenen Modellen 
transparent, nachvollziehbar und in diesem Sin-
ne fair gestaltet wird. Hierfür wurde das Label 
«Data Fairness by Swiss Insights» geschaffen.

Swiss Insights

Swiss Insights ist der Verband und die Interessensvertretung 
aller Unternehmen, die Daten und prädiktive Modelle 
im Rahmen von Marketing, Innovationsprozessen, 
Kundenservice, Angebotsgestaltung, Kommunikation und 
Zielgruppendefinitionen erheben, analysieren, einsetzen und 
daraus Handlungsempfehlungen ableiten.
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Institute Member

amPuls Market Research
www.ampuls.ch

amrein+heller MarktforschungsTreuhand AG
www.ah-feedback.ch

Bilendi Schweiz AG
www.bilendi.com

Boomerang Ideas GmbH
www.boomerangideas.com

Constant Dialog AG
www.constant-dialog.ch

DemoSCOPE Data + Research
www.demoscope.ch

dr-ouwerkerk ag - just medical!
www.just-medical.com

Gallup AG Schweiz
www.gallup.swiss

gff Swiss Research Services
www.gff.ag

GfK Switzerland AG 
www.gfk.ch

gfs.bern
www.gfsbern.ch

gfs-befragungsdienst
www.gfs-bd.ch

gfs-zürich, Markt- & Sozialforschung
www.gfs-zh.ch

GIM Suisse AG
www.g-i-m.ch

Happy Thinking People AG
www.happythinkingpeople.com

INNOFACT (Schweiz) SA
www.innofact.ch

Insight Institute AG
www.insightinstitute.ch

intervista
www.intervista.ch

IPSOS Suisse SA
www.ipsos.ch

Kantar Media Switzerland AG
www.kantar.com

LINK
www.link.ch

Marketagent.com Schweiz AG
www.marketagent.com

M.I.S. Trend SA
www.mistrend.ch

POLYQUEST AG
www.polyquest.ch

Publicom AG
www.publicom.ch

qualitest ag
www.qualitestag.ch

SensoPLUS® Business  
Unit der Service Management Partners AG
www.sensoplus.ch

The Nielsen Company (Switzerland) GmbH	
www.nielsen.com/ch

TransferPlus AG Market Research
www.transferplus.ch

Corporate Member

TX Group AG
www.tx.group
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