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Abstract 

 
The use of social media in the workplace is 

controversial. In order to develop a good 

understanding of social media use at work, this study 

examines the effects of social media use from both 

positive and negative sides. Based on two-factor theory, 

this study proposes that social media use at work 

engenders distraction and perceived relatedness, 

which in turn influence job performance. This study 

further draws on resource matching theory to posit 

that the perceptual load of the job moderates the 

effects of social media use at work on distraction and 

perceived relatedness. A survey will be conducted to 

collect data and test the research hypotheses. In 

theoretical terms, this study is expected to contribute to 

information systems research by investigating both 

positive and negative outcomes of social media usage. 

In practical terms, this study sheds light on the usage 

and management of social media in the workplace.  

 

 

1. Introduction  

 
Social media have experienced an exponential 

increase in recent years, and been used for many 

purposes, such as information sharing [1], social 

communication [1], entertainment [2], or just spending 

time [3]. The growth of mobile technologies creates 

new opportunities to social media use, making it an 

indispensable part of daily lives. The ubiquity of social 

media has also penetrated the workplace and raised the 

interest of practitioners and scholars. Many attempts 

have been made to examine the outcomes of social 

media use, however, there seems to be very limited 

understanding about social media use in the workplace.  

  Of the limited research published to date, the use 

of social media in the workplace has been controversial 

and unquantified, with both positive and negative 

outcomes having been reported. Extant research tends 

to investigate the mechanism of social media use by 

considering its positive outcomes, such as social 

capital [2], knowledge sharing [4], and job 

performance [5]. For instance, Moqbel, Nevo, and 

Kock [5] found that the intensity of social media use at 

work is positively related to job performance. Similarly, 

Charoensukmongkol [6] elaborated that social media 

use at work has a positive and direct effect on job 

performance. In contrast, little work has been done on 

examining how social media use negatively affects job 

outcomes. Few extant studies suggested that using 

social media in the workplace may waste time and 

result in loss of work effectiveness [7]. More 

specifically, accessing to Facebook at work was found 

to cause 1.5 percent drop in productivity [8]. With 

these controversial findings, it is believed that the 

mechanism underlying social media use has not been 

well understood.  

One common way to study social media use is to 

relate it to psychological outcomes [9]. In this study, 

we attempt to investigate employees’ use of social 

media by considering both positive and negative 

psychological outcomes. Positively, it has been 

highlighted that users find it favorable to use social 

media since it entails them to build new connections 

and maintain existing connections with others [2]. In 

particular, users can rely on social media to fulfill their 

relatedness needs by connecting with working 

professionals, friends and family, in both working and 

personal time [10]. Negatively, one potential negative 

side of social media use lies in its distractive effect on 

job. A worker usually gets interrupted at least six to 

eight times a day, and such interruptions occupy 28% 
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of the worker’s day [11, 12]. Some features of social 

media can lead to distraction if it is used at work. For 

instance, the reminders of new messages and new 

updates demand the recipient’s immediate attention, 

regardless of the work at hand [12]. In addition, many 

people have social media dependence, and they are 

accustomed to checking social media accounts 

constantly, even during the work time [13].  

Although efforts have been spent on expanding our 

understanding of the positive and negative effects of 

social media use, research in this area is relatively 

underdeveloped, mainly because it lacks empirically 

testable theories that can explain both sides of social 

media use simultaneously. Since distraction and 

perceived relatedness are direct psychological reactions 

of social media use, this study examines how social 

media use at work engenders distraction and perceived 

relatedness, which in turn affect job performance. In 

addition, individuals’ cognitive ability in working 

memory is limited [14]. If the attentional resources 

available cannot fulfill requirements of the ongoing job, 

the job performance will be hampered. The question of 

whether attention can ever affect the perception of 

distractors is controversial. Therefore, this study 

attempts to fill the above research gaps and answer the 

following research question: whether and how social 

media use at work affects job performance? This study 

builds on two-factor theory (TFT) and resource 

matching theory (RMT) to develop the research model. 

A survey method will be employed to collect data and 

test the research model. Through this investigation, this 

study is expected to contribute to social media research 

by investigating both positive and negative effects of 

social media in the workplace.  

 

2. Theoretical background 

 
2.1. Two-factor theory 

  
As a core variable in research and practice of 

Information Systems (IS), IT usage has been regarded 

as a strong predictor of IS success [15] and 

organization development [2]. Social media present a 

unique context for IS researchers to explore technology 

usage. Social media use has become one of the most 

common activities on the Internet [12]. Although 

researchers have advocated the benefits of social media, 

it should be noted that social media use could also 

bring negative consequences. 

TFT was first proposed to explain factors that cause 

job satisfaction and dissatisfaction [16]. Then, TFT has 

been applied to considerable areas to explain 

phenomena like interpersonal trust and distrust [17], 

positive and negative emotions [18], and employee 

performance [3]. In recent years, this theory has 

emerged in IS research to explain technology use [16, 

19]. To develop a better understanding of social media 

use, this study builds on TFT to examine both positive 

and negative outcomes engendered by social media use 

at work.  

  In consistency with TFT, social media use at work 

is not monolithically good or bad, and one can perceive 

both aspects simultaneously [19]. Incorporating social 

media into workplace is regarded as a two-edged 

sword [13]. On the positive side, social media use at 

work was found to foster social capital [20], promote 

knowledge transfer [4], improve sense of cultural 

belonging [21], and increase group effectiveness [7]. 

Although some studies have mentioned the negative 

side of social media use [7, 21], few of them explicitly 

examined it in relation to job performance. In large 

part, the focus on positive side is due to the desire to 

achieve good outcomes via technology usage. On the 

other side, opportunities for social media-related 

distraction have never been higher owing to the 

explosion of social media [13]. Hence, developing a 

comprehensive understanding of positive and negative 

outcomes of social media use at work is of great value. 

Building on TFT, this study identifies distraction and 

perceived relatedness as psychological outcomes of 

social media use, and examines their effects on job 

performance. Specifically, distraction refers to the 

avoidance from working because of social media use 

[22]. Perceived relatedness refers to one’s feeling of 

being included and affiliated with others [23]. 

Although self-determination theory posits three 

psychological needs, namely competence, autonomy, 

and relatedness [23], this study mainly focuses on 

relatedness. Consistently, it has been highlighted that 

the crucial feature makes social media different from 

other communication media is its superiority in 

connecting people [24]. 

 
2.2. Resource matching theory 

 
RMT is a theory that explains the effects of 

utilizing cognitive resources to process information for 

a given task [25]. It posits that information processing 

is more effective when the cognitive resources 

available to process the information fit those required 

for the task [26]. Although RMT has been applied and 

tested in the context of advertising, it has not been 

adopted by IS researchers to explain the effects of 

social media use on job performance. Two IS theories 

relating the notion of fit to performance are the 

cognitive fit theory and the task-technology fit theory. 

The former proposes that task performance improves 

when the information presentation format corresponds 

to the task requirement [27]. The latter posits that task 
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performance will be enhanced when the capabilities of 

the information technologies fit the tasks being 

performed [28]. The two theories have been used to 

examine the effects of various information 

technologies.  

Social media is a typical kind of information 

technologies. The notion of “fit” can thus be applied to 

investigate the effects of social media use on job 

performance. We use RMT rather than cognitive fit 

theory and task-technology fit theory for the following 

two reasons. First, both cognitive fit theory and task-

technology fit theory emphasize the features of 

information technologies, such as information 

presentation format in cognitive fit theory and 

information technologies capabilities in task-

technology fit theory [27, 28]. The current study, 

however, mainly focuses on the effects of social media 

use in the workplace, and it is the attentional resources 

allocation affected by social media use rather than the 

features of social media that affect job performance. 

Second, cognitive fit theory and task-technology fit 

theory primarily emphasize on the outcome of an ideal 

fit situation [25]. Despite that, RMT can also provide 

explanations for cognitive resource allocation upon 

social media content and the job. Hence, we use RMT 

in the current study to not only consider the notion of 

“fit”, but also explore the attentional resource 

allocation between social media and the job.   

  It has been postulated that social media use at 

work can engender both positive (i.e., relatedness) and 

negative (i.e., distraction) psychological outcomes. We 

further propose that the effects of social media use are 

affected by the balance between the attentional 

resources available to process the job/task and those 

allocated to process social media content. Drawing on 

RMT, this study posits that social media use at work 

can result in less distraction when the amount of 

attentional resources left for the job matches the 

attention demanded for it. Conversely, social media use 

at work may cause high distraction when social media 

take up more attentional resources, and insufficient 

attention is left for the focal job.  

 
2.3. Job performance 

 
In this paragraph, we specify the outcome variable 

that we pursue. Among potential job outcomes, being 

able to perform well on the focal job is of great 

importance to people in the workplace. Prior studies 

have discussed various negative consequences of social 

media use, among which diminished performance is a 

relatively prevalent consequence and is concerned by 

practitioners. Considering that this study focuses on 

social media use at work, it is reasonable to examine 

job performance as the dependent variable in the 

current study. Job performance is the extent to which 

employees evaluate their own performance on the job 

[5].  

 

3. Hypotheses development 

 
Figure 1 depicts the research model of this study. 

As indicated in this model, social media use at work 

affects job performance via its effects on job 

distraction and perceived relatedness. Furthermore, the 

effects of social media on distraction and perceived 

relatedness vary upon the perceptual load of the job. 

We develop our hypotheses in the following 

paragraphs. 

 

 
 

Figure 1. Research model 

 
3.1. Social media use at work 

 
Social media use has become one of the most 

common activities on the Internet [12]. The use of 

social media at work may cause external as well as 

internal distractions [29]. External distractions are 

usually initiated by sound and sight. Social media can 

remind users of new messages and updates. The 

reminders in forms of sound and sight may become 

distractions by introducing multiple tasks and diverting 

users’ attention to non-work related information [10]. 

The checking habit of social media is a typical type of 

internal distraction [29]. The increasing use of mobile 

social media applications exacerbates users’ checking 

habit whereby they constantly make brief inspections 

of the social media content. In addition, simply 

knowing that one’s family and friends are available 

through social media can also be an internal distractor 

to one’s job [12]. Consequently, we propose that social 

media use may divert attention to non-work-related 

information and cause distraction.  

 

H-1: Social media use at work is positive related to job 

distraction. 
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Social media use fulfills the needs of relatedness 

with professionals, family and friends in both 

professional and personal time [12]. First, social media 

serve as a channel through which users can exchange 

task-related information, ask for and provide real-time 

help, and collaborate on problem-solving during the 

work process [10]. Second, social media use entails a 

psychophysiological state that is characterized by high 

arousal and high positive valence [30]. In line of this 

reasoning, Wang and Tchernev [31] further examined 

media use during learning courses and posited that this 

form of multitasking is to satisfy affective needs rather 

than cognitive needs. The ability of social media to 

relate to family members and friends can fulfill users’ 

affective needs [12]. Combining the above argument, it 

is reasonable to propose that social media use at work 

is positively related to perceived relatedness.  

 

H-2: Social media use at work is positively related to 

perceived relatedness. 

  

3.2. The moderating effects of perceptual load 

 
    Perceptual load is concerned with the perceptual 

demand of a job, which influences how the irrelevant 

information is processed [32]. According to RMT, the 

effects of social media use at work depend on users’ 

allocation of attentional resources to the social media 

content and the job [25]. When the attentional 

resources allocation matches those required for the job 

and the social media, the effects of social media use are 

optimal. In this study, we propose that the perceptual 

load of the job moderates the effects of social media 

use on job distraction and perceived relatedness. On 

one side, when the job is of high conceptual load, a lot 

of attentional resources are required in order to 

complete it successfully [33]. Since attentional 

resources are limited [34], social media use at work 

may take up some attention that should have been 

allocated to the job, which results in mismatch between 

the attentional resources preserved for the job and 

those required. As such, social media use at work is 

regarded as distractive. In addition, although some 

attention has been spared to process social media 

content, high perceptual load reduces the brain 

response to social media content [35]. Therefore, the 

perceived relatedness associated with social media use 

is reduced.  

On the other side, when the job involves low 

perceptual load, it does not require a great deal of 

cognitive resources to complete it [33]. Therefore, 

social media use is less distractive since employees can 

allocate enough attentional resources to match the 

demand of the job apart from processing social media 

content. Moreover, the low perceptual load guarantees 

that sufficient attentional resources are available for 

processing social media content. Thus, employees 

perceive high relatedness resulting from social media 

use in low perceptual load condition.  

Overall, jobs with both high and low perceptual 

load require attentional resources, but the attentional 

demand imposed by social media is more distractive to 

job with high than low perceptual load. Oppositely, 

only when enough attention resources are spared to 

process social media content, perceived relatedness 

will increase.  

 

H-3: The perceptual load of the job moderates the 

effect of social media use on distraction. Specifically, 

social media use will elicit more distraction when the 

perceptual load is high; social media use will elicit less 

distraction when the perceptual load is low. 

 

H-4: The perceptual load of the job moderates the 

effect of social media use on perceived relatedness. 

Specifically, social media use will elicit less perceived 

relatedness when the perceptual load is high; social 

media use will elicit more perceived relatedness when 

the perceptual load is low. 

 
3.3. Effects on job performance 

 
Job distraction resulting from social media use has 

a negative effect on performance development. Since 

engaging in social media during work time can be 

regarded as a type of multitasking, the distractive effect 

can be explained by a multitasking perspective. First, 

employees need to spare some time to cope with the 

social media content, so distraction causes increased 

time to complete the primary work and results in 

inefficiencies in job performance [12]. Second, due to 

the limited cognitive resources, employees engage in 

their work with more shallow thinking at the expense 

of deep and comprehensive thinking when confronted 

with distraction from social media [36]. In addition, 

switching to social media while working also causes 

significant memory disruption [29], which undermines 

job performance. Third, the distraction from social 

media may pose challenges in mentality to return to the 

job [12]. The use of social media at work blurs the 

boundaries between work and life, and the family 

affairs and leisure issues may interfere with one’s job 

responsibility [21]. Although present at work, 

employees may fail to perform to their best due to the 

lack of concentration, which consequently leads to 

diminished job performance. 

 

H-5: Job distraction is negatively related to 

employees’ job performance. 

 

Page 1002



 

 

  Regardless of the distractive effect, perceived 

relatedness resulting from social media use can also 

influence job performance. First, employees who have 

a high level of relatedness with other organizational 

members tend to view their work environment as 

favorable, which facilitates the attainment of job goals 

and consequently increases job performance [37]. In 

contrast, employees who feel isolated from other 

organizational members are likely to regard the work 

environment as unsupportive, which is not conducive 

to realize job goals and consequently leads to reduce in 

job performance. Second, job performance can also be 

influenced by the emotional experiences one has on the 

job. Being included and affiliated with others, both 

work related and non-work related, gives rise to 

feelings of personal worth and comfort. Such feelings 

are associated with positive mood, which has been 

found to be a positive predictor of job performance 

[38]. In addition, relatedness can foster an atmosphere 

of support and encouragement, leading employees to 

feel less tension and stress, and creating a favorable job 

experience and job outcome [39]. Overall, we propose 

that perceived relatedness exerts a positive effect on 

job performance.  

 

H-6: Perceived relatedness is positively related to 

employees’ job performance. 

 

4. Research methodology  

 
To test the proposed hypotheses in the research 

model, we will employ a survey method, which 

ensures this study to capture the natural environment of 

social media use. Young educated adults will be 

recruited as participants for the following two reasons. 

First, social media are popular among the young 

educated population [12]. Second, the “always on” 

habit is widespread among young educated adults, so 

they may be more vulnerable to distraction [40]. 

Specifically, we plan to invite young knowledge 

workers to participate in the survey. It is common for 

the typical knowledge worker to experience a 

distractive work environment when social media is 

widely used. We will send invitation letters via popular 

social media platforms, WeChat for example, to recruit 

participants. On the cover page of the survey, we will 

specify our interest in social media use. Participants 

will be asked to recall their recent use of social media 

in the work time and self-report their psychological 

reactions to social media use and their job performance 

during this period. All constructs in this study will be 

measured via well-designed questionnaires. The items 

for measuring these constructs are developed by 

adapting the existing measurements to the current 

research context. The survey items and their sources 

are presented in the Appendix.  

Apart from the variables examined in the research 

model, gender, age, self-regulation and multitasking 

preference are included as control variables to exclude 

confounding effects, because they have been reported 

to be associated with distraction and job outcomes [29, 

41].  

 

5.  Discussion and conclusion 
 

This study aims to develop a research model to 

explain how social media use at work affects job 

outcomes. Drawing on TFT, this study identifies job 

distraction and perceived relatedness as psychological 

outcomes of social media use, and examines their 

effects on job performance. This study further builds 

on RMT to propose that the levels of distraction and 

perceived relatedness resulting from social media use 

vary upon the perceptual load of the job.  

  This study is expected to have theoretical 

implications. First, this study focuses on examining 

social media use at work and the associated outcomes, 

thereby contributing to the growing body of IS 

research that investigates both the positive and 

negative outcomes of information technology use. 

More specifically, this study extends research domain 

that addresses the effects of social media from a 

psychological perspective, advancing theoretical 

understanding of the mechanism underlying social 

media use and job performance. Second, this study 

extends RMT to the context of social media use, and 

investigates the resource allocation between social 

media and the job. For instance, this study proposes 

that if the attentional resources allocated to the ongoing 

job match the requirement of the perceptual load, the 

distractive effects of social media will be reduced. 

  This study also has potential practical implications. 

First, this study has relevance for social media users. 

By understanding the effects of social media use on the 

job performance, social media users can become self-

regulated to find a balance between social media use 

and their jobs to gain the benefits and avoid the 

detriments as a result of social media use. Second, this 

study sheds light on the management of social media 

use in organizations, as it guides practitioners to take 

advantage of the positive effects of social media and 

get rid of the negative effects of social media. Third, 

this study has implications for social media providers 

as they may attempt to understand the mechanism 

behind social media use. Negative usage experience 

may lead users to discontinue their social media use, 

which is a pivotal issue to be addressed by platform 

providers. 
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Appendix. Measurement instruments 

Construct  Items Sour

ces 

Social Media 

Use at Work 

(SMU) 

SMU1: I often use social media to 

obtain information. 

SMU2: I regularly use social 

media to maintain and strengthen 

communications with others. 

SMU3: What is your frequency of 

usage of social media at work?  

[4]  

[10] 

Distraction 

(D) 

D1: When I am using social 

media, I don’t think about my job. 

D2:  I find that I use social media 

when I have job to do. 

D3: I sometimes use social media 

to procrastinate. 

D4: I often use social media to 

avoid doing unpleasant things in 

my job. 

D5: Using social media is a way 

to forget about the jobs I must do 

but don’t really want to do.  

[22] 

Perceived 

Relatedness  

(PR) 

PR1: I feel a sense of contact with 

people who care for me, and 

whom I care for via using social 

media. 

PR2: I feel close and connected 

with other people who are 

important to me via using social 

media. 

PR3: I feel a strong sense of 

intimacy with the people on social 

media. 

PR4: I am lonely via using social 

media. [R] 

PR5: I feel unappreciated by one 

or more important people via 

using social media. [R] 

PR6: I have disagreements or 

conflicts with people I usually get 

along with on social media. [R] 

[9] 

Perceptual 

Load (PL) 

 

PL1: It generally took me a lot of 

perceptual efforts to process my 

job. 

PL2: I usually needed a lot of 

thinking when deciding how to do 

with my job. 

PL3: In general, I spent a lot of 

cognitive effort to finish my job. 

PL4: Generally speaking, the 

processing of my job was 

cognitively demanding. 

PL5: Overall, I incurred a 

significant cognitive load when 

trying to complete my job. 

[42] 

Job 

Performance 

(JP) 

JP1: My performance in my 

current job is excellent. 

JP2: I am very satisfied with my 

performance in my current job. 

JP3: I am very happy with my 

performance in current job. 

[5] 

Self-

regulation 

(SR) 

SR1: I am able to finish my 

assignments by deadlines. 

SR2: I am able to work even 

when there are other interesting 

things to do. 

SR3: I am able to concentrate on 

work subjects. 

SR4: I am able to organize my 

work. 

SR5: I am able to arrange a place 

to work at my residence without 

distraction. 

SR6: I am able to motivate myself 

to do work. 

[43] 

Multitasking 

Preference 

(MP) 

 

 

MP1: I prefer to work on several 

projects in a day, rather than 

completing one project and then 

switching to another. 

MP2: When doing a number of 

assignments, I like to switch back 

and forth between them rather 

than do one at a time. 

MP3: I like to finish one task 

completely before focusing on 

anything else. [R] 

MP4: When I have a task to 

complete, I like to break it up by 

switching to other tasks 

intermittently.  

[29] 
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