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CHAPTER 1



General Introduction



Over 3.6 billion people across the globe spend, on average, around 144 minutes
each day on social networking sites (SNSs) (Statista, 2022). SNSs have become
an important platform through which people can access information, pass the
time, and communicate with each other. In recent years, there has been a near
universal adoption of SNSs by leading companies, largely because of the
manifold opportunities they provide them with (Lin et al., 2017). The large
number of users of SNSs provide companies with the opportunity to reach
wider audiences. For example, establishing accounts on SNSs allows companies
to provide their stakeholders with up-to-date information on their products,
latest activities, or notable achievements, while, simultaneously, increasing
their visibility. Through such regular and personalized communication with
their users, companies can positively influence their brand image (Beukeboom
etal, 2015), strengthen consumer loyalty and engagement (K. Zhang et al,,
2018), foster trust and commitment, and establish long-term relationships
with stakeholders (Men & Tsai, 2014).

The irresistible appeal of SNSs has also resulted in a surge of constantly
updated information, which, in turn, has forced companies to rise to the
challenge of competing for attention in the marketplace (Handley & Chapman,
200) and continuously monitor the messages posted (DiStaso etal., 2011).
Indeed, companies can only yield the benefits from SNSs if they carefully plan
and implement effective strategies, listen to and implement user demands, and

communicate with their users in a genuine manner (Culnan et al., 2010).

However, when one examines extant literature on corporate usage of SNSs,
there remain many inconsistencies and ambiguities regarding the formulation
of effective strategies. To address this issue, this dissertation aims to put
forward expedient insights related to how to develop effective strategies, from
the perspectives of both companies and their stakeholders. By carrying out
multiple studies that utilize different methodologies, this dissertation focuses
on how companies use SNSs, why people follow and engage with the company
SNSs, and what determines users’ level of appreciation and online engagement.
Moreover, although SNSs have radically expanded and spread to virtually

every corner of the world, in the process broadening the geographic



boundaries of online communication as well as enabling companies to easily
connect with their overseas stakeholders, these users come from diverse
backgrounds and thus may have different needs and preferences regarding
SNSs, which, in turn, requires companies to provide culturally appropriate
content (Florenthal & Chao, 2016b; Men & Tsai, 2012; Tsai & Men, 2017).
Despite this fact, most research continues to focus solely on Western contexts,
which means that there is a relative dearth of knowledge about what is
happening beyond the Western context. For this reason, cultural differences
are embedded as a key research topic within this dissertation.

Specifically, this dissertation aims to provide companies with helpful insights
into how to develop effective SNSs strategies, namely an awareness of (1) how
companies are currently using SNSs, with a particular focus on how their
accounts are arranged and the characteristics of their messages; (2) why users
follow and engage with companies on SNSs; and (3) what factors influence
users’ level of appreciation of and online engagement with companies’ posts. In
addition to examining the Western context, this dissertation also analyzed
companies’ usage and adaptation of SNSs overseas as well as the differences
between Chinese and Western users.

This introductory chapter begins by providing a brief overview of the key
concepts applied in this dissertation (section 1.1). Next, it reflects on the
relationship between SNSs and culture (section 1.2). Thereafter, in section 1.3,
we describe our research context — the platform we studied and the
companies we selected. Section 1.4 summarizes the principal research aims of
the dissertation, before section 1.5 brings the chapter to a close by providing
an outline of the dissertation.

1.1 Core concepts of the dissertation

The core concepts used in this dissertation involve companies and users on
SNSs. From companies’ perspective, although they have a strong presence on
SNSs, there is a lack of systematic and detailed knowledge about how they
arrange their activities on SNSs. Most of the available studies either focus on

rather specific uses of SNSs (e.g., CSR, customer service) or largely, or
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sometimes exclusively even, on generic characteristics of messages (e.g., one-
way vs. two-way communication, hashtags). Consequently, in this dissertation,
we want to provide a more comprehensive overview of companies’ use of
SNSs, including how they set up and arrange their accounts as well as the
specific message characteristics that they choose. From the users’ perspective,
they may have certain motives for following companies on SNSs and engaging
with them. Given that research suggests that active engagement can help to
promote brand attachment, trust, and loyalty among consumers (Fernandes &
Castro, 2020; Kamboj et al., 2018; Laroche et al., 2013; Lim & Kumar, 2019), it
is important for companies to understand both why users follow companies
and how to improve their engagement. In addition, these core concepts were
studied in two different cultural contexts (China vs. Western countries). Figure
1.1. shows the core concepts. We introduce each of these concepts in turn in

this chapter, in conjunction with discussing the role of culture.

Company

Motives

-Information
-Entertainment
Arrangement of accounts -Social integration
-Personal identity
-Renumeration
-Empowerment

Message characteristics Online engagement

-Content -Likes
-Message elements -Replies
-Communication strategy -Shares

— — — — — — — — —
e — — — — — — — —

Figure 1.1. Core concepts used in this dissertation.
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1.1.1 Arrangement of accounts

Most companies have several accounts on SNSs that may vary in terms of their
degree of specificity. For example, Microsoft has multiple accounts on Twitter,
including accounts for different products and services (e.g., Microsoft Excel),
accounts for different stakeholders (e.g., Microsoft Developers), and accounts
for different countries and regions (e.g., Microsoft Asia). Having multiple
accounts can aid companies’ efforts to provide more refined and diversified
services to their users, alongside increasing the likelihood of user identification
with their brand (Jin & Huang, 2017; T. Li et al., 2013). However, the actual use
of multiple accounts has received scarce attention in the research on
companies’ use of SNSs. Rather, extant studies tend to focus exclusively either
on companies’ main accounts (Shin et al.; Tao & Wilson, 2015) or on the official
accounts that have the largest number of followers (Kwon & Sung, 2011), thus
ignoring accounts with fewer followers and accounts used for specific
purposes. These neglected accounts also require close consideration, because
accounts with a clear functional positioning make it easier for users to
understand and identify with them (Jin & Huang, 2017). At the same time,
having multiple accounts might impede users’ effectiveness in finding the
account that is most helpful or informative for them. Hence, our study begins

with an exploration of how companies manage their multiple accounts.

1.1.2 Message characteristics

Effectively communicating on SNSs implies posting and receiving messages.
Given that they are a platform’s primary mode of communication, messages
can thus be said to be its fundamental building block. For companies, the actual
messages they post are the most important aspect of how they use SNSs
(Lovejoy & Saxton, 2012). Particularly in instances when certain SNSs have
specific limitations (e.g., word limits), companies must find effective ways to
express themselves in short messages. Studies of companies’ messages on SNS
mainly focus on message characteristics, namely three aspects: content,
message elements, and communication strategies. However, varying degrees of
attention have been paid to these three aspects of messages. Most studies focus
largely, or even exclusively sometimes, on communication strategies (e.g.,
Lovejoy & Saxton, 2012; Rybalko & Seltzer, 2010; Watkins, 2017) or message
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elements (e.g., Mamic & Arroyo Almaraz, 2013), while only few studies have
examined the content of companies’ messages (e.g., Tao & Wilson, 2015).
Therefore, this dissertation aims to provide an extensive overview of how
companies actually use all three of these message characteristics: content,

message elements, and communication strategy.

Content. Many studies have highlighted that “content matters”, suggesting that
the content of messages influences users’ intentions to subscribe to, promote,
and engage with a company’s SNSs (Chun & Lee, 2016; Sabate et al., 2014).
However, extant academic research on this topic has predominantly
concentrated on specific subdomains, such as corporate social responsibility
(Araujo & Kollat, 2018; Gomez et al., 2016) or health promotion (Park et al.,
2013), which means that an overall picture of companies’ SNSs content
remains lacking. To address this lacuna in the field, we attempted to provide a
holistic analysis of the content posted by companies on SNSs. The traditional
domains of corporate, marketing, and technical communication were included
in order to provide a comprehensive framework through which to analyze the

content of companies’ messages.

Message elements. Various message elements can be used to enrich the
content of information and increase user interaction. Visual cues, such as
videos, images, and emojis can be used to supplement text. Similarly,
referential elements can be used to complement textual content. Hyperlinks,
for example, can serve to connect tweets to other online sites, hashtags (#) can
be thematically connected by topical terms and used to join bigger discussions
on the platform, while mentions (@) can be used to both identify and link to
other people or organizations on SNSs. The use of these additional elements
can help to enhance user-friendliness (Abitbol & Lee, 2017), interactivity (De
Vries et al, 2012; J. Liu et al,, 2017), and the vividness of the message itself (De
Vries etal, 2012; ]. Liu et al, 2017). According to research examining the
effects of such message elements, visual cues can have a favorable influence
upon online engagement, whereas referential elements produce mixed effects
(Abitbol & Lee, 2017; Saxton & Waters, 2014).
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Communication strategy. In light of the interactive and engaging affordances
of SNSs, several researchers have argued that restricting the use of SNSs to
merely the one-way sharing of information would be a waste (Culnan et al.,
2010; T. Li et al., 2013). Conversely, the authors recommend that the optimal
communication strategies would be to use SNSs for interactivity, two-way
communication, and community building in order to interact and engage with
people. To clarify the differences between communication strategies, Lovejoy
and Saxton (2012) distinguished between information (sharing and
distributing information about the company or its product), community
(interacting with people to create a sense of community), and action strategies
(encouraging and mobilizing people to take action). Several other studies have
subsequently adopted this framework (e.g., Saxton & Waters, 2014; ]. Wu et al.,
2019). Research that has investigated the effects of communication strategies
on online user engagement have produced mixed results: Some studies found
that interactive and engaging strategies positively impacted upon online
engagement (e.g., Araujo & Kollat, 2018; Saxton & Waters, 2014), while others
found either no such effect (Read et al., 2019) or found that engaging and
interactive strategies produced negative effects (Brubaker & Wilson, 2018;
Watkins, 2017).

1.1.3 Motives for following companies on SNSs

By adopting a user-centric perspective, we want to understand users’
motivations behind following and engaging with companies on SNSs. These
motives can provide companies with valuable insights for better
understanding and anticipating users’ needs, not to mention helping them
implement strategies to meet these needs. A variety of theoretical lenses have
been adopted in the extant literature to investigate users’ motives to start
following companies on SNSs, to continue doing so, and to interact with them.
The most often used theory is uses and gratifications theory (U&G; Azar et al.,
2016; Q. Gao & Feng, 2016; Muntinga et al., 2011), which assumes that people
are active and selective in seeking out media that is capable of satisfying their
specific needs or motives (Katz et al.,1973). Other theoretical frameworks,
such as Ajzen’s (1991) theory of planned behavior (Chu et al,, 2016; Logan,
2014), H. W. Kim et al.’s (2007) value-based adoption model (Zhao et al., 2016),
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and Tajfel’s (1978) social identity theory (Jin & Huang, 2017), all share the
same basic assumption that users make active and more or less deliberative
choices over following companies on SNSs and engaging in a range of
company-related activities. By exploring the primary drivers behind users’
behaviors or intentions, Muntinga et al. (2011) have proposed six motives that
make people inclined to follow companies online and have been adopted by
several other studies (De Veirman et al., 2017; Kitirattarkarn et al., 2020; Tsai
& Men, 2013, 2017). The six motives include information (finding information
relating to brands, products, or the services offered by companies),
entertainment (having fun or having a good time), social integration
(connecting or interacting with the companies or other users with similar
interests), personal identity (expressing a strong personal connection with the
brand, product, or services), renumeration (getting discounts, goodies, or
sweepstakes), and empowerment (applying one’s influence or authority over

other individuals or companies).

1.1.4 Online engagement

Users who are more engaged with a company are more likely to pay attention
to it and have more positive emotions toward it, not to mention interact with
and trade with it. Engagement is a multidimensional construct, a mental state
which is characterized by certain levels of cognitive, emotional, and behavioral
activity in the process of user/brand interactions (Hollebeek et al., 2014). The
prevailing perspective of user engagement in SNSs is based on online
engagement, which refers to the three built-in features that can be found at the
bottom of every SNSs message: liking, sharing, and replying (Menon et al.,
2019). These three immediately visible metrics are widely regarded as the
optimal outcome of the communication process on SNSs: Together they
contribute toward companies’ evaluation of their performance on SNSs (Carim
& Warwick, 2013), provide proof of users’ usage and appreciation, further
dissemination, and willingness to interact (e.g., Abitbol & Lee, 2017; Araujo &
Kollat, 2018; Saxton & Waters, 2014), alongside positively influencing users’
purchase intentions (Lin et al., 2017).5till, it should be noted that the step from
online engagement to offline engagement might be a large one, with two
possible routes: (1) online engagement helps to disseminate and draw
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attention to company posts among other users, and (2) online engagement
may reinforce users’ beliefs, attitudes, and intentions regarding the company
or brand.

1.2 Culture and SNS communication

Culture is a complex and multifaceted concept that can be described and
defined in a variety of ways. Broadly speaking, culture is the “complex whole
which includes knowledge, belief, art, morals, law, custom, and any other
capabilities and habits acquired by man as a member of society” (Tylor, 1871,
p- 1). In this sense, culture is a comprehensive system comprising both explicit
and implicit components. Boyacigiller et al. (2004) identified two opposing
cultural assumptions: a static and deterministic view of culture versus a
dynamic view of culture. The former is grounded in the notion that culture is “a
cohesive and lasting set of values that citizens of the nation-state bear and
inevitably act upon”, while proponents of the latter view state that culture is
“acquired and passed on to new members of the group via social contact;

culture is dynamic—it evolves over time” (p. 100-101).

The static and deterministic view of culture posits that it is best to learn and
understand culture by dividing it into types, and that culture requires contrast
to be manifested. The most prominent of this type of approach is Hofstede’s
cultural dimensions. Hofstede et al. (2010) compare culture to an onion, with
values lying at its core. Rituals, heroes, and symbols are all layers of skin
around the core. While social practices may be constantly changing, basic
values remain largely stable. To measure the difference in values between
countries, the authors developed a set of cultural dimensions, including
individualism versus collectivism, power distance, uncertainty avoidance, long-
term versus short-term orientation, masculinity, and restraint versus
indulgence.

Similarly, Hall (1976) proposed that all cultures can be classified according to
their communication style. A key factor in his theory is context, which relates
to the situational and environmental information that must be known in

information processing. Hall (1976) characterized cultures into either high-
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context and low-context cultures. In low context cultures, “the mass of the
information is vested in the explicit code”, which is to say that communication
should be explicit, detailed, and direct. In high-context cultures, “most
information is already in person, while very little is in the coded, explicit,
transmitted part of the message” (Hall, 1976, p.91).

When studying the influence of national culture on SNSs, both of these cultural
theories are often used to test their applicability in this specific context
(Goodrich & de Mooij, 2013; Lo et al., 2017; Shi & Xu, 2020; R. Wang et al,,
2020). Although these dimensions can undoubtedly aid our understanding of
basic cultural differences, they can also cause several problems. First, cultural
dimensions view culture as coherent, stable, and static, thus ignoring its
dynamic nature as well as how it changes and develops over time (Fang, 2005-
2006; McSweeney, 2009). Second, testing the applicability of the selected
cultural dimensions may potentially overlook other differences that exist in
practice. For instance, McSweeney (2009) purported that both culture and
non-cultural forces act upon culture. Notwithstanding widely acknowledged
cultural systems, other factors like laws, institutions, and leaders can also
explain uniform social practice. Fang’s (2005-2006) dynamic view of culture
compares culture to an ocean, likening values and behaviors to “visible wave
patterns on the surface of the ocean” (p.83) in a specific context and period.
“Nevertheless, the culture we see at this moment does not represent the
totality and the entire life process of that culture” (p.83).

As aforesaid, this dissertation focuses on both Chinese and Western culture
(primarily referring to West Europe and North America). Hence, alongside
value-based cultural differences, it is also important to consider the socio-
material environment and habits that have developed over time. Within these
two regions, the landscape of online communication and social networking
sites differs markedly. In an absolute sense, China has the most people
connected to the internet worldwide. According to a recent report from the
China Internet Network Information Center (CNNIC, 2021), China had more
than one billion internet users and was ranked first among the countries with
the most internet users. As for Western countries, the United States, which
ranked third in the world, had just over 313 million users (Johnson, 2022a). In
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Western Europe, Germany has the most users with 79 million, followed by
France with 60 million (Johnson, 2021). Despite the enormous number of
internet users in China, the country is not leading in terms of online
penetration. Western Europe was ranked second in the world (after northern
Europe), with 94% of the population having internet access; this was followed
closely by the United States at 90%. China had an online penetration rate of
73%, which leaves a lot of space for development compared to Western
counties (Johnson, 2022b).

China is also the largest social media market in the world, with up to one
billion users, which is higher than Europe and the United States combined
(Statista, 2021). China’s online environment is highly active and closely related
to people’s daily lives. Its large user base has helped it become the world’s
biggest ecommerce market, reaching $1.7 trillion in online transactions in
2020, twice as much as the United States. The explosive growth of ecommerce
and the quick adoption of digital payments have resulted in over 800 million
people using mobile payments on a daily basis, which is eight times more than
in the United States (Bu et al,, 2021). The SNS ecosystem in China is both highly
competitive and continuously evolving, as ever-more new companies emerge
to meet the significant demands. Indeed, many of these platforms have more
advanced features than their Western equivalents. Weibo, for example, allowed
the embedment of multimedia content 18 months prior to Twitter, while it
launched its mobile app six months before Twitter (R. Zhang, 2018).

In addition, Chinese and Western users differ greatly in terms of their online
habits and related online activities. Specifically, Chinese users spend more time
on SNSs and are more reliant on SNSs than their American counterparts (Chu &
Choi, 2010; B. Li et al., 2017). Chinese people often have smaller and closer
networks, have more established relationships, and use SNSs to receive social
support from their existing networks; conversely, Western users tend to have
larger but looser networks and use SNSs more for entertainment (Chu & Choi,
2010, 2011). Chinese users appear to be more engaged in company-related
activities, such as electronic word-of-mouth, as well as in replying, sharing, and
uploading content (Chu & Choi, 2011; Tsai & Men, 2017).
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In light of these significant differences in culture, online environment, and user
habits, we were interested in learning how these differences affect both the
message strategies of companies and the preferences and behaviors of users.

1.3 Research context

Twitter was chosen as the platform through which to study company
messaging and user engagement. In order to gain a comprehensive
understanding of companies’ communication activities, a specific type of
company— large IT (information technology) companies— were chosen for

the studies.

1.3.1 Twitter

Twitter is a social networking site and microblogging service which allows
users to post short messages (tweets) of up to 280 (originally 140) characters.
By limiting tweets to short, digestible pieces of information, Twitter serves to
accelerate information exchange. With 206 million daily active users who send
500 million tweets each day, it is one of the most popular SNSs (Twitter, 2021).
Twitter’s name derives from the definitions of “a short burst of inconsequential
information” and “chirps from birds” (Sarno, 2009). Every tweet is an
independent message, and different tweets are not necessarily related to one
another. Like little birds’ whistles, each of them carries only a brief message.

Twitter is an open community in which all messages are public by default.
Users can easily read and comment on messages posted by strangers. Unlike
most SNSs, Twitter does not require bi-directional confirmation for
establishing a friendship (Kwak et al., 2010). Rather, following on Twitter can
be one-way or mutual, insofar as a user can follow any other user they so wish,
while the user that is being followed need not follow back. It is for this reason
that these one-way relationships are labeled as “followers” (Boyd & Ellison,
2007).
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Twitter’s brevity, real-time nature, and expansive reach makes it a potentially
effective and powerful way for organizations to reach relevant stakeholders,
build relationships, spread information, and monitor public opinion. This
explains why Twitter is the most popular platform among Fortune 500
companies, with 96 percent of them having a presence on the platform (Barnes
etal, 2020).

Twitter is blocked in the Chinese national context. In our cross-cultural
comparisons, we used Weibo as the Chinese counterpart of Twitter. Weibo is
the main Chinese microblogging platform, which is known as the Chinese
equivalent of Twitter. Weibo had an average of 224 million daily active users,
more than Twitter (Weibo, 2020). Like its American counterpart, Weibo allows
users to follow other users, browse, comment on, and share real-time
information and is characterized as simple, asymmetric and distributed
(Weibo, n.d.). Both Chinese and international companies have widely used
Weibo to promote their brands and products around the country (e.g., C. Li &
Wu, 2018; R. Wang et al., 2020).

1.3.2 Large IT companies

This dissertation focuses on large IT companies because they were early
adopters of social media, have relatively high adoption rates of SNSs (Culnan et
al,, 2010; Veldeman et al., 2017), and engage users at a higher level than other
industries (Araujo & Neijens, 2012). There are probably several reasons for
this, including that managers of technology companies have a better grasp of
how to use internet technology, while users of technological products are both
more familiar with and more likely to use social media (Perry & Bodkin, 2000;
Veldeman et al., 2017). Among IT companies, the larger IT companies may be
expected to use Twitter in a more sophisticated and elaborate manner than
smaller companies. This is in accordance with Xiong et al.’s (2018) argument
that company size influences how companies use Twitter for communication:
smaller companies with fewer resources use the platform more for one-way
communication rather than for marketing purposes.
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1.4 Research aims

Given that social media offers tremendous opportunities and challenges to
companies, and since stakeholders are instrumental to the success or failure of
a company’s communications, we sought to conduct a series of studies
investigating companies’ use of social media, from the perspectives of
companies and stakeholders. From companies’ perspective, there is a lack of a
holistic picture of how companies use SNSs, which is why we wanted to
provide a comprehensive overview of companies’ specific activities on Twitter,
including how they organize their accounts and develop their messaging
strategies. Therefore, our research started with the question:

RQ1: How do large IT companies use Twitter with respect to their
arrangement of corporate accounts and message characteristics?

On the user side, we wanted to shed light upon what motivates users to follow
companies on social media and what reasons they have for interacting with
them. Furthermore, whether certain message characteristics and factors
underpin their willingness to engage in interaction when reading information

posted by the company. This leads to the second and third research questions:

RQ2: What are users’ motives for following and engaging with companies’
microblogs?
RQ3: What factors influence users’ online engagement with companies’

microblogs

In addition, another key issue we sought to explore is how cultural differences
affect the communication between companies and users on social media in
today’s increasingly globalized world—more specifically, how companies use
social media both in their own country and abroad. Do users from different
cultures follow companies for different reasons, and do they interact with
companies differently? Therefore, the following three research questions were

proposed:
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RQ4: What impact does culture have on companies’ use of microblogs?
RQ5: How does culture affect users’ motivation to follow and engage with
companies?

RQ6: How does culture affect users’ engagement with companies’
microblogs?

Three complementary research approaches were used to address the
aforementioned research questions: (1) a series of content analyses of IT
companies’ microblogging practices focusing on Western IT companies’ use of
Twitter, a detailed examination of technical communication tweets, and the
Sino-Western differences in IT companies’ use of microblogging; (2) an online
survey that investigated cultural differences between Western and Chinese
users in terms of SNS dependency, motives for following companies, and
companies’ SNS-related behaviors; and (3) an online user experiment to
investigate the effects of certain message characteristics (communication
strategy and emoji use) on the online engagement of Western and Chinese

users.

1.5 Overview of the dissertation

The studies in this dissertation cover the core concepts of companies’
arrangement of accounts, companies’ message characteristics, user motives,
online engagement, and cultural differences. From Chapter 2 onwards, we
discuss each of these studies in turn in their own chapter. Table 1.1 shows the
concepts that are covered in each chapter.

Table 1.1 Core concepts used in each chapter.

Chapter Core concepts

Chapter 2 Arrangement of accounts, message characteristics
Chapter 3 Message characteristics, online engagement

Chapter 4 Arrangement of accounts, message characteristics, culture
Chapter 5 Motives, culture

Chapter 6 Online engagement, culture
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Chapter 2 describes a comprehensive content analysis of large IT companies’
use of Twitter. In this study, the arrangement of different Twitter accounts and
the message characteristics of tweets (N=5,277) were analyzed. The analysis of
message elements focused on three aspects: content, message elements, and

communication strategies.

Chapter 3 focuses specifically on how companies use Twitter within the
technical communication domain, since technical communication is a
potentially important topic for IT companies and there has been scarce
attention to Twitter’s role in this field. This chapter provides a detailed
categorization of the content of IT companies’ technical communication tweets
(N=1,604) as well as investigates if certain message characteristics received

more online engagement (likes, retweets, and replies).

Chapter 4 complements the data used in Chapter 2 and studies cultural
differences and cultural adaptation processes, by comparing data from the
Twitter and Weibo accounts of Western companies as well as comparing
Western companies’ Weibo activities to those of similar Chinese companies.
The analyses presented here focus on comparisons of company accounts and
three message characteristics (content, message elements, and communication

strategies).

Chapter 5 presents the results of an online survey of Chinese and Western
users’ motives for following company accounts and consuming and engaging
with company posts.

Chapter 6 describes an online experiment aimed at studying the effects of two
message characteristics and two more stable factors on users’ appreciation and
engagement with companies’ messages on Twitter and Weibo. A 2 (prior
company involvement: high vs. low) x 3 (communication strategy: information
vs. action vs. community) x 2 (emojis: present vs. absent) x 2 (national culture:

Western vs. Chinese users) experiment was conducted.

Chapter 7 reflects on the main findings, before proceeding to delineate both
the theoretical and practical implications of the various studies. Finally, the
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limitations of the studies as well as suggestions for future research are

discussed.
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CHAPTER 2



How Large Information Technology Companies
Use Twitter: Arrangement of Corporate

Accounts and Characteristics of Tweets

Zhang, S., Gosselt, J. F., & De Jong, M. D. T. (2020). How large information
technology companies use Twitter: Arrangement of corporate accounts and
characteristics of tweets. Journal of Business and Technical Communication, 34(4),
364-392.



2.1 Introduction

The transformation to Web 2.0 has significantly boosted the development of
social networking sites (SNSs). More than 70% of Internet users use SNSs, and
that percentage is only expected to grow (eMarketer, 2017). The increasing
popularity of SNSs has transformed the way companies communicate with
their stakeholders: Many companies have established corporate accounts on
popular SNSs, such as Facebook, Twitter, LinkedIn, and Instagram, to get and
stay in touch with relevant interest groups (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010). Social
media have become important elements of companies’ internal and external

communication strategies.

Culnan et al. (2010) argued that SNSs will only benefit organizations if they are
carefully adopted and implemented, emphasizing the importance of a well-
considered (“mindful”) decision to align SNSs with other strategies and
practices, a continuous attention to community building, and an absorptive
capacity to listen to, learn from, and respond to stakeholders. Various types of
insights could contribute to developing effective social media strategies: about
the ways organizations are using SNSs, people’s motives to visit and follow
company SNSs, and the effects of accounts and posts on stakeholders. Because
platforms differ in many respects, such insights might depend on the specific
platform.

This article focuses on the way large information technology (IT) companies
use Twitter. Having 321 million active users monthly, Twitter is one of the
prominent social media platforms in business contexts (Culnan et al., 2010;
Tao & Wilson, 2015). As a microblogging platform, Twitter enables users to
post messages of up to 280 (originally 140) characters that can also contain
links and pictures. Apart from actively contributing themselves, users can
follow accounts, like messages, react to them, or share (retweet) them with
others. Posts can be linked to larger discussions on the platform using hashtags
(#) and to other Twitter accounts using public messages or mentions (@) (see
Jones, 2014, for an account of how hashtags affect communication processes).
Unlike Facebook, Twitter is an open community in which users can easily reach

content provided by strangers. These characteristics make Twitter suitable for
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companies to disseminate information, build relationships, interact with

stakeholders, and monitor public opinions.

We focused this study on large IT companies, which are forerunners in social
media use, having higher adoption rates of SNSs than do other industries
(Culnan et al., 2010; Veldeman et al., 2017). Investigating the adoption of SNSs
from a technology acceptance perspective, Veldeman et al, (2017) found that
large IT companies have higher expectations of SNSs’ usefulness than do other
types of companies—perhaps because of their familiarity with computer-
mediated communication but also because their stakeholders are more active
on social media. Among IT companies, we expected that large companies
would show more sophisticated and elaborate usage of Twitter than would
smaller companies. Xiong et al. (2018) found that company size affects the way
companies adopt Twitter in their communication: Smaller companies with
limited resources tend to use the platform less for marketing purposes and
more for one-way communication. Xiong et al. (2019) came to similar

conclusions.

Companies’ Twitter use can be investigated in two ways: by analyzing the

content of Twitter accounts or by interviewing or surveying professionals in
organizations (cf. [ankova et al, 2018). In this article, we describe the design
and results of a content analysis aimed at filling two gaps in the literature on

how companies manage their Twitter accounts.

First, the way companies manage multiple Twitter accounts has not been
systematically investigated. Various researchers suggest that companies
strategically set up more than one Twitter account to effectively reach and
engage different groups of stakeholders (Jansen et al.,, 2009; Jin & Huang, 2017;
Li et al., 2013), but we know little about what companies actually do in this
respect. The issue of multiple accounts is hardly acknowledged in research on
the characteristics of companies’ Twitter accounts. Therefore, in our study, we
investigated how companies manage multiple Twitter accounts.
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Second, we have no systematic and detailed knowledge about what companies
specifically post on Twitter. Most of the available content-analytic research can
be categorized in two types. The first type focuses on rather specific Twitter
uses, such as the use of Twitter for communicating about corporate social
responsibility (CSR; e.g., Araujo & Kollat, 2018; Gomez & Vargas-Preciado,
2016), customer services (Berry, 2018; Einwiller & Steilen, 2015; Page, 2014),
public affairs (Gaither & Austin, 2016; Watts et al., 2019), or health promotions
(Park et al., 2013). Other studies focus specifically on the presence of CEOs on
Twitter (Capriotti & Ruesja, 2018; Yue et al,, 2019). As a result, there is an
emphasis on topics that are more or less prolific in some branches of the
academic literature, but the entire picture of Twitter use has never been
sketched. The second type of research focuses mainly or exclusively on generic
characteristics of Twitter posts, such as technicalities (e.g., tweet frequency,
hashtags, retweets; Mamic & Arroyo Almaraz, 2013) and the use of engaging
strategies (Lovejoy & Saxton, 2012; Rybalko & Seltzer, 2010; Watkins, 2017) or
one-way versus two-way communication (Waters & Jamal, 2011). Only few
studies provide coarse-grained indications of the actual content of
organizational tweets (Swani et al.,, 2013; Tao & Wilson, 2015). Thus, in our
study, we give a comprehensive overview of the way large IT companies use
Twitter.

We formulated two research questions: (a) How do large IT companies arrange
their accounts on Twitter? and (b) How do large IT companies use Twitter? In
answering the second question, we focus specifically on three aspects of

tweets: content, message elements, and communication strategies.

2.2 Earlier research

Kaplan and Haenlein (2010) defined social media as “a group of Internet-based
applications that build on the ideological and technological foundations of Web
2.0 and allow the creation and exchange of user-generated content” (p. 61).
They distinguished between six types of social media, of which social
networking sites (SNSs) are the most widely used. SNSs are applications that
enable users to construct a public or semipublic profile, display their
connection with others, and build and maintain connections (Boyd & Ellison,
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2007). They offer interesting options for nonprofit organizations (e.g., Guo &
Saxton, 2014; Lovejoy & Saxton, 2012) and private companies (e.g., Rybalko &
Seltzer, 2010; Vernuccio, 2014).

Although it is hard to establish the real-world effects of using Twitter, several
studies hinted at ways in which Twitter might benefit companies. Majumdar
and Bose (2019) investigated the relationship between Twitter adoption and
firm value and found that implementing Twitter can have a positive impact on
companies’ market value. In an experimental study, Li et al. (2013) found a
relationship between features of a company’s Twitter account and its
corporate reputation. E. -H. Kim and Youm (2017) showed that company-
initiated and customer-initiated tweets affect analyst stock recommendations.
In the same realm, Prokofieva (2015) concluded that corporate tweets, even
when they contain information already available elsewhere, affect investors by
attracting their attention and reducing information asymmetry.

2.2.1 People’s motives to follow companies online

Research on people’s motives to start following companies on SNSs, to
continue doing so, and to spread companies’ messages points in various
directions, starting from theoretical perspectives as diverse as uses and
gratifications theory (Azar et al,, 2016; Q. Gao & Feng, 2016; Muntinga et al.,
2011), social identity theory (Jin & Huang, 2017; Zhao et al., 2016), the value-
based adoption model (Zhao et al., 2016), and the theory of planned behavior
(Logan, 2014).

All these studies explored the (correlational) relationship between predicting
variables and people’s behavior or behavioral intentions with companies’ SNSs.
Based on the significant relationships found between predictors and behaviors
or intentions, these studies suggest several factors that make people inclined to
follow companies online. The first five factors are motivators, or reasons why
people might decide to follow companies online. A first factor is information
(Azar etal., 2016; Q. Gao & Feng, 2016; Jin & Huang, 2017; Logan, 2014;
Muntinga et al,, 2011; Taylor et al., 2011; Zhao et al., 2016). People connect to
companies’ SNSs to find information that could be useful to them, about, for
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instance, brands, products, or services. Muntinga et al. (2011) distinguished
four subfactors to this factor: surveillance (staying up-to-date), knowledge,
prepurchase information, and inspiration (getting new ideas). A second factor
is entertainment (Azar et al., 2016; Q. Gao & Feng, 2016; Jin & Huang, 2017;
Muntinga et al,, 2011; Taylor et al., 2011). People use companies’ SNSs to have
a good time. Muntinga et al. (2011) mentioned the subfactors enjoyment,
relaxation, and pastime. A third factor involves rewards (Azar et al., 2016;
Muntinga et al., 2011). People are inclined to use companies’ SNSs if they
expect to get rewards from them (e.g., discounts, goodies, or sweepstakes). A
fourth factor involves identification (Gao & Feng, 2016; Jin & Huang, 2017; E.
Kim et al., 2014; Muntinga et al,, 2011; Taylor et al,, 2011). People connect with
companies’ SNSs when they feel a strong link between their personal identity
and the brand, products, or services. Muntinga et al. (2011) further
distinguished self-expression, self-presentation, and self-assurance as
subfactors, and Q. Gao and Feng (2016) distinguished self-expression and
impression management as subfactors. A fifth factor is connectedness (Azar et
al,, 2016; Q. Gao & Feng, 2016; Jin & Huang, 2017; E. Kim et al., 2014; Muntinga
etal, 2011; Zhao et al,, 201