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Abstract

There is limited evidence regarding the use of social media in Operations Management
research and how it could be used to support engagement and dissemination of
outcomes (Rowlands et al., 2011). The literature shows that many academics rarely use
these tools for research purposes even though they are recognised as powerful tools to
develop and sustain their networks (RIN, 2010). In this paper the authors focus on
exploring some of the benefits of using social media in OM research. The paper
describes how social media supported and improved the engagement and dissemination
of a Lean healthcare research project.
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Introduction

The purpose of this paper is to provide further understanding of how the use of social
media can improve research engagement and dissemination in the field of Operations
Management (OM). The authors were interested in evaluating to what extent social
media could be employed throughout the research lifecycle.
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Literaturereview

The use of technology and social media tools
Developments in technology have allowed individuals and organisations to increasingly

use various types of technologies to facilitate communication and collaboration. These
technologies are formally defined as social media; they are communication mechanisms
allowing users to communicate with their networks all over the world instantaneously
and simultaneously (Williams et al., 2012). A typical classification of social media
includes the world of blogs, wiki pages, Twitter, LinkedIn, YouTube, instant messaging
and Facebook. Social media are “a set of technologies and channels targeted at forming
and enabling a potentially massive community of participants to productively
collaborate” (Bradley, 2010, p.2). They have been used by many organisations, not only
as tools for increasing communications with their customers but also for improving
learning within their organisation (Huang, Yang, Huang, & Hsiao, 2010). According to
consulting firm McKinsey & Company, “69% of executives, that have implemented a
social media strategy [...] have gained measurable business benefits, including better
access to knowledge and higher revenue” (Henneman, 2010, p. 4), it can be assumed
that this is even more important today. Social media has been heavily used for
advertising; research has shown that 88% of marketers are using social media and spend
over $60 billion annually on social media advertising (Gil-Or, 2010; Smith, 2011).
Interestingly, in Higher Education, the use of these tools has served a key role in
reinforcing the links between teacher and learners. Philosophy instructor Darien Ripple
decided to use Facebook to not only connect with students and disseminate information,
but also to assess student learning (Wilson, 2013). He chose this way to improve his
communication with the students and also to deal with the issues of the discontinuation
of universities system. Furthermore, Rowlands et al. (2011) indicated in their paper that
‘Social media are used in the research workflow’ and that social networking is one of
the most useful tools for the dissemination of the research findings as well as for
identifying research opportunities. In addition to this, they discovered that the majority
of researchers use social media because of their availability and potential effectiveness
(Rowlands et al., 2011). However, it was noted that no research generating evidence
about a more prescriptive use of the different social media tools within OM research
could be found.

Resear ch lifecycle
More research is needed to determine the use of social media in the research lifecycle
(Rowlands et al., 2011; Hansen, 2011). The research lifecycle can be divided into a
series of four discrete stages, each encompassing their own sets of activities as figure 1
shows. The outcomes of a stage become the inputs of the following stage. Some of the
stages are linear, for example a research proposal has to be prepared before the
submission of a grant application but other are much more iterative in nature and are
carried out in parallel (Jahnke et al., 2012). Figure 1 represents a typical research
lifecycle separated into four fundamental phases (Adams and Barndt, 1978; Van den



Eynden et al., 2009; Radack, 2009; Post and Anderson, 2006). This model has been
adapted in order to explore the activities typically associated in a research lifecycle.
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Figure 1 — Typical Research Life Cycle (adapted from Adams and Barndt, 1978)

In the ‘Planning’ phase, the identification of the topic area, the specification of the
project’s aims and purposes, based on preliminary research, have to be clarified, leading
towards the preparation and submission of the proposal. Subsequently, the actions
included in phase 2, focus more on the research methodology and approach in order to
identify the type of information required to address the research questions. During the
execution of the research project, the main activities are the analysis of the data and the
development of the result. Finally, the last stage is related to the reviewing of the
research, including presentations of the results to all the stake holders, summarising the
key themes and identifying opportunities for further research. The authors were keen to
analyse these four stages of the research lifecycle further in order to identify the likely
challenges and to what extent social media could help overcoming them.

Generic problems and challenges associated with undertaking actions research

in OM
Initially, researchers have to be clear about the topic that they are interested in. Fisher
(2010) and his colleagues highlight in their book that in the first phase, researchers may
be disordered; they have not yet completely set up the final project aims; they have not
yet identified the approach and research methods that are going to be adopted. When
this phase is completed usually a grant application is sent to potential funders, then it
has been observed that a problem typically encountered in a research project is the lack
of open access to required data (Whyte and Pryor, 2011). Research cannot be supported

if there is insufficient literature available to build an effective literature review (Maylor
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and Blackmon, 2005). However, efforts have been undertaken by OECD to improving
this access. OECD (2007) created a report ‘Principles and Guidelines for Access to
Research Data from Public Funding’ which guides researchers about how they can
obtain the appropriate data and it has strongly influenced UK Research Councils’ data
access policies. Apart from access to primary data, researchers often face difficulties in
gaining access to organisations that can offer them some useful information for
developing their research (Maylor and Blackmon, 2005). This access may depend on the
researcher having pre-existing contacts or their ability to make new relevant contacts;
the distance between him and an organisation, especially when a research project is
related to a comparison of two or more countries and any time constraints that a
researcher has for data collection. In addition to this, there is another issue related to
relationship management. In other words, researchers not only have difficulty in gaining
access to organisations but also to keep them engaged (Fry at al., 2008). Finally, at the
end of a project, the participants often struggle to disseminate effectively and efficiently
the outcomes of their project (Harmsworth et al., 2000). The main role of dissemination
is to make people aware of the project outcomes. Researchers seek to create an
awareness of their research to make a contribution and increase the impact factor in the
wider community beyond academic circles and the partners directly involved in the
research (Harmsworth et al., 2000). This may lead to development of best practices.
Therefore, researchers should be more motivated in disseminating their research
outcomes.

Research question

The objectives of this research were to gain a deeper understanding of the phenomenon
of using social media and to assess the way these tools can be used for improving
research engagement and dissemination in OM research. A ‘Lean healthcare’ ESRC
funded research project was used as the case study to understand the extent social media
can support and improve the engagement and dissemination of the research project’s
findings. To structure the paper the following research question (RQ) was developed:
RQ: How can the use of social media improve research engagement and dissemination
in OM?

M ethodology
A case study approach was used (Yin, 2008). This approach has been chosen because
this research required in-depth appreciation of the contribution of social media in a real-
life project lifecycle. According to Yin, (2008) case studies should be used when
phenomena or events have to be described or explored in the everyday contexts. The
value of this approach is well recognised in a wide variety of fields such as business,
law and politics (Crowe at al., 2011). Therefore, the purpose of this paper is to explore
the impact of combining social media in disseminating OM research by analysing their
use in a real-life project related to the implementation of Lean thinking in the healthcare
sector, and generating empirical evidence to support it.

The case study selected, the ESRC ‘Lean in Healthcare’ project, incorporated the use
of social media for research engagement and dissemination. More specifically, the
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project focussed on four service access points (Single Points of Access, SPA) through
which patients accessed a NHS Trust's mental health services. It aimed to examine and
improve patient access to mental health services by implementing Lean philosophy in
order to understand the operational differences at each of the Trust’s SPAs, and identify
improvement opportunities. Lean tools were adapted and applied to interrogate work
practices to eliminate wasteful activities and develop more efficient and standardised
ways of working. In order to have a better understanding of impact of social media at
each stage of the Lean in Healthcare project, the Adams and Barndt (1978) research life
cycle model was adopted to evaluate the impact of social media upon at each research
phase.

Throughout the project, a series of Podcasts, Prezis and papers around different
aspects of the project were produced to form the basis of research dissemination. A
Twitter account was created to engage with people who were interested in the research
topic, keep informed of latest project developments or to be involved in research events.
The project website was the central source of information and was used to gauge the
level of interest in the project. The number of visitors to the website following a social
media event and the extent of user interaction were used to determine the impact of
social media usage to facilitate research dissemination. Web traffic data for the project
website was generated through Google Analytics during the period when social media
was deployed.

Findings (case study description in terms of application and utilisation of Social
media tools and techniques)

The strategic method of using Social M edia

During the Lean in Healthcare project different types of social media was used and
included a website hosted under the University of Huddersfield, Business Operations,
Supply Chain and Transport Research Group (BOSCAT), Twitter and YouTube; each
of these had a different purpose. Therefore the key aim of the engagement and the
dissemination was not to use social media but a combination/integration of them. The
project team developed a strategy in using social media for the purpose of building a
network of interested people, raise awareness of the project and disseminate the outputs.
Figure 2 represents the Lean in Healthcare project social media strategy and shows the
internal and cross-platform links and relationship between the different research
dissemination methods:

e The project website was the central source of information and consolidated all
resources in a single library base. Four Podcasts and three Prezis were created
and uploaded on the project website during the project, in addition to being
linked and hosted on external multimedia platforms; Prezi website, YouTube,
Twitter and LinkedIn.. They described how Lean thinking can be implemented
in the healthcare sector by presenting best practices related to this application
and strategic implications of the Lean in healthcare projects. All these podcasts
and Prezis were related to actions and events arranged during the project in order
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people to be engaged, develop interesting discussions and discover threats and
opportunities.

e Prezis related to the project were hosted on the Prezi website. As it was
mentioned, the presentations contained active links back to the project website
and to other platforms. There were also internal links within each Prezi that
directed the user to other Prezis related to the project without going back to the
website.

e YouTube hosted videos created for the project. Like the Prezi website, there
were not only active links back to the project website and to other platforms but
also there were internal links within YouTube which allowed people to be aware
of other project videos.

e By using Twitter and LinkedIn account a number of groups working in the same

sector were identified; many interesting conversations developed between them
and the project team. Twitter and LinkedIn redirected users to the website and
this was a way used in order these groups to be engaged and to develop and
sustain networks and collaborations.
The project team used their personal LinkedIn profiles instead of creating a
project research group because an analysis of existing Lean Healthcare groups
revealed saturation and high competition. It was considered that establishing
another Lean Healthcare LinkedIn group would offer little impact in terms of
research dissemination.

Twitter

BOSCAT RG

Prezi > (Platform for
G > resources -
< Podcasts/Prezis)

YouTube

)

Figure 2 — the strategic method of using Social Media

Research seminar event
The Lean in Healthcare project was used as the case study. The project incorporated the
application of social media to disseminate project findings and engage with interested

parties. However, when the project lifecycle was applied it was acknowledged that
6



social media was only used for two of the four phases of the research lifecycle;
engagement and dissemination, due to social media usage beginning in month seven of
the project. Subsequently, a research seminar that was held in month eleven of the Lean
in Healthcare project has been presented as an example to demonstrate how social
media can be used throughout the whole research cycle.

The research seminar was a key deliverable for the Lean in Healthcare project for the
purpose of dissemination of Lean thinking. However, the topic of the seminar was not
defined by the Lean in Healthcare project’s aims and objectives. As such, it created an
opportunity for the researchers to apply social media to influence the research process.
Twitter was the social media platform used to engage with interested parties, and the
number of visitors to the Lean in Healthcare website following a social media event was
used as an indicator of interest in the Lean in Healthcare research. Table 1 shows the
dates when social media events took place within the different stages of the research life
cycle and number of visitors to the website following the event.

Table1l — Number of visitors to the project website following a social media event

Project Lifecycle Dates Social Media Event | Website visitor numbers
Planning Oct 2014 | - -
Engagement/Planning | 28/10/14 | Twitter 40

06/11/14 | Twitter 34

11/11/14 | Twitter 37
Execution 12/11/14 | Twitter 41
Dissemination 29/11/14 | Twitter 43

Prezi 190 in total

Social Media was used to help inform, plan and disseminate the findings of the
research seminar. As social media was already being used prior to the start of planning
the research seminar, the research team had access to individuals/groups that had an
interest in the ESRC Lean in Healthcare project and already engaged in social media
interactions. Furthermore, it also allowed the researchers to analyse discussions that
were taking place in the healthcare and researcher social media community in order to
identify a relevant and ‘trending’ topic for the research seminar. This was subsequently
identified as ‘Challenges to Healthcare Transformation’. Ongoing analysis of social
media activities in Phase 2 allowed the researchers to select a date for the research
seminar event which did not clash with other seminar/conference events to improve
attendance rates. Social media was also used to inform people about the event; raising
awareness and providing instructions to people on how to participate.

Phase 3 of the research cycle corresponded with the execution and delivery of the
seminar event. During the seminar, the research team issued a series of tweets in order
to share real time discussions taking place at the event. This saw a number of the live
tweets being ‘retweeted’ by other Twitter followers. As the project moved into Phase 4,
a Prezi was produced which summarised the key findings of the research seminar and
was disseminated via the Prezi and project websites. Twitter was also used to share the
Prezi in order for the research outputs to reach a larger audience.



Discussion

Social media was not used for research planning and execution in the case study, ESRC
Lean in Healthcare project. However, social media was used throughout the research
lifecycle in the development of a research seminar. This example revealed that social
media tools were useful for pinpointing a topic that was of interest and would appeal to
the research audience group. As McCarthy (2013) explained, in one of his interviews,
social media has a bigger reach than the traditional academic channels. Therefore, an
area for further research is the use of these tools for the other two phases of the research
lifecycle; research planning and execution. In particular, researchers can use Twitter and
LinkedIn for communicating an idea or identifying research opportunities, discussing
ways of approach and develop it, reviewing the literature and collecting research data.
In addition to this, they can use them for communicating their work, for finding out
about others work, or for developing and sustaining networks (Rowlands et al., 2011).
This was clearly demonstrated in the research seminar example which saw the research
team build a network of individuals with an interest in healthcare research and share
communications about research findings. Moreover, social media can be used within the
research community in order to support the internationality of research between the
established researchers and institutions, as well as facilitate the sharing of knowledge
between researcher and practitioner. McCarthy (2013), who is a Professor and Canada
Research Chair in Technology & Operations Management, decided to experiment with
using social media in his career; he realised that by using them, feedback is much more
instantaneous and as a result these tools can improve the very slow process of research.
Similar observations were also recorded during Phase 1 of the research seminar;
analysis of social media trends allowed the research team to quickly identify a topic that
was of relevance to the healthcare community at that particular time. If social media
were not employed, the research team would have likely chosen an alternative topic
based on a review of current peer reviewed publications containing articles which were
prepared several months/years earlier (McCarthy, 2013). During that time, the
community would have moved onto newer issues. As such, social media can serve as a
platform for researchers to identify new areas for research that would be relevance and
of high value to their audiences, i.e. creating a research ‘pull’.

As social media is becoming increasingly integrated in everyday life, it can be
argued that these tools should be implemented for research purposes. A primary
function of learning is the sharing of existing knowledge and the creation of new
knowledge (Cho, Cho, & McLean, 2009). The literature has indicated that research
related to this particular area focuses more on whether researchers are actually using
social media well; which are the most popular social media tools in a research setting;
and which are the characteristics of researchers, such as their research area or their age,
who use these tools (McCarthy, 2013; Rowlands et al., 2011). This paper differs from
the extant literature in that it offers an example and evidence linking social media
directly with each phase of a research lifecycle, whilst also describing a strategic plan
for applying social media during a real research project.



Despite the perceived positives associated with social media, there is a portion of
people who are reluctant to use social media - questioning the quality of the offered
information (Hansen, 2011). There have been several debates on the quality of data
provided over the internet, on the authority of sources and whether these data have the
permission to be there (Fry at al., 2008). Moreover, an idea or a question published
through social media can easily be influenced by people comments. People have
different opinion of a subject and they might try to drive a conversation upon their
interests. As a result, the initial idea will never be developed or it may be different at the
end. Researcher should develop a strategy of how social media can be used in a research
setting in order their potential impact to be avoided.

Conclusion

The Lean in Healthcare project was used as a case study to incorporate the application
of social media for two of the four phases of the research lifecycle; engagement and
dissemination. The project team developed a strategy to implement these tools in order
to increase people’s interest and disseminate the research outcomes. The research
highlighted that social media offers an easy and approachable way for targeting groups
of people who might be interested in a particular research topic; keeping them informed
of latest project event and disseminating the findings. For a better understanding of how
social media can be used, a research seminar that was held during the project was given
as an example. This example demonstrated how social media could be used throughout
a whole research cycle. In this way, the explanation of the application of social media
for engagement and dissemination becomes more understandable and also a brief
description of how these tools could be used for planning of a research and execution is
given.

This paper provides initial evidence of how social media can: positively influence the
research process; actively facilitate research dissemination; and also highlight a
relatively undeveloped topic that would benefit from further research within the
application arena of operations management research. Ultimately, the use of social
media will help evidence aspects of the ‘impact’ of research. Therefore it must now be
consciously, tactically and strategically used as a defined tool.
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