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3 Research Perspective 

This chapter establishes the research perspective. This is outlined over the chapter’s four parts. 
The first part frames an initial argument aimed at positioning the dissertation in relation to a 
research tradition, on which I intend to expand and to which this research will contribute 
knowledge. I show that the organization studies community currently urges scholars to study 
the role of technology in organizations in order to fill a gap in the research knowledge, which 
also includes knowledge about social media. Current definitions of social media and a crossing 
research trajectory are examined, before I address how particular conditions associated with 
social media suggest that one can use both bottom-up and top-down perspectives to understand 
how social media is adopted and implemented by organizations. The second part constitutes the 
study’s theoretical foundation. I address important research perspectives on how organization 
studies have addressed the role of technologies in organizations, especially how organization 
researchers have begun to pay attention to theorizing the implications of social media for 
organizational life. I extract and introduce key concepts from this research discussion to form 
my research perspective and link them to the study’s four models. The third part outlines the 
study’s relevant research horizon. I am interested in establishing current research results on the 
use of social media in organizational contexts. I limit this to two research streams. In the first, 
I describe empirical findings produced by organization researchers on the use and practices of 
social media in organizations. In the second, I look at how educational researchers have 
examined the use of the same technology in education systems for learning purposes. The last 
part summarizes the chapter. 

3.1 Part I: Addressing the research gap, framing a research perspective 

Mintzberg (1979) argued that it is hard to imagine organizations without technologies, as they 
are a backbone helping humans to organize, coordinate, solve tasks and work. Other 
organization researchers claim this is a reality, as the role of technologies in organization studies 
is underresearched. This has led to acclaimed organization researchers having issued calls to 
the organization research community, encouraging students to take a greater interest in 
technologies. Orlikowski and Scott (2008) performed an impressive review of leading peer-
reviewed research journals in organization studies to establish the level of research interest. 
Based on an analysis of 2027 published scientific articles covering the period from 1997 to 
2006, they found that only 100, roughly 4.9 percent of their data sample, directly addressed the 
role of technologies in organizations; hence, around 95 percent of the research articles did not 
consider the subject. This finding is contradictory, Orlikowski and Scott claim, considering that 
former organization scholars studied technologies in great detail. They suggest different 
explanations for this contradiction. It could be that the growing complexity and specialization 
of organizations demands complex approaches; that the lack of interest in addressing material 
aspects is influenced by the fact that immaterial features dominate the research agenda; and that 
there could be a belief that technology is a type of accessory that does not require particular 
attention from the organization research community.  

Treem and Leonardi (2012) make the same observations as Orlikowski and Scott in their 
research review on the role of social media in organizations. This review concludes that social 
media is overlooked in organization studies, whereas other cross-disciplinary fields like media 
and communication studies, subjects within the field of Human Computer-Interaction, and 
business and marketing subjects, have examined it in great detail. Treem and Leonardi identify 
additional challenges with the current research horizon in organization studies. They argue that 
researchers produce bold statements, claiming that the development of social media will 
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outpace organizational processes and transform organizations on an unprecedented scale, a 
picture usually conveyed in the international business press, but that this produces contradictory 
research findings. One knows little about the consequences of social media on organizing, as 
many studies and definitions of social media are too technical. Solid research is a scarce 
commodity and we have limited knowledge on how social media is socially constituted and 
embedded into organizational life. Consequently, organization researchers urge future students 
to pick up the relay baton and map empirically how people use technologies across 
organizational contexts, an argument put forward by several acclaimed organization scholars 
(Leonardi & Barley, 2010; Leonardi, Marleen, & Steinfield, 2013; Orlikowski & Scott, 2008; 
Treem & Leonardi, 2012). I have answered this call and attempt to expand on the mentioned 
research tradition with this study. 

3.1.1 Current definitions of social media 

Social media is subject to theorizing (Han, 2010; Song, 2010). Researchers argue that social 
media is difficult to define (Aalen, 2013). Looking at the most frequently cited definitions, 
Kaplan and Haenlein define social media as a “group of Internet-based applications that build 
on the ideological and technological foundations of Web 2.0, and that allow the creation and 
exchange of User Generated Content” (2010:61). Other scholars have contended that social 
media is an electronic tool that contributes to the creation of ties, communication, and 
collaboration (Jue, Marr, & Kassotakis, 2010). Boyd and Ellison define SNSs, which is often 
used interchangeably with “social media”, as “web-based services that allow individuals to 
construct a public or semi-public profile within a bounded system, articulate a list of other user 
with whom they share a connection, and view and traverse their list of connections and those 
made by others within the system” (2007:211). Haugseth defines social media as a “digital 
technology that enables public group-based interaction or participation and that transfers 
personal or social markers together with a media message” (2013:48). We find definitions 
linking social media use to organizations, such as that introduced by McAfee (2009). McAfee’s 
Enterprise 2.0 is “the use of emergent social software platforms within companies, or between 
companies and their partners or customers” (2006). Leonardi et al. (2013:2) introduced a similar 
definition, Enterprise Social Media, defining it as  

“web-based platforms that allow workers to (1) communicate messages with specific coworkers or 
broadcast messages to everyone in the organization; (2) explicitly indicate or implicitly reveal particular 
coworkers as communication partners; (3) post, edit, and sort text and files linked to themselves or others; 
and (4) view the messages, connections, text, and files communicated, posted, edited, and sorted by anyone 
else in the organization at any time of their choosing”.  

Researchers have proposed different types of social media. Kaplan and Haenlein (2010) 
identified six types of social media: (1) collaborative projects, like Wikipedia, (2) blog, (3) 
content communities, like YouTube and DailyMotion, (4) social networking sites, like 
Facebook, (5) virtual game worlds, e.g. World of Warcraft, (6) and virtual social worlds, e.g. 
Second Life. Haugseth (2013) has suggested ten social media; (1) SNS, (2) blog, (3) gaming, 
(4) collaborative projects, wikis and crowdfunding, (5) discussion forums, (6) web conferences, 
(7) virtual worlds, (8) content communities, (9) location based communities, and (10) streaming 
services. 

These scholarly contributions have strengths and weaknesses. They help us to frame the 
structural, technical, and material properties of an ICT. The definitions teach us that social 
media is characterized by a high degree of media richness and describe the technology from a 
static and system approach, for example. On the other hand, the definitions omit certain 
important aspects, which I believe have a bearing on our current understandings – that social 
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media today is formed and governed by the actions of its users, a factor that has analytical 
consequences for the dissertation’s research perspective. I argue that social media is 
increasingly user-driven, a condition allowing humans potentially to perform and take 
initiatives to construct and enact social organizings or emergent social structures around an 
established cloud-based technology structure, an aspect that current definitions do not 
adequately highlight. This condition is facilitated due to structural changes and ongoing 
development of the Internet. This implies that it would be more apt to suggest that social media 
expands on an established past and a set of principles.  

These changes can be better illustrated in light of the symbolic abolition of a top-down editorial 
regime, which acted as the public gatekeeper of digital content. In a sense, we can envision that 
we are currently in a “Web 2.0 era”, reflecting the fact that we have progressed from the Web 
1.0 era and now face the transition to Web 3.0 (Berners-Lee, Hendler, & Lassila, 2001). Web 
1.0 refers to an early stage of development of the World Wide Web and is used to describe how 
web pages were organized during the Internet bubble era. Web pages were static and invited 
little interaction, meaning that users had a “read-only” relationship with them. It was common 
for web pages to be monitored by a top-down editorial control regime. In this regard, Web 2.0 
marks a transition. O’Reilly (2005) describes Web 2.0 as a set of practices and principles that 
introduced a participatory platform (Bucher, 2012). Web pages were no longer static but 
dynamic, meaning that end-users could engage with each other in new ways through online 
interaction. The top-down editorial regime is symbolically abolished when we see a change 
from “read-only” to “read-and-write”. These combined factors lead us to see that social media 
can facilitate what Jenkins (2006) calls a participatory culture. End-users can generate, publish, 
and manipulate web content and the term user-generated content (Van Dijck, 2009) arises. 
Social media’s user-driven features enable people to engage with others at very low cost, 
meaning that we have many editors who become responsible for what they publish and how 
they interact. It would then be accurate to describe social media as Shirky (2009) puts it, “Here 
comes everybody”. In this thesis, I understand social media as a new web technology, 
characterized by being a low-threshold, interactive and participative-based technology used for 
social interactions, which is used for creating, exchanging, and sharing of information and ideas 
in online network communities.  

3.1.2 The network research trajectory 

The conditions suggesting that social media is user-driven are many. But this can be better 
illustrated in light of an influential research trajectory that has theorized the potential 
implication for society at large of the combined forces of the Internet, ICT, and the Information 
Age, which can be called the network research trajectory. Because, what is “new” about social 
media? Critics argue that there is little difference between the terms “Web 1.0” and “Web 2.0”, 
as the only distinguishing feature is a matter of mere figures. An end-user with some html 
knowledge could set up a web page and engage with peers in the 1990s, for example. Moreover, 
commentators have claimed that “Web 2.0” is a buzzword and marketing construction. 
Furthermore, there were several online communities in existence before Facebook rose.  

Steen-Johnsen, Enjolras and Wollebæk (2013) argue that the “new” in social media is how it 
allows people easily to build, institutionalize, and organize social networks in new ways. Users 
can easily create user profiles, and engage with new people on the hundreds of social media 
services pushed onto the global market. From the end of the 1980s, scholars have theorized the 
implications of this aspect in a larger perspective. Scholars argue for the reorganization of an 
old social structure, the social network. Today, social networks take on a different meaning, as 
people have extended their social ties into the “computer networks of the networks” and 
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communicate through them and create new concepts of public spheres. These are said to be 
transgressing social structures keeping societies intact. The Spanish sociologist Castells (1996, 
1997, 1998) has argued for the emergence of a new key social structure, the “network society”. 
Castells sees the network society as the “new social morphology of our societies, and the 
diffusion of networking logic substantially modifies the operation and outcomes in processes 
of production, experience, power, and culture” (1996:500), reflecting a society where the key 
social structures and activities of the social network are organized around electronically driven 
information networks. A consequence of these conditions is the rise of the Individual Self, 
which implies that humans now construct meaning and identity from their ties in social 
networks over and above other social structures. The Dutch sociologist Van Dijk (1999) has 
theorized a different side of the network society. Van Dijk suggests that key structures like 
groups, organizations, and communities still play a role in our understanding of the network 
society, though humans are still connected to social networks. Van Dijk’s project is to link the 
connections between social networks and new media networks. This feature  is propelled 
forward by the convergence between different types of human and digital communications and 
media organizations into a single medium, the Internet. Consequently, these aspects are said to 
be rewriting the conditions for human communication, as the traditional interpersonal or face-
to-face communication in social networks diminishes and is “transferred” and performed 
digitally, in addition to being stored, replicated, and searched, and is relatively transparent and 
accessible by others. 

Scholars have theorized the user-driven nature of social media from other standpoints. Benkler 
(2006) has explored the argument that humans can organize and collaborate on social media 
applications to initiate potential change in the economy and society. Benkler argues for the rise 
of what he calls the Networked Information Economy, a “technological-economic feasibility 
space” that provides persons with increased autonomy to empower themselves. The Networked 
Information Economy can be seen as a potential source of grassroots power. And since social 
media is easy accessible, individuals can use their individual autonomy to exercise critical 
thinking by joint public participation and engage in digital production. This aspect can create a 
self-critical public culture which can turn users from passive to active, and into critical thinkers 
who raise social concerns. It is a source of power that recognizes that decentralized individual 
actions can remove physical and economic constraints. This argument ascribes to human 
mobilization by use of social media and ICT – social networks – the capacity to be a form of 
decentralized and distributed source of power that can challenge centralized power structures 
in society at large. Scholars like Wellman (with Berkowitz, 1988) have theorized different 
arguments. Wellman and Rainie (2012) argued for the rise of network individualism which 
suggests a radical rewriting of the meaning of social relations in which individuals engage in 
their social networks. In a populist tone, they argue that intense and increased social interaction 
and incorporation of the Internet and cell phones into social life have made humans more 
“addicted” contacts with other humans than before. This changes how we interact with one 
another. Wellman and Rainie’s academic point is that people have now become networked as 
individuals. This means that humans define and draw their social identities and belonging from 
the person rather than from belonging to traditional key social structures like the family, 
neighborhood, school, work unit, village, and hierarchical bureaucracies. Rainie and Wellman 
(2012) understand networked individualism as an “operating system”, which illustrates the new 
ways people connect, communicate, and exchange information by use of network technologies.  

The user-driven nature of social media has been approached from other perspectives. People’s 
increased urge for connecting, interaction, and registration on SNSs means that our social life 
in social networks becomes subject to scrutiny. This has caused new interest for a sociological 
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and anthropological research tradition of kinship and social ties, Social Network Analysis 
(SNA). SNA represents a different approach than the network society argument, as it deals with 
the particular dynamics of relationships within and across small- and large-scale networks 
(Watts, 2003). SNA has been used to study the ways in which actors communicate in networks 
(Katz & Blumler, 1974; Katz & Lazarsfeld, 2006; Katz & Rice, 2002), implying that social 
networks are closely linked to the concept of communities. Granovetter’s (1973) the strengths 
of weak ties has been a much used approach, although he never addressed the role of the Internet 
in his influential paper. Granovetter’s work explains the relationships between strong and weak 
ties concentrated around a node in a network, a concept that has cast light on concepts like 
social capital. Social capital has been associated with the work of Bourdieu (1986), Burt (1992, 
2005), Coleman (1988), Lin (1982, 2001), and Putnam (2000). Other writers and scholars have 
attempted to explore the various ways in which personal coordination of ties in online networks 
can facilitate various forms of individual and mass collaboration. Rheingold has forwarded 
various concepts illustrating this aspect, like Virtual Community (1994), which refers to how 
online networks of individuals interact through web applications. More recent concepts are 
Smart Mobs (Rheingold, 2002), which refers to how social media can be used to coordinate 
social movements. Scholars have suggested terms like Wikinomics (Tapscott & Williams, 
2006), MacroWikinomics (Tapscott & Williams, 2011) and crowdsourcing (Howe, 2008). 
These claim that social media applications open the way for mass collaboration. Shirky (2009, 
2011) has endorsed his support for crowdsourcing, arguing that social media lowers the 
threshold for forming new social groups and forms of collaboration. Castells (2012, 2013) has 
analyzed how social media can be used to generate forms of grassroots movements and political 
mobilization.  

3.1.3 The challenge of approaching social media for organization researchers 

The research challenge for organization researchers is therefore to frame analytically the 
implications of the particular conditions, opportunities, and limitations provided by use of 
social media, especially when they are brought onto the turf of an organization by initiatives 
carried out by local actors affiliated to organizations. This facet is important because the 
plethora of social media services allows users easily to start engaging with their peers at low 
cost and to build, institutionalize, and organize social networks by use of social media. These 
properties mean that humans can, by forms of individual enactments or mass collaboration, use 
social media’s participatory digital culture to produce new emergent social structures. 
Moreover, humans can use social media to coordinate and organize activities in new and 
unexpected ways by embedding the technology into established social practices, which can 
produce techno-social organizings that initially are difficult to define and can appear ambiguous 
and must be made sense of in organizational life.  
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I stress this aspect, because over the last years this has been a tendency in the social media 
landscape. Here, the links between human initiatives and recurring engagement with social 
media platforms have created, produced, and constituted a range of mediated social media 
phenomena in society at large. They are the end result of human creativity, innovativity, and 
engineering and are guided by their own cultural logics. Characteristic of them is how humans 
recombine aspects of Web 2.0 applications and user-generated content with social practices and 
employ human interpretation and actions to give them “social life” and new meanings and 
labels. These are continuously evolving and reshaped by the contributions from social media 
users and are socially constituted, as illustrated in Figure 3.1. Many social media phenomena 
illustrate these dynamics.  

 

Figure  3.1 Illustration of how interpretation and enactment can produce organizing. 

Figure 3.2 Internet memes of Chuck Norris. 
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An emerging social media phenomenon challenging established institutions is the arrival of 
cyber currencies or cryptocurrencies like Bitcoins, Auroracoin, BlackCoin, PotCoin, etc. 
Cryptocurrency can be understood as a decentralized medium of exchange using cryptography 
to secure economic transactions and to control the creation of new units. It is in stark contrast 
to currencies issued and controlled by centralized banking and economic systems. Bitcoin is 
the most widely known digital currency; it is starting to be accepted as a means of payment and 
has attracted criminal activity, financial regulators, and law enforcement agencies. Another 
example is Internet memes. An Internet meme is an activity, concept, catchphrase or piece of 
media text which is often used as mimicry. Internet memes play extensively on humor and satire 
of social issues and popular culture and are widely shared and diffused throughout the social 
media universe. Figure 3.2 shows two Internet memes of the cult actor Chuck Norris. The one 
on the left states: “There is no theory of evolution. Just a list of creatures Chuck Norris has 
allowed to live”, while the one on the right states; “Scared? When the Boogeyman goes to sleep 
every night he checks his closet for Chuck Norris”. Hacktivism, which combines hacker 
practices and forms of civil disobedience, is another social media practice. Hacktivism, which 
has roots in the hacker culture, is a type of emergent social organizing where politically 
motivated persons use a variety of social media software to raise political awareness around 
issues like free speech, human rights or freedom of information or to promote critical thinking. 
Here, the international network of activist and hacktivist entities Anonymous has been involved 
in many controversies. Another example are the mobile apps companies Uber and the lodging 
app Airbnb, which have challenged the taxi and hotel industries and the private rental market 
in countries worldwide; they have been labeled as belonging to the “sharing economy”.  

These mediated social media phenomena are hard to predict or control and are seldom under 
any “central command” issuing directives because they are strongly user-driven and shaped by 
the contributions of their users. Some have the potential to emerge into powerful arrangements 
and can contradict the position of established institutions, a factor that is valid when trespassing 
and challenging the established domains of particular industries or economies. But what 
happens and what types of understanding are socially constructed and enacted when local actors 
in organizations – in either first-line or top-management positions – decide to import, translate, 
introduce, and legitimatize social media and create social media practices through initiatives 
they organize? In other words, what happens when the conditions and cultural logics of the 
social media universe linked to society at large are reshaped and translated into organizational 
life by various initiatives performed by actors in organizations?  

Søyland and Herstad (2011) address this argument, contending that the established ways ICT 
researchers have approached the adoption and implementation of ICTs in organizations is up 
for review. Søyland and Herstad maintain that the adoption and implementation of ICTs into 
organizations are often time-consuming processes and go through top-down orientated trial-
and-testing phases before being introduced to end-users. ICTs are subject to reviews by 
stakeholders and are managed in light of ongoing organizational priorities and are evaluated in 
light of decision-making processes that include matters of costs and strategies. Søyland and 
Herstad argue that in organizations the adoption and implementation of social media more 
commonly occurs more “under the radar”, as actors in front-line positions are increasingly 
“importing” them and making them part of their work practice. This can cause side-effects, as 
employees can set up other forms of organizing and use technologies in unexpected ways.  

Adoption and implementation of social media “under the radar” therefore could challenge and 
rewrite the ways in which ICT tools are administrated in organizations. ICTs in organizations 
are also governed and subject to an institutional control regime that can define and set the 
premises for technology use and organizational activities and performances. This control 
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regime plays a crucial role in processes of adoption and implementation of new technologies 
and regulates the work practice of employees. In this regard, a common experience is the 
repeated pattern that adoption and implementation of ICTs can generate unintended 
consequences. Technology designers and implementers often observe that end-users can decide 
to use or enact ICTs in unexpected ways other than those planned or intended, a factor making 
processes of implementation of ICTs difficult to predict or control. Furthermore, technology 
users can be capable of constructing new emergent social structures, which are enacted and 
based on the use and interpretation of technologies and can become socially objectified and 
institutionalized by recursive human action, potentially producing social organizings. This 
factor has increased significance when social media end-users can organize their work practices 
on social media technologies other than the ICTs issued by the organization.  

Figure 3.3 Bottom-up and top-down perspectives on social media. 

 

These conditions suggest a need to use decentralized perspectives to grasp the adoption and 
implementation of social media into organizations. This means using different “research lenses” 
and putting greater emphasis on how the adoption of technologies can emerge from actor-
motivated grassroots initiatives from inside organizations. This calls for applying bottom-up 
perspectives in addition to the usual top-down ones, as illustrated in Figure 3.3. A bottom-up 
perspective can be seen as an analytical procedure to piece together a larger form of organizing 
emerging from the local use of social media initiated by actors having a first-line position in an 
organization, while a top-down perspective can be used to follow the outcome of a top-
management initiative by performing a stepwise design of breaking down the assumptions of 
an organizing to gain insight into the interpretation and expectations of its distinct 
compositional units. The relevance of these perspectives pertains when humans decide to 
interpret and enact their use and understanding of a technology in relation to established social 
contexts. This means that when actors in organizations “import” and start using social media 
and reshape user-generated content to fit their practice or context and ride the participatory 
culture of the Internet, technical definitions like “Web 2.0 + User-Generated Content”, as 
suggested by Kaplan and Haenlein (2010), lose analytical weight. The implications of how 
actors socially construct new genres and social organizings by their actions can be grasped 
better by paying attention to the importance of processes of contextualization and 
decontextualization.  
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To frame how social media makes its way into organizations by the bottom-up or top-down 
initiatives performed by actors, we can look to Røvik’s (2007) work as a case in point. Over the 
years, Røvik has developed a framework exploring how ideas or “recipes” are translated and 
shape organizations. Røvik is interested in demonstrating what empirically when one attempts 
to translate ideas are into practices, and vice versa. To understand these aspects means to deal 
with the role of contextualization and decontextualization. Røvik has developed his own models 
of explanation, the “virus theory” and “translation theory”, which capture different aspects of 
the proposition, transfer, reception, and utilization of organizational “recipes”. These theories 
challenge the established “decoupling” argument in organization studies (DiMaggio & Powell 
1983; 1991; Meyer & Rowan, 1977), which argues that organizational “recipes” or 
“rationalized myths” seldom materialize into practices, but remain wrapped as an idea on a 
discursive level. Røvik argues otherwise, as empirical evidence contradicts the established 
division between ideas and practice. Contextualization, which involves the translation of ideas 
to practice, demonstrates variety in how receptive organizations are to ideas. 
Decontextualization, which involves translation from practice to ideas, argues that ideas or 
recopies can be transferred between organizations, it merely depends on how digestible and 
well packaged they are to those who unpack and install them. This means that Røvik’s (2007) 
“virus theory” can be of value to understand how social media is adopted and implemented into 
organizational life, which in my study means to focus on the role of contextualization. 
Moreover, one needs to cast light on which actors translate or import social media and its 
embedded ideas, the arenas in which this takes place, and the inscription rules that follow.  

As an extension of Røvik’s “contextualization” argument, my thesis establishes a research 
perspective that addresses the potential impact social media might have on organizational life. 
This is realized by establishing a user perspective which aims at showing a gradual adoption 
and implementation of social media from the point of view of an actor who interacts from inside 
an organization. This is empirically illustrated by examining the outcome and processes of a set 
of initiatives performed by people in selected organizations. These initiatives are analyzed by 
combining bottom-up and top-down perspectives. The initiatives show how humans translate, 
organize, construct, and enact local organizings around social media, which are based on their 
understanding, actions, and interpretations of social media and connected to the organizational 
context in which they interact. Characteristic of these initiatives is the way the actors “import” 
or implement social media and their embedded ideas onto the turf of an organization and initiate 
a form of activity or embed social media into an existing practice. From there, the actors form 
processes which can result in the social constituting of a successful or failed local organizing 
or social media practice. Common to all the organizings is that they are linked to social media 
and it would be much more of a challenge to realize them if the technology were absent. The 
realities of the local organizings become clearer – or perhaps acquire a “social life” – when they 
contradict organizational measures initiated by an organization. For analytical reasons, I refer 
to these local organizings as “models”. I use the term as an analytical instrument to give an 
empirically founded and holistic framework to illustrate how actors use, interpret, and translate 
social media into their local organizational contexts by initiatives they orchestrate. Moreover, 
the model concept is used to describe the potential outcome and processes emerging from the 
social constituting of the actors’ use and interpretation and recurring engagement with social 
media in organizational contexts. Finally, the models are used to create a solid user perspective 
on the use of social media and how humans interpret a single web technology into organizations. 
To further my “model” argument, I discuss this relation to concepts and research perspectives 
used in organization studies to understand the role of technologies in organizations and work 
processes.  
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3.2 Part II: The role of technologies in organization studies 

Organization studies has a long track-record of studying the adoption and implementation of 
technologies into organizations and the ways different types of technologies can shape our 
understanding of the organizing of work, organizational structures, and organizations. 
Furthermore, organization researchers have tried to theorize the potential effects that the 
material properties of technologies can have on human behavior in organizational 
environments, such theorizing emerging from empirical analysis and scholarly discussions. 
This has bred an extensive theoretical tradition, offering various views on the role of 
technologies in organizations. 

From the 1950s to the 1970s, industrial sociologists pursued studies that tried to conceptualize 
the effects that different types of production technologies had on work, industrial structures, 
and organizational environments. Organization researchers examined small-scale enterprises 
and large organizations like steel plants, textile mills, and coalmines, and attempted to establish 
the connections between various types of production technologies and the organizing or work 
and industrial structures (Aldrich, 1972; Blau, Falbe, McKinley, & Tracy, 1976; Emery, 1959; 
Emery & Marek, 1962; Hickson, Pugh, & Pheysey, 1969; Pugh & Hickson, 1976; Trist & 
Bamforth, 1951). Woodward (1958, 1965), for example, studied a number of production 
technology companies in England in the 1950s. Woodward classified the companies according 
to what types of production technology they used, an analysis spawning a number of insights 
(Clegg et al., 2011). Woodward found that the more routinized the technology, the more the 
organization was likely to be hierarchy orientated and the more knowledge needed to operate 
the production technology was linked to organizational structures. Woodward established that 
small organizations with production technologies requiring low levels of specialization hired 
workers with generalist skills, while mass-production units required technical specialists. Small 
firms tended to have low levels of formalized bureaucracy and there was little difference 
between technically competent staff and managers, while large mass-production companies 
demonstrated the opposite tendency. The type of production technology influenced the business 
priorities of companies, as small production companies focused on innovation and mass-
production firms on efficiency. 

Trist and Bamforth (1951) tried to identify the psychological effects on workers caused by the 
introduction of new production technologies in a study of English coal miners in the late 1940s. 
Trist and Bamforth argued that different production technologies had contradictory effects on 
the well-being of the miners. Prior to the introduction of a new production technology, the 
miners were organized into small autonomous groups that shared the same work-cycles and 
relied on interpersonal ties, but these were dissolved and replaced with new routines. This led 
to other ways of organizing work in which the miners worked individually in shifts. The miners 
could no longer rely on the self-organized groups that had been important to them. When the 
miners had difficulties in meeting the production quota it caused negative effects on the work 
situation. When the miners could not meet the production demands, they turned to group 
defense mechanisms like finding scapegoats and relying on informal organizations, triggering 
coal production to plummet. Trist and Bamforth’s work illustrated that implementing new 
production technologies involved change where workers had to answer to a new mechanistic 
organization that was more hierarchical and bureaucratic. 

Although Woodward’s work has been re-examined and criticized (Aldrich, 1972; Blau et al., 
1976; Hickson et al., 1969; Pugh & Hickson, 1976), the empirical studies from this period 
produced valuable theoretical perspectives on the role of technologies in organization studies. 
The work of Woodward and contemporaries is seen as based on contingency theory. Clegg et 
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al. (2011) argue that contingency theory assumes that organizations have to deal with 
contingencies, like technology, because external conditions shape how organizations are 
designed and managed. Leonardi and Barley (2010) claim that contingency theorists had a 
strong determinist view on technology, implying a view that different production systems have 
the power to breed various forms of organizing and can somehow directly shape human 
behavior in organizations. The premise of this view relates to the capacity ascribed to 
technology by contingency theory, which Perrow saw “as an independent variable, and 
structure – the arrangements among people for getting work done – as a dependent variable” 
(1967:195). Leonardi and Barley (2010) suggest that the contingency theorists met contrasting 
views from the socio-technical systems theorists, which was exemplified by the research work 
of Trist and Bamforth (1951) and Emery (1959). This research stream assumed a mutual 
interaction between humans and technologies, rejecting the determinist vision held by the 
contingency theorists. 

From the 1980s, organization researchers started to take an interest in the arrival of ICTs and 
especially examined why people respond differently to management information systems and 
computer science communities. Leonardi and Barley (2010) argue that ICTs have been 
approached from a social constructionist research perspective. This research tradition draws on 
sociological concepts introduced by Berger and Luckmann (1967), leading to new views on 
technology. The research focus is turned to social aspects and processes springing from the use 
and interpretation of technologies into organizational contexts. This research perspective 
suggests that humans’ interactions with technologies create concepts and mental 
representations, which can be constituted and institutionalized into reciprocal roles and played 
out by human action. This analysis emphasizes that knowledge arising from the rich variety of 
languages, symbols, and experiences, can emerge or is embedded in the use of technologies, 
involving focus on constructed understandings produced by humans. The “research umbrella” 
draws significantly on intellectual impulses from disciplines like sociology, social anthropology 
and social psychology. Organization theorists link their work to Science and Technology 
Studies (Bijker, Hughes, & Pinch, 1987; Callon, 1986; Latour, 1987; Pinch & Bijker, 1984), to 
Giddens’s (1984) structuration theory and to Bourdieu’s (1977, 1990) practice theory. The latter 
two have been significantly improved and adapted to frame the meaning of technologies in 
organizations. The social constructionist perspective shares similar ontology, but differs as 
researchers tend to combine approaches like social information processing theory, actor-
network theory, symbolic interactionism, and critical theory.  

This has implications for the views of technology. Orlikowski and Scott (2008) claim that 
technology understood as an independent and dependent variable diminishes in analytical value 
to be replaced by a focus on the dynamic interactions between people, organizations, and 
technology. Organization researchers adopt processual and contextual perspectives, which are 
driven by longitudinal research approaches, and argue that social interaction and outcome with 
technology are mutually dependent, integrative, and co-evolving. Leonardi and Barley (2010) 
emphasize rather that technology is not understood as a production technology per se. The 
social constructionist research tradition means a rejection of the determinist view on 
technology, involving a departure from contingency theory. This means that how researchers 
view the processes of adoption and implementation of new technologies in organizations 
changes too. Leonardi and Barley argue that social constructivist organization theorists are 
inclined to view organizational change as emerging out of an ongoing stream of social action 
in which people respond to the technology’s constraints and affordances. Moreover, researchers 
will put analytical focus on how interpretation, meaning, attitudes, and beliefs, can shape the 
use, adoption, and implementation of technologies into organizations. This means that the social 
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constructionist approach has narrowed down and studied the processes of adoption and 
implementation of technologies in established organizational contexts from several concrete 
perspectives. Leonardi and Barley conclude that organization researchers have examined the 
implementation process from phases of the process itself; the social phenomena being 
constructed in it; and the process by which the construction occurs. This brings forward 
analytical nuances in what takes place in adoption and implementation processes and what 
meanings the use of technology acquires from it.  

Leonardi and Barley (2010) outline that the constructionist research tradition has 
conceptualized this by studying technologies from five distinct perspectives. These include 
perception, interpretation, appropriation, enactment, and alignment.6 The perception 
perspective focuses on the first phase of the implementation process, adoption, and tends to 
investigate why technology users share the same attitudes, beliefs, and values. This involves 
understanding how users ascribe meanings to new technologies, based on shared ideas that can 
manifest when technologies are implemented in organizations. This means measuring the social 
influence of technologies in organizational contexts. Perception is a commonly applied 
perspective which stresses the limits and affordances of technologies. This has spurred a wide 
range of influential studies, according to Leonardi and Barley (see, for example: Fulk, 1993; 
Griffith & Northcraft, 1996; Karahanna, Straub, & Chervany 1999; Kraut, Rice, Cool, & Fish, 
1998; Rice, 1987; Rice & Aydin, 1991; Vishwanath, 2006; Yuan et al., 2005). The 
interpretation perspective investigates how humans interpret technologies, as it is orientated 
towards use and transference in implementation processes. Leonardi and Barley (2010) argue 
that studies emerging from this body of research will establish that users often approach 
technologies by drawing on previous frames, schemas, and experiences, like professional work 
practices, when they first use new technologies, which involves focusing on cognitive 
structures. This implies that users rarely meet new technologies without prior know-hows, with 
the consequence that users override initial designs and intentions (see for example: Barley, 
1986; 1988; Gopal & Prasad, 2000; Hsiao, Wu, & Hou, 2008; Jian, 2007; Markus, 1994; 
Orlikowski & Gash, 1994; Prasad, 1993; Walsham, 2002). The appropriation perspective has 
a post-intention agenda in implementation process, according to Leonardi and Barley (2010). 
This research perspective is also interested in understanding how people use technology, but 
researchers are more prone to examining the extent to which technology users follow or deviate 
from the designs or intentions behind a technology after it has been introduced into an 
organizational context. Appropriation perspectives stress that technologies are biased, implying 
that there is intent behind why they are implemented in organizations (DeSanctis & Poole, 
1992; Orlikowski & Robey, 1991; Watson, DeSanctis, & Poole, 1988). Enactment perspectives 
are interested in establishing how people use technologies, according to Leonardi and Barley 
(2010). But enactment perspectives are motivated by creating a practice lens and examine the 
evolution of work practices rather than cognitions or norms. “Enactment researchers” will argue 
that social construction emerges when people start using a technology and integrate it into their 
everyday work, meaning that social construction transpires from pragmatic action and situated 
improvisations. This means that technologies can generate social organizings embedded in 
technology and can influence organizational designs (Barley, 1986; 1988; Boczkowski, 2004; 
Boudreau & Robey, 2005; Constantinides & Barrett, 2006; Dery, Hall, & Wailes, 2006; 
Orlikowski, 2000; 1994; 1995; Vaast & Walsham, 2005; Volkoff, Strong, & Elmes, 2007; 
Yates & Orlikowski, 1992). The alignment perspective is interested in understanding how 
organizational structures adapt to the introduction of new technologies in organizations and 
view technology adoption from a new-institutional framework, according to Leonardi and 
Barley (2010). Such studies tend to investigate the extent to which existing organizational 
                                                 
6 These perspectives are rendered as outlined by Leonardi and Barley (2010). 
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structures in organizations sculpt around new technologies and how they can rearrange the 
social organization within it. These perspectives would question how power balance and 
hierarchical structures are linked to the adoption of technologies, and what impact they 
potentially have on roles and relationships and work processes (Barley, 1986; Black, Carlile, & 
Nelson, 2004; Davidson & Chismar, 2007; Edmondson, Bohmer, & Pisano, 2001; Leonardi, 
2007; Schultze & Orlikowski, 2004; Zuboff, 1988). 

Recently, the theorizing on the meaning of technology in the management literature has 
progressed into a scholarly debate revolving around a demanding concept, sociomateriality, 
which has meant crossing over to Actor Network Theory (ANT) for analytical inspiration 
(Callon, 1986; Latour, 1987). This work has been led by Orlikowski (2007, 2010; Orlikowski 
& Scott, 2008). Orlikowski, who expands on theoretical concepts developed by Latour (2004; 
2005) and Barad (2003; 2007), has been particularly interested in acknowledging a theoretical 
assertion made in the ANT literature – that “technological artifacts are considered as equivalent 
participants in a network of human and non-human agencies that (temporarily) align to achieve 
particular effects” (Orlikowski & Scott, 2008:456). This implies a new research agenda in 
organization studies and an argument that the longstanding opposition between the “technical” 
and “social” should be abandoned and replaced and fused under the single concept of 
sociomateriality. Central to Orlikowski’s claim is to readdress the idea that the technological 
and social should not be studied as mutually separate phenomena that can influence each other 
– which has been the dominant way to understand technologies – but to “move away from 
focusing on how technologies influence humans, to examining how materiality is intrinsic to 
everyday activities and relations” (Orlikowski & Scott, 2008:455). Orlikowski’s project is to 
challenge the fundamental ontological assumption made on the distinction between the 
technological and the social. Orlikowski argues that previous understandings have been framed 
around an “ontology of separateness” (Suchman, 2007), which has meant that researchers have 
theorized on the basis that the technological and social are separate entities and realities. This 
should be reversed. We should see them as linked, equal and inseparable, which addresses the 
importance of “relational ontology”. Instead of viewing the technological and social as separate 
at the start of an analysis, for example, one should treat technological artifacts “symmetrically 
to the humans, and as equivalent participants in a network of humans and non-humans that 
(temporarily) align to achieve particular effects” (Orlikowski, 2010:135). 

But the question remains, how does one apply sociomateriality in any data analysis and relate 
it to a field situation? In this regard, Orlikowski (2010) claims that organization researchers 
should pay attention to performance and to the enacting of particular meanings and materialities 
manifesting as part of everyday practices in organizational life. I interpret this argument to 
suggest the need to develop a more refined practice perspective based upon ideas seen in social 
phenomenology, which Orlikowski calls “entanglement in practice”. Orlikowski, who again 
turns to Barad (2003), argues that embedded in the concept of sociomateriality is a recognition 
that relations and boundaries between humans and technologies are not pre-given or fixed, but 
enacted in practice. This appears to suggest that when studying the boundless relational 
constituting and discursive materiality of some particular sorts that can make up a phenomenon, 
it is through the research knowledge coming from describing a dynamic sociomaterial 
configuration that a researcher uses “sociomateriality-in-practice”.  

On the other hand, Orlikowski’s sociomateriality has not passed into the management literature 
without critique from peers. Leonardi (2013), who regards sociomateriality as a theoretical 
development of Giddens’s (1984) structuration theory and maintains that its ontological 
foundation is rooted in agential realism, has identified shortcomings with Orlikowski’s 
ontological project. For example, sociomateriality is criticized for being “over-social”, meaning 
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that the “technological” and “materiality” have been marginalized and made peripheral from 
research analysis, as one reads mostly about “norms governing when, why, and how to use a 
technology in a specific setting” (Leonardi, 2013:64). Other organization theorists are strongly 
critical of sociomateriality. Mutch (2013) identifies several limitations with sociomateriality: it 
lacks a unique explanatory power as other models of explanation can give similar insights; it is 
challenging to apply and integrate into empirical analysis, as researchers admit that they have 
difficulties in following the material; it ignores time; and as a practice perspective it is not 
suitable as a theory of constitution as it reduces considerations of structure and institution. 
These theoretical shortcomings lead Mutch to conclude that organization theorists should 
develop other ontological stands on sociomateriality, which Mutch and Leonardi find in critical 
realism. Leonardi outlines this argument in greater detail and, in short, essentially develops a 
framework that can rewrite the “material” or the “technological” back into our understanding 
of technology. Leonardi’s approach is to challenge “the problem with treating all relationships 
as mutually constitutive” (2013:67). Although critical realism and agential realism share the 
same ontology, Leonardi contends that they differ on the interpretation of reality, as critical 
realism assumes the existence of multiple realities that can operate interchangeably and 
independently of each other. The premise for sociomateriality’s ontology, agential realism, is 
not multiple, but encased in a single entity. Leonardi argues that this nuance has importance for 
the understanding of sociomateriality. A critical realist approach will therefore accept that the 
social and the material are separate entities that “are put into relationship with one another and 
come to appear inseparable through human activity occurring over time” (Leonardi, 2013:69). 
This allows critical realists to address the material properties created by human action 
independently of the social, which proponents of agential realism cannot do. Leonardi 
maintains that this is possible because critical realists now acknowledge that the social and the 
material are external relations rather than internal relations standing in a dependent relationship 
to each other, meaning that “critical realists can talk about a technology’s ‘materiality’ while 
agential realists cannot” (Leonardi, 2013:69). This analytical move involves rewriting the 
material or the technological back into our understanding of sociomateriality. Moreover, this 
opens up for new ways to theorize on the capabilities of materiality, when linked to human 
action and agency, as the material is now somehow allowed to be conceptualized beyond the 
boundaries of human ideas of reality.  

Although Leonardi stresses that the material is a product of human activity, meaning that it is 
to be linked to the social, the critical realist critique is motivated by pinpointing challenges with 
sociomateriality. This deals with acknowledging that materiality can exist independent of 
people, for example, but the critique seems to concentrate on the limitations of a practice 
perspective on technologies as a premise for conceptualizing the organizing of work and the 
organization itself. Too much focus on sociomaterial practices as an ongoing activity omits the 
notion of time. Leonardi argues that the main challenge with sociomateriality is:  

that it becomes difficult for the analyst to understand what role the sociomaterial plays in the constitution 
and perpetuation of organizations. By introducing time and by focusing on the process of the imbrication 
of agencies through it, the critical realist perspective provides better explanation of organizing as a process 
(rather than simply action) and, consequently, more points of articulation with extant theories of 
organization. (Leonardi, 2013:71) 

3.2.1 Framing a research lens to analyze social media in organizations 

Organization science, therefore, has a 60-year research tradition of studying and theorizing the 
processes of adoption and implementation of technologies in organizations. The history of the 
research tradition shows that organization scholars have produced different analyses of how 
ICTs are embedded in such processes. And with that, organization theorists have composed a 
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large variety of specific and detailed analytical concepts that have emerged as a consequence 
of empirical analysis and scholarly debate. With the arrival of social media onto the turf of 
organizations, younger generations of organization scholars have developed new research 
agendas with new theoretical lenses. Since 2010, a growing body of organization research has 
advocated for an affordance lens to understand the role that social media plays in organizations 
(Majchrzak, Faraj, Kane, & Azad, 2013; Treem & Leonardi, 2012). The affordance lens 
expands on ideas introduced by the psychologist Gibson (1986). Central to Gibson’s claim was 
that objects could be used in various ways and be perceived as beneficial to perform particular 
activities without paying attention to what an object “is”, an observation that led Gibson to 
claim that individuals do not perceive what the object “is” but what it can afford. Gibson called 
this perception of an object’s utility an affordance. This assertion brings the critical realist 
argument closer to the foreground, meaning that an object can exist outside the realm of human 
reality and come to “life” when an individual interacts with its features and ascribes meaning 
to it. The materiality of an object is ascribed a life of its “own” and is activated when people 
come into contact with it, while the affordance does not. This is connected to the fact that when 
humans interact with materiality they can have various goals and see a technology differently; 
some will see technology as an obstacle and others as an enabler of some sort. The affordance 
lens on social media in organizations involves putting greater focus on the action potential and 
capabilities that can be taken given a technology and how this can be linked to processes in 
organizations. Treem and Leonardi (2012) develop an affordance perspective and theorize that 
social media enables four affordances: visibility, persistence, editability, and association. 
Majchrzak et al. (2013), who expand on Treem and Leonardi, argue for four affordances of 
social media: metavoicing, triggered attending, network-informed associating, and generative 
role-taking, which represent different ways to engage in visible knowledge conversations in 
organization by use of social media. 

In light of the outlined discussion, how future organization science students will choose and 
use theory to understand their own work is a relatively open matter they have to decide for 
themselves. In this regard, I adopt a different path to understand the arrival of social media in 
organizations, which is essential to understand the logics behind the dissertation’s four models. 
I construct a research lens that predominantly expands and combines analytical concepts 
developed within what Leonardi and Barley (2010) call interpretation and enactment 
perspectives on technology in organizations. On the one hand, I draw on research perspectives 
that try to show how humans interpret social media by drawing on previous frames, schemas, 
and experiences when using a technology, which involves putting the focus on emerging 
cognitive structures when people use the technologies in organizational contexts. On the other 
hand, I am motivated by applying a practice lens to examine how humans use social media and 
understand the evolution of practices emerging from its use, meaning that an actor’s actions 
and situations play a crucial role in the forthcoming data analysis. This means that my analysis 
is concentrated around four “theoretical pillars”: interpretation, cognition, practice, and 
situations associated with the use of social media in organizations.  

Therefore, my general views on technologies or social media in organizations are inspired by 
concepts discussed by Weick, who is credited with devising the “sensemaking” framework. 
According to Weick, “reality is an ongoing accomplishment that emerges from efforts to create 
order and retrospective sense of what occurs”, and this is what he terms “sensemaking” (Weick, 
1993a:635). Essential to Weick’s approach is that sensemaking is about interpreting encounters 
from the social situations humans meet through social interaction. Weick also discussed ways 
to conceptualize the role of technologies. Weick (2001) suggested that when technologies enter 
organizations they tend to take on roles that are ambiguous or equivocal. Technologies are 
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“undefined” and require ongoing structuring and sensemaking if they are to be managed into 
organizational life. But in light of the fact that new technologies enter organizations – involving 
a move from production technologies to ICTs – organization theorists are challenged as the 
properties of new technologies rearrange how we conceptualize them. New technologies have 
changed from static to abstract, as they now tend to “be immersed into the technology”, as 
Weick puts it. Weick argued that new technologies have three properties; they are stochastic, 
continuous, and part of abstract events. These conditions require the use of other approaches, 
like paying attention to the structuration, affect, and interactive complexity of the technology, 
and the premise of control. To manage the ambiguity of new technologies Weick implied that 
humans had to rely more on interpretation or retrospection and construct scripts around the 
technology they intend to use. Scripts, which can be seen as meanings or cognitive models or 
assumptions about a technology’s apparatus created by interpretation, manifest in symbols and 
expressions embedded in the technology and emerge from social processes. In some sense, 
scripting cognitive models around technologies based on human interpretation could be ever 
more important for humans to master and use in practice. Perhaps we have become more 
dependent on them when deciding to use new technologies in organizational contexts.  

Although Weick outlined his arguments in a different era, I believe his observations are still 
valid about the role of social media today. Weick’s arguments surface as relevant when social 
media is adopted and implemented into organizations – or in society at large for that matter. 
Social media tends often to be equivocal or ambiguous, as it is more common that humans 
interact with it in situations characterized by media richness and abstract technology 
environments. Social media are no less abstract than ordinary ICTs and have to be managed by 
acts of sensemaking, where among other things users rely more on interpretation, enactment, 
and retrospection to figure out what it “is” and how it “works”. This means that my views on 
social media align with current theoretical debates in organization theory – that we still have to 
engage with ontologies. Moreover, I suggest that organization researchers can engage in the 
construction and outcomes of the interpretation and scripting processes emerging from the 
recurring enactment with social media and show how humans manage and organize themselves 
in relation to that. As an extension of this argument, I suggest that organization researchers can 
start developing and empirically using model-based technology approaches which emphasize 
the strategies and choices humans use to manage and organize the processes and outcomes of 
recurrent engagement with a technology that manifests as equivocal. I suggest that organization 
theorists could view this from an actor perspective or from the perspective of those who use 
the technology as part of everyday life. Such a perspective was, for example, developed early 
on by the social anthropologist Barth (1966), who argued for what he called “models of social 
organization”, which was also a theoretical approach for studying all social life. In short, 
Barth’s claim was to outline what he called generative process analysis or process analysis, 
which held that a holistic understanding of a society could be achieved by analyzing the sum of 
the aggregated results of individuals’ decisions and choices. Barth, who was inspired by 
Goffman (1959) and was in turn an inspirational source for Giddens’s (1984) structuration 
theory (Eriksen, 2015), created a rather formalistic view on social life by combining elements 
from game theory and social constructionism. Barth contended for putting focus on social 
interaction and following the patterns emerging from choices and decisions performed by 
humans by describing social transactions and values. By making detailed empirical analysis of 
regularities emerging from social interaction this could generate a social form or constitute one 
or several interlinked models or forms. Barth suggested that these social forms could generate 
other social forms, which could explain and understand how social change took place in 
societies, theoretical ideas Barth used to explore a variety of human cultural activities in his 
later works.  
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The shortcoming with Barth’s approach is the absence of addressing technology. To illustrate 
a better way to use model-based technology approaches, this can be exemplified by looking at 
Groth’s work. Groth (1999) made a link between the human capacity to organize and coordinate 
activities and the role of ICTs in organizations, which Groth argued could create new 
organizational designs. Groth, who expanded on Mintzberg’s (1983) five organizational 
configurations – simple structure, machine bureaucracy, professional bureaucracy, diversified 
form, and adhocracy – claimed that when organizations grow to a certain size and become 
difficult to manage, humans tend to specialize, which calls for sophisticated approaches on how 
to improve administration. Specialization means division of new tasks and new ways to perform 
hierarchical supervisions, involving the birth of new concepts of coordination and 
organizational configurations. Groth exemplified this by showing that the Machine 
Bureaucracy of the Industrial Age was more effective to coordinate tasks than were the simple 
structures from archaic societies. This implies that distinct organizations are an integrated part 
of their empirical contexts and dependent upon the technologies of their time. Production 
technologies in the Industrial Age were intimately connected to the organizational configuration 
of the hierarchical order of the Machine Bureaucracy. But when humans specialize and invent 
new technologies this can lead to what Groth calls “the space of constructible organizations”. 
With the arrival of ICT, the link between human coordination and ICT can produce new 
organizational designs, which Groth called model-driven organizations. To exemplify this, 
Groth used the coordinating power of the database as a case. The database outperforms humans 
as it can process vast amounts of information outside the human mind, in addition to allowing 
humans to communicate, automate, and process in new ways. Groth used as an example the 
airline reservation systems introduced in the 1990s, which allowed travel agents and airline 
personnel to log on and carry out quick bookings without talking to each other, showing how 
the database inaugurated the age of hyperautomation. Such conditions imply that when 
organizations increasingly use multiple databases and integrate them into the organizing of 
work, it means embedding new logics of automation and expanding the space of constructible 
organizations. This entails a new territory for organizational thinking too. Groth argues that 
when organizations develop and adopt overlapping databases they will become more complex, 
implying that in order for them to be fully harmonized with an organization’s design one needs 
conceptual tools to give them meaning. In fact, one can argue that humans will become 
dependent on them, implying that the creative art of modeling will arise as a crucial future 
competence. This rests on the assumption that at some point in time there will be a separation 
between the organizational design on which the technology is based and the active organizing 
logic that drives the technology itself. This separation will cause ICTs to become too abstract 
and complex for humans to manage and relate to. Thus we will need other organizational 
configurations when databases are essential components to coordinate tasks, resulting in one of 
several model-based organizational designs that Groth called the Organized Cloud – which is 
not far from being an accurate description of what social media is today. 

Therefore, we can now return to addressing the four models and link them to the specific 
theoretical concepts I use to develop them further. These are listed in Table 3.1. I also stress 
that the larger theoretical outline for each specific theoretical concept or perspective will be an 
integrated part of the data analysis for each chapter. 
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Table 3.1 Overview of actors, organizations, local models, and concepts. 
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Model 1: The Shadow Student Learning Ecology 

The first model, the shadow student learning ecology, examines an actor perspective on how 
social media is socially constituted and embedded into an educational context by actions and 
initiatives carried out by learners. I analyze and try to demonstrate the dynamics of the model 
in light of specific concepts developed within educational research, which has explored the 
relationships between learning and technology. I use and combine parts of Barron’s (2006) 
learning ecology perspective with aspects of Siemens’s (2005) learning theory for the digital 
era, connectivism. In short, the learning ecology perspective claims that adolescents can 
influence and play a part in their own learning progression and use this as part of interdependent 
contexts in which they interact, while connectivism can be seen as an attempt to make learning 
theory by combining elements from the network society research trajectory, which I examined 
earlier in the chapter. These theoretical concepts are used to develop a solid learner perspective 
on use of social media in an organizational context. My interest is to frame how students use 
social media to organize learning activities and I pay attention to what type of knowledge 
acquisition strategies they perform in that regard.   

This is empirically contextualized by analyzing social media’s “uncontrolled merging” onto the 
turf of a high school, which contradicts an educational measure aimed at boosting the digital 
competence of high school students. Since the 2000s, Norwegian high school students and 
teachers have been equipped with laptops with direct access to the Internet. The laptops are 
intended to follow the students throughout their studies. But teachers soon experience that these 
measures do not meet with the expected outcomes. Teachers see that students socialize and use 
the leisure activities offered by the social media universe, which often takes place in the 
classroom. These student practices cause disputes over the intention of having technology 
condensed learning environments. Teachers respond by arguing that the students’ social media 
activities are distractions, claiming that they result in obstructing the formal learning the 
teachers attempt to initiate. This means that students’ social media uses are evaluated as 
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contradictory with educational views on technology and learning. And to regain control, many 
high schools with laptop initiatives attempt to sanction students’ user practices by installing 
filters on social media software. 

To show a hitherto unmapped side of this situation, the shadow student learning ecology takes 
us to a high school with a laptop initiative that also implemented a technical filter preventing 
student use of Facebook, a high school I call the Alfa Organization. Here, I use a bottom-up 
perspective to portray how a group of high school students take the initiative and use social 
media to organize their formal and informal learning activities. The students were in either their 
first year or last year at the high school and comprise the study’s “Actor number 1”; their 
experiences are told through what I call the student case story. The student case story describes 
how the students take the initiative to create and administer Facebook groups, which are used 
to fulfill learning activities. The students post practical information on homework and share 
cram sheets on them, or use them as discussion forums as part of school projects. The students 
use Skype as a means to con their homework, but they also co-write school assignments in 
Google Docs. The students also use YouTube tutorials for informal learning activities, to 
maintain and develop their hobbies, like learning to play a musical instrument, to play games 
and to improve their skills in photography. The outcome from the ways the students use social 
media to organize formal and informal learning activities emerges holistically into a local form 
of organizing resembling an autonomous learning ecology that is an off-limits site for teachers 
– one that is organized in “the shadows” of a learning institution. 

The model of the Shadow Student Learning Ecology is explored in Chapter 4. 

Model 2: Authentic Learning Situations 

The second model, authentic learning situations, also takes an actor perspective on the ways 
social media socially constitutes and embeds into an educational context. But here the research 
perspective is swapped with an educator’s use and crosses over to a more established theoretical 
framework in organization studies used to analyze the role of technologies in organizational 
life. I apply Orlikowski’s (2000) practice lens or technology-in-practice combined with 
Schön’s (1983) reflection-on-action. These two approaches are related and I suggest the 
concept “reflective-technology-in-practice”. The intention is to explore the meaning and role 
of retrospection and enacting of social media in organizational contexts. Moreover, my 
ambition is to examine the various steps in a structuration process where a proficient user of 
social media – an early adopter, if you like – organizes a work process around a variety of social 
media software and practices. This means that I explore how an actor “imports” social media 
onto the turf of an organization, constructs a learning design, implements it, and uses personal 
reflection on completed activities to establish what become routines or recursive patterns in a 
long-term learning process in a classroom situation.  

This is contextualized through what I call the teacher case story, which is also set in the high 
school called the Alfa Organization. Here, I use a bottom-up perspective to track the teaching 
practices of a female, digitally literate teacher working part-time at the same high school. The 
teacher is the study’s “Actor number 2”. The case story narrates the teacher’s learning design 
for working professionally with social media in education, which she called authentic learning 
situations. This is a more personalized case story about the pros and cons of using social media 
in education. During the school year 2011/12, the teacher taught two classes twice a week, a 
vocational class in English and a Spanish class in academic studies. The teacher aimed at 
creating curriculum-based classes organized around the use of social media, implying an 
attempt to decouple from a print technology that has defined the identity of the teaching 
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profession for decades, the textbook. This involved motivating students to learn a foreign 
language by using social relations and information derived from the World Wide Web as a 
source of knowledge and by regularly working with social media software. This initiative 
contradicts a common teaching practice among teachers, but aligns with an educational goal of 
enhancing digital competence set by educational authorities. The case story has a focus on 
structure and process. I map the strategies behind the teacher’s learning design and I try to 
capture the implementation and enacting of the model and establish recursive patterns from her 
actions, involving focus on results, experiences, and the adjustments the teacher had to perform 
when implementing her learning design. To illustrate this, I track the monthly progression of 
her classes, from August 2011 to March 2012.  

The model of Authentic Learning Situations is explored in Chapter 5. 

Model 3: Relation Platforms 

The third model, relation platforms, moves on to a new organizational context. I analyze how 
social media is used and interpreted in a public administration. I use a research perspective 
from organization studies to understand the role of technologies in organizations, but with a 
minor difference. I combine analytical concepts used to explore the meaning of organizational 
communication and reflective practice among professional practitioners. Here, I bring together 
Orlikowski and Yates’s (1994) genre repertoire with Schön’s (1983) reflection-on-action. 
These concepts are used to investigate how an actor constructs a range of communicative 
practices. These are based on rearranging core web texts or features from social media and 
contemporary Internet culture and are adapted to the institutional governing logics of a post-
modern bureaucracy. The concepts are applied to examine how a group of professional 
communication specialists uses personal reflection on actions and practices to create and 
structure the communicative practices fitted for using social media professionally in an 
organizational context. In this sense, the case story has similarities to the teacher case story, as 
I explore the work practices of another group of proficient users of social media. This means 
that my ambition here also is to explore what role retrospection and enacting of social media 
play in an organizational context. But the perspective differs, as the data analysis focuses on 
practices and activities contributing to the outcome of a long-term knowledge production 
process. I analyze how an actor “imports” a variety of social media software onto the turf of an 
organization, rigorously tests and evaluates them, and uses reflection to construct specialized 
knowledge around social media, which is performed in relation to ongoing institutional 
practices and logics in the organization where they work.  

This is contextualized through what I call the beta group case story. The case story examines 
how a loose cluster of municipal employees took the initiative to form a social media 
competence group, a beta, which is called the Beta Group (BG, a pseudonym). The municipal 
employees work in a city municipality, which I have called the Echo Organization. The BG is 
the study’s “Actor number 3”. I use a bottom-up perspective to analyze the work practices of 
the BG. I establish a process approach and track the history and activities carried out by the BG 
from the fall of 2008 to spring of 2012, illustrating how employees in organizations work 
professionally with social media and build specialized knowledge around it. During this period, 
the BG began engaging with social media platforms, which they systematically reviewed and 
tested internally in the city municipality. These activities contributed to the creation of their 
own definition of social media, which they called “relation platforms based on user-generated 
content”. The BG members authored the municipal guidelines for use of social media fitted to 
organizational use. The definition and guidelines are the result of self-initiated research, 
experimentation, and reflection on their own practice and use of social media, forming a 
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knowledge production process that has been subject to changes as the group interacted with 
ongoing municipal priorities, goals, and activities in the organization where they work. The 
definition and guidelines consist of adopted symbols and expressions from contemporary web 
culture and are part of a genre repertoire on how employees can use and embed social media 
into their work practices, forming an organizational literacy on social media. The case story 
examines events and conditions that have played a role in the knowledge production process 
leading to their self-created definition of social media. 

The model of Relation Platforms is explored in Chapter 6. 

Model 4: 2.0 Social Intranet Portal 

The fourth model, the 2.0 social intranet portal, also considers how social media is used and 
interpreted in a public administration. I am here interested in exploring how specific ideas about 
social media are socially constituted and embedded into organizational life. To analyze this 
aspect I use research perspectives in organization studies that have examined what role 
interpretations play when humans decide to use or adopt new technologies. This is combined 
with theoretical concepts on the meaning of boundaries. I combine Orlikowski and Gash’s 
(1994) technological frames with Barth’s (1969) concept of ethnic groups and boundaries. This 
means that the research lens moves over to consider what role interpretation and cognitive 
structures play when humans decide to use new technologies that are implemented into 
organizational life, involving concentration on what previous frames, schemas, and human 
experiences take on in that regard. Moreover, I am particularly interested in establishing what 
role the negotiation of boundaries takes on and how humans use this aspect as a personal means 
to define their role performance. In this sense, the case story examines a classic problem 
complex analyzed in IT studies – that end-users can use technologies in unexpected ways, other 
than those the technology designers originally intended them for.  

This is contextualized in light of what I call the social intranet case story. The case story 
investigates the decision of top management in a public administration, a County Authority 
(CA), which is called the Lima Organization, to implement a new intranet. This consisted of 
upgrading its older intranet and turning it into a social intranet by embedding a variety of 
technical features enabling information sharing, modeling it to be similar to an internal 
professional SNS. This was acquired through a public procurement and was organized as part 
of an internal project. The objective was to improve internal communications, simplify 
employees’ work surface, escape e-mail burden, and contribute to bridging gaps across internal 
organizational boundaries, as part of a goal to bring organizational change and development. 
Also central, however, was the promotion of an organizational discourse stressing the 
importance of sharing content on the new social intranet and legitimizing a sharing culture. 
This implied that employees needed to be encouraged to change their communication and work 
practices by transferring private work interaction from e-mail increasingly to share work and to 
communicate on the social intranet. Although technical implementation went well, it later 
transpired that sharing was not taking place at the expected level, as employees were reluctant 
to engage in it. To analyze an aspect of this situation, the case story tracks how the initiative is 
interpreted and what meaning sharing and sharing culture acquire, by using a top-down 
perspective. The case story attempts to show how embedded ideas about social media socially 
constitute and translate into an organizational context. This is illustrated by analyzing the user 
experiences of a group of employees holding different positions in the Lima Organization. The 
employees are the study’s “Actor number 4”. The case story pays attention to their different 
involvement in the implementation of the social intranet and how they negotiate boundaries and 
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define their role performance. I am interested to how the employees interpret the social intranet 
and the meaning of sharing and how they relate that to their use of the social intranet. 

The model of the 2.0 Social Intranet Portal is explored in Chapter 7. 

3.3 Part III: The relevant research horizon on social media 

This part of the chapter outlines the relevant research horizon. I provide a summary of current 
research results or empirical findings on use of social media in organizational contexts. The 
first subsection describes research produced by organization researchers on how social media 
is used in organizations. The second subsection looks at how educational researchers have 
examined the same technology in education systems for learning purposes. 

3.3.1 Relevant research horizon on social media in organization studies 

Organization researchers link the introduction of social media in organizations to the concept 
of Enterprise 2.0 (McAfee, 2009), often understanding it as a successor to the knowledge 
management research stream (Davenport, 2008). The role of social media in organizations has 
been analyzed from qualitative and quantitative approaches and from short-term and 
longitudinal perspectives. Researchers have focused on blogs, wikis, SNSs, bookmarking and 
tagging services. Leonardi et al. (2013) claim that social media makes its way into organizations 
in three ways, mainly as a platform to perform external and internal communication. First, it is 
common for organizations to adopt SNSs like Facebook, Twitter, and Google+ to communicate 
with other organizations and clients, an adoption that centers on carrying out diverse public 
relations strategies. This practice involves managing social media as public sites, in a similar 
manner to the way corporations handle ordinary web pages. Second, social media is adopted 
through organizational grassroots initiatives, a practice that Leonardi et al. refer to as private 
implementation. Employees download and install Open Source software or rent cloud-based 
solutions and create internal organizational communities around blogs, SNSs or wikis. Third, 
large research-based IT companies like Hewlett Packard (HP), IBM, and Microsoft have built 
and developed social media systems for internal use which have been researched and tested on 
their employees, a practice Leonardi et al. call proprietary custom-made social media systems 
fitted for organizational uses. 

Studies of blogs in organization studies 

Looking at particular social media applications, we find a body of studies that have examined 
blogs. Organization researchers argue that organizational blogging differs from normal 
blogging as distinctions between “external corporate blogging” and “internal corporate 
blogging” surface, implying that one is contending with new communicative genres operating 
under different conditions that set the premises for new use and design. Barros (2014) 
demonstrated this aspect in an impressive study on how the Brazilian state-owned oil company, 
Petrobras, strategically set up an external corporate blog that aimed at challenging the 
credibility and legitimacy of the Brazilian press, as the company argued that it received unfair 
press coverage on an alleged tax fraud incident. Besides such work, there are studies that have 
explored how blogs are used internally in organizations. Researchers have tended to investigate 
user adoption of the self-built blog systems or communities developed by large IT organizations 
like HP, IBM, and Microsoft. These companies give their blog systems names, like 
BlogCentral, BlogMuse and WaterCooler. For example, Huh et al. (2007) showed that IBM’s 
internal blog community BlogCentral could have positive effects on the work process of 
employees, leading the researchers to conclude that blogging contributed to collaboration 
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across a range of communities within the company. Huh et al. also found that users reported 
that blogs worked as a medium to collaborate and give feedback, a place where one could share 
knowledge, a site to find tacit knowledge and to connect with weak and strong ties, and was a 
repository for gathering external knowledge. Similar findings have been confirmed in other 
studies (Baehr & Alex-Brown, 2010; Jackson, Yates, & Orlikowski, 2007; Mariano, 2010). 
Brzozowski et al. (2009) studied the potential impact of managers’ and coworkers’ blogging 
practices on the behavior of employees who used HP’s internal blog community WaterCooler. 
Brzozowski et al. found that feedback in the form of posted comments correlated with 
individual users’ subsequent participation, leading the researchers to conclude that if managers 
start blogging this can motivate coworkers to do the same. Brzozowski (2009) showed that use 
of HP’s WaterCooler changed employees’ perceptions of their workplace, as use of the blog 
community enabled employees to locate the competence of coworkers and connect with peers 
outside their own business groups. 

We find other studies measuring a set of recurrent themes, like why employees start blogging, 
the benefits of using blogs, barriers to adoption, and findings on initial user patterns. Research 
has shown that employees start blogging out of curiosity and with an expectation to get 
something in return (Jackson et al., 2007). Efimova (2004) mapped early on how blogs could 
be used by knowledge workers to boost personal competence. Efimova showed that knowledge 
workers wrote and read professional blogs to learn, to find ideas, to get feedback from peers, to 
capture and organize ideas, to connect with new people, and to find experts from professional 
disciplines. Efimova and Grudin (2007) explored similar aspects in a later study of blog use in 
Microsoft. They found that internal blogging positioned itself between personal and 
organizational interests, leading them to conclude that blogging could influence organizational 
relationships. Efimova and Grudin categorized blogging to have work-related uses, comprising 
of three types: (1) sharing passion for work and direct communication with peers; (2) showing 
a human side of an organization; and (3) documenting and organizing work. Studies have 
scrutinized user participation against demographic variables like age and gender. Wattal et al. 
(2009) observed that the older generation of employees, known as “Gen X” (born between 1965 
and 1980), adopted corporate blogging faster than younger generations. This is contradictory 
to common assumptions on who adopts blogging.  

Research has illustrated that implementing blogging in organizations is challenging. Baxter et 
al. (2011) showed that to overcome low user engagement among employees, it is necessary to 
inform and educate staff on how blogs can be used for work purposes. Agerdal-Hjermind (2012) 
explored how internal organizational bloggers tried to communicate knowledge across 
departmental boundaries, but felt disempowered and instead created their own sub-groups 
where they communicated with each other. In a later study, Agerdal-Hjermind (2014) examined 
how employees take on various roles and positions, user patterns interpreted as undermining 
the flow of internal communications. Yardi et al. (2009) demonstrated that blog contributors 
had unclear ideas of how many responded to blog posts or the size of their audience. Instead, 
this study identified that bloggers see blogging as a form of investment with expected returns 
in comments on their blogs, but experienced a mismatch, as they repeatedly commented on 
other people’s blogs but found that no one commented back. Jackson et al. (2007) found 
diversity in which workers evaluated blogging as capable of bringing benefits. They found that 
heavy bloggers comment more on blogs they visit than their own and that some user segments 
particularly contribute and sustain blog communities. It is not surprising to find that a small 
core group of heavy users does this and experiences benefits. Jackson et al. also identified 
barriers to adopting blogging arising from lack of time, readership, or interesting material 
relevant to business goals.  
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Studies of SNSs in organization studies 

The role of Social Network Sites in organizations has gained the attention of organization 
researchers. Some of the same facets identified in research on internal blog communities cross 
into the SNS landscape. Researchers are ready to claim that organizational use of SNS is 
different from ordinary online behavior seen on Facebook and Twitter, implying that 
organizational use of SNSs changes when framed against new contexts and is often 
appropriated for work purposes. Not surprisingly, many studies report that employees in 
organizations engage in professional SNS to find new social ties and bond with existing ones. 
In an early study, for example, Richter and Riemer (2009) mapped motives for professional 
SNS use among employees in three companies. Richter and Riemer showed that employees 
used SNSs to: (1) find people with the right competence or expertise who could help them with 
matters they worked on; (2) build personal and professional networks with people with similar 
backgrounds; (3) and foster and maintain existing relationships with professional ties.  

Again, a number of research papers have investigated user adoption and implementation of SNS 
systems developed by IT organizations, especially Beehive, an organizational SNS designed 
and developed by IBM. Beehive has been subject to considerable and groundbreaking research 
and reports successes (Lin et al., 2012). Beehive has been rolled out and tested on IBM’s 
employees and measured in various ways by researchers. Steinfield et al. (2009) studied 
Beehive from a social capital perspective. They claim that use of Beehive contributed to 
increased social capital among employees, implying that an employee’s SNS engagement has 
unexpected benefits and serves organizational life in positive ways. Steinfield et al. found that 
coworkers maintain relationships with established ties and tend to expand on them. Employees 
used Beehive to bond with colleagues and to find expertise related to their area of interests, 
leading researchers to conclude that “light” SNS use contributes to reduce internal 
organizational barriers. Researchers have examined the ways IBM’s global workforce perform 
connecting strategies too. Thom-Santelli et al. (2010) found that when an employee initiates 
contact with a colleague, this is often reciprocated. They also found that employees tended to 
connect with colleagues from the same regions where they are located. Studies have also looked 
at the meaning of strong and weak ties and how this relates to various forms of online 
engagement. Wu et al. (2010) found that the type of information published on Beehive 
correlated with professional and personal closeness among colleagues. DiMicco et al. (2009) 
conducted a study on Beehive’s early adopters. This demonstrated that users perform elaborate 
strategies, like using Beehive to learn and construct impressions of colleagues and connect with 
new colleagues on a very personal level. Findings revealed that users seldom connected with 
close coworkers, but used Beehive to find new weak ties to extend their personal professional 
networks. DiMicco et al. documented that internal use of Beehive was different from external 
use, which is reflected in perceptions of privacy. Beehive users tended to share more personal 
information about themselves than expected. But DiMicco et al. conclude that Beehive users 
appear conscious of tailoring a professional side of themselves to fit an enterprise audience. In 
a similar study, DiMicco et al. (2008) make the same observations. Here, they find that Beehive 
is used as a tool for career advancement and to convince others to support ideas and internal 
projects users are working on. Researchers have reported that Beehive is used for 
“organizational acculturation”, a process where employees learn about IBM’s corporate culture. 
Thom-Santelli et al. (2011) reported that employees new to the company and geographically 
distant from headquarters perceived higher benefit from using Beehive, foremost as a tool to 
learn about IBM’s values and beliefs.  
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IBM has constructed particular SNS features in Beehive, which have been tested on users and 
measured by researchers. The SNS features have been designed with the aim of increasing and 
sustaining user engagement. Farzan et al. (2008) built a reward feature that was based on giving 
points to users who contributed with content into the Beehive community. The findings showed 
that users were motivated, but proved challenging in sustaining users to contribute over a longer 
period. In a similar study, Farzan et al. (2009) developed and implemented a rating system to 
encourage SNS users to promote “diverse set of content”. The study found that seeding diverse 
content into an online content community contributed to forming new social interactions 
between Beehive users. Daly et al. (2010) designed and implemented a “recommender system”, 
which suggested online connections to users, but the findings showed great variance in user 
adoption. Dugan et al. (2008) developed a feature called “About You”, which is not dissimilar 
to standard user profiles used in SNSs. “About You” allowed users to describe themselves in 
rich ways and ask questions. After 10 months of use, Dugan et al. reported that thousands of 
users had created diverse questions and reused existing questions from other users in their 
profiles. Findings suggested that those with highly diverse user profiles had a higher number of 
online connections. Freyne et al. (2010) measured the outcome of a SNS “news feed feature”, 
which aimed at finding interesting and relevant news to be displayed for a user. Freyne et al. 
concluded that combining short-term interest models exploiting previous viewing behavior of 
users, and long-term models exploiting previous viewing of network actions, gave the best 
predictor of feed item relevance. Geyer et al. (2008) created a social list system. They found 
that many users shared online lists more than other types of content, like photographs, and that 
they used lists as a medium for self-representation. 

Other particular SNS features in Beehive have been researched, especially bookmarking and 
tagging systems. Thom-Santelli et al. (2008) studied user motivation and what type of social 
role performance emerges from use of tagging systems among users. Employees deliberately 
take on different social roles, resulting in the creation of different user-groups. Employees are 
aware of how and why they tag, knowing that a larger audience monitors their tagging practices. 
Thom-Santelli et al. identified five different user types: community-seeker, community-builder, 
evangelist, publisher, and team-leader, who engage differently for different reasons. The 
differences between the user types were based on the extent to which they sought to find new 
ties or whether to tag to promote their own work. Thom-Santelli et al. found that tagging is 
seldom motivated by communication with a large audience, but was limited to a set of small 
user-groups. Farrell et al. (2007) completed a series of interviews with users of an SNS feature 
that enabled users to tag other users with keywords. The study showed that the tagging system 
enabled users to maintain each other’s interest and expertise profiles, meaning that users tagged 
colleagues as a form of contact management practice. Muller (2007b) argued that similar 
tagging patterns carried out by users could represent evidence of online communities. Muller 
(2007a) explored in a similar paper four different tagging systems used at IBM, but found that 
users tend to tag differently and customize their uses to the particular systems they used. Muller 
et al. (2006) documented how people tended to tag themselves. Millen and Feinberg (2006) 
described the tagging system “dogear” and showed how it could be applied to improve social 
navigation. Pan and Millen (2008) analyzed the actual use of a bookmarking service and 
explored patterns of information of sharing and social interaction among three groups in 
Beehive. They discovered that there are more similarities than differences across the groups, 
suggesting that bookmarking practices are often linked to the group they are a part of and 
seldom aimed at a larger audience.  
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Researchers have dug deeper into other SNS systems built by IBM. These have explored 
particular SNS features and common conditions on how to sustain user engagement in online 
communities. Ehrlich et al. (2007) studied the design, implementation, adoption, and use of 
SmallBlue, a social-context-aware expertise search system used to identify experts and 
resources in organizations. The findings indicated that many employees used the main features 
to find people, to gain insight and awareness of others, and make contact with new people. But 
there were challenges, like balancing between privacy and utility, creating a flexible tool to 
accommodate different ways of working and economic growth, making something that is easy 
and simple while also having a rich set of features, and creating a system that supports the subtle 
nuances of human communication.  

Apart from IBM’s Beehive project which has given organization researchers valuable research 
knowledge, there are other studies in the literature. These have scrutinized initial SNS user 
patterns. We find a series of studies giving insight into how employees use SNS for work 
purposes. Such research reveals that users tend to streamline their user behavior to work 
practices and organizational affiliation. Zhao and Rosson (2009), for example, performed a 
study examining how employees use Twitter for informal communication at work. Zhao and 
Rosson studied what types of benefits Twitter can provide for employees who choose to adopt 
it. Informants preferred Twitter for a number of reasons: frequent updates about personal life 
activities; posted tweets are real-time information on events; content sharing is a form of 
“personal people-based RSS feed”; and users engage because of the quality and usefulness of 
the tweets. Twitter is favored because of its technological features too, because one can write 
short messages, it is easy to access, and one can check and share posts. Twitter was also used 
to build perceptions of persons, to create an equal ground with peers, to have a feeling of being 
connected, and to share work-related information and find relevant expertise. Ehrlich and Shami 
(2010) reported the same findings as Zhao and Rosson (2009), but compared how employees 
in an organization used microblogging for internal and external communication. Ehrlich and 
Shami found that internal use was adopted to solicit technical assistance or create a conversation 
with colleagues in the organization, while external use consisted of writing status updates and 
sharing general information. Ehrlich and Shami showed that users exercised a high degree of 
self-censorship and did not share critical information about the company where they worked. 
Zhang et al. (2010) studied the use of Yammer. They found that Yammer is used to post updates 
on general news and activities in the organization, but is also seen as a type of Intranet forum. 
Users posted work-related news or messages intended to raise opinions. Employees posted less 
information about themselves. Zhang et al. show that middle managers in the corporate 
hierarchy, engineers and IT employees and people aged from 29 to 45 were the first to adopt 
Yammer, but also that a small group of core users contributed the majority of content and 
sustained user participation. Zhang et al. concluded that Yammer has a significant limitation, 
mostly because of its “noise-to-value” paradox. This means that sharing and interaction can 
create positive capabilities for the entire organization, but is prevented because only a small 
group view professional SNS as having potential while the rest of the organization does not 
share that perception.  

A body of research has explored SNS use from a social capital perspective. Such research is 
prone to claiming a positive correlation between SNS user participation and organizational life, 
suggesting it can bring benefits and have positive effects like claiming that an employee’s SNS 
use can reduce organizational barriers and increase the well-being of employees. In brief, the 
message is that informal socializing on a professional SNS can lead to the fulfillment of a work-
related activity. Ferron et al. (2010) found that users of an organizational SNS at an Italian 
research institute had significantly higher social capital than non-users, indicating that Ferron 
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et al. obtained the same results as Steinfield et al. (2009), a result that has been confirmed in 
other studies (Sun & Shang, 2014). Friedman et al. (2014) found evidence that use of a SNS in 
a multinational company contributed to partial reduction in organizational barriers, especially 
in the middle levels of the company hierarchy. Other studies (Koch, Gonzalez, & Leidner, 2012) 
have postulated more bold propositions, claiming that by allowing employees to participate in 
work-sponsored internal SNSs, a company can improve staff moral and reduce turnover among 
employees. But the main conundrum with this research is that it seldom provides insights into 
how new bonding and bridging practices, which can contribute to reduce internal organizational 
barriers, are instituted but merely registers that employees are stockpiling social resources.  

Researchers have examined how users communicate by using the structural properties 
embedded in enterprise SNSs. Chelmis and Prasanna (2012) found that directed @-messages 
sent between users on a corporate microblogging service represented a “smaller” world than on 
online social networks, having a strongly connected core of high-degree nodes, and exhibited 
strong positive correlation to users’ degree. Paris et al. (2012) demonstrated that the 
organizational communicative culture in government agencies tended to be reflected in how 
they communicated on Twitter. They found that staff of a government scientific research agency 
used a formal tone, while those of a social service agency had a more emotional and 
compassionate style when writing their tweets. Jacovi et al. (2011) studied the use of a “list 
feature” in a corporate SNS, a functionality allowing users to put together lists of people they 
regarded as interesting and relevant to their work. Jacovi et al. found that users tended to follow 
lists of “interesting people” who are not necessarily those with whom they are most familiar, as 
users choose and define remote or weak ties in their online network as “interesting”.  

There are studies that have examined the challenges in adopting organizational SNS, especially 
for knowledge sharing. Lüders (2013) found participatory divides in how employees used a 
corporate SNS. Based on these findings, Lüders developed two archetypical user types, the 
“contributor” and the “reluctant” user. The first type used the SNS to seek and extend their 
professional networks and embraced a culture of visibility, while the latter shared and 
communicated with colleagues on e-mail and chat software and saw the SNS as an information 
channel. Pettersen (2014) found that employees in a multinational consultant company 
communicated far better and more efficiently on e-mail, phone, and face-to-face, than by 
posting comments and waiting for replies on the company’s internal SNS, a factor that led 
Pettersen to conclude that social media platforms are not fitted well enough to the structural 
properties of how knowledge work is organized. This observation is consistent with a study of 
Chinese IBM employees. Yuan et al. (2013) found that employees communicate across several 
ICT tools to share work, which produces an unexpected outcome – “competition” between 
ICTs. Having too many ICT tool options leads to employees developing habits of storing and 
sharing their work on separate knowledge management systems. This can trigger “technological 
divides”, so that having too many ICT tools is not necessarily the best solution. Rooksby and 
Sommerville (2012), in a study of a government office’s use and management of SNSs, 
demonstrated a number of challenges. They found that many of the government managed SNSs 
were overlapping, conflicting, evolving, rooted in existing technology and infrastructure, and 
embedded within organizational procedures and demands. Gibbs et al. (2013) showed that 
engineers working in a technology company developed complex communicative strategies as 
social media users to meet organizational goals of being open and good knowledge sharers. To 
render a “culture of openness”, the engineers developed communicative strategies to give an 
outward impression that they were visible, engaged, and sharing knowledge, while in fact they 
were occupied and busy with other assignments. Mukkamala and Razmerita (2014) 
demonstrated that introducing social media software into an Indian technology consultancy firm 
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was met with low user adoption, casting light on a strange contradiction. Although IT 
consultancy firms are at the forefront of deploying social software, the internal use of it is rather 
limited among knowledge workers.  

As IT companies and technology consultancy firms pave the way for harvesting experiences, 
we find an emerging research stream studying how the same technology is used in public 
organizations. This research stream, the e-government research tradition, has documented that 
researchers have limited knowledge of how government agencies adopt and implement social 
media into their organizational apparatuses. Several research papers suggest potential structural 
frameworks and guidelines – or “organizational recipes” – on how public organizations should 
approach, adopt, and implement social media fitted to their needs and public responsibilities 
(Bertot, Jaeger, & Grimes, 2010; Bertot, Jaeger, & Hansen, 2012; Bonsón, Torres, Royo, & 
Flores, 2012; Jaeger & Bertot, 2010; Linders, 2012). Studies show that public organizations 
adopt social media to create dialogue and maintain initiatives with citizens (Meijer & Thaens, 
2010). Bonsón et al. (2015) examined Western European local government Facebook pages 
only to find that much of the published content did not seem to be relevant for citizens, as much 
of the published material was photographs and URL links to cultural activities, sports, and 
marketing related topics. Reddick and Jaramillo (2014) found that Canadian citizens use social 
media and have high service expectations, demanding timely updates of information and 
responses to private inquiries. Reddick and Norris (2013) showed that public organizations tend 
to use social media as a one-way communication channel, although aiming at creating a 
dialogue with citizens. This is also documented by Saulles (2011) who found that English local 
government agencies often used social media to perform a “pushing-out-of-information” 
communicative strategy. Cumbie and Kar (2015) conducted a large survey of local 
government’s use of social media, the results of which illustrated that many public 
organizations merely register and have an online presence on popular social media sites like 
Facebook and Twitter. Joseph (2012) documents some of the same tendency and shows that a 
range of US government agencies adopt various social media platforms by creating official 
accounts, a finding consistent with studies of how Norwegian municipalities adopt Facebook 
pages (Liste & Sørensen, 2015). Landsbergen (2010) found that when governments have 
developed clear strategies for how to use and adopt social media, costs and risks are reduced 
and they can meet future expectations and challenges.  

Studies of wikis in organization studies 

Surprisingly, there is a substantial body of research that has surveyed the role of wikis in 
organizations. This research stream argues that such wiki use contrasts with ordinary wiki use 
in public or educational contexts. Researchers position wiki use in organizations as an extension 
of the knowledge management research stream (Levy, 2009; McKelvie, Dotsika, & Patrick, 
2007; Sousa, Aparicio, & Costa, 2010). Researchers argue that wikis have many potential areas 
of application and can be used to fulfill distributed work processes, to collaborate, to share 
knowledge, and to be embedded in project work; they are easy to use, and have great grassroots 
legitimacy (Grace, 2009; Kane & Fichman, 2009; McKelvie et al., 2007; Wagner & Majchrzak, 
2006). We find a series of studies giving insights into how employees use wikis for work 
purposes. Many studies have measured the benefits of using wikis and common user patterns. 
In an early study, Majchrzak et al. (2006) completed a survey among 168 corporate wiki users 
and found that many wikis are sustainable, when seen over a longer time frame. Findings 
showed that wikis can be maintained from 12 to 24 months. Wikis have on average 12 main 
contributors and 25 co-contributors or lurkers. Findings also demonstrated that the older a wiki 
is, the more likely it is to be maintained and have contributors. We learn that when information 
is credible and tasks require novel solutions, wikis are perceived among users as being useful. 
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Majchrzak et al. found that users see three types of benefits of a wiki; enhances reputation, 
makes work easier, and helps the organization to improve its work processes. Wiki users 
contribute by taking on the roles of either “adders” or “synthesizers”.  

As an extension of the latter finding, studies have explored what roles performance users take 
on. The common assumption about wiki contributors is that they usually consist of a core group 
who produce content and maintain the wikis. But there are also “hidden” user-groups who 
streamline and work on content that is already online, a sub-user group Yates et al. (2010) 
studied and called “shapers”. Shapers are “content editors”, who take on the role of organizing 
knowledge to a much more advanced level. Yates et al. find that shapers are seldom managers 
or members of a community’s core group, which is contradictory to prior assumptions. Rober 
and Cooper (2011) showed how different groups of wiki users can be applied to bridge 
knowledge gaps between generations in organizations. Rober and Cooper uncovered that a 
grassroots-motivated wiki managed linking and sharing knowledge among “Gen Y” and “Baby 
Boomers”. There is a trend within the “corporate wiki genre” to operate with new types of wiki 
genres, which often follow as a consequence that users apply them in different ways and adopt 
wikis for their work practices. This aspect was subject to a study by Poole and Grudin (2010) 
of wiki use in an IT company. Poole and Grudin created a taxonomy of three new wiki genres, 
based on how employees used corporate wikis. Wiki users tended to group themselves as 
“single-contributor wikis”, showing how they used wikis as personal information management 
tools or as edited web pages. The employees also used wikis as “group or project wikis”, to 
perform team or project collaboration and “pedias”, a type of Wikipedia-like encyclopedia of 
the company. Stocker et al. (2012) found that wiki users appropriate corporate wikis to be used 
as “Knowledge Base”, “Encyclopedia” and “Support Base”, implying that employees adopt 
wikis to support various types of work processes. Lin and Ehrlich (2012) make a similar 
observation in their study of a large organization and identify new wiki genres; they called these 
four archetypical application scenarios of enterprise wikis: “presentation & communication”, 
“encyclopaedia”, “project organization” and “collaborative design”. 

Researchers have recorded successful adoption of wikis into organizations and posed 
frameworks that can enable positive implementation (Bhatti, Baile, & Yasin, 2013). Kosonen 
and Kianto (2009) found that successful wiki adoption requires social aspects of organizational 
life to be taken into account, like embracing the role of corporate champions, understanding 
internal branding, and seeing the importance of a supportive organizational culture and informal 
social networks. Hasan and Pfaff (2012) investigated important factors to consider when 
introducing wikis into organizations. They conclude that a cooperative-knowledge friendly 
atmosphere and involvement of top management are essential and that wikis can help to 
democratize organizational knowledge. In this regard, Arazy et al. (2009) completed a 
groundbreaking study giving much insight into successful adoption of wikis. And yet again, 
IBM surfaces as the successful company to look to. In 2004, IBM introduced wikis, but did not 
follow a structured top-down implementation process. By 2007, the company had almost 
150,000 wiki pages. Early adopters with professional backgrounds in IT were the main 
contributors to the great growth. Arazy et al. reported that wikis were used to support a variety 
of tasks and that users were motivated by the enjoyment of being contributors. Wikis replaced 
existing collaborative tools and had a greater growth rate than any other collaborative tool on 
record. Arazy et al. conclude that successful adoption depends upon wikis not being imposed 
by the top management, and that one has to understand their high flexibility and empowering 
capability, enabling collaboration across organizational structures. Mansour et al. (2011) 
attempted to understand factors influencing the use of wikis in a large multinational contracting 
organization. They found that wikis were both a barrier and an enabler to collaboration and 
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knowledge sharing. The openness of wikis could lead to employees feeling uncomfortable with 
accepting comments from colleagues and commenting on contributions from their superiors, 
but users also recognized that wiki collaboration could lead to formation of new ties, a finding 
made in similar studies (Pfaff & Hasan, 2011). On the other hand, there is a tendency for 
research into how large organizations adopt wikis and little about how this takes place in small 
companies. Stieglitz and Dang-Xuan (2011) studied this factor. They found that a majority of 
German small and medium-sized enterprises did not intend to adopt wikis, but firms that had 
already introduced wikis seemed to benefit and used them as part of their work practices.  

Besides research reporting successful use, some studies contradict the above research results, 
showing challenges with implementing, adopting, and sustaining wikis. Garcia-Perez and Ayres 
(2009) demonstrated how a wiki was first successfully adopted and implemented to support a 
group of researchers, but soon experienced a rapid decline in user activity and contributions, as 
wiki use was minimal and sustained by a core user group. Giordano (2007) examined more 
thoroughly a case of rejection of wikis. Giordano shows how the launch of a wiki intended to 
foster joint learning among a group of health workers affiliated to a non-profit, community-
based organization was outright aborted as the practitioners could not work together. The goal 
was to create a community of practice around a wiki, but Giordano illustrates great barriers to 
adoption. Wikis can indeed fail, due to users’ unwillingness to contribute. In Giordano’s case, 
the contributors set a “price tag” on sharing. This implied that contributing something to a wiki 
page was not viewed as paying off and bringing tangible results. Instead, wiki contributions 
were seen as a means of personal branding. Knowledge sharing is rather something that one has 
to learn though behavior, meaning that wikis must be integrated into existing work practices to 
become successful. Holtzblatt et al. (2010) also found similarities in their study, indicating that 
employees can exercise a high degree of control on what they are willing to share on an 
organizational wiki. Publishing content on a wiki can in fact be seen as a great risk to 
organizational knowledge. And this can be on very specific issues. Holtzblatt et al. found that 
wiki users offered a number of arguments for not contributing to knowledge on a wiki: sharing 
can be viewed as a cost; it takes time to perform; some information is not meant to be shared 
on wikis; and some users refuse to publish “unfinished work”, etc. Holtzblatt et al. also 
uncovered other factors preventing knowledge sharing: employees do not want to learn a new 
tool; wikis are not part of current work practices; a lack of organizational guidelines; and a 
reluctance to edit the contributions of coworkers.  

Danis and Singer (2008) identified similar patterns. They completed a comprehensive study of 
a top-management driven implementation of a wiki in a large research organization, intended 
to replace an older technology used in project proposal processes. The study addressed a classic 
challenge seen in many knowledge organizations: how wiki is seen as a means to bring down 
internal barriers, give a better overview, and connect employees by sharing work. Danis and 
Singer describe an organization where sharing and openness on project proposals is rather a 
complex power play among researchers. Instead, coworkers monopolize knowledge and seldom 
share, as there is a battle over resources. Danis and Singer demonstrate that introducing a wiki 
can change established work practices, but this takes time to realize. They also find that 
employees are reluctant to modify the contributions of others. Grudin and Poole (2010) 
attempted to investigate success factors and challenges for sustainability of wikis in a scientific 
and engineering organization. They also identified mismatches between the top-management 
expectations and what successful wikis actually deliver, meaning that middle managers are 
often caught between an unrealistic vision and the enthusiasm of individual contributors. 
Grudin and Poole find that how wikis are initially deployed has consequences for the 
organization of data and content in wikis. The study is also a reminder that introduction of wikis 
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often happens in an existing information ecology and corporate culture, implying that wiki is 
another tool that must be learned. Grudin and Poole also show that employees are unfamiliar 
with the collaboration model inherent in wiki. On the other side, wikis prove to be most 
successful in supporting newly established groups or short-term activities. Jackson and Klobas 
(2013) also investigated some of the same aspects on why certain employees contribute and 
others do not. They found that users often draw on institutional scripts on information sharing 
behavior and use certain norms and premises from the industry they work in, at organizational 
and sub-unit level, to decide on whether to use wikis or not.  

Tentative conclusions from research on social media in organization studies 

What tentative conclusions can we draw from the examined research stream? First, 
organizational research on social media reveals that organizations are experimenting and 
attempting to ascertain knowledge on initial uses and practices, which firstly takes place in 
research orientated multinational technology companies. Second, current research tells us that 
enterprise social media platforms generate forms of professional online social network activities 
which can be claimed to create both positive and negative effects. Employees use social media 
platforms for social networking purposes and to carry out a variety of light “work tasks", which 
show evidence of attempts at bridging of social capital in social networks in organizations. But 
the main challenge is the difficulties of them becoming socially institutionalized, bringing 
organizational change, and becoming an integrated part of work practices and work processes. 
This leads instead to stockpiling or capitalizing of online social networks and social resources. 
Third, this observation therefore shows that social media platforms have great challenges in 
becoming organizationally sustainable. We find the common pattern that a core group of users 
adopt the technology and maintain network activities, while a larger group of users remain and 
use “older” ICTs. Fourth, research indicates that various forms of online sharing are challenging 
and a great threshold for most users to perform. And fifth, there are still unanswered questions 
on the use and potential impact of social media on organizational life, apart from the successes 
and insights reported in IBM’s Beehive project.  

3.3.2 Relevant research horizon on social media in educational research 

Educational researchers have examined the role of social media in education systems differently 
than their colleagues in organization studies. This difference derives from the way educational 
researchers have attempted to frame how social media can be used and adapted to fit learning. 
This research is confined to higher education, meaning that researchers know more about how 
social media is used in universities than in the lower levels of national education systems. This 
is reflected in much research, which predominantly has university students as informants. 
Surveys indicate that adoption of Web 2.0 is scarce among academics, but is used within a 
range of fields, especially within the Humanities and Social Sciences where blogging and wikis 
are popular (Gray et al., 2012). The research field appears to lack a core group of researchers 
who have extensively designed social media applications and tested and measured their 
outcomes on students in a single organizational context, as we saw with IBM’s Beehive. 
Research tends to circle around the performance of a diversity of scholars and has much case 
study design.  

Studies of SNSs in educational research 

SNSs have received considerable attention, especially Facebook. Surprisingly, reviews 
maintain that educational use of Facebook among students is small and warrants further 
research (Aydin, 2012; Hew, 2011; Manca & Ranieri, 2013). Researchers have documented 
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that students use Facebook for socializing, online communication, and leisure activities. 
Facebook is used to maintain and extend existing social ties, especially with friends and family 
members. Research has established user patterns among university students, but Facebook 
practice among high school students is a more uncertain area (Hew, 2011). Studies report on 
use among students in North American and UK universities. There is a norm of reporting that 
95 percent of students in surveys have a Facebook account. Studies have reported that students 
use Facebook to maintain contact with high school classmates and meet new people (Ellison, 
Steinfield, & Lampe, 2007; Ophus & Abbitt, 2009; Pempek, Yermolayeva, & Calvert, 2009), 
to boost their online popularity (Urista, Dong, & Day, 2009), to express themselves (Joinson, 
2008), and to initiate student activism (Bosch, 2009). Students spend between 10 and 60 
minutes a day on Facebook and have personal online networks ranging from 150 to 400 
connections. There is widespread evidence that in practice students tend to connect with ties 
with whom they already have an established relationship (Christofides, Muise, & Desmarais, 
2009; Ellison et al., 2007; Lampe, Ellison, & Steinfield, 2006; Pempek et al., 2009). Female 
students have larger online networks than males (Pempek et al., 2009). Students vary in how 
they evaluate privacy, as they disclose various types of information about themselves. They 
publish their full names, birthdays, hobbies and interests, and relationships status, but refrain 
from putting their phone numbers and physical address on their online profiles (Christofides et 
al., 2009; Young & Quan-Haase, 2009). This is confirmed in other studies, which report that 
students do not bother setting restrictions on profile visibility, while some find the opposite to 
be the case (Kolek & Saunders, 2008; Pempek et al., 2009). This suggests that students are used 
to managing online identities. We also find research that has investigated students’ motivation 
to quit using Facebook. Dindar and Akbulut (2014) found that Turkish pre-service students’ 
reasons for quitting Facebook included waste of time, disturbance, lack of interest, privacy 
concerns and coping with break-ups. 

A number of studies have investigated the educational use of Facebook. One of the first studies 
conducted by Selwyn (2009), for example, demonstrated that very few university students used 
Facebook to carry out assignments. Instead, they use it for post-hoc critiquing of learning 
experiences, to coordinate logistical tasks around assignments, give moral support, and promote 
oneself as academically disengaged. Selwyn identifies that Facebook is mainly used for online 
socializing and should be understood as a reflection of students’ inauguration into 
undergraduate life. This finding is corroborated in other studies (Grosseck, Bran, & Tiru, 2011), 
which conclude that Facebook is a form of “social glue”, facilitating students’ entry into 
university life (Madge, Meek, Wellens, & Hooley, 2009). Madge et al. (2009) also report that 
the students themselves state that Facebook should not be used for formal learning. Later studies 
have sustained and maintain the conception that students prefer to use Facebook as a site for 
socializing and emotional support and seldom for formal learning (Erjavec, 2013; Prescott, 
Wilson, & Becket, 2013; Souleles, 2012). 

Researchers have explored Facebook’s educational value in light of instructor/student 
relationships. Roblyer et al. (2010) reported that university students are more open to using 
Facebook, while faculty staff prefer older technologies like e-mail. Maman and Usluel (2010) 
attempted to predict potential variables influencing educational use of Facebook, and found that 
it depends on a positive relationship with usefulness, ease of use, social influence, and 
community identity. Amador and Amador (2014) showed that students used Facebook for 
academic advice, as they wrote messages to their advisor, wrote on their wall, and read 
messages in their news feed. We also see that the negotiated boundary educators and students 
tended to draw in the “off-line world” is reflected in Facebook use. Prescott (2014) found that 
faculty staff draw a clear distinction between using Facebook as an educational tool and for 



65 
 

socializing. Prescott shows that a large majority of faculty staff surveyed at UK universities 
socialize on Facebook, but seldom see it as a tool that should be integrated into academic 
activities. Veletsianos and Kimmons (2013) completed a similar study which found that faculty 
have challenges in reconciling personal Facebook use with professional identity, as they 
experienced a need to establish personal boundaries between faculty and students, resulting in 
them resisting the use of SNSs. Sumuer et al. (2014) studied Turkish teachers’ Facebook use, 
finding that K-12 teachers integrate Facebook into their daily lives and use it for socializing, 
entertainment, and information sharing. Teachers disclose their personal identity, but have the 
same perception on privacy as their students – both parties keep a distance from each other on 
Facebook. Mazer et al. (2007; 2009) performed an experimental study in which they 
manipulated the public image of a teacher, thereby disclosing personal information on a 
Facebook group as part of a university course. The study demonstrated that the more a teacher 
disclosed personal information, the more it created a positive learning environment, better 
motivation, and it stimulated more affirmative teaching. Hutchens and Hayes (2014) 
investigated whether an educator in higher education having a Facebook page could have an 
impact on students’ perceptions of teacher credibility. This work indicated that there were no 
significant differences among student perceptions of instructor credibility based on whether or 
not an educator used Facebook. Aydin (2014) explored educator and learner relationships on 
Facebook among Turkish students and found that many students prefer to have a passive 
relationship with their instructors, meaning that they just monitor Facebook updates, “like,” etc. 
Female students were more willing to engage with their teachers on Facebook than male 
students.  

Educational researchers have also tried to scrutinize how SNS use has potential in educational 
design. Donlan (2014) explored UK university students’ Facebook use and found that students 
expressed interest in using Facebook for formal learning, but their online interactions proved 
little interactivity. The students tended not to comment and share links and were unwilling to 
share resources they encountered. The students used Facebook for peer-to-peer communication 
around group work and assessment, an activity not always conceptualized as learning by the 
students. This led Donlan to conclude that students have yet to master the art of collaborative 
learning. Dyson et al. (2015) completed a similar study and found that implementing a 
Facebook group for a university course was challenging and experienced low student 
engagement. Contradictory empirical findings exist, however, which substantiate that active 
SNS can be applied to reflection upon practice. Goodyear et al. (2014), for example, performed 
a longitudinal study on a group of teachers who regularly tweeted and faceworked, concluding 
that it promoted teacher inquiry and encouraged them to work and develop their practice to 
support professional learning. Cooner (2014) completed a similar study, but studied how 
Facebook was used by social work students as a site for reflection to develop professional 
knowledge. Closed Facebook groups have proved to be valuable, as they allowed students to 
contemplate with each other, serving as a means to prepare them to tackle core practices 
expected to surface in the work of a social worker. Yuksel (2013) also finds a similar pattern in 
a study of student teachers studying foreign language in English. A closed Facebook group was 
created and the students discussed their practices, with the result that reflection and commenting 
on each other experiences led to identifying and correcting the practice of peers. Bosch (2009) 
discovered that SNS use provided a number of benefits, as academic Facebook group use 
allowed students to find learning material, to answer questions about course logistics, and to 
share study and lecture notes. Fewkes and McCabe (2012) demonstrated that Facebook groups 
were used to perform a variety of educational assignments, like posting answers on biology and 
chemistry tasks and following discussion on a reading package as part of preparing for exams. 
Greenhow (2011) argues that Facebook can serve learning in positive ways. On the one hand, 
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Facebook can serve as an instrument for learning, like providing an emotional outlet for school-
related stress, validation of creative work, peer-alumni support for school-life transitions, and 
help with school-related tasks; while on the other hand, SNS can enable social and civic 
benefits. Davies (2012) argues that the ways that students manage and organize their “online 
self”, often known as “faceworking”, represents a new literacy practice. Online social 
communication is part of a “text-making” practice, which can have educational value. 

Researchers have compared particular features of SNS with more “traditional” educational 
technologies, which are widely used in formal learning, like Learning Management Systems 
(LMS). DeSchryver et al. (2009) compared Facebook with the LMS Moodle, to determine if 
there were differences in using Facebook as a discussion forum in an online course. The study 
found none, as students did not write longer discussion threads, but navigated between both 
systems. Deng and Tavares (2013) completed a similar study, showing that students were 
motivated to publish, discuss, and initiate threads on discussion forums on Facebook more than 
on Moodle. Wang et al. (2012) tested if Facebook groups could be used as a LMS in a university 
course. The findings showed that the students had a positive view. Facebook groups could easily 
be set up to administer course material, but it was difficult to structure online discussions and 
students felt unsafe, as it raised privacy concerns. Maleko et al. (2013) compared a Facebook 
group with the LMS Blackboard Discussion Forum in a university course in computer training. 
Students’ postings were analyzed in both platforms, leading Maleko et al. to conclude that the 
use of Facebook group fostered better conditions for social learning than Blackboard. Lantz-
Andersson et al. (2013) performed a similar study of a Facebook group in English-learning 
classes, with 60 students aged from 13 to 16 in Colombia, Finland, Sweden, and Taiwan. The 
results indicated that there is a possibility for what they call “boundary crossing”, which can 
create an extended case for collaborative learning activities where students combine their school 
subject learning activities with their own way of communicating from their everyday life. Reid 
(2011) argued that closed Facebook groups can be used to foster writing and literacy practices. 
Reid showed that students’ “out-of-school literacy practices” can be developed and merged into 
the academic domain, a factor proven to be valid when students are allowed to reflect upon their 
own writings.  

Tsovaltzi et al. (2014) performed a controlled experiment study by use of a Facebook app and 
found that group awareness support and use of argumentation scripts could influence learning 
among students. But the research results demonstrated that group awareness support in 
argumentative processes can be counterproductive for learning too, as argumentation scripts 
may lead to possible negative effects of such group awareness. There are studies that have 
attempted to establish if students take the initiative themselves to use Facebook for educational 
purposes. Lin et al. (2013) examined knowledge dimensions and cognitive processes in a 
project-based online discussion by using Facebook in an adult education course. Based on the 
students’ published content, they found that most online educational discussions mainly 
focused on understanding and comprehension of assignments, but they also find that female 
and older students tended to engage in “off-topic” discussions. Hrastinski and Aghaee (2012) 
uncovered in an explorative study that students combine a variety of web tools and fit them to 
different practices. Only half of the informants used social media for academic purposes. 
Students communicate on instant messaging and e-mail to stay in contact with co-students and 
educators, but also coordinate assignments over the same channels. Facebook is used for 
socializing, while YouTube videos and Wikipedia are used for information retrieval. Hrastinski 
and Aghaee found that few students used Google Docs for collaboration on group work or to 
retrieve information.  
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There is an emerging body of research critically questioning the relationship between SNS use 
and academic performance, challenging the notion that today’s youth are “digital natives”. This 
research is concerned with debunking the assumption that educational use of social media can 
provide positive learning outcomes. Kirschner and Karpinski (2010), for example, found that 
Facebook users had lower self-reported Grade Point Average and spend less time on studying 
compared with non-Facebook users. Kirschner and Karpinski concluded that Facebook use has 
a negative effect on academic performance, a factor which the students themselves report, as 
they cite procrastination behavior on their part. Junco and Cotten (2012) drew the same 
conclusion from a large survey where they correlated students’ multitasking patterns with 
academic performance and determined that multitasking with certain ICTs is negatively 
predictive for overall college academic performance. This is reconfirmed in another study 
carried out by Junco (2012), which concluded that time spent on Facebook was strongly and 
significantly negatively related to overall GPA, while only weakly related to time spent 
preparing for class. These studies often stress that multitasking between various ICTs and 
Facebook tends to act as distracters and is an explanation for low academic performance among 
students, but the relationships between them are not well understood. Rosen et al. (2013) also 
corroborate some of the same findings in a laboratory experiment study. This showed that 
students only lasted on average six minutes before they were distracted and switched to another 
activity. Rosen et al. observed that students who accessed Facebook one or more times, tended 
to a have lower grade point average than students who did not. This led them to conclude that 
students who access Facebook tend to have lower academic performance than non-Facebook 
users. Wood et al. (2012) performed a study that examined the impact of multi-tasking with 
digital technologies while trying to learn from real-time classroom lectures in a university 
setting. Wood et al. tested several multi-tasking activities in an experiment-based study with 
control group design, foremost to determine if students using Facebook and MSM performed 
better or worse than students who completed learning activities by pen and paper. Findings 
proved that students who used only pen and pencil outperformed students using digital 
technologies. Judd (2014) conducted a similar study that investigated these relationships. Judd 
concluded that elevated levels of multitasking have the capacity to reduce the overall 
effectiveness of students’ self-directed study. 

There is also literature contradicting the abovementioned studies, however. Researchers claim 
that use of SNS in teaching can foster positive learning outcomes. Robelia et al. (2011) found 
that use of a Facebook application, which allowed users to post and comment on stories on 
climate change, scored above average on knowledge of climate change science. In fact, as users 
engaged and discussed issues on climate change in an online community, this is claimed to have 
motivated participants to learn more about the subject. There are also similar studies that assert 
that SNS use can have positive impacts on academic performance, but these are limited to 
pointing out potentialities. Kabilan et al. (2010) asked rather directly if Malaysian university 
students found Facebook to be useful and meaningful for learning English, and a vast majority 
stated that it could. Ekoç (2014) completed a similar study which aimed at using Facebook 
groups as a tool for language learning in a classroom setting. Ekoç’s findings were also dual; 
the study found that students posted and commented, but also that they disengage from online 
discussions. Barden (2014) gave a surprising result. He showed that a group of students, whom 
one would not expect to use Facebook for learning purposes, dyslexic students, were motivated 
and used it for critical learning to learn more about dyslexia and literacy. Facebook pages acted 
as a “pedagogical hub”, which increased their control over their literacy and learning. Singh 
(2013) performed an experimental study on use of Facebook groups in a university course in 
computer science. Some Facebook groups were assigned an instructor. The study concluded 
that there were no significant differences except that the instructor-orientated Facebook groups 
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had course-specific discussions and were more focused on learning. McCarthy (2012) 
completed a long-term study which aimed at using Facebook as a collaboration and e-mentoring 
learning environment that linked students from two universities, one in Australia and the other 
in the US. Students, faculty, and industry professionals from the media industry took turns in 
commenting and guiding each other’s work over several semesters. McCarthy concludes that 
the collaboration was seen as positive, useful, and strengthening professional bonds among the 
participants.  

Studies of YouTube in educational research 

Educational researchers have also examined the learning potential of YouTube. Here, we find 
studies arguing that YouTube use in formal learning have potential benefits, an aspect that 
health educators have explored in higher education. Agazio and Buckley (2009) find that 
YouTube videos are an effective way to illustrate theoretical content, involve students, 
stimulate student discussions, share information, and create a learning community. This finding 
is confirmed in other studies, as Clifton and Mann (2011) showed that YouTube can provide 
deep learning. Green and Hope (2010) used YouTube videos to develop a student-centered 
learning design and demonstrated that it could enhance the students’ ability to synthesize 
knowledge gained through class activities and research, a learning practice which could be used 
to educate their clients. Other health researchers have browsed YouTube for videos and 
evaluated that such content contained quality standards suited for dental (Knösel, Jung, & 
Bleckmann, 2011) and medical training (Azer, Aleshaiwi, Algrain, & Alkhelaif, 2012; George 
& Dellasega, 2011). Other health researchers warn however against uncritical use of YouTube 
videos and find that very few videos can be evaluated to meet high academic standards (Duncan, 
Yarwood-Ross, & Haigh, 2013; Smith & Peck, 2010). 

Besides the above work, researchers have explored how YouTube use can be embedded into 
ordinary learning settings. In an early study, for example, Snyder and Sloane (2008) found that 
students were enthusiastic consumers of YouTube videos in a classroom setting, especially 
male and first-year students. Buzzetto-More (2014) demonstrated that students under an 
instructor supervision are likely to visit video-sharing services from mobile devices, but that 
the length of videos can influence the students’ decisions whether or not to watch them. Alston 
and Ellis-Hervey (2014) examined how black female students used YouTube as an informal 
learning space to vlog, demonstrating that sharing of experiences on self-made videos by 
personal storytelling contributes to a space for deep learning. Mitra et al. (2010) found similar 
results based on a survey of a more than 130 university students. Here, YouTube videos were 
embedded into courses and findings showed that they could be valuable as an educational tool 
in three fields. They can activate learning; students are able to connect course material with 
their existing knowledge of a subject; and they are suitable to fit in to an overall blended 
learning approach. Alon and Herath (2014) found that students had positive perceptions of 
YouTube and it helped to promote an understanding of teamwork. They also learned that 
students viewed YouTube use as more productive and enjoyable than using traditional learning 
techniques. Lichter (2012) showed that embedding and encouraging students to make YouTube 
videos as part of a chemistry course could have a positive outcome on learning results. After 
the completion of the chemistry course, an assessment was carried out by comparing results 
with common exam questions. The findings indicated that students had learned the learning 
objectives from the course and it promoted interest in chemistry, which has also been confirmed 
in similar studies (Franz, 2012). Wang et al. (2010) developed a YouTube-like system called 
MeTube and introduced it to a group of computer science students. This was used over a 
semester and involved regular assessment of the students’ learning progression. Evaluation 
showed positive results across several areas. Students reported having collaborated, they 
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learned the learning material on their own, they connected course material to their own 
experience, and it provided the students with opportunities to work with real-world problems.  

Educational researchers are increasingly claiming that YouTube’s strength lies in its capacity 
to engage students to participate in formal learning (Haugsbakken & Langseth, 2014). June et 
al. (2014) used YouTube videos for an entire semester among a group of Malaysian students to 
interpret a role play as part of a university course. They found that YouTube videos motivated 
students to participate actively, take interest in the learning process, understand lectures better 
by visualizing the content and relating it to their workplace, and enhanced their critical thinking. 
Roodt and De Villiers (2011) compared students’ use of YouTube videos in two classes at the 
University of Cape Town. They found differences in student engagement, but concluded that 
YouTube videos can have a positive effect on overall engagement as well as on behavioral, 
emotional, and cognitive engagement, which is also a finding consistently seen in earlier studies 
(Werner & Frank, 2009). Zahn et al. (2014) completed a quasi-experiment on a YouTube 
learning design. They compared two groups of students: one was given the task to collaborate 
and make YouTube videos on obesity stigmatization and the other to read news articles on the 
same topic, where the latter acted as a control group. The study concluded that students who 
made YouTube videos gained far higher understanding than the control group. Chtouki et al. 
(2012) completed a similar study with the same design, but this concerned a class in computer 
science. A group of students used YouTube to learn about computers, while a control group 
used ordinary learning material like books to learn the same content. The results show that 
students understood and remembered complex concepts much better when they were exposed 
to a visual explanation by video. This is also supported by Carlisle (2010), who applied a similar 
design in a course in Java programming. Carlisle asked the students how often they watched 
the videos and did their readings, and how much these activities contributed to their learning. 
When the lecturers reduced lecture time and increased lab time, the students watched videos 
and read significantly more. The test scores were at least as high as before and the students 
indicated they would prefer to have the reduced lecture time.  

There are also other studies contending that YouTube use engages students to participate in 
formal learning. O’Mara and Harris (2014) argue that YouTube can be used to bridge cultural, 
gender, and educational gaps, an argument they make in a study of an arts-based education 
pathway program pilot for young people from migrant and refugee backgrounds. Tan (2013) 
explored how students used YouTube videos in a classroom study as part of an introduction to 
Anthropology. Tan was largely interested in exploring informal learning and learning spaces 
where such might occur. Her study showed that students used a wide range of strategies to 
evaluate YouTube content and relate it to their own experience and learning process. Forristal 
(2012) conducted a similar study, aimed at using and introducing students to a socio-cultural 
perspective on tourism by using high quality YouTube videos. The students adopted the 
learning design and it was well received. Lee and Lehto (2013) applied the Technology 
Acceptance Model to measure determinants affecting behavioral intention to use YouTube 
among more than 400 students. The students were given the possibility to engage in procedural 
learning through YouTube in a lab setting. Their study found that behavioral intention was 
significantly influenced by both perceived usefulness and user satisfaction and that task-
technology fit, content richness, vividness, and YouTube self-efficacy emerged as significant 
predictors of perceived usefulness. Jung and Lee (2015) carried out a similar study of students 
and educators from Japanese and American universities, where they attempted to determine the 
factors influencing acceptance of the use of YouTube in an educational context. They found 
that cultural environment and the roles of the teachers and the learners influenced user 
acceptance. Other studies have attempted to predict how teachers embed YouTube in their 
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teaching practices and what value they ascribe to it. Krauskopf et al. (2012) studied a sample 
of German pre-teachers and found that teachers focused on YouTube as an audio-visual 
medium and as a searchable database with additional Web 2.0 features. 

Studies of blogs in educational research 

There is a body of research that has explored the educational use of blogs. Educational 
researchers argue that blogging has a number of technical features that can be used in learning 
or academic training. Educational researchers are prone to developing various theoretical socio-
cultural technical frameworks or pedagogical models, which explain how blog features can be 
integrated into a practical educational design and create online learning environments (e.g.: 
Fessakis, Tatsis, & Dimitracopoulou, 2008; Kim, 2008). For example, one has suggested that 
blogging could be used in language classes (Ducate & Lomicka, 2005) and to create particular 
online learning environments (Farmer & Bartlett-Bragg, 2005). In early conceptual work, we 
find that studies explored the reasons on why students start to do so. Nardi et al. (2004) 
investigated key motives and uncovered a number of reasons. Documenting one’s life; 
providing commentary and opinions; expressing deeply felt emotions; articulating ideas 
through writing; and forming and maintaining community forums were key motivators, 
findings also consistent with Menchen-Trevino’s (2005) work. Early studies were enthusiastic 
about establishing that blogs could foster reflection and critical thinking, especially since blogs 
enabled learners to access each other’s work and be part of online learning communities. Lin 
and Yuan (2006) conducted an early experimental study, finding a positive correlation between 
students’ academic performance and attitudes toward a willingness to reflect upon their 
learning. Lin et al. (2006) implemented a blog community system as part of a long-distance 
course and claimed that blogging was an effective tool for students to document their learning, 
share experiences and knowledge, and have direct interaction with peers, a pattern reported in 
similar studies (Jefferies, Warren, & Bullen, 2007). 

Researchers have continued to explore students’ perceptions of blogging and areas of usability. 
Goktas and Demirel (2012) found that student teachers perceived blogs to be an important tool 
that changed their perceptions of ICT in a positive way and familiarized them with ICT. Tang 
and Lam (2014) explored perceived features and characteristics of turning blogs into an online 
learning community among student teachers and faculty. They concluded that active 
participation and high quality interaction are key factors that forge meaningful and sustainable 
learning processes, patterns identified in other studies (Kim, Chacko, Zhao, & Montclare, 
2014). Deng and Yuen (2012) investigated students’ perceptions of academic blogging, 
showing it to be a mixture of individual, social, and academic factors. Deng and Yuen suggested 
concrete measures to sustain and make academic blogging successful, based on the principle 
that educators must be able to mobilize students to become content creators. This can be 
achieved by identifying the students who have the potential to become self-driven and recruiting 
them as early adopters and thus to channel their positive energy into bonds among participating 
students. Researchers have suggested that blogs have other areas of application. Elola and 
Oskoz (2008) indicated that use of blogging could foster intercultural competence between 
students from various countries and act as an instrument to build gaps across languages and 
cultures in foreign language training, as shown by García-Sánchez and Rojas-Lizana (2012). 
Researchers have argued that blogging can be used to realize collaborative processes in drama 
studies and support creative group work, student engagement, and reflective practice (Philip & 
Nicholls, 2009). 
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A significant sub-theme that has generated studies, however, connects to investigating the ways 
blogging can potentially be used as a tool to foster reflection in academic training. This is a 
consistent theme generating empirical findings and experiences. A common research design is 
how blogging is integrated into an education course and used by students to achieve a particular 
learning goal or cover a theme by use of reflection, which is measured and evaluated by 
researchers. This has many designs, as blogs are used as part of a classroom setting, compared 
with LMS or creating an online community (Mansor, 2011). In an early study, for example, 
Zagal and Bruckman (2007) analyzed students’ blog entries on a blog system for supporting 
reflection on game-playing experiences. Zagal and Bruckman demonstrated that when students 
reflected upon their gaming experiences it fostered deeper understanding and students starting 
stepping back from their traditional role of “gamers” or “fans” and engaged in reasoning 
critically about the games they were studying. Van Wyk (2013) explored the outcome of a 
course that involved creating an online community around a blog in economics education, 
claiming that this promoted good relationships between students, allowing them to exchange 
ideas and information on teaching practices, providing opportunities to interact and enter into 
dialogue and reflective practice. Wood (2012) demonstrated that blogs can be used to a create 
a “liminal” learning space, where student teachers used reflection to develop creative ideas they 
could use later in their professional role as teachers, a research result confirmed and explored 
in similar studies (Fletcher & Bullock, 2012; Freeman & Brett, 2012; Hutchison & Wang, 
2012). Alm (2009) argues that blogging’s reflective capacity could stimulate language learners 
to express themselves and offer a “protected space”, allowing them to be in control and to find 
learners with the same experiences as themselves. Yang (2009) reported how a blog was used 
as a discussion forum, enabling student teachers to engage and examine their own reflection 
process. The findings showed that the student teachers actively discussed teaching theories and 
critically evaluated their implications for future practice. Jimoyiannis and Angelaina (2012) 
studied user engagement among a group of Greek students and concluded that the role 
performance of students achieved higher thinking and cognitive levels. 

There are a number of studies reporting contradictory results, showing the challenges in creating 
student engagement across different levels. Researchers have investigated factors that might 
potentially influence or enhance student engagement. Freeman and Brett (2012) argued that 
frequency of writing, resonance of the topic with the students’ own interests, and the timeliness 
of entries, were key factors in sustaining student engagement. Cakir (2013) found in a study of 
a pre-service teacher education program that user engagement was related to student 
motivation, the reasons for using a blog in an education course, and the level of challenge 
perceived by the students. Timotheou (2014) showed how a group of adult learners followed a 
professional blog in a distance online course. The adult students reported reading a professional 
blog, but they did not participate by commenting or replying to any posts, meaning that they 
just monitored and took the position of “online readers”. Reupert and Dalgarno (2011) found 
mixed responses to the use of blogs as a learning tool among student teachers. Students who 
found it useful saw its utility in developing behavior management strategies, venting emotions, 
and supporting each other, while others considered blogs an imposition on their time and 
questioned the usefulness of peer advice. Rourke and Coleman (2009) conducted a study aimed 
at using blogs to create a reflexive and collaborative space where students could discuss and 
reflect on personal experiences while completing a compulsory arts industry internship. The 
findings demonstrated that students collaborated and discussed their work practices, but 
blogging did not offer students the reflective learning space that a digital blog diary could 
provide. Wolf (2010) studied how blogging could be used as a reflective practice to increase 
exchange between students and make students to feel more connected when entering university. 
Wolf demonstrates limitations in blogging, as student performance varies, as some students 
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merely blog to pass courses to obtain study credits, while others actively connect with peers 
wanting feedback on their work. Yang and Chang (2012) performed a quasi-blog experiment 
on two groups of students over two semesters, where one group was asked to comment actively 
on each other’s individual blogs, while the other group was only asked to create a blog and not 
comment on each other’s postings. Yang and Chang concluded that when students are asked to 
engage and learn from each other by blog commenting, this is most likely to give positive 
attitudes towards academic achievement in course subjects. Deng and Yuen (2011) performed 
a study of the user engagement among two groups of student teachers during their teaching 
practice. They found that blogging had limitations, as students used blogging as a means to give 
each other emotional support and express reflective thinking, but they seldom used it for in-
depth learning, causing Deng and Yuen to conclude that blogs are primarily a tool for personal 
broadcasting and reaching. 

There are studies that demonstrate the challenges in implementing and sustaining blog 
communities. These studies have treated the “big” question the extent to which blogging and 
reflection lead to learning. Deed and Edwards (2011) investigated students’ blog entries on a 
course with 400 enrolled students. The students were organized into groups and used blogs as 
part of the course program over a semester. Deed and Edwards found that students tended to 
use blogs to finish their assignments effectively, rather than to engage in academic thinking and 
pursue a knowledge process to learn more about educational thinking. Halic et al. (2010) 
showed a similar tendency. Their study focused on students who were required to engage in 
blog conversations, which was part of a large lecture class and intended to promote reflective 
learning, in a course lasting a semester. Halic et al. (2010) found that a majority of the students 
reported that blogging enhanced learning and led them to think about course concepts outside 
the classroom, but fewer students perceived value in peer commenting. Besides this, research 
shows that students can choose to disengage and not participate in courses where blogs are used 
for learning purposes. Gleaves et al. (2007) showed in a study that students tended to create 
incomplete blog entries, leading them to conclude that educators have challenges in motivating 
their students to engage in reflexive criticism and writing. Kerawalla et al. (2008, 2009) 
demonstrated, in a study of master’s degree students attending a distance-learning course, that 
creating an online community failed as the initial blogging activity was met with limited success 
and resulted in many students blogging for themselves or just giving up. These findings indeed 
challenge the assumption that blogging can create a “learning community” as the students 
merely “used their blog simply because it was a convenient, accessible tool for making notes, 
storing materials and retrieving them” (Kerawalla et al., 2009:41). Kerawalla et al. concluded 
that educators need an empirically-grounded framework that can be used as a guide when they 
are considering blogging as part of their courses. Manfra and Lee (2012) completed an 
interesting study on the use of blogs to learn history. The results were positive, but showed 
limitations. Students engaged in historical analysis when they focused on a single source, but 
they faced greater challenges in applying historical knowledge.  

Educational researchers have explored how educators adopt blogging and use it to develop their 
professional knowledge. Mewburn and Thomson (2013) conducted a content analysis of 100 
academic blogs and found that faculty blog about academic work conditions and policy 
contexts, share information and provide advice which is largely aimed at higher education staff. 
Luehmann (2008) performed an impressive study to understand professional identity 
development by following a school teacher for an entire year. The teacher used blogging as part 
of her practice, and found that the success of blogging is determined by the extent of the benefits 
one derives from the practice. Lai and Chen (2011) studied the factors influencing secondary 
school teachers’ adoption of teaching blogs, finding that such factors were: perceived 
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enjoyment, codification effort, compatibility, perceived ease of use, personal innovativeness, 
enjoyment in helping others, school support, and perceived usefulness. Hou et al. (2010) 
performed a content analysis of blog entries to determine if teachers used blogging for 
knowledge sharing to enhance their work. They found that many teachers did not use blogs for 
professional development, but shared knowledge about private topics like family and hobbies. 
This led them to conclude that professional knowledge sharing among teachers by means of 
blogging is low. 

Studies of wikis in educational research 

Educational researchers have explored educational use of wikis, generating a substantial 
number of case studies. This research stream appears to have reached similar findings to those 
identified in research on blogs. Educational researchers are prone to designing theoretical socio-
cultural technical frameworks or pedagogical models, which explain how wiki features can be 
integrated into practical educational designs and create learning environments. In fact, 
educational researchers seem to agree that having a perception of a knowledge production 
model is an essential precondition for successful wiki adoption. Pifarré and Kleine Staarman 
(2011) argue for including a dialogic perspective where students are guided towards each 
other’s perspectives to co-construct knowledge when using wikis in a classroom setting. 
Baltzersen (2010) suggested the term “radical transparency”, implying that wikis have to be 
embedded in a “global learning environment” and not only used in the conditions set by 
working assignments and classroom settings. Ravid et al. (2008) argued for so-called 
“wikibooks” as a means to empower students and teach them collaborative learning. 
Considering early research on wiki, however, Bold (2006) found that students adopted wikis 
quickly and concluded that they could be used to support cooperative learning. Bower et al. 
(2006) performed a research project investigating the deployment of wikis in a computer 
science course. Bower et al. gave a more nuanced picture, showing that students were not 
proficient in wiki use. The students perceived wiki work as time consuming, but were motivated 
to reflect and collaborate with their peers. Yukawa (2006), by following two graduate students, 
demonstrated how wikis could be embedded into a learning process to stimulate co-reflection. 
By using narrative analysis, Yukawa demonstrated how the two students formed a critical 
thinking process and used that to gain greater understanding of their role performance and 
learning situation, and discovered new ways to solve their problems.  

In later research, the collaborative aspects of wikis have been pursued in great detail in many 
studies, creating a red thread. Research has attempted to determine the perceived benefits and 
what factors make wikis useful in formal learning. This means having a focus on what type of 
affordances wiki use can bring. Varga-Atkins et al. (2010) found that undergraduate medical 
students could develop their professionalism, as wiki use contributed to increased positive 
group dynamics and a willingness among students to reflect upon their role as future doctors. 
Varga-Atkins et al. argue that wiki had two benefits: acting as a shared knowledge base for 
hard-to-find resources on professionalism and posting of online resources was a trigger factor 
to create a sense of professionalism. Pifarré and Fisher (2011) claimed that a wiki learning 
environment can facilitate and support students’ use of composition and revision strategies and 
contribute to enlarging young writers’ writing experiences. Tsai et al. (2011) claim that 
knowledge base, motivation, research, social aspects, presentation, and feedback and support 
are vital conditions that can contribute to successful wiki adoption. And when they are 
combined, Tsai et al. found that this approach enabled undergraduate students to produce 
original and innovative concepts. Laru et al. (2012) tested a variety of social media software 
tools and face-to-face activities in a small study and concluded that wiki usage is the best 
predictor of creating good learning outcomes. Guo and Stevens (2011) argue that students’ prior 
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expertise with wikis and teachers’ attitudes will influence to what extent wiki is seen as useful 
and is adopted, aspects found in Robertson’s (2008) study. Su and Beaumont make (2010) bring 
another crucial insights, emphasizing that students have to be motivated to learn to use a wiki 
and learn to collaborate. Su and Beaumont found that students at first were reluctant to 
comment on each others’ work in a course wiki, but after they had participated for a while at 
the end of their course: “87% of the students had made comments on other students’ pages and 
the proportion who expressed confidence in giving and receiving criticism had improved by 
25%” (2010:427). This finding is consistent with Huang and Nakazawa’s (2010) work, but they 
warn that students must be guided throughout the entire learning process, as students might not 
be used to wikis. 

There are studies reporting on failed educational wikis, indicating the importance of teacher 
intervention which is still a crucial factor for successful wiki adoption. Moreover, they tell us 
that students can be reluctant to engage online. Ebner et al. (2008) tried to determine how much 
students were willing to collaborate in a university course, when the students were neither 
enforced to contribute nor directly rewarded for their online efforts. Ebner et al. found that not 
one of the 287 students created new articles or edited existing wiki pages during a whole 
semester. Cole demonstrated similar findings, noting that after: “5 weeks (halfway through the 
teaching term) there had been zero posts to the wiki.” (2009:144), leading Cole to conclude that 
in order to have successful wiki adoption some degree of instructional scaffolding is required. 
Karasavvidis (2010) identified a number of factors explaining why students struggled with 
using wikis in a related study on resistance to wiki usage among students: tasks can take up too 
much time and energy; creating wiki pages and contributing to others is too overwhelming; 
copy and paste strategies emerge and become commonplace; implicit competition amongst 
students undermined the idea of collaboration; and students can hesitate to edit wiki pages as 
they do not want to “mess with the texts” created by others. Naismith et al. (2011) found that 
students struggle with the technical aspects of using wikis and that they not always manage to 
organize themselves to initiate a collaborative process. O’Bannon et al. (2013) reported in a 
study of 78 pre-service teachers that students rarely had experience with using wikis outside of 
using Wikipedia. His study demonstrated that students were uncomfortable with using wikis, 
and did not regularly read, post, or modify information, apart from moderating aspects of 
grammar and aesthetics on a course wiki. Allwardt (2011) describes the same tendency, in a 
study where students were to use a wiki to collaboratively write a literature review of current 
research within a given topic. Allwardt find that the students expressed negative responses 
toward the assignment and were reluctant to use the wiki, but they also criticized wiki writing 
as time-consuming and they had difficulties in coordinating group work.  

These insights give important understandings on the extent to which students approach wikis 
from an individualistic approach, and cooperate or collaborate, a theme running through the 
latest research. In other words, do students collaborate or only appear to be doing so? Here, the 
research is contradictory and provides many nuances. Hadjerrouit (2014a, 2014b) 
systematically measured this aspect, claiming that student teachers’ wiki practices are apt to 
represent cooperation rather than collaboration. Hadjerrouit showed that students tend to work 
on individual sections of a wiki rather than revise each other’s contributions. Bradley et al. 
(2010) explored the same aspects, finding differences in patterns of interaction and the nature 
of feedback, indicating that students are more orientated toward cooperation than collaboration 
and that students’ feedback on each other’s work consists of critique of grammatical errors 
rather than performing constructive commenting. Ruth and Houghton (2009) argue that 
students demonstrated the capacity to collaborate and reflect upon entries in a course wiki. 
Roussinos and Jimoyiannis (2013) researched the types of roles students take on when they 
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participate in collaborative learning and writing activities. In this study, students were 
organized into groups and Roussinos and Jimoyiannis investigated the types of roles they took 
on in wiki writing, finding four different roles: (1) leaders, students who lead discussions, 
content creation and collaboration, post ideas, trigger and facilitate dialogue, influence and 
support other members; (2) moderators, students who are good contributors with a significant 
number of page edits and postings; (3) peripheral members, students who contribute with 
marginal contributions with few page edits and postings; and (4) lurkers, students who are not 
visible at all. Researchers have explored if students are willing to give and receive feedback 
from peers. Peled et al. (2014) established in a study of student teachers that they were reluctant 
to give and receive feedback. Here there was a gender divide, as female students were more 
reluctant than males. This latter condition has been contradicted in other studies, which show 
that females in fact contribute and edit wiki pages more than males (Page & Reynolds, 2015). 
Early studies found tendencies for students to decide to decouple from course wikis and to work 
individually (Elgort, Smith, & Toland, 2008) or be reluctant to share not “finished” work, as 
this can be seen as threatening (Carr, Morrison, Cox, & Deacon, 2007). Researchers have 
attempted to stimulate students’ engagement by designing wiki features enabling them to work 
in a single document. Wichmann and Rummel (2013) designed “collaboration scripts” and 
performed a quasi-experiment where one group of students used the “collaboration script” 
while another did not. They found that students in the scripted condition outperformed students 
in the unscripted condition with respect to revision behavior and text coherence. 

There are cases where researchers have attempted to determine if wiki usage can give tangible 
learning outcomes. Neumann and Hood (2009) performed a study in a course on statistics that 
was intended to promote collaborative learning. They split a class in two groups, where the first 
group of students analyzed a dataset and wrote a report by using a wiki, while the other class 
wrote individual reports. Neumann and Hood found that both approaches enhanced student 
writing and did not produce large difference in grades, but the wiki approach produced a higher 
degree of student engagement, findings confirmed in similar studies (Biasutti, 2011; Biasutti & 
El-Deghaidy, 2012). Dymoke and Hughes (2009) claim that wiki use improved writing skills, 
which they illustrated through poetry writing in English. Dymoke and Hughes found that pre-
service students’ use of a course wiki suggested contributing to write poetry in a variety of 
poetic forms, to gain confidence in writing poetry and to reflect on themselves as writers, 
leading the researchers to conclude that wiki can be used to develop professional identity. Freire 
and Li (2014) performed a study over two semesters in which they asked students to submit 
their work on what they called a “classroom wiki”, a course that also had the intention of 
improving students’ writing skills. The results are claimed to have enhanced the students’ 
writing skills, as the students managed to produce more balanced discussions of relevant issues 
and include a greater number of primary sources in their writings, findings corroborated in other 
studies (Miyazoe & Anderson, 2010).  

Tentative conclusions from research on social media in educational research 

What tentative conclusions can we draw from the examined research stream? First, educational 
research on social media extensively and clearly documents that there is still a way to go before 
we can portray students as sufficiently digitally skilled and self-organized to use social media 
to perform formal learning activities. This means that the idea of adolescents as “digital natives” 
(Prensky, 2011) is a popular myth more than a certifiable reality, as many studies prove that 
students are not that experienced in being content-producers or used to engaging in various 
forms of online engagements. Second, the research stream tells us that educational researchers 
are experimenting and making initial experiences on basic use and practices of social media, 
which leads to many unanswered research questions. Third, the research reports, surprisingly, 
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that audiovisual technology and online contents can have positive learning effects – greatest 
strength lies in that it can simplify the learning process and make the dissemination of formal 
learning more comprehensible for learners. Fourth, educational researchers are strongly divided 
on the question whether social media can contribute to improve learning; one camp disputes if 
social media brings change to learning, while the other camp claims that participation in online 
communities brings benefits and can make a difference to learning and for learners. And fifth, 
current research teaches us that online engagement and sharing among students and teachers is 
also a great challenge.  

3.4 Summary 

This chapter established the research perspective and was outlined over the chapter’s four parts. 
The first part framed an initial argument aimed at positioning the dissertation in relation to a 
research tradition. I showed that the organization studies community urged scholars to study 
the role of technologies in organizations to fill a pressing research knowledge gap, which also 
included social media. I explored current definitions of social media and a crossing research 
trajectory, before I discussed how particular conditions associated with social media suggested 
that we can use bottom-up and top-down perspectives to understand how social media is 
adopted and implemented into organizations. The second part outlined the study’s theoretical 
foundation. I addressed important research perspectives on how organization studies have 
addressed the role of technologies in organizations, especially how organization researchers 
have begun to pay attention to theorizing the implications of social media on organizational 
life. I extracted and introduced key concepts from that research discussion to form my research 
perspective and linked them to the study’s four models. The third part outlined the study’s 
relevant research horizon, which I limited to two research streams. I described empirical 
findings produced by organization researchers on the use of social media in organizations. I 
also looked at how educational researchers have examined the use of the same technology in 
education systems for learning purposes. 

 


