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Abstract

Social networking has been increasingly used by both individual and organization in the workplace. This paper
addresses gaps in the current literature and tries to demonstrate the negative impacts and consequences of social
networking. Qualitative study is applied in this study, including the conduction of user survey, interviews and
case studies, which are conducted in the context of China. The article reports on work in progress on the research.
The early findings highlight that despite the benefits generated by social networking, issues are also obvious,
including such as data security, privacy protection, work-life imbalance, increased work pressure and stress,
boundary and role ambiguity. Such findings contribute to organizational policy making and generating modern
management practice in the context of information society.
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1. Introduction

The past 10 years have witnessed the emergence and increasing popularity of various social networking
platforms, which has greatly changed those traditional interpersonal communication styles and has become an
important part of people’s daily life. As a result, a variety of social networking platforms developed dramatically
around the world, such as Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, Wechat, and etc. For example, a statistic of Facebook
(the most popular social network platform worldwide) shows that it had 2.701 billion monthly active users,
which are those which have logged in to Facebook during the last 30 days, as of the second quarter of 2020,
compared with 100 million in the 2008 (Statista, 2020). Another example is Wechat (Tencent technology, 2020).
This Chinese social networking platform had 1.206 billion monthly active users in the second quarter of 2020,
and 25% of the active daily users switch on Wechat more than 30 times a day, and 55.2% of users use it more
than 10 times. As the most popular social networking channel in China, nearly a half of the active users have
more than 100 Wechat contacts.

The impacts of extensive usage of social networking platform are not only on personal life but also on
organizational communication. There are plenty of researches in the literature focusing on the adoption and
application of social networks as an informal communication either internally or externally (e.g., EI-Haddadeh et
al., 2012; Correia et al., 2014; Ou et al., 2013; Ruehl & Ingenhoff, 2015; Khan & Khan, 2011; Indrupati &
Henari, 2012). In particular, issues of why and how to adopt social networking services as an effective
communication channel have been studied. The benefits of the modern social networking on traditional
organizational communication are highlighted, especially considering the fact that Millennials the biggest
generation worldwide are entering the workforce and are dramatically changing expectations as consumers and
daily practice in the workplace. Benefits of using social networks as a communication channel for the
organization are obvious. Firstly, more and more companies have opened an official account on either Twitter,
Facebook or Wechat, and it is believed that the adoption of social networking in corporate communication can
offer a more dynamic engagement between outsiders (for example, consumers and job applicants) and
organizations (Ramzi et al., 2012). Therefore, social networking platform can be a useful marketing tool for
companies (e.g., Correia et al., 2014; Indrupati & Henari, 2012; Harris & Rae, 2009). Secondly, the use of social
networking is also believed to be beneficial to foster communication within organization and inter-departmental
team working, which would lead to better ways of working and increased levels of employee productivity and
satisfaction (Khan & Khan, 2011; Bennett et al., 2010). Thirdly, social network is believed to be beneficial to an
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individual’s career development, that is because nowadays personal success highly depends on the shape and
size of his/her social network and ability to network and form connections with other social groups (Bosque,
2013), and social networking platforms provides a new way to make new friends much more efficiently and
effectively. Social networking in the workplace also helps to facilitate and accelerate knowledge transfer by
enhancing collaboration of employees (Bennett et al., 2010).

Though findings in the literature suggest that the business advantages and benefits of social networking in the
workplace are still very much underappreciated and undervalued (Bennett et al., 2010), impacts of social
networking in the workplace are not merely positive. However, most of the research in the literature tried to
prove the values of social networking technology in the workplace, rather than discussing the potential risks to
both the individual and the organization. Risks of utilizing social network in the workplace need to be explored
and to be better managed. Considering the changing workforce profile and the development of information
technology, it is meaningless to argue whether or not social networking benefits both individual and organization
in the workplace. As we all know, social networks on the internet are the unbeatable trends for the future, and
that is the new generations’ preference of communication style. But, while encouraging and promoting social
networking in the workplace, its potential drawbacks both to the individual and organization need to be aware.
The purpose of this paper is to explore empirically the impacts of social networking as an informal
communication channel in the workplace within the context of China. It draws particular attentions to the
negative consequences of individual employee’s extensive usages of such a more open, modern, and informal
communication styles. Therefore, research question of this paper is what are the issues related to social
networking as an informal organizational communication channel? It is believed that a better understanding of
social networking’s consequences would help for its future development and also benefit both individual and
organization development, for example for organizational policy making.

2. Empirical Study
2.1 Research Methods

Our study is constructed through evidence from four core elements. Firstly, we undertook an extensive analysis
of secondary material, which incorporated evidence from China and beyond, to develop the functional
classification and theoretical analysis of social networking. We collected and compared data of different social
networking platforms worldwide, and we also analyzed the current practice of utilizing social networks as an
informal communication channel within organizations around the world.

Secondly, research focus is then placed on the evidence from China. Understanding can be facilitated by
gathering insights through work experience and an informal process of participant observation. Since social and
economic reform began in the 1980s in China, the country has experienced profound transformation and
marketization (Warner, 2002). Since China began to open up and reform its economy in 1978, GDP growth has
averaged almost 10 percent a year, and more than 850 million people have been lifted out of poverty. Today,
China is an upper-middle-income country and the world’s second largest economy (the World Bank, 2020).
Having the biggest population of social networking platform user and the biggest population of millennials in the
world, evidence from China could provide useful insights of the impacts of social networking in the workplace.
Yet, as reported by the World Bank’s research, China remains a developing country and rapid economic
ascendance has brought on many challenges as well. We believe that this background of China would provide
valuable but distinctive findings of the research.

Thirdly, the research aims to provide an overview of the perceptions of user regarding the use of social
networking in their professional lives. Given the exploratory nature of the questions and issues outlined above,
we undertake a national survey. This survey is administered to a random sample of respondents at various
organizations. The questionnaire reflected a piloting exercise. Respondents are asked to identify their adoption
for social networking, and to express their opinions about and perceptions towards using social networking in the
workplace.

Fourthly, to strengthen the empirical-base, we hold semi-structured interviews with social networking users
including both individual employees and managers, lasting from half to over 1 hour. In developing the questions,
a pilot study was conducted for refining the interview questions and process. With the interviewee’s permission,
all the interviews will be recorded, transcribed and content analyzed. This aspect adopts a case study
methodology. We are going to undertake five comparative case studies. Companies were selected to reflect a
cross-section of institutions regarding factors like type, size and etc. Prior to interviews substantive data about
each company was collected; sources included managerial memorandums, policy literature, community
newsletters, financial statistics and reports into specific issues or projects. This information enabled us to

44



ijjms.ccsenet.org International Journal of Marketing Studies Vol. 12, No. 4; 2020

appreciate the organisational context within which the interviewees operated, to refine questions to reflect those
circumstances and enhanced our overall findings.

2.2 Key Findings

We are still in the early stage of this research, and the below findings are summarized from our early studies of
second-hand data and pilot studies.

2.2.1 Individual Usage of Social Networking

Results of the pilot survey show that adoption rates of social networking are high, with 92% of the respondents
reporting an account in at least one social networking platform, and 85% of the respondents have more than two
social networking account. Millennials (i.e., those age group between 18—36 years old) have the highest adoption
rate for social networking. These findings consist with the marking statistic of social networking platform
worldwide. For example, according to WeAreSocial’s research in the 2016, the active user population of Chinese
QQ was in the top three social networking platforms in the world.

As for the normal practice of using social networking, nearly 80% of the respondents have used their private
account of either QQ or Wechat to contact co-workers and customers. 67% of the respondents log-on to their
private social networking account during working hours. For millennials, social networking platforms such as
QQ and Wechat have already replaced phone and email as the preferred communication channel in the
workplace while the older generation still preferred using phone and text message at work.

Social networking platform has been seen by respondents as an important and necessary channel to develop and
maintain business network. Findings show that nearly a half of the active users of Wechat have more than 100
contacts, and more than half of these contacts were built on works relations, including such as co-workers,
previous colleagues, customers and etc.

Also, 63% of the respondents reports that they have joined into more than ten various professional groups on
social networking platform, and 55.2% of them use these groups for either formal or informal communication
more than 10 times a day.

Despite of the speed and economic consideration of using various social networking platforms for work,
concerns are expressed from our pilot study, including both survey and interviews. The main issues are briefly
discussed as below.

2.2.2 Data Security Issues

For individual user, privacy is the main concerns of respondents. As the result of dramatic development of
mobile network in recent years, the function of ‘share my moments’ on social networking platforms has become
more and more popular. Even though the users can select to hide individual’s moments from certain contacts,
pilot study in this research shows that as the increasing number of contacts on their social networking account,
the management of individual moments has unfortunately become more and more difficult. For example, 35% of
the respondents admit the fact that as the number of contacts increase so fast that they don’t have time to choose
those who need to be hidden from their personal moments. Some respondents even claimed that they have
already dropped sharing moments or reduced the frequency of sharing. Moreover, concerns of privacy not only
come from the actively sharing your moments, but also are the result of excessive data generated by all sorts of
social networking activity.

For the organizations, consequence of data security caused by social networking platforms can be serious. Many
of the mangers during our pilot interviews raised the common difficulty of protecting business data given the
speed and cost of using social networking as an informal business communication channel. There are many
examples and case revealed in the interviews to illustrate the data security issues facing organizations following
the adoption of social networking as one of the popular communication channels.

2.2.3 Boundary Issues

As the increasing usage of social networking platforms at work, traditional top-down communicaiton style in the
workplace has been increasly replaced with a modern and more open style. As a result, the boundary between
formal and informal organizational communication became blur. The mangement of informaiton is getting
harder and harder. Many of the respondents claimed that there they were in many different work groups on the
social networks (e.g., inter-work team/project team, departmental basis or business unit basis, etc.), which were
created either officially or unofficially. Some of them were effectively managed while some were not. The
authenticity of information thus became an issue. For example, employees can originate incorrect information
which is easily and fast shared within the organization.
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Boundary issues are also caused by the role ambiguity of individual employee in various social netwokring
platform. As outlined above, many respondents are using private social networking accounts on various
platforms for the purpose of daily business contact. It is not difficult to understand that these social networking
users sometimes would be confused in terms of "'who i am’ and *who i am talking to’. Some of them complained
that even though they expressed their own individual views on these platforms, they were easily to treatd as a
kind of offical opionion, which did bring to serious consequences. There are examples obained during the
interviews to provide evidence.

2.2.4 Work-Life Balance Issues

The majority of reseach respondents admited that the increasing usage of social networking platforms at work
had brought to more work stress and pressures. It is the fact that such communicaiton chanel has provided great
convenience for users, and of course value for money. But the downside is you have to reply so many messages,
inquiries and etc everytime, which are much more than the number of emails and phone messages in the past.

Responses from both questionnaires and interviews show that most people expect an instant reply of QQ
message or Wechat message. Considering the popularity of mobile network in nowadays, people tends to have
less patience during communication. Moreover, the convenience of communication means individual employees
can be easily contacted at anytime anywhere. All of these above have brough to the negative effects on making
work-life balance, which has been one of the dominate work value of millennials. As one the interviee
commented on that, ’it is not polite to ignore those messages on Wechat received during weekend or after
business hours, but such communication has taken lots of my personal time, which is unfair’.

2.2.5 Challenges to Existing Management Theories

Pilot interviews conducted in the early study in our research show that the adoption of social networking as an
informal organizational communication channel has created new challenges to those existing management
practice. These include the increasing fragmentation of organizational structure, the trend of boundless
organization, decentralized leadership, difficulty of on-the-job performance monitor, and etc. Many of the new
practices and the following issues are not covered in the traditional management theories. That is one of the main
reasons that some organisations in our case studies prohibit or restrict social networking in the workplace. Fear,
resistance and risk are the opinions that still dominate some of the organisations.

3. Discussion

As said before, we are still in the early stage of this research. Since the process of data collection has not been
finished, analysis and discussion do not have a sound basis generated from the research findings. However, the
early findings obtained from the pilot study do explain some of the theories in the literature. Firstly, social capital
theory helps to explain both individual and organizational motive of using social networking techniques in terms
of developing and maintaining business relations.

Secondly, Social identity theory would also help to further explore the boundary issues and to discuss the
potential consequences of employee’s role ambiguity following the use of social networking in the workplace.

Thirdly, a modern management practice is called for facilitating the future utilization and development of social
networking services in the workplace, especially in fields of policy making and process redesign. For example,
effective protection, ethical utilization and management of personal data should the responsibility of both the
social networking service providers and the users themselves. Companies therefore need to pay attention to
provide training and support to employees in using various social networking services at work.

Fourthly, following the extensive usage of social networking, online community is growing speedily as a kind of
virtual society. Compared with the systematic regulations of our society in reality, laws for the online interaction
are lacking and far lag behind the practice. Given this context, organizations who are adopting social networking
(or are going to adopt it in the near future) as an information informal communication channel need to be aware
of all the potential risk and negative consequences. Only by building up such understanding can it achieve a
smooth development in the future.
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