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Abstract. The plethora of social media platforms such as Facebook, twitter,
Instagram and WhatsApp has enhanced the information systems within organ-
isations while at the same time being a conundrum to executives, who need to
develop strategy around this technology. This paper explores the influence of
different social media applications on engendering strategic organisational
practices using a practice perspective. Through the practice lens and with the
guidance of the interpretivist philosophy, this paper collects empirical evidence
from two telecom organisations in Tanzania. The findings show that different
types of social media applications play different roles in engendering different
strategizing methods, such as formal and informal. Depending on the role the
application plays. In practice, this will help organisational executives in the
selection of social media applications, which is a crucial stage in the develop-
ment of social media strategy.

Keywords: Social media � Practice perspective � WhatsApp � Strategizing

1 Introduction

The plethora of social media platforms such Facebook, twitter, Instagram, YouTube
and WhatsApp create an ecosystem of social media (Hanna et al. 2011) which enhances
Information Systems (IS) within organisations through revitalising fundamental pro-
cesses such as sharing information and receiving feedback from customers and staff
(Kwayu et al. 2017). Consequently, this enables organisations to leverage social
relationships such as staff relationships as well as customer relationships, which can
lead to various benefits such as extending the spheres of marketing (Berthon et al.
2012). On the other hand, the existence of social media platforms within organisations
contributes to democratizing organisational communication, thereby reducing organi-
sational control of information while increasing the power of consumers. As a result,
most executives are unable and reluctant to develop strategies and resources for
engaging effectively with social media (Kietzmann et al. 2011). The reason being that
social media platforms can take various forms such as content communities, social
networking sites or blogs (Kietzamann et al. 2011), which illuminates different ways in
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which social media intertwines with communication practices such as broadcasting,
chatting and sharing that occur outside and within the organisation (Treem and Leo-
nardi 2012). Thus, collectively, the co-existence of varying forms of social media
platforms in organisations complicates the development of social media strategy within
an organisation because of the ‘one size fits all’ approach (Jarzabkowski 2005). The
‘one size fits all’ approach is a single strategy for different forms of social media
application that exist in an organisation.

Although the use of social media within organisations has advanced in many
spheres, the practical application of social media has outpaced the existing empirical
studies which examine their use and how social media may change several organisa-
tional processes (Leonardi and Vaast 2016). This suggests that organisations are using
social media, yet there is a lack of detailed empirical examination of how social media
are used and the impact upon organisational practices and strategy. Considering this
shortcoming, there is an apparent need for further research to understand these tech-
nologies and their effect on different processes, which will help organisations with their
strategizing.

Considering the practice of social media in organisations is far beyond the schol-
arship as aforementioned, this research adopts a practice perspective, which focuses on
emergent practices that are enacted from recursive interaction between people and
technology (Orlikowski 2000). In addition, the practice perspective encompasses the
complexity entwined between people and technology while embedded within a context,
making it a suitable approach for studying dynamic technology such as social media
without undermining the role of people or technology in contributing to change and
stability.

In light of the above, the main question for this research is: do different social
media platforms create different strategic organisational practices? An interpretivist
approach with empirical data from two Tanzanian telecommunications organisations
will be used to answer this question. The data is collected through semi-structured
interviews with staff and management within the organisations. Thus, this research
aims to explore and understand the role of different social media applications in the
organisations from the context of the Tanzanian telecommunications industry. Subse-
quently, it will help us to understand how the type of social media application asso-
ciates with, and impacts upon, important organisational processes such as customer
service and staff welfare (Kietzmann et al. 2011). In theory, this will enhance existing
understanding and literature on social media classification, by helping to differentiate
and understand different forms and their implications on organisational processes and
practices. In practice, this research will help managers to set policies and procedures
that will maximise the impact of social media applications on processes within the
organisation.

The remainder of this paper is organised as follows: we first discuss the literature
review of social media applications and then the practice perspective. This is followed
by the methodology, findings, discussion and, finally, the conclusion.
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2 Social Media Applications

Social media use is increasingly becoming mainstream within organisations (Pillet and
Carillo 2016) affecting firms in a number of ways including reputation, socialisation,
knowledge sharing, and power dynamics (Treem and Leonardi 2012). For example, the
ranking mechanism on social media applications such as TripAdvisor have shifted
power to the consumer, subsequently influencing the reputations of hotels. Thus,
considering the effect of social media on organisations and the complexity created by
the various forms of social media, several studies have explained how organisations
can understand the various forms of social media platforms so that they can develop
their respective social media strategy. Kaplan and Haenlein (2010) classified social
media into six categories using theories from media and social processes, which are
two key elements of social media. They used the ‘social presence theory’ which
suggests that media differ in the degree of social presence allowed to emerge between
two communication partners (Short et al. 1976). In addition, they also used the ‘media
richness theory’, which assumes that the goal of any communication is the resolution of
ambiguity and reduction of uncertainty (Daft and Lengel 1986). However, with respect
to social process, they used self-representation and self-disclosure, whereby self-
representation argues that in any social interaction, people have desires to control the
impressions that other people have of them, while self-disclosure is the critical step in
the development of relationships (Kaplan and Haenlein 2010). Combining these two
elements, the media richness theory and social presence theory, Kaplan and Haenlein
(2010) established the types of social media that are collaborative projects
(i.e. Wikipedia), blogs, content communities (i.e. YouTube), social networking sites
(i.e. Facebook), virtual game worlds (i.e. World of Warcraft) and virtual social worlds
(i.e. Second Life). The Table 1 below illustrates further.

Apart from Kaplan and Haenlein’s (2010) classification of social media, Kietzmann
et al. (2011) presented a framework for analysing social media according to functions.
Kietzmann et al. (2011) seven functional blocks are significant in explaining the user
experience on the specific features of social media and its implication for organisations.
The functional blocks are neither exclusive nor do they all need to be on each social

Table 1. Classification of social media by social presence/media richness and self-
representation/self-disclosure

Social presence /Media richness
Low Medium High

Self-
presentation/self-
disclosure

High Blogs Social
Networking Sites
(e.g. Facebook)

Virtual Social
Worlds (e.g. Second
Life)

Low Collaborative
Projects (e.g.
Wikipedia)

Content
Communities
(e.g. YouTube)

Virtual Game
Worlds (e.g. World
of Warcraft)

Source: Kaplan and Haenlein (2010)
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media platform. For instance, twitter facilitates conversation and sharing through
tweeting and retweeting, while Facebook embodies the identity function through set-
ting up of profiles. Below is the list of the functions with their meaning and impli-
cations for organisations (Table 2).

Furthermore, considering the myriad of social media platforms, Piskorski (2014)
explains why some social media platforms are more successful than others. He argues
that social media applications become successful by providing a single social solution
and, once it provides two or more social solutions, it becomes less effective. Given this
phenomenon, social media platforms refrain from copying social solutions from other
social media platforms to avoid ineffectiveness; hence, this is the reason why different
platforms with non-overlapping social solutions can co-exist in an organisation. A so-
cial solution is a solution to alleviate social failures and social failures highlight unmet
social needs that can occur due to social or economic reasons (Piskorski 2014). For
example, LinkedIn offers a social solution of connecting a job seeker with employers
whereas Facebook offers a friend solution by connecting friends.

Despite the above explanations of understanding social media applications, any
form of classification of social media platforms is still complex due to the multifari-
ousness of social media platforms as well as the continuous updates and developments
of social media technology. Consequently, the changing nature of social media
applications complicates the classification of social media applications: resultantly, this
provides challenges for executives in identifying ways of managing social media in

Table 2. The functional block table of social media

Functional
Block

Meaning Impact

Presence The extent to which users know if
other are available

Creating and managing the reality,
intimacy and immediacy of the
context

Relationship The extent to which users relate to
each other

Managing the structural and flow
properties in a network of
relationships

Reputation The extent to which users know the
social standing of others and
content

Monitoring the strength, passion,
sentiment and reach of users and
brands

Groups The extent to which users are
ordered or form communities

Membership rules and protocols

Conversations The extent to which users
communicate with each other

Conversation velocity and the risks
of starting and joining

Sharing The extent to which users’
exchange, distribute and receive
content

Content management system and
social graph

Identity The extent to which users are
ordered or form communities

Data privacy controls and tools for
user self-promotion

Source: Kietzmann et al. (2011)

50 S. Kwayu et al.



organisations (Culnan et al. 2010). Although the classification process is complex,
the above studies have made a considerable effort to classify them through various
theories which, in general, have highlighted the importance of examining specific
features of social media applications and their implications for organisations. For
instance, Locke et al. (2018) suggest that digital activism (i.e. the #MeToo campaign)
on twitter is both powerful and unique in its reach because of the way that twitter space
is configured. In addition, the above studies have indicated the different attributes of
social media applications and their possible impact as well as the existence of multiple
platforms within an organisation. Our study intends to go further and add to this
existing body of knowledge by deploying the practice theory and using empirical
evidence to identify the facets of social media platforms and the specific role they play
in organisations.

3 Practice Theory

Scott and Orlikowski (2014) suggest the practice theory as a suitable lens for under-
standing dynamic technology such as social media since it does not assume stability,
predictability or completeness of technology. The practice theory focuses on how
people interact with technology in their ongoing activities while enacting structures that
influence the emergent and situated use of that technology (Orlikowski 2000). In
addition, Orlikowski (2007) conceptualises practice as material since activities are
dependent upon material arrangement in which the activities are taking place. For
example, information searching through Google depends on Google’s page ranking
algorithm. Furthermore, the practice theory emphasises the causal relationship that
exists between technology, organisational structure and processes, which is located on
the interaction of people and technology (Avgerou 2017). Thus, the practice per-
spective positions us to understand the role of a technology (in this case social media)
within the organisation, since it focuses on the activity; hence, enabling us to correlate
the facet (materiality) of the technology and its function.

Kwayu et al. (2017) suggest that the practice perspective can help to understand
how social media affects strategy, processes and structure as it considers the social
context that enables us to gain insight on reality that is dynamic and complex. Also,
considering that the social media effect is multiple, dynamic and contemporaneous
(Scott and Orlikowski 2012), the focus on practice enables us to capture the reality in
the organisation when people interact with social media.

4 Methodology

This research is guided by an interpretivist philosophy that views knowledge as being
socially constructed through language, shared meaning and consciousness (Richey
et al. 2018). This philosophy is in line with the nature of this research since practices
can be regarded as accomplished social activities through the interpretation of practi-
tioners (Orlikowski and Baroudi 1991). In addition, it is qualitative research, where
data is collected through semi-structured interviews with staff from two telecom
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organisations in Tanzania. Pseudo names used for the two organisations are Kurwa and
Dotto: both organisations are large with networks across the country and both have
adopted social media. The choice of Tanzania, an emerging market, offers a novel
context of understanding the impact of Information Technology (IT) on organisations
that operate from a different context to the developed world, especially when consid-
ering the digital divide that exists between the developed and developing country
(Kwayu et al. 2017).

Twenty interviews were conducted with managers and staff from different depart-
ments within the respective telecom organisations. The language used was a mix of
Swahili and English, depending on the comfort level of the respondent with both
languages. The first author, who conducted the interviews, is Tanzanian and fluent in
both languages. The interviews were recorded and transcribed, translated and analysed.
The analysis process followed an inductive approach, which extracted themes and
issues to concentrate upon (Glaser and Strauss 1967). A narrative structuring method
was used for analysis: the narrative style is a powerful method of capturing different
aspects of our lives without undermining the role of social or material aspects in
contributing to stability and change (Golsorkhi et al. 2015). Following the narrative
style, our analysis consisted of four main stages that are: summarizing, clustering,
displaying and narrating (Pan and Tan 2011). The summarising stage was through
unitizing, which is a coding operation where information is extracted from the text.
Hence, this produced units of analysis, which are interview segments that range from
phrase/sentence to paragraph. Then, the clustering stage where the units were cate-
gorised which gave rise to themes such as: WhatsApp group communication, social
media marketing, feedback and social media management. Though codes and themes
were produced, Saunders et al. (2009) suggest that the narrative style should focus on
the originally told form rather than fragmentation, which is done through coding and
themes. In addition, Kvale (1996) suggest that narrative structuring should ensure that
data is organised temporally while regarding social and organisational context, thus,
focusing the story and plots.

5 Findings

In both telecom organisations, social media practice was similar; this section will
provide a narrative of social media practice within the two telecom organisations.
Different social media applications such as Facebook, twitter, Instagram, YouTube and
WhatsApp are common in both organisations. Other examples of social media use
within these companies include blogs and social forums such as Jamiiforums, but on a
very minimal scale. In general, there are two distinctive ways in which these social
media applications are used by the two telecom organisations. These are for external
communication, which is associated with marketing, and for internal communication.
External communication is communication between the organisation and the customers
or the general public. Facebook, Instagram, YouTube, twitter and blogs are used for
external communication. The WhatsApp application is used for internal communica-
tion. Internal communication is communication taking place inside the organisation
between employees within the organisation.
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The Human Resources Manager at Kurwa explains the social media practice as
follows.

We have not encouraged people to use social media, nevertheless what we have done we said it
should be used for marketing. That is what we have accomplished to this point. Although
indirectly we use WhatsApp when we have something to share, work. We share in WhatsApp
groups with different people for instance finance or other departments. – Human Resources
Manager, Kurwa.

As can be deduced from the quote above, social media is intended to be used for
marketing specifically. However, informally, WhatsApp is also used internally for
work purposes although there is no apparent set procedures or requirements in place to
use it for this purpose. The internal and external use shows how a social media
application can be identified by the role it plays in an organisation. For example,
Facebook, twitter, Instagram can form a category of applications used for external use
while WhatsApp application can be categorised as application used for internal use.

Social media applications that are used for external communication help the
organisations with functions such as marketing (as abovementioned), public relations
and provides a means of getting feedback from customers. These social media plat-
forms used for external communications are carefully selected by the custodians of the
organisation communication. Kurwa’s Public Relations Manager and Product Devel-
opment Manager expand on this as follows:

There are many social media but we have selected a few. We chose those, which we can work
with them in an easy way. We look at those, which we can do filtering, we can follow up, we can
change people ideas, we can get people opinion, and we can ban bad information. –Public
Relation Manager, Kurwa.

Customers provide feedback through different social media platforms, the groups and social
media pages, which our PR manage. We are on Facebook, twitter YouTube, Instagram and
Jamii forums. We on different platforms and we use them to gather feedbacks, complains, and
desires of customers. Sometimes we answer all their questions. Therefore, we communicate
with customers through these platforms. Hence, we use the platform to help the customers. –
Product Development Manager, Kurwa.

The WhatsApp application, which is associated with internal communication,
involves staff communicating with other staff either on a one-to-one basis or through
groups. The group communication has significantly enhanced collaboration and
teamwork within the telecom organisations. In addition, WhatsApp works in parallel
with email communication. In some instances, WhatsApp communication substitutes
email while at other times WhatsApp communication complements email communi-
cation. Although WhatsApp communication is informal and there is no formalised
processes in place regarding how and when it should be used, it is a more popular
means of communication across departments and organisational levels when compared
to formal means such as email communication. This is the case because WhatsApp is
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faster and easier to use and access than email. Hence, WhatsApp communication
facilitates quick solutions which consequently speeds up processes and enhances staff
collaboration. Below are some of the explanations that narrate the use of WhatsApp
within the telecom organisations in Tanzania:

Those are initiative of individual departments. For example, we from regional branches every
unit has its own WhatsApp group. Where they can share work related issues, jokes and do
whatever. – Regional Manager, Kurwa.

Our office uses WhatsApp. I have a WhatsApp group of eight people we update each other. Not
everything you can share through email. Not all the people are using the email. For instance,
there are eight customer services but the computers are two. This means some people do not
have email system but they are using WhatsApp because it is modern, easy to communicate
anything in the office. This is just an example of my office, but in the zone, there are many
groups. There is a social group and work group. When I look at my phone I have not less than
eight groups and they are all related to work. It simplifies because when you need information
in time the phone is nearby. Someone is in Dar es Salaam [headquarters] and is requesting
how many agents do you have in your branch. When you send it on WhatsApp group, it
becomes easy because everyone shares that information in time. – Branch Manager, Dotto.

Confidential issues go through email. That is the relation. Email is the most formal commu-
nication and WhatsApp is more for business updates, direction, asking guidance or way for-
ward. – Zonal Manager, Dotto.

The distinction between the use of WhatsApp and other social media applications
(Facebook, twitter and Instagram) within the telecom organisations is significant.
Primarily, the WhatsApp communication is an individual initiative and the organisation
has very little control over this form of communication. Thus, it can be rationalised that
WhatsApp communication is a practice that emerges from the employees. In addition,
although the management has no formal means like policy or procedures to use
emerging social media practices like WhatsApp communication, it appears that the
organisation is using an interactive way to encourage the positive use of social media,
for instance the use of WhatsApp for assisting work processes as indicated above by
the Zonal manager of Dotto.

Distinctively, Facebook, twitter and Instagram, which are used for external com-
munication, have a formal recognition within the organisation. The two telecom
organisations have official accounts on these platforms and management of these
accounts is centralised from the headquarters. The centralisation of social media is a
means of controlling practice associated with these applications, consequently enacting
a formal status in the following ways. First, individual branches are not allowed to open
any account on social media that represents the organisation. Through this restriction,
the organisation can maintain a single voice that represents the organisation in
respective platforms. Second, centralisation indicates the formal organisation role in the
use of social media through backing up with resources such as personnel who manage
the social media accounts. The following insights provide an interpretation on the state
of social media applications that are used for external communication:

I can say that we have officialised social media because we use them for business marketing.
Although we need to restrict some comments. Some comments spoil everything and may affect
other people’s decision. That is the greatest challenge we are facing. It needs to be open but too
open is also biased. – Human Resources Manager, Kurwa.
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We have centralised social media, we do not allow our branches to have social media. It is
difficult to manage social media from different user and whatever they have needs to represent
one Kurwa. – Marketing Manager, Kurwa.

They collect all the feedback and they will come and say that we get this complains about you
(branch). Perhaps, there is an incidence has happened in your branch, they will call me or
email me and ask me if am aware of that incidence. Therefore, we might be told to change
something or do this when that happens. – Double Road Manager, Dotto.

The above findings have highlighted the state of social media in two telecom
organisations in Tanzania. It has shown a distinction between social media applica-
tions, with the WhatsApp application supporting internal communication while Face-
book, Instagram, and twitter support external communication. The next section will
discuss the findings in conjunction with the literature and the practice theory.

6 Discussion

This section aims to discuss the findings using a practice perspective to explore the
relationship between social media applications and their function within the two
organisations. The findings reveal that social media applications are used to accomplish
a particular task. For instance, Facebook, Instagram and twitter are used for commu-
nication with the customer hence supporting some of the marketing functions such as
maintaining customer relationships and receiving feedback. Similarly, the WhatsApp
application is used as means for internal communication between staff. From Kaplan
and Haenlein’s (2010) classification, we observe that applications with high self-
disclosure and presentation are used for external purposes such as marketing while
WhatsApp, which has low self-disclosure and presentation, is used for internal com-
munication. On the other hand, it can also be argued that the solutions offered by the
application determines their role. For example, the WhatsApp groups help collabora-
tion between staff whereas applications such as Facebook, twitter and Instagram that
allow posting are used for advertising and marketing – this corresponds with Pisko-
rski’s (2014) argument that a social media application becomes popular due to the
solution that it brings. Thus, in essence, the social media applications are adopted for
functions in which they were designed for, i.e. twitter, Facebook and Instagram are
designed with an external outlook to support mass and open communication which
orients them as marketing tools. Whereas the WhatsApp application is designed for
private communication giving it an internal position within organisation communica-
tion. In theory, this suggests that the use of social media is an appropriation of structure
inscribed in the application (Orlikowski 2000). In practice, this emphasises the need to
understand the structure inscribed within the social media application to understand
their role in an organisation. Thus, following Culnan et al. (2010) suggestion that
organisations should be mindful when adopting social media, these findings suggest
that mindful adoption can be done by examining the structures inscribed within the
social media application.
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In addition, the findings highlight how social media is extending the scope of IS
within the telecom organisations. First, the WhatsApp communication that is done
through personal mobile devices substitutes and complements the corporate IT
infrastructure. WhatsApp has been used in parallel with the email system in the
organisation, it has also enabled the incorporation of staff who had no access to
organisational IT infrastructure (i.e. computers) consequently filling that gap. Besides
the deficiency of computers (corporate IT infrastructure), the branch manager of Dotto
suggests things like mobility design and easiness as reasons for rise of WhatsApp
communication in the company. This means that even those with computers tend to
substitute or complement their formal/email communication with WhatsApp. This
signifies the importance of materiality and the contextual arrangements as reasons for
WhatsApp practice in the telecom organisations. Thus, the contextual arrangement of
IT infrastructure influences the performance of social media in the organisations. This
finding contrasts with Braojos- Gomez et al.’s (2015) argument that organisational IT
infrastructure is positively related to social media competence, as the findings in this
study suggest that social media conducted through personal devices can be a substitute
of organisational IT infrastructure.

Additionally, the findings show that social media models new practices. For
example, the zonal manager from Dotto explains thee distinctive ways in which they
practice their communication by describing what sort of communication goes through
email and what goes through WhatsApp. Likewise, Facebook, twitter and Instagram
have shaped how customer service is carried out as the organisations gather feedback,
complaints and desires of the customers. These new practices, which are engendered by
social media, are significant because they influence the way organisations operate and
consequently the way in which value is created. The practice perspective focuses on
repetitive activities (Orlikowski 2000) because such activities influence strategic out-
comes of the organisation (Jarzabkowski 2005). For example, through practice of
gathering and responding to feedback, complains and desires of customer from social
media the telecom organisations can attain strategic outcomes such as increasing
customer satisfaction.

Furthermore, the cases of the telecom organisations show an ‘application role’
based strategizing method for social media. From the practice of the organisations, the
social media applications which supported external communication had a formal
procedural guidance (e.g. Facebook), while for internal WhatsApp communication it
was a form of interactive strategizing such as encouraging positive use. Thus, different
social media applications are engendering different forms of strategizing such as formal
strategizing for applications that have an external role and interactive strategizing for
applications with an internal role. In general, this suggests that it is rational for an
organisation to develop social media strategies by focusing on the role that social media
plays in an organisation, rather than having a collective social media strategy which
contains complications of the ‘one size fits all’ approach.
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Lastly, with regards to our research question - do different social media platforms
create different organisational practices? - the above discussion shows how classifi-
cation, for instance by Kaplan and Haenlein (2010), can relate a social media appli-
cation with its role within an organisation. Similarly, Kietzmann et al.’s (2011)
classification can help to explain why application functions such as group functionality
of WhatsApp is popular within the organisation. Likewise, this can also help to explain
why applications such as Facebook, twitter and Instagram - which have the functions of
presence, sharing and reputation - are useful for marketing and external communication
purposes. Furthermore, the discussion has shown how the contextual arrangement and
classification of social media applications are important in understanding the rela-
tionship between the application and the role it plays in organisations; thus, contextual
arrangement acts as a moderating factor. Therefore, it can be argued that the classifi-
cation of social media applications and contextual arrangement can help to determine
the role that an application plays within the organisation. This has practical implica-
tions on social media strategy as it can help executives with the selection of social
media applications for the organisation, which is a crucial part of developing social
media strategy (Culnan et al. 2010). Also, by understanding the role that each social
media application is playing within an organisation, this can help the organisation to
decide a form of strategizing; for instance, through a procedural or an interactive way.

7 Conclusion

Social media represents one of the most dynamic forms of information technology in
contemporary organisations. The various forms it takes and the functions it performs is
a perplexity facing organisations’ executives. Efforts to understand the technology are
important for helping executives to develop strategy. This research has shown how
different social media applications play different roles within organisations engendering
different forms strategizing such as formal (procedural) strategizing for applications
which had an external role and informal (interactive) strategizing for applications that
had an internal role. Thus, this signifies the importance of differentiating social media
applications by classifying them to assist in identifying the types of practices that can
manifest within organisations. Therefore, this is significant for strategy development as
it helps in the selection of social media platforms. Culnan et al. (2010) identifies
mindful adoption as an initial and crucial stage in developing social media strategy.
Also, this study highlights the importance of the environment in which the selected
social media is going to be appropriated. Evidence presented in our research is just an
indication; future research can advance this study by exploring the relationship between
the different organisational practices, i.e. formal and informal, engendered by different
social media types and the development of organisational strategies. Lastly, future
research may explore the impact of social media applications such as WhatsApp on
creating blurred boundaries between work and play, which is something highlighted in
this study.
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