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The Use of Social Media in Supporting the Development of Open Organizations for Innovation  

Abstract 

Open systems theory purports to offer many benefits related to developing an innovative and sustainable 

organization. In this paper, we examine if collaborative tools afford a move towards a more open 

orientated organizational form that can support innovation capability and the issues that need to be 

managed in the process. Constructs that characterize open systems are identified from the literature and 

these are used to frame the case analyses on the nature of collaborative tools and changing organizational 

forms. The validity of the open systems concept is explored through an examination of three case studies.  

Although collaborative tools offer potential organizational benefits, issues exist in relation to its 

management and use that can circumscribe its impact. Collaborative tools were used in contexts where 

there was a weak understanding of open systems concepts and this resulted in a weak conceptual strategy. 

The lack of methodological guidance on how to use collaborative tools to become more open was a 

significant issue. The combination of these two issues created a number of implementation problems 

including lack of widespread participation and an inability to obtain and leverage knowledge via 

collaborative tools to improve innovation. The paper highlights that a tool focused collaborative systems 

approach produces less effective integration of collaborative tools and creates problems in moving to an 

a more open organizational form.  
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The Use of Social Media in Supporting the Development of Open Organizations for Innovation 

 

Abstract 

Open systems theory purports to offer many benefits related to developing an innovative and sustainable 

organization. In this paper, we examine if collaborative tools afford a move towards a more open 

orientated organizational form that can support innovation capability and the issues that need to be 

managed in the process. Constructs that characterize open systems are identified from the literature and 

these are used to frame the case analyses on the nature of collaborative tools and changing organizational 

forms. The validity of the open systems concept is explored through an examination of three case studies.  

Although collaborative tools offer potential organizational benefits, issues exist in relation to its 

management and use that can circumscribe its impact. Collaborative tools were used in contexts where 

there was a weak understanding of open systems concepts and this resulted in a weak conceptual strategy. 

The lack of methodological guidance on how to use collaborative tools to become more open was a 

significant issue. The combination of these two issues created a number of implementation problems 

including lack of widespread participation and an inability to obtain and leverage knowledge via 

collaborative tools to improve innovation. The paper highlights that a tool focused collaborative systems 

approach produces less effective integration of collaborative tools and creates problems in moving to an 

a more open organizational form.  

Introduction 

An organization’s capability in acquiring and managing information and knowledge is closely associated 

with its innovation performance (Frishammar & Horte, 2005). Recent research has highlighted the 

significance of collaborative social networks in fostering organizational innovation representing a 

paradigm shift in the conceptualization of innovation processes to a more open platform (Dahlander, & 

Gann, 2010; Smart, Bessant, & Gupta, 2007). Open systems interact extensively with their environments 
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and use the knowledge to bring about purposeful change (Emery, 2010). Researchers argue that innovation 

processes require the support of collaborative technologies because they help in the efficient storage and 

retrieval of codified knowledge, bring people together to innovate, enable the formation of virtual teams 

to carry out the innovation process and create an organizational climate that favors product innovation 

(Kohler et al., 2009; Sharif, Irani, & Lloyd, 2007). Social media, because of its collaborative principles, 

have been proposed as having the potential to support open systems that can support innovation 

(Jarvenpaa, Staples, & Teigland, 2015; Dahlander, & Gann, 2010; Kane, Alavi, Labianca, & Borgatti, 

2014). Without a strategy and process for using enterprise social media the results are likely to be 

disappointing and so there is a need for research in the area (Lam, Cheung & Cheng, 2016). We argue 

that open systems theory provides a basis for using social media in organisations to improve innovation. 

 

This paper investigates the potential of social media technologies to support an open organizational form 

that facilitates innovation. The specific question we seek to answer is: What is the role of social media in 

supporting the development of open organizations for innovation? Social media are increasingly being 

used on a corporate level to interact with clients, suppliers and customers and can facilitate the exchange 

of information and knowledge in a collaborative and cost effective manner (Fischer & Reuber, 2011). 

However, research has highlighted difficulties in realizing the benefits of social media adoption (Miranda, 

Kim, & Summers, 2015; Standing & Kiniti, 2011) and there is a gap related to the use of social media to 

improve openness to support sustainable innovation (Lam, Cheung & Cheng, 2017).  

The basic proposition of open systems theory is that open systems have permeable boundaries and 

consequently are open to their environments (Emery, 2000, 2004, 2010; Bertalanffy, 1950). At the 

organizational level, an organization learns from its environment and implements plans to be more 

effective in this environment, a form of purposeful adaption. The implication of open systems theory is 

that the more an organization can be purposively adaptive within its environment the more effective it 

will be as an organization. Organisations must have some open characteristics to function but 
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organisations differ in that they have varying degrees of openness in terms of interactions with the 

environment. An organization’s environmental interactions include strategic alliances, supply chain 

partnerships, customer relationships, and professional and industry networks. The effectiveness of these 

ties is often critical to the success of an organization due to their role in acquiring information and 

knowledge that can be used for organizational improvement and innovation (Yang, Watkins & Marsick, 

2004). However, inter-organizational relationships and communication with external groups including 

customers are often hindered because of a lack of motivation or the inability to absorb and transfer 

knowledge (Larsson, Bengtsson, Hennriksson, Sparks, 1998).  

 

There are conceptual links between social media, open systems theory and open innovation that have not 

been fully explored. Open systems theory provides an integrated theory for creating and exchanging 

knowledge and knowledge exchange is a fundamental basis of open innovation. The term ‘open 

innovation’ describes innovation from three different process perspectives inside-out, outside-in and 

coupled (Agarwal & Selen, 2011; Enkel, Gassmann, & Chesbrough, 2009). The inside-out process refers 

to earning profits by bringing ideas to market, and transferring ideas to the outside environment. The 

outside-in process integrates suppliers, customers and external knowledge sources to enrich the 

organisation’s knowledge base, and the coupled process refers to co-creation through alliances, 

cooperation, and joint ventures where some project flexibility and negotiation is crucial for the success of 

the project (Enkel et al., 2009). Although there has been much interest in open innovation in recent years 

(Gassmann, Enkel & Chesborough, 2010), and links between openness and innovation have been shown 

to exist (Laursen, & Salter, 2006) an integrated conceptual basis is still in need of further exploration 

(Dahlander & Gann, 2010). 

 

The euphoria in research surrounding enterprise social media use has subsided and been replaced by the 

issues, challenges and problems associated with its use. Yet, organizational benefits can be significant 
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with mindful strategies and implementation (Jarvenpaa, Staples, & Teigland, 2015). The following section 

examines open systems as a conceptual basis for using social media in organizations with the aim of 

improving innovation. The research design for the case studies is explained before the findings are 

presented. The discussion summarises the main findings from the case studies and includes 

recommendations and challenges related to the role of social media in supporting open organizations for 

innovation. 

 

Open Systems Theory, Open Organisations and Social Media 

This section of the paper explains how social media can be used to support open organisations, particularly 

to innovate.  Social media make use of range of tools. They are generally interactive tools such as wikis 

and blogs, communication tools such as Twitter, Yammer, YouTube and Facebook, and business 

networking tools such as LinkedIn and Viadeo. Social media use has been widely adopted on a personal 

level for social interaction and is increasingly being used in organizations. The latter is seen as 

contributing to better internal communication and improved relationships with customers (Luo, Zhang & 

Duan, 2013, Hajli, 2014; Agnihotri, Dingus, Hu, & Krush, 2016). Social media use within a corporate 

setting has also been proposed as a way to overcome some of the problems associated with creating, 

sharing and managing knowledge (Ellison, Gibbs, & Weber, 2015; Lam, Yeung, & Cheng, 2016). 

However, the literature reports that many efforts to adopt and use social media in organizations fail to 

deliver the intended benefits (Gibbs, Rozaidi, & Eisenberg, 2013; Wu, 2013; Aral, Dellarocas, & Godes, 

2013; Standing & Kiniti, 2011). Key reasons for the failures include the lack of collaborative work 

practices (Kaplan, & Haenlein 2010).  

 

Interacting with the environment 

Approaches in organizational research built upon open systems principles as it became widely 

acknowledged that organizations need to interact with their environment and these principles were 
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integrated into managerial decision-making (Allen and Sawhney, 2010). Emery (2004) expresses the 

nature of a system’s relationship with its environment in terms of planning and learning. The system 

components interact with the environment through planning activities and the system learns from the 

environment (figure 1). Knowledge brought into the organization must be shared and assimilated to bring 

about a change in organizational culture. Although open systems theory posits that an organization adapts 

to the environment, it does not preclude organizations from determining their future states. Adaptation in 

this sense involves a form of environmental scanning and the implementation of proactive and purposeful 

planned actions. In doing this, an organization transforms itself and exists in a continual, dynamic state of 

self-production (Mingers, 2002). Social media technologies enable organizations to interact with the 

environment both internally and across organizational boundaries (Luo, Zhang & Duan, 2013) and should 

enable an organization to improve environmental interaction, learn from the environment and proactively 

plan along open systems theory principles.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1: A model of an open system (Emery, 2004) 
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Open systems are seen as a basis for managing organizational complexity (Anderson, 1999). 

Organizational complexity is assessed by the number of activities or subsystems within an organization 

(Daft, 1992). This includes the number of levels in an organizational hierarchy (vertical complexity), the 

number of departments (horizontal complexity) and the number of geographical locations (spatial 

complexity). From an environmental perspective, complexity is related to the number of external tasks 

that have to be managed simultaneously (Scott, 1992). Given that alliances and partnerships can be 

complex relationships to manage social media have significant potential as supporting technologies. For 

example, social media flattens hierarchical structures, assuages problems of distance and time zones, and 

is a many-to-many channel within and external to an organization. 

 

Open systems and culture 

Although open systems describe organization structure they also impact on organizational culture.  

Bringing about cultural change is inherent in the open systems concept (Emery, 2000). Open systems 

principles and their reliance on interconnections with the external environment facilitate cultural change 

within organizations as information and knowledge is transferred and begins to influence norms, values 

and behavior over time. From a partnership or alliance perspective this has advantages since the ‘system’ 

is more able to dynamically adapt to its environment not just in terms of structure and knowledge but also 

in terms of its collective ‘mindset’. Social media tools can be used as supporting mechanisms for achieving 

this because of their capability to facilitate the creation and sharing of ideas both internally and externally 

at many points of contact (Huang, Baptista & Galliers 2013) and because of their embedded collaborative 

work values and practices (Kiron et al. 2012).  

 

Open systems and learning 

Open systems theory emphasizes the learning that must take place for organizations to purposively adapt 

to their environment (Emery, 2004). Senge (1990) took a systems thinking approach explaining that an 
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organization exhibits adaptive capacity and generativity (the ability to create alternative futures). Within 

this view, learning at the individual and team levels are stressed and this can be supported by social media 

(Standing, Standing, & Law, 2013). A strategic view of learning emphasizes the organizational skills to 

create, acquire, and transfer knowledge and then modifying organizational behavior to reflect new 

knowledge and insights (Garvin, 1993). Goh (1998) also saw the ability to transfer knowledge across 

organizational boundaries as important along with shared vision, leadership, a culture that encourages 

experimentation, teamwork and collaboration. 

 

Yang, Watkins, & Marsick (2004) examined the key constructs that form the concept of the learning in 

organizations. Their results show that individual and group level learning activities (continuous learning, 

dialogue and inquiry, team learning, and empowerment) had indirect significant effects on organizational 

outcomes. System connection, embedded system, and the provision of leadership for learning (top 

management support) are three organizational factors that serve as mediators of the relations between the 

individual learning activities and organizational outcomes. Except for provide leadership for learning 

which was in fact the only variable that had direct influence on financial performance, the others, including 

embedded system and system connection affected financial performance indirectly through knowledge 

performance. Their work also highlights that individual knowledge sharing needs to improve before group 

level and organizational impacts are possible. Social media systems need to be implemented and used 

with an agenda for change and improvement, in the open systems terminology of Ackoff and Emery 

(1972) they need to be the technology part of purposeful systems. 

 

Knowledge and its effective management are seen as a pre-requisite of innovation.  Research has 

recognized that to achieve competitive advantage organizations need to understand what they know and 

what they need to know (Zack, 1999). Further, innovation through knowledge acquisition should impact 

on the organization’s bottom line (Standing & Kiniti, 2011). This is only likely to happen if organizations 
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understand how knowledge creates value (McIver, et al. 2013; Yang, Watkins & Marsick, 2004). 

Corporate social media use has been viewed as an open innovation approach to acquire and share external 

knowledge (Du, Yalcinkaya, & Bstieler, 2016). Social media innovation hubs for example access 

knowledge from diverse sources and support innovation in a wide network (Mount & Martinez, 2014). 

Firms can access market and technical information about customers and products to better understand 

current and future market needs and develop innovative solutions and products that cannot be achieved 

by relying on internal sources. Social media can also speed up the development of new products (Du, 

Yalcinkaya, & Bstieler, 2016). 

 

Methodology  

In order to investigate the relationship between social media use and its impact on organizational 

effectiveness we analyse three different case studies (Silverman, 2000) of organizations using and 

experimenting with social media. We used the characteristics of open systems theory explained earlier in 

the paper to develop the interview questions. The interview data is the primary source for the case analysis 

and is consistent with the qualitative research approach and methods followed by Wynn and  Williams 

(2012), Marion, Friar, and Simpson (2013) and Karjalainen and Snelders (2010). 

 

The case study organizations were deliberately chosen (purposive) because of their use of social media 

internally and externally with stakeholders and they represent different industry sectors with different 

competitive environments (Silverman, 2000). The latter was important because we wanted to examine the 

value of open systems concepts from the literature in different organizational contexts. The case study 

method was used because it enables the exploration of social media use in organizational contexts (Yin, 

2009). Cases also provided us with information about the organisations in relation to their objectives and 

type of business. The researchers could then investigate and explore their use of social media and how 

they impacted on the various features of openness. Cases enabled the researchers to explore the “why?” 

and “how?” questions in relation to the organisations’ use of social media (Silverman, 2000; Yin, 2009) 
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and enabled the researchers to obtain illustrations and examples from each organization. The selection 

criteria for the organizations included the significant use of social media, a user of social media for over 

a year rather than being a new user and different sectors to highlight the possibility of different objectives 

and demands. All three organizations agreed to participate because they were interested in reading the 

findings of the study. The participants in each organization were selected based upon their own use of 

social media and their knowledge of their organization’s experiences with social media, including the 

benefits and barriers in its use. After interviewing several senior people we requested names and email 

addresses of other employees to interview and sent an email to them requesting participation. The case 

interviews were undertaken on the premises of the interviewees during normal office hours and lasted 

between 50 to 60 minutes. We maintained an observer role and did not participate in discussions in order 

to make recommendations within the organizations. At the start of the interviews interviewees were asked 

for their personal work experiences with social media, including the applications they interacted with. The 

questions asked of participants were related to the open systems constructs but were expressed in relation 

to their work context and expressed in language appropriate for their practice domain. These included: 

 Has social media increased the level of information sharing internally and externally and 

whether/how that is used to bring about change? 

 Does social media reduce information asymmetry in organizational relationships? 

 Does social media support the management of complexity (vertical, horizontal and geographic 

complexity)? 

 What is the relationship between collaborative culture and using social media? 

 Has social media use supported continuous organizational learning and reflection? 

 Does social media have an impact on organizational performance? 

 

The questions asked about the process of using social media as well as the outcomes and impact of their 

use. Each question was followed with the request for examples and further explanation when needed (Yin, 
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2009). The interviews were recorded with the permission of the interviewees and transcribed later. The 

interviews were recorded and transcribed verbatim to allow for nuances in the interviews to be apparent 

in the text. The interviewees’ details were coded to allow for anonymity, although all interviewees were 

aware that it might be possible to identify them from the content of the text. A grounded coding scheme 

was developed through analyzing the responses to the questions with two of the researchers coding 

independently and then coming together to compare schemes. Any differences were identified and 

resolved or accommodated through further analysis. We were guided by the work of Urquhart, Lehmann 

and Myers (2010) in this process who state that grounded theory studies can have a theoretical basis where 

the aim is to enhance theory as in our study but that the researchers should have an open mind when 

analyzing the data and not force the findings to fit the theory. 

 

The case study organizations are a library of a major university in Australia (Oz_Library), a leading 

Australian consulting company (KM_Services), and a Malaysian animation company. All three 

organizations had experimented with a range of social media initiatives over a number of years. We 

interviewed eleven employees at the consulting firm KM_Services (table 1). These included senior 

partners and consultants. We focused on social media strategy and use and included some people who 

were infrequent users of social media. We interviewed twelve people at Oz_Library. Those interviewed 

included those using social media frequently and several who used social media less. Twelve people were 

interviewed at Animation Central including managers responsible for managing social media applications.  

Organisation Number of Participants Roles of participants 

KM_Services 11 2 Senior Partners,  4 

Senior Managers, 5 

Consultants 

Oz_Library 12 Head librarian, 5 Senior 

Librarians,  6 Librarians 

Animation Central 12 Ceo, 4 seniors managers, 3 

Designers, 4 Animators 
 

Table 1: People interviewed in the cases 
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The formal interviews were supplemented with many other less formal interactions, meetings and 

discussions. The transcriptions were analysed on a conceptual level using a qualitative content analysis 

approach to classify responses to the questions (Yin, 2009). Two researchers analysed the transcripts and 

classified the responses according to the key perspectives. Following guidelines proposed by Urquhart, 

Lehmann and Myers (2010) our literature review played a role in understanding the responses from 

participants. An example of our coding approach is shown in table 2. In this process we identified from 

the transcripts mention of varying levels of social media use, and the properties are features of the theme. 

Any anomalies between the researchers were resolved through discussion and re-analysis of the transcripts 

(Krippendorf, 2004), if this process did not resolve the ambiguity then the interviewee was contacted 

again to clarify the point. The context of the organization was researched through analyzing company 

reports, media releases, and web sites, including their social media presence (Crotty, 1998). The context 

is important to provide an historical and multi-leveled perspective to the artifact (social media) being 

researched (Yin, 2009).  

 

Open code theme Properties Examples of participants’ 

words 

Partial information sharing via 

social media 

Sharing ideas externally 

Sharing ideas internally 

Time to use social media 

Non-participation by some 

working 

 

Some senior staff struggle with 

social media 

Participation (in social media) is 

not as high as we would like 

We are better at sharing 

(information via social media) 

internally than externally 

It is difficult to integrate social 

media into your daily work 

It’s (social media) helped us 

connect better with fans 

We don’t use it a lot internally 

 

Table 2: An example of data coding 

Case Organisations 

KM_services is a country wide business and consulting company with offices in all of the major cities in 

Australia. Its work takes place across all sectors of the economy and has over 5000 employees with 
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revenue over $1 billion. The firm is proactive in developing new products and services and is also a leader 

in using information and communication technology throughout the firm to generate new income sources. 

In 2009, the firm embarked an ambitious plan to be major users of social media to improve innovation 

levels. Senior staff planned to develop at least a third of the new products and services within two years. 

The social media tools adopted included Yammer, Twitter, Facebook, corporate wikis, crowdsourcing 

tools and specialized mobile applications developed in-house. Yammer is used as a corporate social 

networking tool to exchange information, ideas and knowledge within the organization and sub-groups 

have been formed around departments, interests and projects. 

 

Oz_library is the library of a large university with over 20,000 full and part-time students. In 2007, the 

library embarked on a plan to use social media including Facebook, Twitter and professional blogs with 

20 library staff. However after a year the library’s Facebook presence was deemed to be a potential source 

of conflict with the university’s Facebook page and it was closed down. This meant that the library’s 

social media involvement was restricted for several years until they were given the go ahead to use social 

media to improve the level of interaction with students and staff. The aim has been to interact directly 

with students and staff at the university to inform stakeholders about the library’s offerings and obtain 

useful information and recommendations from library users. The overall strategy is driven by client 

service and the need to be more interactive with library users. 

 

Les Copaque is a Kula Lumpur animation company formed in 2005. The name was derived from local 

Malay-English slang "last kopek" which means "final chance", which was modified to appear as a French 

phrase. Their most notable animations are based around the adventures of young twins Upin and Ipin. 

These series of animations have achieved national recognition with many millions of viewers per episode. 

Les Copaque has gone on to develop a ninety-minute animation film called Geng based around the 

characters. Their animations have sold extensively internationally including, Indonesia, Brunei, Turkey 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/French_language
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and Middle Eastern countries. The company has developed merchandise, theme parks and a chain of fast 

food cafes. The firm uses social media extensively to connect with their viewers and fans using YouTube, 

Facebook, twitter, Line, Instagram and blogs. 

 

Findings 

The findings from the case study organizations are explained in relation to the main themes that emerged 

from the grounded analysis. Each organization is examined in turn to provide adequate insight into their 

experiences with social media. A number of themes emerged across the cases and we have structured the 

findings according to them: social media and partial information sharing, lack of disclosure via social 

media, social media creates its own complexity, lack of recognition given to collaborative culture needed 

for social media use, accelerated learning for some but not others, and benefits of social media being real 

but lacked an integrated strategy. Each organization was different in the way it used social media and 

these differences are discussed both in the findings and the discussion. 

 

Social media and partial information sharing 

KM_Services: KM_Services uses social media to support the development of new products and services. 

This is a deliberate strategy to involve more employees and external clients in the planning and 

development within the innovation process. Yammer is used internally to keep employees informed, share 

ideas and to obtain feedback on ideas through a simple voting option in the software. The sharing of 

suggestions and ideas across a large number of their employees allows a quick, early innovation stage to 

take place. If ideas appear to be popular then a small amount of money will be used to develop the idea 

further into a prototype or a set of slides that can be used in discussions. For example, the firm asked 

employees “what are the dumbest things we do?” and this received a large number of responses that were 

analyzed with a view to making organizational improvements. A senior employee explained: “Yammer 

serves as an ideation platform for floating new strategies or new areas of business we may wish to 
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consider but has also been taken up by more junior employees for floating their own ideas and getting 

feedback. Importantly, as a tool Yammer is sticky, friendly, and simple and its use becomes addictive”.  

 

The open knowledge exchange approach used by KM_Services is a deliberate approach to try and keep 

ahead of the competition. Twitter has been used to promote ideas both internally within the organization 

and externally for such things as conference promotion to clients. The intention is to maintain a continual 

flow of information in and out of the organization but more success has been obtained using social media 

internally rather than with clients who were more likely to read and observe than contribute information 

and knowledge. Wikis are used to work internally on projects and externally with clients to share 

documents and links related to specific projects. Facebook is used as a public face for KM_Services to 

disseminate information to clients and potential clients. Crowdsourcing tools have been used for client 

projects to obtain suggestions from their customers. 

 

Oz_Library: Oz_Library’s involvement with social media is still at a developmental stage after a period 

when the central administration curtailed its use. Although knowledge and information gained via social 

media are used by individuals in making decisions and recommendations it is used less formally as an 

environmental scanning tool to form strategy and change policies and procedures.  Nonetheless, the 

approach to interact more with library users emphasizes a desire to develop two-way exchanges of 

information and become a more open and dynamic system. 

 

The library uses a range of social media to interact with students and staff outside of the library, and it is 

used on a professional basis to interact with people in their professional networks. The relaying of this 

type of information is done on an ad-hoc basis with some staff acting as champions for knowledge sharing. 

Twitter is used to publicize events to students and to obtain feedback on library services and answer 

questions. Four staff members are now in charge of Twitter feed as before when it wasn’t anyone’s 
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responsibility tweets were only sent infrequently. The library also follows other Twitter accounts in the 

university to keep in touch with what is happening in those areas. The library’s news and events now feed 

into the university’s Facebook page. Flickr has been used to present photographs of how to use the library 

as a training guide. Yammer is used internally to share information and knowledge between library staff. 

Some of the library staff are extensive users of social media on a personal level and they explain that it is 

one way of keeping on top of the latest trends in the sector and for also developing a professional network 

that can be used for finding answers to questions. In this respect, it has been an empowering exercise for 

those that have been proactive in its adoption. The decline in the number of students using the library has 

led to the exploration of new ways to engage with students and social media was adopted because of its 

perceived popularity with students. Some staff were struggling to integrate social media in their working 

day and processes and thought the guidelines on its use and importance were as yet unclear: “It’s easy to 

let a few days go past without posting if I am busy, it’s not easy to find a slot for it sometimes (Librarian).” 

 

Animation Central: Social media are used by Animation Central to develop and interact with their 

animations’ fan base. Feedback on their products is one driver of social media adoption. For example, 

posting their shorter animations on YouTube enables the firm to obtain feedback on what people liked 

and disliked about them. Corporate blogs are used to float ideas and invite responses from their fans. 

However, their Facebook page for Upin and Ipin is by far the most popular social media application with 

over 10 million likes. This feedback obtained from social media are used to develop not just future 

animations but merchandise also. 

 

Animation Central does not have a formal knowledge management strategy. The main driver of social 

media use is to create a vibrant online fan community. In the process of developing this online community 

knowledge is obtained from fans about their likes and preferences but this information is not part of an 

overall knowledge management strategy: “We float ideas online on social media and get the views of fans. 
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It sometimes confirms what we are thinking (Animator).” Facebook and YouTube enables knowledge to 

be obtained from fans and given their large number acts as a simple form of crowdsourcing strategy. As 

the firm doesn’t use social media internally, knowledge about what fans like is communicated on an ad-

hoc basis although it is discussed at senior levels ad is used to plan future episodes and projects. 

 

Lack of disclosure via social media 

KM_Services: KM_Services adopted social media to involve more people in the innovation process. In 

the idea generation stage some information and knowledge is disseminated related to each suggestion. 

However, the focus is not information provision either internally or externally to the organization. The 

knowledge exchange process is more focused on idea development than explanation and information 

dissemination.  Senior managers are unclear what type of information is required by employees and clients 

and thought that it was gap in their strategy: “we need to find out what information could be provided to 

external partners and clients, as it is we don’t do this well.” (Senior manager) 

 

Oz_Library: Librarians using social media informed students of events and news about services offered. 

It was thought that many students were lacking information on current library services. However, social 

media was not used to focus on specific issues and provide information to students to involve them in 

solutions. Some Oz_Libary staff internally disseminated information via Yammer (using links) obtained 

from outside sources to plug knowledge gaps and blogs had been used to provide insights to students on 

library activities. Although Oz_Library makes some attempts to provide information to students, an 

integrated strategy is lacking in addition to insights about the benefits of reducing information asymmetry: 

“The library has discussed how we can inform students better about what we are doing but we need to 

revisit this one.” (Senior librarian) 
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Animation Central: Animation Central has an evolving strategy of releasing segments of animations 

online to solicit feedback from fans. The feedback has been useful, for example it highlighted that many 

viewers were adults and so future animations increased the focus on adult characters. The strategy in using 

social media was experimental rather than being entirely preplanned. Senior managers explained that there 

was no model for using social media when they started their approach. 

 

Social media creates its own complexity 

 

KM_Services: KM_Services embarked an ambitious plan to be major users of social media to improve 

innovation levels. The objective involved developing at least a third of the new products and services 

within the previous two years. This ambitious plan is complex because it involves a high internal 

participation rate related to innovation that includes junior and senior staff as well as obtaining a continual 

supply of external input. At KM_Services individual users varied in the frequency of contributions they 

made via social media from those who used it everyday, those who interacted with it a few times a week 

and those that rarely used it. Many employees used social media but of those a substantial proportion were 

observers rather than contributors. 

 

Oz_Library: Oz-Library was faced with the wider problem of understanding how to adapt to the changing 

nature and role of libraries. Increasingly content is being delivered and accessed online and this has 

resulted in fewer students visiting the library. This global trend created a situation where the library staff 

felt they were not connecting with or properly understanding their users’ needs. In this fundamental 

questioning of the role of libraries social media was being used to obtain a closer connection with students 

in the hope it would provide their changing needs. Yammer is used internally to share information and 

knowledge between library staff. This has incorporated social information, work related information 

exchange as well as ideas for innovations. As a senior librarian stated: “The social element makes using 
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social media fun and can be an encouragement for people to participate”. A further tool was used for 

sharing and brainstorming ideas but many staff were reluctant to reveal their identity online as they 

thought that senior people may read their comments and suggestions. Although there was some 

questioning of the role of the library, the library management were struggling to harness social media to 

work a redefined purpose. 

 

Animation Central: Animation Central has a complex problem to manage since because they want to 

create a community of fans and in doing so develop their brand. This would be difficult to achieve through 

traditional methods given the cost of television and newspaper advertising and telephone market research. 

Social media enables Animation Central to engage with their fans in an interactive manner and provide 

timely news and information. It also enables the firm to obtain useful feedback about popular/unpopular 

features of the animations influencing future episodes. Only a small number of internal Animation Central 

staff had responsibility for managing their social media presence and social media was not used 

extensively for the sharing of information and idea internally. The focus had been on engaging with fans 

and developing brand loyalty and awareness. 

 

Lack of recognition given to collaborative culture needed for social media use 

 

KM_Services: KM_Services employees used social media for a range of work functions. Employees 

participated in social media use because they felt it was part of their job and it enabled them to stay on top 

of the latest trends and topics. In addition, it was also seen as a way of developing their personal brand 

and network. There was a perceived high degree of trust between users and employees felt they could 

contribute in an open and transparent manner. Although employees are appointed at KM_services because 

of their collaborative skills and nature, some employees rarely contributed to social media posts and 

proposals. In a survey, staff were also critical of some senior managers who rarely used social media. 
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Oz_Library: Oz_Library’s approach to using social media has incorporated social information, work 

related information exchange as well as ideas for innovations. As a senior librarian stated: “The social 

element makes using social media fun and can be an encouragement for people to participate”. A further 

tool was used for sharing and brainstorming ideas but many staff were reluctant to reveal their identity 

online as they thought that senior people may read their comments and suggestions. At Oz_Libary 

intensive social media users act as champions for a more collaborative way of working, although it is too 

early to assess whether it has had an impact on the culture of the group or impacted on the bottom line 

metrics of the organization. Recently, teams have been developed to manage different social media tools 

and the offline discussions and meetings also help information and knowledge sharing. The trend 

emerging in the library is to increasingly strategize on social media, manage it more effectively and 

evaluate its contribution organizationally. Only a relatively small number of students contributed to the 

Facebook page, and it was hard to gauge how many people read Oz_library’s tweets. 

 

Animation Central: Animation Central focused on developing stronger ties with their fan community by 

providing them with more information about the animations and the firm itself. Fan-to-fan communication 

also was encouraged through Facebook and Instagram. In addition, the fan base could participate in online 

competitions and provide feedback on their likes and dislikes related to the animations and merchandise. 

The informality of social media is working well with their fans who obviously only participate on a 

voluntary basis. The facility to upload photographs to Instagram enables people to share their experiences 

and invite comments from other fans. Many of the photographs uploaded to Instagram show children with 

Upin and Ipin toys. The marketing staff involved with the social media management provided analysis 

and insights to the executive level decision makers on a regular basis. As the focus is building a fan 

community at Animation Central the emphasis has not been on developing internal collaboration. 
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Designers take into account the feedback from fans through social media and work collaboratively with 

this information when designing the storylines for new episodes. 

 

Accelerated learning for some but not others 

KM_Services: Top management has been a strong supporter of social media use from the start. Discussion 

about its use is integrated in innovation processes and evaluated at regular meetings. Having said that 

some senior managers struggle with its use but can obtain support from active social media users. Some 

junior staff felt that senior partners needed to encourage its use more. Social media are having a significant 

impact on decision-making in the organization. Social media use is a key item on the agenda at senior 

meetings since it is seen as a method of improving innovation. Data is tabled at monthly meetings on the 

ideas proposed through social media, such as Yammer and Twitter, and which ideas have the most merit.  

 

Oz_library: The initial attempts at using social media in 2007 included Facebook, Twitter and professional 

blogs that started with 20 library staff. However after a year the library’s Facebook presence was deemed 

to be a potential source of conflict with the university’s Facebook page and it was closed down. This 

meant that the library’s social media involvement was restricted for several years until they were given 

the go ahead to use social media to improve the level of interaction with students and staff.  The approach 

has the support of the Head of Library Services and several key social media users serve as champions. 

“It is better now that we have approval from the top to use social media because before there was always 

some uncertainty surrounding whether we were doing the right thing. Also because we have a supportive 

Head Librarian now we have more a focus and strategy to use it to improve customer service.” (Senior 

Librarian) Social media systems are used as stand alone applications and are not integrated with other IT 

systems and databases.  
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Animation Central: Top management fully endorsed the use of social media to promote the brand and 

products in an experimental approach. The average age of employees is between 20-30 and the firm started 

to use social media as soon as it had animations to promote. Senior management support has certainly 

aided in the learning and experimentation involved with social media use. “Using social media is not just 

desirable but essential for developing Animation Central as a whole” (Senior manager). Although 

Animation Central has been successful in their social media efforts, with over 10 million likes on 

Facebook for example, it has not fully integrated social media into its corporate systems from a data 

analytics and business intelligence perspective. Social media analysis does feed into boardroom decisions 

but this relies more on qualitative assessments of the comments and feedback. 

 

Benefits of social media real but lacked an integrated strategy  

KM_Services: The firm monitors the number of ideas suggested at regular meetings and it has been clear 

that the adoption of social media has been instrumental in increasing the level of innovation. Some of the 

ideas that have been suggested have been implemented. Social media has been used in to obtain feedback 

from internal staff and external clients in the design and implementation stages. One of the main 

champions of social media use says “Without social media we can’t innovate at an acceptable level 

because we need that constant exchange of ideas and fast responses. So, for example, I can have an idea 

over the weekend and can ask: What do you think about this? We can even vote as to whether it has any 

promise and this can involve a large number of staff across the firm.” (Senior manager) The improved 

levels of innovation have had a positive impact on financial performance. Although senior management 

were keen to increase innovation through increased idea sharing they had not considered the impact of 

social media on organizational form. 

 

Oz_library: The staff interviewed explained that social media use increased the amount of information 

and knowledge exchanged, including between students and library staff, and this had resulted in improved 
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customer service. Social media were used to obtain feedback on opening hours and the refinements made 

as a consequence provided cost savings. One senior librarian expressed the impact social media was 

having “We are finding our way with social media and now have the support of the Head Librarian. We 

have to experiment and learn from that and make sure we set aside time to implement suggestions that 

are made. So far it has made a difference and we are being proactive.” (Senior Librarian). The staff saw 

social media as a convenient tool to communicate with students and academic staff. In particular, they 

thought it wise to operate in the online social media space that students used rather than employ traditional 

posters and leaflets. However, they had not considered that it might change the organization to a more 

open form. 

 

Animation Central: Senior management agree that Animation Central would not be as popular or 

profitable without the use of social media. This is on large part due to the success of using social media 

to increase brand awareness, sell merchandise and create a loyal community of fans. The knowledge about 

the likes and dislikes of fans is perhaps secondary but nonetheless significant in the success of Animation 

Central. “Social media enables us to create a huge online sounding board for our animations and 

merchandise that would be difficult to replicate in any other way.” (Senior manager). The social media 

platform served at times as a crowdsourcing platform to obtain product knowledge and information in a 

time and cost effective manner. Senior managers had not really considered how social media had changed 

the organizational form or structure. The online community of fans, although recognized as being critical 

for the domestic success of the firm was not seen as changing the fundamental nature of the organization. 

 

Discussion 

 

Our overarching question that is driving this research is: What is the role of social media in supporting 

the development of open organizations for innovation?  We explain in this paper that social media has the 
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potential to support a shift to an increasingly open organizational form that can be used for innovation but 

the process presents many challenges. Analysis of the three case studies highlights the areas in which 

social media can contribute to open organisations and also the challenges and issues that these 

technologies present.  

 

When we examine the features of open systems theory that were presented in the literature earlier in the 

paper in relation to the cases we find the following (table 2).  The findings for the three cases indicate that 

social media has to some extent increased the level of information sharing and this resulted in 

organizational change and innovation. However, each organization faced different issues in implementing 

social media both internally and externally across a wide range of participants. For example, Les Copaque 

were particularly successful in using social media to engage fans but didn’t implement the same level of 

interaction with its own employees. The imported knowledge via social media could to be used as a 

catalyst for new initiatives and bring about organizational change including cultural change (Dodgson, 

Gann & Salter, 2006). Without comprehensive internal sharing of knowledge and information there is less 

likelihood of the cultural change that is deemed to be a part of open system evolution.  

 

Organisations need to provide external clients with information if they are obtain useful information that 

can be used in the innovation process (Luo, Zhang & Duan, 2013). Likewise internal social media use 

should involve a two-way exchange of information. KM_Services was more adept at exchanging 

information in a two way dialogue internally but provided much less information to external clients. 

Generally, the information asymmetry concept was not well understood in the organisations although Les 

Copaque engaged in a two-way dialogue with its fans, often providing them with lots of information. 

 

Using social media proved a cost effective method of obtaining ideas and feedback that could contribute 

to organizational innovation (Jarvenpaa, Staples, & Teigland, 2015; Dahlander, & Gann, 2010; Kane, 



25 

 

Alavi, Labianca, & Borgatti, 2014). However, doing this without a conceptual framework or methodology 

proved difficult and created a new set of complexities. These included increasing participation rates of 

staff, managing the ideas and suggestions from people, integrating social media in daily work practices, 

and incorporating social media issues in planning processes. A combination of issues that stemmed from 

more fundamental challenges in each case created challenges that was not easy to solve. For example, 

increasing staff participation rates in social media use at KM_Services was linked to factors such as 

willingness to collaborate and share knowledge that was not solved by encouragement and some people 

leading by example. 

 

A collaborative culture is necessary in open organisations because it supports knowledge exchange both 

internally and externally. Knowledge is deemed a basis for innovation (Kaplan, & Haenlein 2010). The 

three cases were different in relation to the emphasis on collaboration. KM_Services considered a 

prospective employee’s collaborative outlook before being employed. This was thought to help in the 

level of knowledge exchange via social media. Even so, many employees contributed little on social 

media. The senior library staff at Oz_library acknowledged the importance of a collaborate culture but 

thought they could improve in this regard and Les Copaque had not considered it as important to 

collaborate externally with fans. Although the case organisations thought that they had learnt more about 

their clients, the learning was generally confined to those participating in social media communication. 

Social media adoption was viewed as having a positive impact on innovation for but all three organisations 

thought they needed to improve. KM_Services has intergrated social media strategy and performance in 

senior manager meetings and had noticed continual improvement in innovative suggestions. 

 

In the cases, social media were largely used as a tool to achieve ends such as: sharing knowledge, 

developing better relationships with fans, interacting more with library users and informing clients of 

organizational developments (Ellison, Gibbs, & Weber, 2015; Lam, Yeung, & Cheng, 2016). Social media 
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were not deliberately adopted in the case study organizations to be more flexible, dynamically capable 

and sustainable. In other words, social media use without the conceptual basis of a framework such as 

open systems theory is likely to lead to lost opportunities to bring about fundamental change.  
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Open systems feature Social media role Challenges in using social media 

Information sharing 

internally and externally and 

used to bring about change 

SM improves internal information sharing 

SM improves external information sharing 

Information via SM is used for planning 

Lack of participation by some people, including some senior staff 

Using social media both internally and externally 

SM information not fully integrated with planning 

Reduction of information 

asymmetry in organizational 

relationships 

Provide as much information as received by SM 

External clients are informed by SM 

Social media could be used to inform partners of issues and challenges  

Challenges in co-creation of services  

There was a weak understanding of the need to share information with 

external clients in order to inform and educate 

Open system supports the 

management of complexity 

SM contributes to a system of innovation 

SM integrates features of open systems 

Lack of methodology and techniques on how to integrate social media 

within organisation 

The on-going costs of using social media  

Difficulties in obtaining widespread participation. 

Collaborative culture SM supports collaborative culture by increasing the level of 

interaction and sharing 

Ambiguous expectations in relation to collaboration 

Developing a collaborative culture that fits with social media usage 

Collaborative culture was dependent on those predisposed to its use such 

as younger, technologically savvy employees 

Continuous organizational 

learning and reflection? 

Information obtained via SM is used in a learning cycle Learning confined to those engaged in social media use 

Social media not integrated with organisational planning 

Impact on organizational 

performance 

SM makes a contribution to organisational innovation through 

ideation and design improvements 

Lack of an integrated conceptual strategy  

Social media benefits can be piecemeal and sporadic and circumscribed 

by adoption rationales 

 

 

Table 2: An emerging conceptual framework for using social media to develop open organisations for innovation 
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Contribution to Theory 

The paper has examined how social media can be used to support open organizational strategies. Open 

systems theory is used as a theoretical basis to create a framework for social media use. The open systems 

theory literature has argued that its principles can be applied at the organizational level (Emery, 2000; 

Emery, 2004). What we have done is to extend this work to include the role of social media. ICT has a 

major role to play in changing the nature of organisations in terms of structure and process (Standing, 

Standing, & Law, 2013). Social media use in the corporate world has the capability to improve 

communication flows and knowledge sharing but the cases show that they lack a guiding framework in 

its adoption and use. Systems theory enables us to see the limitations of the strategies employed by the 

case organisations and to propose recommendations on how to improve. The perceived lack of a 

comprehensive theory to support corporate social media use is a major impediment to its development 

and we believe this paper provides one solution for organisations to consider. The features of open systems 

theory that apply to organisations are listed in the first column of  table 2.  

 

There are unanticipated outcomes that can be positive or negative resulting from planned organizational 

change (Balogun & Johnson, 2005). Mackay and Chia (2013) argue that unintended consequences are 

more likely to occur where the environment is unpredictable and processes, related to the use of a 

technology for example, are not owned or easily managed as is often the case with social media. As 

Ciborra (1996) explained in relation to ICT and the network organizational structure “what prevails is a 

pragmatic muddling through” (p. 116), in other words a type of practical experimentation with technology 

rather than a strategy to change form to be more effective and flexible. Using open systems theory provides 

a framework within which to experiment with social media. 
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The limitations of the study in relation to theory development stem from the case study methodology. It 

relies on three organisations and therefore findings cannot be generalized. We suggest future research can 

conduct surveys across a broader range of organisations. 

 

Implications for Practice: Managers need to be aware of the issues related to using social media as a tool 

to improve knowledge exchange. Fundamentally, this includes failing to realize social media’s potential 

contribution in changing organizational structure to a more open and collaborative form and the benefits 

of that. Without the deliberate intention to create an adaptable open organization, benefits from social 

media use are likely to be piecemeal. Resulting from this are other possible unintended consequences such 

as employees feeling less innovative if they do not participate in social media forums. Not all employees 

understand social media etiquette and norms and this can be a barrier to becoming involved even if they 

would like to participate (Ramsay, 2010), hence some discussion and awareness training is required. 

 

The development of a more open organisation should be viewed as a strategic initiative and be supported 

by resources and capabilities (Dahlander, & Gann, 2010). Using social media without an integrated 

strategy or adequate resourcing may create tensions with other practices in an organization especially in 

relation to job requirements and the time spent using social media. For example, some employees through 

their use of social media may act as boundary spanning knowledge brokers (Pawlowski & Robey, 2004) 

but could become frustrated by their current job design constraints or the lack of mechanisms to exploit 

their newly found knowledge. Hence, channels and mechanisms are required to rank, select and implement 

worthwhile ideas so that participants can see that social media is a means to an end and not an end in 

itself. 

 

For social media to be effective in organizational transformation all components of open systems theory 

need to be developed. This includes providing information to consumers and organisations, receiving 



30 

 

information and using that to bring about change. Open systems theory is based upon open and 

collaborative principles. Without this collaborative foundation, or at least a strong desire to develop in 

this area, the benefits of social media are likely to be limited to information exchange.  

 

Conclusion 

In terms of our research question, we have explained where social media has the potential to contribute to 

the development of open organisations to improve innovation (table 2). Social media can support the 

development of open organisations and improve innovation but it is a complex process to do well. There 

were many challenges found in the three organisations we examined even though they were deriving 

benefits from using social media. Many issues we suggest arise when adopting social media when a 

conceptual framework is lacking. We have proposed open systems theory as a conceptual basis for 

leveraging social media applications in organizations. This concept has the potential to encourage 

managers to think more deeply about collaboration, knowledge exchange and organizational change and 

provide a reflective basis to understand and manage unintended consequences that arise from social media 

adoption. Although overall experiences with social media can be positive, the lack of a conceptual 

perspective can result in lost opportunities to effectively leverage their potential and in some contexts may 

create as many problems as benefits in the innovation process.  

Future Research 

Although the interviews took place over many weeks, a longitudinal analysis of one or more cases over 

several years would be interesting to examine how social media use changes through time and how its 

impact on the organization might change. Theories such as Critical System Heuristics could also be used 

frame the findings as opposed to open systems theory. Further research could survey organisations to find 

out if the findings discovered from the three cases hold true over a representative sample of organisations 

in the economy. For example, further cases could examine if alternative approaches to using social media 

were used and what the implications were. Studies could also examine if organisations in particular sectors 
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of the economy use social media in the same way to achieve increased openness. Finally, surveys could 

be developed to determine whether individuals/employees fundamentally understand the purpose behind 

using social media in their organisation.  
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