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Abstract  
Organisational employees increasingly rely on var-

ious social media to develop guanxi online, resulting in 
the potentially huge value of identifying how social me-
dia can contribute to guanxi development in the work-
place. In this study of digital guanxi development within 
Chinese organisations, we examine the role of different 
types of social media on the development of guanxi and 
its various dimensions. Based on an exploratory case 
study, we propose a theoretical framework that illus-
trates two mechanisms by which social media influence 
the development of digital guanxi at work. Our prelimi-
nary findings suggest that enterprise social media and 
public social media provide and reinforce instrumental 
and affective values, respectively, thereby facilitating 
guanxi development in the workplace. 

 
Keywords: Guanxi development, Enterprise social me-
dia (ESM), Public Social media (PSM), China 

1. Introduction  

Relationships are the essence of living systems and 
the basis of the organisation (Wheatley, 2006). The qual-
ity of workplace relationships is positively related to job 
satisfaction and commitment (Sias, 2005). Accordingly, 
scholars have been urged to focus on "how a workplace 
organises its relationships; not its tasks, functions, and 
hierarchies, but the patterns of relationships and the ca-
pacities available to form them" (Wheatley, 2006, p. 39). 
Guanxi refers to personal relationships that an individual 
may draw upon to obtain resources or advantages in 
business or social life (Davies et al., 1995). In contem-
porary Chinese society, communication and relationship 
building both in life and work are digitally mediated to 

a large extent (Lien & Cao, 2014). Organisational em-
ployees routinely need to connect with colleagues and 
external parties. They often attempt to develop and 
maintain guanxi in the workplace online to enhance their 
communications. The rapid diffusion of information 
systems (IS) in the workplace shapes the professional 
communications landscape (Huang et al., 2015). Organ-
isations continuously and strategically implement social 
media applications to support their employees and im-
prove their business activities (Braojos et al., 2019). 
Given the pervasiveness and expected use of social me-
dia in personal and professional contexts, its impact on 
building digital guanxi in the workplace should not be 
underestimated (Ou & Davison, 2016). 

A number of IS researchers have examined digital 
guanxi, which refers to the social networks developed 
and maintained through information and communication 
technologies (ICT) in an increasingly digital environ-
ment. Nevertheless, these studies (Cheng et al., 2020; 
Ou et al., 2014) tend to focus on developing and lever-
aging guanxi for instrumental purposes, particularly be-
tween buyers and sellers on e-commerce sites, using 
public social media (PSM) like WhatsApp or WeChat. 
They neglect the nuances of digital guanxi development 
between employees and their colleagues within organi-
sations. The use of enterprise social media (ESM) in this 
context has not been examined significantly. Further-
more, most research on social media in business con-
texts has considered either ESM (e.g. DingTalk, Enter-
prise WeChat) or PSM (e.g. WhatsApp, WeChat) and 
often in isolation (Wang et al., 2016). However, scholars 
have yet to explore how ESM and PSM can be combined 
in the workplace and how the use of both forms may af-
fect digital guanxi development. 
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In a context where the combined use of multiple so-
cial media is increasingly present in the workplace, our 
understanding of the development of digital guanxi 
driven by different types of social media is scant. Given 
the prevalence of social media in organisations and the 
demand for guanxi, it is imperative for both employees 
and management to be aware of how to encourage the 
development of digital guanxi for effective use and ex-
change of organisational resources. First, guanxi is es-
sential for employees as it contributes to more robust 
communication and work performance (Ou & Davison, 
2016) and helps employees gain access to people who 
can provide helpful knowledge to address work-related 
tasks (Davison et al., 2018). Second, the business bene-
fits of social media can only be realised when organisa-
tions understand how to blend these technologies with 
corporate IT policies and organisational culture 
(Davison et al., 2014), thus enabling the development of 
an organisation-wide employee guanxi network to im-
prove productivity. Third, academics have recognised 
the value of guanxi. Still, there is scant research exam-
ining how guanxi and its many dimensions can be de-
veloped and maintained through PSM or ESM applica-
tions. Notably, scholars have shown a growing interest 
in ESM's impact on the workplace (e.g., Song et al., 
2019). However, much of the previous research on ESM 
has focused on organisational functions such as commu-
nication, collaboration and knowledge sharing but ne-
glected its role in developing online guanxi. Further, 
very few IS scholars have carefully examined the differ-
ent mechanisms by which PSM and ESM impact guanxi 
development in the workplace and the role of different 
guanxi dimensions. These would all be potential theo-
retical contributions of this research. 

Accordingly, our overarching research question is: 
How do organisational employees leverage PSM and 
ESM in tandem to develop guanxi in the workplace? Ad-
ditional sub-questions that we plan to explore include: 
"Which aspects of guanxi are more suited to digital de-
velopment with social media (whether enterprise or pub-
lic)?" and "How do PSM or ESM impact digital guanxi 
development through different pathways?". To address 
these research questions, we will investigate the influ-
ence of various social media on employees' guanxi net-
works within Chinese organisations, and provide cor-
roboratory evidence on how the combined usage of PSM 
and ESM in the workplace support different aspects of 
the guanxi development process. More specifically, this 
research is grounded in empirical evidence obtained 
from the case of a multinational software services firm 
based in China that deploys PSM and ESM to enable 
digital guanxi development. This context was chosen 
given that guanxi is an indigenous Chinese concept that 

profoundly impacts the daily and professional lives of 
Chinese employees (Xin & Pearce, 1996). Furthermore, 
China is the world's largest social media market, with 
approximately 1.07 billion social media users as of 2022, 
according to Statista; 80% of the users of WeChat (the 
most prevalent PSM in China) use it for workplace com-
munication (Zheng & Davison, 2022). Most importantly, 
the case organisation we selected had proven experience 
in the effective deployment of both ESM and PSM; in 
addition to WeChat, our case organisation has strategic 
collaborations with several core IT service providers in 
China and has consistently deployed a variety of ESM 
throughout the firm. Based on our findings to date, we 
will present a preliminary theoretical framework that il-
lustrates the mechanisms of digital guanxi development 
mediated by both PSM and ESM.  

2. Literature Review 

2.1. Guanxi and Guanxi Dimensions 

Guanxi is prevalent in Chinese society (Chen et al., 
2013). The term 'guanxi' can be translated into English 
as 'relationship', but more accurately, it refers to "rela-
tional entities and their relationships" (Tsui & Farh, 
1997). Hwang (1987) viewed guanxi as the reciprocal 
exchange between two individuals, while Xin and 
Pearce (1996) considered guanxi a special connection 
and interdependence in social networks. In the business 
context, guanxi can be interpreted as relationships or so-
cial connections built upon mutual interests and benefits 
(Yang, 1994); as a network of informal ties and favour 
swaps that dominates commercial activities in China 
(Lovett et al., 1999); as a component of a strategy used 
by organisations seeking to achieve long-term competi-
tive edge (Li et al., 2008).  

Prior research has shown that guanxi consists of 
several dimensions, namely mianzi (face), renqing (fa-
vour), huibao (obligatory reciprocity), xinyong (trust-
worthiness), xinren (interpersonal trust), hexie (har-
mony), ganqing (affection), and jiaoqing (obligation) 
(e.g., Chen & Chen, 2004; Davison et al., 2018). Specif-
ically, Chen and Chen (2004) suggested two Chinese 
concepts that are closely related to predictors of guanxi 
development, namely xing (trust) and qing (feeling). 
Xing essentially refers to the trustworthiness of the other 
party (i.e., xinyong), while qing comprises both obliga-
tion (jiaoqing) and affection (ganqing). Mianzi is also 
considered a major mechanism supporting the operation 
of guanxi that consists of an expected self-image (Cheng, 
1986) that is validated through public perception and 
recognition (Hwang, 1987). While these dimensions 
may exist independently, they are generally regarded as 
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interconnected. In particular, Ng et al. (2019) recently 
proposed the OATS model (i.e., obligation/jiaoqing, af-
fection/ganqing, trust/xinyong, status/mianzi), which 
conceptualises guanxi as a composite of these four inter-
related dimensions. Consistent with this theoretical 
framework, we will focus our exploration of guanxi di-
mensions on the concepts of mianzi, jiaoqing, xinyong 
and ganqing. 

The first concept is mianzi (face), which refers to 
"the respectability and deference that a person can claim 
for himself from others, by virtual of the relative posi-
tion he occupies in his social network and the degree to 
which he is judged to have functioned adequately in that 
position as well as acceptably in his general conduct" 
(Ho, 1976, p. 883). In light of its nature, mianzi is dif-
ferent from other concepts such as reputation, dignity, 
and integrity but relates to the outcome of an individual's 
achievements during social interactions (Leung et al., 
2014). Several studies combine renqing and guanxi with 
the evolution of the concept of mianzi. According to  
Hwang (1987), individuals who share guanxi establish 
commitments to one another through social norms of 
mutual benefit and obligations. An individual who re-
ceives renqing from others is obligated to return it in the 
future; otherwise, his or her mianzi and reputation 
would suffer. 

The second concept is jiaoqing (obligation), which 
encompasses the obligation and sense of responsibility 
arising from social and economic activities in order to 
satisfy the actual needs of work and life (Chen & Chen, 
2004). Jiaoqing refers to how people believe they can 
share mutual obligations and relationships with others 
(Mills & Smith, 2011). An obligatory form of reciproc-
ity is triggered by receiving renqing, which refers to the 
substantive assistance via resources and/or emotional 
concern (Leung et al., 2014). It can serve as an instru-
mental or affective resource for debt repayment pur-
poses (Ng et al., 2019). Chen and Chen (2004) suggested 
that jiaoqing is often defined in terms of quantity and 
breadth to indicate a lengthy trade history or a vast scope 
of exchanges. The accumulation of jiaoqing will 
strengthen the bond between two guanxi partners. 

The third concept is xinyong (trustworthiness). It 
refers to integrity, trustworthiness, credibility, or a per-
son's character and reputation (Tong & Yong, 1998). 
Leung et al. (2014) stated that xinyong could derive 
from guanxi development and links an individual's over-
all trustworthiness to their social status. Tong and Yong 
(1998) conceptualised xinyong as a highly advanced 
form of trust. Lewis and Weigert (1985) distinguish trust 
into cognitive and affective trust. Cognitive trust is 
rooted in rationality and experience, based on rational 

and empirical judgments of the other person's compe-
tence at work. Affective trust, on the other hand, is based 
on mutual care or feeling attached between two parties, 
which is a subjective assessment of the other person's 
personality formed in the course of informal interactions. 
In the Chinese setting, individuals must cultivate both 
xinyong and ganqing to enhance the maintenance and 
development of long-term guanxi (Huff & Kelley, 2003). 

The fourth concept is ganqing (affection), defined 
as the degree of emotional connection and understand-
ing and the sharing of feelings among the individuals of 
a guanxi network (Chen & Chen, 2004). The authors 
suggest that expressive and instrumental interactions 
target ganqing and affective trust on the one hand, and 
jiaoqing and cognitive trust on the other. The former re-
fers to more social activities such as celebration gather-
ings, while the latter refers to work- or business-related 
pragmatic transactions and exchanges. Notably, ganqing 
emphasises people's emotional attachment and willing-
ness to exchange resources, while jiaoqing emphasises 
the obligation of mutual benefit (Chen & Chen, 2004). 

2.2. Guanxi Development 

Chen et al. (2013) suggested three main aspects (i.e., 
guanxi bases, guanxi quality, and guanxi dynamics) for 
explaining the guanxi development in the Chinese con-
text. First, guanxi bases are defined as "the pre-existing 
particularistic ties between two interacting parties" 
(Chen et al., 2013, p. 171); as the nature of the relation-
ship (Fan, 2002); as a commonality of shared identity or 
attributes between individuals (Chen & Chen, 2004). 
Guanxi bases are important determinants of existing re-
lationships (Chen & Peng, 2008) and future relationship 
development (Tong & Yong, 1998), as the more com-
monly shared guanxi bases or the closer the guanxi bases 
to family-like guanxi, the more interpersonal trust is 
likely to exist between parties on a guanxi network. 
Hwang (1987) classified guanxi into three categories: 
socio-affective, instrumental, and mixed. Socio-affec-
tive guanxi refers to the exchange of feelings of ful-
filling expectations for affection and a sense of belong-
ing in family ties. Instrumental guanxi involves the ex-
change of social resources for personal development and 
success. Mixed guanxi comprises both emotional and 
material transactions with non-family members. 

Second, guanxi quality reflects the strength of a re-
lationship at a specific period (Chen & Chen, 2004). Ng 
et al. (2019) suggested that guanxi quality assumes 
guanxi is strong when motivated by affection and weak 
when driven by instrumental purposes. Regarding the 
measurements of guanxi quality, Tsui and Farh (1997) 
considered that the quality of guanxi can vary in the de-
gree of closeness or strength; Yen et al. (2011) suggested 
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that three constructs of ganqing, renqing and xinren are 
closely associated with each other and together reflect 
the quality of guanxi; Kuo et al. (2020) noted that the 
overall evaluation of guanxi quality is reflected by the 
degree of xinren/trust, commitment, and satisfaction. In 
addition, Fan (2002) identified three levels of guanxi 
quality based on different guanxi types: qinren (family 
and family-like relationships), shuren (familiars), and 
shengren (strangers). The quality of qinren- or shuren-
based guanxi is stronger and requires a long-term com-
mitment.  

Lastly, guanxi dynamics explain how guanxi is ini-
tiated, maintained, and strategically applied over time 
(Ng et al., 2019). Chen and Chen (2004) developed an 
interpersonal guanxi network model at the individual 
level by placing three circles in which the radius reflects 
guanxi distance - the smaller the distance, the better the 
guanxi quality. In addition, the authors identified three 
sequential stages of guanxi development: initiating, 
building, and applying. At the organisational level, Chen 
and Peng (2008) explored guanxi dynamics regarding 
relationship closeness change among coworkers. They 
pointed out that guanxi can be influenced by the inci-
dents in one's interactions with another. Specifically, 
both job- and non-job-relevant behavioural incidents 
will impact coworkers' relationship closeness. 

2.3. Guanxi Development Mediated by PSM 
and ESM 

Social media is a set of internet-based applications, 
which includes one or several characteristics such as 
participatory, openness, connectivity, communication 
and community that allows users to connect and social-
ise with friends, family, business partners or other par-
ties (Gnyawali et al., 2010). In this era of digital near-
ubiquity, companies' and individuals' use of social me-
dia has become a core trend for both business activities 
(companies) and social activities (individuals). Accord-
ingly, social media used by individuals in the workplace 
can be divided into two general types – work- and social-
oriented social media (Song et al., 2019). Work-oriented 
social media is often known as ESM, which refers to 
digital platforms designed to be used in the workplace to 
facilitate creativity, collaboration and the formation and 
exchange of core work-related content (e.g., task man-
agement, work and event tracking, knowledge sharing, 
and formal intra-company communication) (Benitez et 
al., 2018). Examples of these social media are Microsoft 
Teams, Yammer, DingTalk and Enterprise WeChat. On 
the other hand, social-oriented social media, known as 
PSM (e.g., WeChat, Facebook, Twitter and WhatsApp), 
refers to digital platforms that allow users to share social 

and personal information and encourage expressive con-
nections through social and emotional support (Leonardi 
et al., 2013). It should be noted that although ESM ap-
plications are restricted to the organisational context, 
PSM may also be used for organisational purposes (Ng 
et al., 2019). 

Prior research has examined how guanxi networks 
are facilitated by social media use at work. For instance, 
Ou and Davison (2016) investigated how the use of an 
IM tool influences the formation of guanxi in the work-
place. They illustrate the influences of IM on improving 
communication quality at work and building employees' 
mutual trust, consequently facilitating guanxi develop-
ment. In a similar vein, Wong et al. (2014) suggested 
that the use of Web 2.0 technologies (i.e., instant mes-
saging, social networking websites, microblogs) facili-
tates communication performance (effectiveness, qual-
ity, and synchronicity), thereby positively impact on an 
employee's guanxi network development. Huang (2019) 
noted that social media provides newcomers opportuni-
ties to self-disclose to their colleagues, which may facil-
itate workplace relationship development. This is in line 
with prior findings that the operating principle of guanxi 
initiation is a mutual self-disclosure (Chen & Chen, 
2004). In recent research, Chen et al. (2020) concluded 
that ESM affordances (i.e., visibility, association, edita-
bility, and persistence) improve employees' in-role and 
innovative work performance by permitting and promot-
ing instrumental and affective relationships. 

Given the subtle nuances in the conceptualisation 
and nature of ESM and PSM, the mechanisms by which 
they support digital relationship formation in the work-
place can be different. Nevertheless, in the pursuit of 
theoretical parsimony, usage of these social media plat-
forms is often viewed as singular and universally con-
sistent (Song et al., 2019),and differences in guanxi de-
velopment pathways across both types of social media 
remain uncharted territory. One exception is the study 
by Ng et al. (2019). They suggest that while the initial 
connection between potential guanxi parties may begin 
with ESM, the interactions may shift progressively to 
PSM as guanxi is enhanced. However, they neglect the 
differences between PSM and ESM in terms of their 
technical features and the pathways through which they 
support different forms of guanxi development (i.e., in-
strumental and socio-affective guanxi) along the various 
guanxi dimensions. Clearly, further exploratory research 
is required to investigate the intersection between PSM 
and ESM and digital guanxi. 
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3. Research Method 

We adopted the case research method for two rea-
sons. First, the case study is especially useful for exam-
ining processes (Orlikowski & Baroudi, 1991). This 
study investigates the digital guanxi development pro-
cess mediated by ESM and PSM. Second, the case study 
is appropriate for exploring emerging phenomena and 
answering 'how' research questions (Walsham, 2006);  
both conditions are relevant to our study, which makes 
the case study method particularly suitable. The case of 
SmoothJade (a pseudonym) suits our study well by ful-
filling two criteria arising from our research question. 
First, the selected case should be a well-established Chi-
nese company in a digital and ICT environment with 
proven experience in deploying ESM and PSM, as digi-
tal guanxi is an indigenous, context-independent Chi-
nese concept and is prevalent in the ICT industry. Sec-
ond, employees of the selected case organisation should 
be using a combination of ESM and PSM within the 
company as we are studying how both these forms of 
social media are jointly used. 

Founded in Beijing in 2005, SmoothJade is a lead-
ing provider of innovative software and IT services in 
China, with more than 100 offices in 40 cities worldwide, 
20 global delivery centres and over 90,000 employees. 
SmoothJade has established strategic partnerships with 
leading groups providing Internet services in China, thus 
consistently using a variety of ESM applications pro-
vided by these business partners (i.e., DingTalk, owned 
by Alibaba, WeLink, owned by Huawei and Enterprise 
WeChat, owned by Tencent). In terms of public social 
media, WeChat is also extensively used in SmoothJade 
as it is the most prevalent social networking platform in 
China. As such, the case of SmoothJade is particularly 
appropriate because not only is it one of the most well-
known and leading companies in China, but also it uses 
various combinations of ESM and PSM, making it a rev-
elatory or extreme case for our study (Gerring, 2008). 

3.1. Data Collection and Analysis 

Case access was granted in July 2021. The research 
process consists of a preparatory and a fieldwork phase. 
In the preparatory phase, the focus was to collect and 
review data from various secondary sources for a case-
organisation overview. The subsequent fieldwork phase 
aimed to gather primary data specific to our research 
question (Pan & Tan, 2011), and explore how organisa-
tional employees engage in digital guanxi development 
mediated by ESM and PSM. Interviews constituted the 
primary source of data in the fieldwork phase (Myers & 
Newman, 2007). The informants were selected via chain 

referral sampling (Biernacki & Waldorf, 1981), by 
which suitable informants are most likely to be ade-
quately identified, as researchers often lack sufficient in-
ternal information to do so independently. The inform-
ants include key marketing team members, process man-
agement & operation team, and executives and manag-
ers of various business units (e.g., Government Affairs 
Department and Customer Support Centre). A total of 
20 informants have been interviewed to date. 

The one-to-one interviews were conducted with a 
semi-structured interview guide (Myers & Newman, 
2007), which contained a standard set of open-ended 
questions on ESM and PSM usage, their features and 
functionalities, IT regulation policies related to social 
media use, and guanxi and its dimensions. There were 
also specific questions tailored for each informant based 
on their role in the interview guide (e.g., the informants 
from Government Affairs Department were asked how 
they used social media to connect with officials). Each 
interview took an average of 45 minutes and was digi-
tally recorded and transcribed for data analysis. 

Data analysis is conducted concurrently with data 
collection to take full advantage of the flexibility of the 
case study method (Eisenhardt, 1989). We first adopted 
visual mapping and narrative strategies to organise the 
volume of data on hand (Langley, 1999). More specifi-
cally, the visual mapping strategy depicted the different 
influences of ESM and PSM use in conceptual diagrams, 
while the narrative strategy entailed developing a com-
plementary textual account of the mechanisms that fa-
cilitate digital guanxi development at SmoothJade. Be-
yond serving as summary devices, the visual maps and 
narrative were (and will continue to be as our study un-
folds) repeatedly verified with some of our informants 
to ensure the accuracy and consistency of our findings 
(Klein & Myers, 1999). 

A theoretical lens consisting of an initial set of ag-
gregate dimensions and second-order themes (Gioia et 
al., 2013) was first derived from the literature on guanxi 
to guide our data collection. The data collected was then 
coded using a mix of open, axial and selective coding 
(Strauss and Corbin 1998). More specifically, open cod-
ing was used to assign conceptual labels to our interview 
data to create several first-order concepts in the language 
of our informants (e.g., "Contacts on ESM are all col-
leagues within the company", and "Like authenticated e-
business cards"). Axial coding was then used to catego-
rise the first-order concepts into second-order themes 
(e.g., the aforementioned first-order concepts are cate-
gorized under "Identity-Based Xinyong"), while selec-
tive coding was applied to abstract the second-order 
themes into aggregate dimensions (e.g., Instrumental 
Guanxi Development). The first author independently 
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coded the translated interview transcripts. Although we 
did not formally conduct interrater reliability tests, the 
two coders conducted several rounds of discussion on 
concepts and themes to achieve agreement. For each 
concept or theme, we also made sure that we had multi-
ple sources of evidence for triangulation. Through these 
steps, the themes were identified in a careful and rigor-
ous manner. In addition, the coding process would be 
restarted whenever new second-order themes or aggre-
gate dimensions had to be created to account for the 
first-order concepts that emerged. While our study is 
still ongoing, we will keep iterating between data analy-
sis and theory development until we reach the state of 
theoretical saturation (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). 

4. Preliminary Findings 

The preliminary findings from our ongoing study of 
SmoothJade suggest that the use of PSM and ESM has 
an influence on four inter-related dimensions (i.e., xin-
yong, jiaoqing, ganqing and mianzi) of the digital 
guanxi development through complementary functional 
features (see Figure 1). Further, in line with Hwang's 
(1987) conceptualisation of the different guanxi catego-
ries (i.e., socio-affective and instrumental), our study 
suggests that the process of guanxi development can be 
divided into an affective pathway and an instrumental 
pathway that are distinct (Chen & Peng, 2008). Specifi-
cally, our findings reveal that ESM and PSM are signif-
icant enablers of instrumental and affective guanxi re-
spectively. In addition, each pathway influenced a dif-
ferent aspect of the four dimensions of guanxi develop-
ment (e.g., ESM facilitated identity-based xinyong, 
while PSM facilitated affinity-based xinyong). These di-
mensions, along with corroborating evidence from our 
case study, are described and explained in the following 
stream of reporting. 

4.1. ESM and PSM Features 

While our findings suggest that both types of social 
media support all the four dimensions of guanxi (i.e., 
xinyong, jiaoqing, ganqing, mianzi), ESM and PSM fa-
cilitate guanxi development through distinct pathways. 
First, the corporate branding feature of ESM enables 
the company's basic information, such as its company 
profile, products and services, annual reports and indus-
try competitiveness, to be clearly presented and shared 
among users. In addition, the employees' professional 
information (e.g., department, position and contact de-
tails) can also be accessed via the ESM. Consequently, 
ESM appears to be more salient for role-based connec-
tions - such as those between supervisors and subordi-

nates, as well as between colleagues, rather than affec-
tive relationships (Song et al., 2019). Second, while text 
and voice messages, video calls and group conversations 
are typical communication features of both types of so-
cial media, ESM offers additional technical features tai-
lored to support work-related professional interactions 
between users. For instance, features are specifically in-
corporated to enable efficient synchronisation and shar-
ing of information within the organisation, such as real-
time information sharing and collaborative editing of 
documents (i.e., information/file sharing). Users could 
also search for colleagues within the organisation based 
on their roles, and see the organisational structure as 
well (i.e., a personnel directory). These features pro-
vide business users with increased confidence (i.e., there 
is an assurance of whom they are speaking with) and 
control over professional communication and interac-
tion. The manager of the Customer Support Centre at 
SmoothJade explained: "DingTalk is probably used 
more for internal communication and management, on 
a few levels: for example, for day-to-day workflows, 
such as regular company announcements, and for col-
leagues to quickly build an internal team via a network 
connection, and then to rapidly set up project-based or 
business-based communication". This is consistent with 

Figure 1. The impact of ESM and PSM on guanxi development 
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the conceptualisation of ESM by Leonardi et al. (2013), 
who argue that ESM allows employees to exchange in-
formation or post and edit documents with colleagues 
and helps communicate with particular colleagues. 

On the other hand, our findings reveal that PSM of-
fers better support for informal and expressive connec-
tions. Individuals may not only discuss work-related is-
sues on PSM but are also likely to engage in personal 
communication, such as discussing leisure activities 
(Zheng & Davison, 2022). The HR Manager at 
SmoothJade commented: "We set up groups with col-
leagues who are close to each other or in the same de-
partment, and we would discuss things other than our 
work, such as our daily life, sharing some exciting news 
or learning materials". As such, PSM enhances the 
scope, diversity and flexibility of communication. Re-
lated to its nature, a PSM like WeChat offers additional 
informal communication and interaction features, such 
as friends' circle, stickers and red packets, and group 
chats (both work and non-work related). For instance, 
users can create personalised stickers and emoticons to 
enhance engagement and communication. Users can 
share updates on WeChat Moments, and like or com-
ment on others' posts, facilitating the development and 
maintenance of social relationships with others. Further-
more, in contrast to the existing internal communication 
networks available on ESM, users on PSM can expand 
their social networks by contact referrals, thereby trig-
gering new social connections. Our findings suggest that 
these interactive features of PSM facilitate organisa-
tional members' engagement in their personal and social 
lives and allow others to participate in their own non-
work lives, thereby enabling guanxi development (Chen 
& Chen, 2004). PSM users can reduce their unfamiliar-
ity with other members through close social interaction 
and learn more about their interests, goals, and experi-
ences. This facilitates the development of guanxi net-
works on PSM platforms (Shao & Pan, 2019). 

4.2. Instrumental Guanxi Development  

Our findings indicate that the ESM features dis-
cussed above are expected to affect instrumental guanxi 
development along the four dimensions. First, in terms 
of xinyong (trustworthiness), our findings suggest that 
ESM facilitates identity-based xinyong by providing 
the means for the authentication of organisational em-
ployees, enabling organisation members to identify each 
other quickly (e.g., via corporate branding and the per-
sonnel directory). A trainee at the Exhibition Hall of 
SmoothJade explained: "One advantage of enterprise 
social media is that I can search for the person's work 
number to get a clear picture of their personal infor-
mation because it is authenticated, and I can be sure it 

is real". Chen and Wei (2019) similarly revealed that us-
ers do not need to question the authenticity of the iden-
tity of colleagues on ESM. That identity visibility can 
help establish employee identities creating swift trust. 
Notably, organisation-wide identity credibility empow-
ers employees to initiate relationships with people they 
may not know well (Van Osch & Steinfield, 2018), re-
inforcing the channels through which information and 
resources flow (i.e., instrumental interactions) within the 
organisation (Song et al., 2019). 

Second, our findings indicate that ESM may serve 
as a channel for the manifestation of reciprocity under 
the jiaoqing (obligation) dimension of guanxi develop-
ment. Notably, those who share guanxi at work are par-
ticularly bonded by the social obligation of reciprocity, 
mainly reflected in the acceptance and repayment of ren-
qing (Yen et al., 2011). In addition, the directory search 
function available on ESM enables employees to 
quickly locate someone who can help, thus facilitating 
reciprocal interactions. An example was provided by a 
clerk from the Marketing Department at SmoothJade: "I 
would use DingTalk to ask for help because enterprise 
social media allows employees to locate someone di-
rectly by searching their work ID. I can quickly contact 
a colleague in another department when in need". This 
echoes Chen and Wei (2019), who suggest that employ-
ees tend to request work-related assistance through ESM 
when they encounter problems. 

Third, we suggest that ESM facilitates ganqing (af-
fection) between employees by establishing mutual un-
derstanding, thus stimulating subsequent instrumental 
interactions. Since a personnel directory of organisa-
tional users is integrated and automatically created in 
ESM, users can get a sense of the colleagues they inter-
act with and identify commonalities (Chen et al., 2013) 
that facilitate future interactions (e.g., information/file 
sharing on ESM). The leader of the Innovation Research 
Institute at SmoothJade explained: "We are now offi-
cially using DingTalk and Enterprise WeChat, in which 
our colleagues have already established a corporate 
contacts list, making it easier to communicate". 

Fourth, many of our interviewees indicated concern 
about their professional reputation within guanxi net-
works on ESM since it represents the collective mianzi 
(face) rather than personal interests. An Exhibition Hall 
Narrator at SmoothJade explained: "What I post and 
portray on enterprise social media is often more than 
just a personal representation… you are not only repre-
senting yourself but the whole department". A Specialist 
in Strategic Affairs Department provided an example: 
"As I am the only one representing our department in 
Nanjing, I need to be careful about the mianzi of our de-
partment… it is fine if I lose my own face, but it could be 
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a big deal if I damage the reputation of our department". 
As such, our findings suggest that guanxi networks 
across ESM enhance employees' consciousness of social 
expectations. This is in line with the research of Barbalet 
(2014), who concluded that guanxi assurance derives 
from public exposure in which effective adherence to the 
norms and social expectations of involvement results in 
an enhanced reputation or acquisition of mianzi. 

4.3. Affective Guanxi Development  

Our findings also suggest that social-oriented PSM 
complements work-oriented ESM by supporting infor-
mal and emotional exchanges and affective guanxi de-
velopment, which manifests in different aspects across 
the four guanxi dimensions. First, unlike identity-based 
xinyong with ESM and instrumental guanxi develop-
ment, PSM facilitates a form of affinity-based xinyong, 
which emphasises expressive interactions targeted at af-
fective trust (Chen & Chen, 2004). The HR Manager at 
SmoothJade stated: "Colleagues on WeChat are usually 
close to each other, as there are further interactions out-
side work". The Customer Support Centre Manager at 
SmoothJade explained with an example: "WeChat 
brings colleagues closer together and allows us to have 
more contact, which creates a stronger sense of trust be-
tween each other". This resonates with Tong and Yong 
(1998), who conceptualise xinyong as a high-level form 
of trust in guanxi that needs to be developed and main-
tained through constant social interaction. 

Second, many of our informants highlighted the 
benefits of using PSM to develop and maintain close 
guanxi, such as assistance, advice, and emotional sup-
port, consolidating the development of affective rela-
tionships. In contrast to the obligatory reciprocity on 
ESM, such benefits stem from altruism under the 
jiaoqing dimension, referring to voluntary mutual help 
among employees. Altruism-based jiaoqing involves af-
fective interactions, informal communication, and in-
depth social exchange (Chen & Chen, 2004). Our find-
ings suggest that organisational employees are more 
willing to be altruistic on PSM as long-term expressive 
interactions result in a more friend-like relationship. 
Thus employees are more inclined to offer help and re-
turn favours voluntarily. The process management and 
operations department director at SmoothJade indicated: 
"We often interact on WeChat in our daily lives. This 
brings a warm feeling, so colleagues on WeChat are 
more like friends ...... If they help me in my time of need, 
I will not forget people who have helped me, and I will 
definitely be there when they need me". Once employees 
have established strong guanxi with others, they are 
more inclined to voluntarily and proactively help others 

in trouble because they have built emotional attachments 
with a broader community over a long period (Cheng & 
Huang, 2013). 

Third, our findings show that features embedded in 
PSM (e.g., friends' circle, stickers, red packets, group 
chats) are essential enablers of expressive interactions, 
which reinforce intimacy between employees. Moreo-
ver, it has become a pervasive pattern for employees to 
switch to socialising on PSM after becoming closer (Ng 
et al., 2019). The leader of the Innovation Research In-
stitute at SmoothJade explained: "I think that is probably 
the tacit pattern - to transfer those more intimate rela-
tionships to WeChat". In particular, expressive interac-
tions on PSM can facilitate intimacy between employees 
and contribute to an affective, friend-like relationship 
(Song et al., 2019). The Operation Director explained: 
"We send stickers frequently and create groups on 
WeChat, in which we will not only communicate about 
work but also discuss some emotional issues. We have 
gradually developed from colleagues to friend-like rela-
tionships through the long-term communication and in-
teraction in the group chats". 

Finally, our findings reveal that employees tend to 
carefully nurture a social image on PSM because of its 
reach in terms of broadcasting information to the 
broader community (Wang et al., 2016). Contrary to the 
professional reputation that interactions on ESM culti-
vate, PSM interactions emphasise individual rather than 
collective status and recognition to enable the acquisi-
tion and maintenance of mianzi. An Exhibition Hall 
Narrator at SmoothJade indicated: "What people learn 
about me on WeChat is what I expect them to see; 
whether I say in groups or what I post on WeChat Mo-
ments, it is what I believe will make me look good...I 
think social media somehow maintains my face or allows 
me to keep a decent image". This finding is in line with 
the research of Cardon and Scott (2003), who suggest 
that individuals typically expect members of their 
guanxi networks to enhance each other's social image 
(e.g., by liking each other's posts). Preserving mianzi en-
hances guanxi among members and vice versa. 

5. Discussion, Conclusion and Future Work 

While our study is still in progress, our work to date 
already hints at several potential theoretical contribu-
tions. First, the theoretical framework developed based 
on our preliminary data on the SmoothJade case is not 
only a conceptual innovation, but presents an overview 
that illustrates how ESM and PSM facilitate guanxi de-
velopment via two separate pathways. Our preliminary 
model also reveals their impact on the instrumental and 
affective aspects across the four guanxi dimensions. 
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More specifically, our model suggests that the features 
and values offered by ESM are better suited for instru-
mental guanxi development (Song et al., 2019). PSM, on 
the other hand, integrates interactive features that are 
less prominent in ESM, and are more appropriate for 
promoting affective guanxi development. Second, our 
ongoing research can potentially contribute to a more 
nuanced understanding of guanxi as a theoretical con-
cept. Our research framework corroborates the four sa-
lient dimensions of guanxi development, namely xin-
yong, jiaoqing, ganqing, and mianzi, as proposed in the 
OATS model of Ng et al. (2019). Moreover, our frame-
work goes a step further in revealing that the mecha-
nisms for developing instrumental and affective guanxi 
under each sub-component are not monolithic or iso-
lated states. Instead, they are complementary and gener-
ate positive synergies to facilitate the development of 
digital guanxi in the workplace (Song et al., 2019). Our 
study suggests that this is because the combination of 
instrumental and affective value delivered by ESM and 
PSM is superior to the aggregate of its parts in facilitat-
ing the various dimensions of guanxi. Furthermore, our 
findings suggest that to fully facilitate the development 
of digital guanxi in the workplace, it is imperative to un-
derstand and combine the use of ESM and PSM. 

Our future research will focus on extending and val-
idating our theoretical framework by collecting addi-
tional data from representatives of SmoothJade. Our 
model's boundary conditions and implications will also 
be explored in greater depth through a continuing litera-
ture review and further analyses of our data. By collect-
ing and incorporating further data and subjecting the 
data to more in-depth analyses, we hope to refine our 
process model further so that a more holistic understand-
ing of the role of social media in digital guanxi develop-
ment can emerge. 

6. References 

Barbalet, J. (2014). The structure of guanxi: Resolving 
problems of network assurance. Theory and Society, 43(1), 
51-69.  

Benitez, J., Castillo, A., Llorens, J., & Braojos, J. (2018). IT-
enabled knowledge ambidexterity and innovation 
performance in small US firms: The moderator role of 
social media capability. Information & Management, 
55(1), 131-143.  

Biernacki, P., & Waldorf, D. (1981). Snowball sampling: 
Problems and techniques of chain referral sampling. 
Sociological  Methods & Research, 10(2), 141-163.  

Braojos, J., Benitez, J., & Llorens, J. (2019). How do social 
commerce-IT capabilities influence firm performance? 
Theory and empirical evidence. Information & 
Management, 56(2), 155-171.  

Cardon, P. W., & Scott, J. C. (2003). Chinese business face: 
Communication behaviors and teaching approaches. 
Business Communication Quarterly, 66(4), 9-22.  

Chen, C. C., Chen, X.-P., & Huang, S. (2013). Chinese guanxi: 
An integrative review and new directions for future 
research. Management and Organization Review, 9(1), 
167-207.  

Chen, X., & Wei, S. (2019). Enterprise social media use and 
overload: A curvilinear relationship. Journal of 
Information Technology, 34(1), 22-38.  

Chen, X., Wei, S., Davison, R. M., & Rice, R. E. (2020). How 
do enterprise social media affordances affect social 
network ties and job performance? Information 
Technology & People, 33(1), 361-388.  

Chen, X.-P., & Chen, C. C. (2004). On the intricacies of the 
Chinese guanxi: A process model of guanxi development. 
Asia Pacific Journal of Management, 21(3), 305-324.  

Chen, X.-P., & Peng, S. (2008). Guanxi dynamics: Shifts in 
the closeness of ties between Chinese coworkers. 
Management and Organization Review, 4(1), 63-80.  

Cheng, C.-Y. (1986). The concept of face and its confucian 
roots. Journal of Chinese Philosophy, 13(3), 329-348.  

Cheng, H.-H., & Huang, S.-W. (2013). Exploring antecedents 
and consequence of online group-buying intention: An 
extended perspective on theory of planned behavior. 
International Journal of Information Management, 33(1), 
185-198.  

Cheng, X., Gu, Y., & Mou, J. (2020). Interpersonal 
relationship building in social commerce communities: 
considering both swift guanxi and relationship 
commitment. Electronic Commerce Research, 20(1), 53-
80.  

Davies, H., Leung, T. K., Luk, S. T., & Wong, Y.-h. (1995). 
The benefits of “Guanxi”: The value of relationships in 
developing the Chinese market. Industrial Marketing 
Management, 24(3), 207-214.  

Davison, R. M., Ou, C. X., & Martinsons, M. G. (2018). 
Interpersonal knowledge exchange in China: the impact of 
guanxi and social media. Information & Management, 
55(2), 224-234.  

Davison, R. M., Ou, C. X., Martinsons, M. G., Zhao, A. Y., & 
Du, R. (2014). The communicative ecology of Web 2.0 at 
work: Social networking in the workspace. Journal of the 
Association for Information Science and Technology, 
65(10), 2035-2047.  

Eisenhardt, K. M. (1989). Building theories from case study 
research. Academy of  Management Review, 14(4), 532-
550.  

Fan, Y. (2002). Ganxi's consequences: Personal gains at social 
cost. Journal of  Business Ethics, 38(4), 371-380.  

Gerring, J. (2008). Case selection for case‐study analysis: 
Qualitative and quantitative techniques. In The Oxford 
Handbook of Political Methodology.  

Gioia, D. A., Corley, K. G., & Hamilton, A. L. (2013). Seeking 
qualitative rigor in inductive research: Notes on the Gioia 
methodology. Organizational  Research Methods, 16(1), 
15-31.  

Glaser, B. G., & Strauss, A. L. (1967). The discovery of 
grounded theory : strategies for qualitative research. 
Aldine de Gruyter: Hawthorne, N.Y.  

Gnyawali, D. R., Fan, W., & Penner, J. (2010). Competitive 
actions and dynamics in the digital age: An empirical 
investigation of social networking firms. Information 
Systems Research, 21(3), 594-613.  

Page 2272



Ho, D. Y.-f. (1976). On the concept of face. American Journal 
of  Sociology, 81(4), 867-884.  

Huang, J., Baptista, J., & Newell, S. (2015). Communicational 
ambidexterity as a new capability to manage social media 
communication within organizations. The Journal of 
Strategic Information Systems, 24(2), 49-64.  

Huang, L. V. (2019). 'Like' my coworkers: Organizational 
socialization and workplace relationship development 
using social media. Proceedings of the 10th International 
Conference on Social Media and Society.  

Huff, L., & Kelley, L. (2003). Levels of organizational trust in 
individualist versus collectivist societies: A seven-nation 
study. Organization  Science, 14(1), 81-90.  

Hwang, K.-k. (1987). Face and favor: The Chinese power 
game. American Journal of  Sociology, 92(4), 944-974.  

Klein, H. K., & Myers, M. D. (1999). A set of principles for 
conducting and evaluating interpretive field studies in 
information systems. MIS  Quarterly, 23(1), 67-93.  

Kuo, M.-J., Zhu, D.-S., & White, L. P. (2020). An integrated 
B2B guanxi model: A Taiwan perspective. Journal of 
Relationship Marketing, 19(4), 309-328.  

Langley, A. (1999). Strategies for theorizing from process data. 
Academy of  Management Review, 24(4), 691-710.  

Leonardi, P. M., Huysman, M., & Steinfield, C. (2013). 
Enterprise social media: Definition, history, and prospects 
for the study of social technologies in organizations. 
Journal of Computer-Mediated Communication, 19(1), 1-
19.  

Leung, K., Chen, Z., Zhou, F., & Lim, K. (2014). The role of 
relational orientation as measured by face and renqing in 
innovative behavior in China: An indigenous analysis. 
Asia Pacific Journal of Management, 31(1), 105-126.  

Lewis, J. D., & Weigert, A. (1985). Trust as a social reality. 
Social  Forces, 63(4), 967-985.  

Li, J. J., Poppo, L., & Zhou, K. Z. (2008). Do managerial ties 
in China always produce value? Competition, uncertainty, 
and domestic vs. foreign firms. Strategic  Management 
Journal, 29(4), 383-400.  

Lien, C. H., & Cao, Y. (2014). Examining WeChat users’ 
motivations, trust, attitudes, and positive word-of-mouth: 
Evidence from China. Computers in Human  Behavior, 41, 
104-111.  

Lovett, S., Simmons, L. C., & Kali, R. (1999). Guanxi versus 
the market: Ethics and efficiency. Journal of International  
Business Studies, 30(2), 231-247.  

Mills, A. M., & Smith, T. A. (2011). Knowledge management 
and organizational performance: A decomposed view. 
Journal of Knowledge  Management, 15(1), 156-171.  

Myers, M. D., & Newman, M. (2007). The qualitative 
interview in IS research: Examining the craft. Information 
and  Organization, 17(1), 2-26.  

Ng, E., Tan, B., Davison, R. M., & Sun, Y. (2019). Guanxi in 
the digital age: The influence of social media on guanxi 
development. 40th International Conference on 
Information Systems (ICIS 2019).  

Orlikowski, W. J., & Baroudi, J. J. (1991). Studying 
information technology in organizations: Research 
approaches and assumptions. Information Systems 
Research, 2(1), 1-28.  

Ou, C. X., & Davison, R. M. (2016). Shaping guanxi networks 
at work through instant messaging. Journal of the 

Association for Information Science and Technology, 
67(5), 1153-1168.  

Ou, C. X., Pavlou, P. A., & Davison, R. M. (2014). Swift 
guanxi in online marketplaces: The role of computer-
mediated communication technologies. MIS  Quarterly, 
38(1), 209-230.  

Pan, S. L., & Tan, B. (2011). Demystifying case research: A 
structured–pragmatic–situational (SPS) approach to 
conducting case studies. Information and  Organization, 
21(3), 161-176.  

Shao, Z., & Pan, Z. (2019). Building Guanxi network in the 
mobile social platform: A social capital perspective. 
International Journal of Information Management, 44, 
109-120.  

Sias, P. M. (2005). Workplace relationship quality and 
employee information experiences. Communication  
Studies, 56(4), 375-395.  

Song, Q., Wang, Y., Chen, Y., Benitez, J., & Hu, J. (2019). 
Impact of the usage of social media in the workplace on 
team and employee performance. Information & 
Management, 56(8), 103160.  

Tong, C. K., & Yong, P. K. (1998). Guanxi bases, xinyong and 
Chinese business networks. British Journal of Sociology, 
49(1), 75-96.  

Tsui, A. S., & Farh, J.-L. L. (1997). Where guanxi matters: 
Relational demography and guanxi in the Chinese context. 
Work  and Occupations, 24(1), 56-79.  

Van Osch, W., & Steinfield, C. W. (2018). Strategic visibility 
in enterprise social media: Implications for network 
formation and boundary spanning. Journal of Management 
Information Systems, 35(2), 647-682.  

Walsham, G. (2006). Doing interpretive research. European 
Journal of  Information Systems, 15(3), 320-330.  

Wang, Y., Li, Y., Semaan, B., & Tang, J. (2016). Space 
collapse: reinforcing, reconfiguring and enhancing 
Chinese social practices through WeChat. Tenth 
International AAAI Conference on Web and Social Media.  

Wheatley, M. J. (2006). Leadership and the New Science: 
Discovering Order in a Chaotic World. Berrett-Koehler 
Publishers, Incorporated.  

Wong, L. H., Davison, R. M., Ou, C. X., & Zhang, C. (2014, 
Dec 8-10). The mediating role of guanxi network and 
communication performance in transforming Web 2.0 
technologies usage to work performance: An empirical 
study in China. 25th ACIS. Auckland. 

Xin, K. K., & Pearce, J. L. (1996). Guanxi: Connections as 
substitutes for formal institutional support. Academy of  
Management Journal, 39(6), 1641-1658.  

Yang, M. M.-H. (1994). Gifts, favors, and banquets: The art of 
social relationships in China. Cornell University Press.  

Yen, D. A., Barnes, B. R., & Wang, C. L. (2011). The 
measurement of guanxi: Introducing the GRX scale. 
Industrial Marketing Management, 40(1), 97-108.  

Zheng, B., & Davison, R. M. (2022). Hybrid social media use 
and guanxi types: How do employees use social media in 
the Chinese workplace? Information & Management, 
59(4), 103643.  

 

Page 2273


