
thejsms.org 

Page 28 

“Who are We Online?” 

Changing Perspectives  

toward Organizational 

Identity in Social Media 

Context 
 

Veronica R. Dawson 

 

Abstract 

In the last year the conversation about organizing and or-

ganizations in digital contexts has seen theoretically valu-

able additions. This paper presents a contribution to this 

dialogue, looking at the strict separation between a func-

tionalist, social constructionist, and postmodern perspec-

tive on organizational identity in the social media context. 

Through semi-structured interviews with social media 

marketing professionals who engage daily in the represen-

tation of their organizations online, and the concept of 

identity work as an interpretive lens, this article shows 
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how the very discourse of organizational identity has 

changed as a result of the persistent, public, editable, and 

immediate context of social media platforms. The some-

what rigid theoretical approaches to organizational iden-

tity might be conflated in practice.  

 

“ 
Who are we as organization?” This is the question, 

which defines a social identity theory driven, func-

tionalist based approach to organizational identity. 

While relevant, the already complex answer to this 

question has been further complicated by the introduction 

of various social media in the organizational context. So-

cial media have particularly “affected” the concepts of or-

ganizational image, brand, and, by extension, organiza-

tional identity. The various platforms of social media used 

by organizations, Facebook, Twitter, LinkedIn, Pinterest, 

and likely by the time the reader gets through this read-

ing, others, have necessitated different treatment of organ-

izational identity – less functionalist, more constructionist, 

perhaps postmodern, and certainly discursive. Through an 

interpretive lens, this paper looks at how organizational 

use of social media is changing identity discourse as far as 

representation strategies, image construction, and mean-

ing making are concerned. Interviews with social media 

marketers and strategists reveal an approach toward or-

ganizational identity that is undeniably functionalist, yet 

social constructionist, and discursive too. This is a view 

according to which members are hardly distinguished from 

nonmembers, authenticity and transparency are not ide-

als, but requirements, and an organization’s identity is no 

longer fully controlled by organizational elite, actor, or 

rhetorician.  
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This paper draws on the rich, cross-disciplinary lit-

erature on organizational identity and problematizes the 

adequacy of distinct approaches (functionalist, construc-

tionist, postmodern) to identity in the social media context. 

The concept of identity work (Alvesson, 1994) is used as a 

theoretical bridge between the macro perspectives of or-

ganizational identity and the micro perspectives of the in-

dividuals who work with identity to explain how organiza-

tional identity is “done” in the social media context. As 

Ashforth, Harrison, and Corley (2008) suggest, sensemak-

ing is an important piece in any identity narrative, which 

led toward a qualitative exploration of organizational iden-

tity online. Through the responses of eighteen social media 

professionals, who blog, post, tweet, and pin on behalf of 

their organizations, I build an argument in which the al-

ready arbitrary separation of theoretical approaches or 

perspectives toward the study of organizational identity 

might be further complicated by social media and its 

unique characteristics. Additionally, with the focus on the 

identity work practiced by social media professionals daily, 

I emphasize and analyze these people’s organizational 

role, which until recently did not exist.    

 

 Literature Review 

The timeliness of this study is supported by three 

assumptions: 1) the recent literature works framed by dis-

cursive and narrative approaches to organizational iden-

tity online were published in the early to mid 2000s. Face-

book, the most widely used social media platform in the 

world (Yahoo! Finance, 2012) did not exist until 2007 and 

did not become open to organizational use until 2009.  2) 

The organizational identity literature spans the fields of 
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communication, public relations, marketing, organiza-

tional behavior, and strategy. Despite their common inter-

est, these fields rarely “talk” to each other due to epistemo-

logical differences loosely defined by somewhat arbitrary 

approaches: functionalist, social constructionist, psycho-

dynamic, and postmodern (He & Brown, 2013). 3) In this 

study I posit that the organizational identity concept when 

applied to social media contexts, is not able to support ar-

bitrary separations – its fluidity, flexibility, and complex-

ity expressed in the heavy identity work performed by so-

cial media marketers in the current case, is obvious. In 

taking a more “collaborative” perspective toward the OI 

concept, I respond to He and Brown’s (2013) call for study 

of organizational identity issues in non-traditional set-

tings. Social media provides an ideal opportunity for blur-

ring the lines between the perspectives to organizational 

identity and suggests new ways of identity work. Given 

that the literature connections between social media and 

organization theory are at this time tenuous and inex-

plicit, this review is organized to respond to the challenge 

by proving insight into organization theory, first and iden-

tity work in social media, second.  

Social Identity Theory and the Functionalist Approach  

to Organizational Identity 

The functionalist perspective of organizational 

identity (OI) is characterized by its consideration of iden-

tity as essential, tangible, and objective (He & Brown, 

2013). A well-known definition of OI from this view is as 

central, enduring, and distinctive (Albert & Whetten, 

1985; Whetten, 2006), with the combination of all three 

allowing both members and nonmembers to distinguish 
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the organization from others. An example of such distin-

guishing attributes would be the consideration of company 

logos, mission statements, official histories, and senior ex-

ecutives’ speeches as the basis for identity. In a social me-

dia context, a clear sense of projected organizational image 

would be characterized as functional when it is organiza-

tion-originating (Gilpin, 2010), focusing on elite definitions 

of brand essence.  

Functionalist approaches most clearly appropriate 

social identity theory (SIT) (Tajfel and Turner, 1979, 1986) 

and its extension, social-categorization theory (Hogg & 

Terry, 2001) as the basis to their understanding of iden-

tity. SIT postulates that individuals base their self-concept 

on their various group (organization) memberships. Addi-

tionally, individuals strive to belong to groups 

(organizations), which would enhance their self-esteem. By 

extension, groups strive to attract more members, through 

the creation and dissemination of a particular image, in 

order to survive. Social identity theory is in the basis of 

branding in the age of social media where a sense of group 

belonging is implicit in the act of “liking,” “following,” or 

“pinning” an organization on the various platforms. In this 

vain, SIT also suggests that organizational membership 

may not be required for the development of feelings of be-

longing as demonstrated by studies on customer-company 

identification (Ahearne & Bhattacharya, 2005; Bhatta-

charya & Sen, 2003).    

Social categorization theory post-dates and comple-

ments SIT by emphasizing group differentiation between 

groups rather than in-group similarities. The group proto-

type is the main construct of the theory, which through 

social categorization and depersonalization produces social 
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identity (Hogg & Terry, 2001).  Both theories are applied 

in the context of marketing, branding, and public rela-

tions, where differentiation and legitimization are key or-

ganizational goals (Cheney & Christensen, 2001; He & 

Brown, 2013). In these contexts organizational identity is 

characterized by attempts to situate the organization 

within given environment and then emphasize strategi-

cally selected identity features as a response to environ-

mental cues. Clear articulation of organizational values, as 

defined by executives, is communicated to the external en-

vironment in a reactionary manner (Coupland & Brown, 

2004; Cheney & Christensen, 2001; He & Brown, 2013). 

Such conceptualization of organization identity represen-

tation is frequently seen in public relations, where identi-

ties are strategized, projected, and managed by someone 

internal to the organization. Consequently, in this view it 

is assumed that organizations communicate with one voice 

and stakeholders have limited access to image construc-

tion beyond experience and media representation (Gilpin, 

2010).   

Organizations must “acquire” a self-referential 

voice according to the various perspectives on organiza-

tional identity, which in turn allows for an organizational 

“we” to come into existence. Where the perspectives differ-

entiate is in their conceptualization of the origin of organ-

izational voice. Within a functional view, the organization 

is conceptualized as a “social actor” (Whetten & Mackey, 

2002), a self-referential entity moldable under the specific 

purposes of founders and executives. Recognizing that the 

organizational voice is a discursive representation of or-

ganizational identity is key when considering organiza-

tional use of social media platforms to communicate with 
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stakeholders. It is necessary to point out that recognizing 

who the social actor is in a social platform setting becomes 

more challenging too and as a result, organizations such 

as the National Parks Service mandate that employees 

posting on behalf of the organization on Facebook identify 

themselves through initials. The organization as a self-

referential, human-like entity is an important concept that 

resonates within the social media context and through all 

perspectives on organizational identity presented here.  

 

Social Constructionist Approach  

to Organizational Identity 

The social constructionist view of organizational 

identity considers identity as a more malleable product of 

the relationship between collective and individual under-

standing of who the organization is, thus allowing for a 

stakeholder perspective (Corley, Harquail, Pratt, Glynn, 

Fiol, & Hatch, 2006; Dutton, Dukerich, & Harquail, 1994; 

He & Brown, 2013). It is in this approach where the con-

cepts of the organization as a persuasive entity (Cheney, 

1983) and identity as a construed organizational image 

(Dutton & Dukerich, 1991; Dutton et al., 1994) come 

through. Both concepts emphasize the relationship be-

tween (organizational outsider) society and (organizational 

insider) member in ways that make sense when looked at 

jointly. The organization as a persuasive entity and its 

identity as a result of member perception based on out-

sider comments, begin to illuminate the “social” aspect of 

organizations, which is particularly explanatory in the 

context of social media.  

In the social constructionist approach, the notion of 

organizational personhood becomes more communicatively 
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focused: Organizations as persuasive entities or rhetori-

cians is a communicative concept introduced by George 

Cheney and based on Kenneth Burke’s identity construct 

in A Rhetoric of Motives (1969). In its basis Cheney’s argu-

ment employs Burke’s Pentad, consisting of act, scene, 

agent, agency, and purpose, to explicate the complexities 

of power, influence, and rhetoric in organizational context. 

The conceptualization of the organization as a persuasive 

entity, rather than the individual sources within it, re-

quires anthropomorphizing the organization, similar to 

the concept of the social actor, which in this case is aptly 

called “the rise of the corporate person” (Cheney & 

McMillan, 1990, p. 95). The Weberian idea of the organiza-

tion as a social entity, in which certain forms of behavior 

and choices are attributed to the organization instead of 

the people making it up, Cheney’s corporate rhetor, and 

Whetten’s social actor all act to produce identity, which is 

the object of identification among members and nonmem-

bers alike. Member identification in particular is a key ele-

ment in understanding how the Dutton and Dukerich’s 

concept of construed organizational image works.  

Identification is a process intrinsically and conse-

quentially related to identity, of which the organization 

benefits so much in member commitment and job satisfac-

tion (e.g. Ashforth, Harrison, & Corley, 2008; Feather & 

Rauter, 2004; Glisson & Durick, 1988; Williams & Ander-

son, 1991), that fostering identification is usually a prime 

goal of organizational rhetoric (Cheney, 1991; Cheney, 

1993; Cheney & McMillan, 1990). Through rhetoric, or-

ganizations strive to promote an identity image through 

external and internal communication (Cheney & Christen-

sen, 2001). Although distinguishing between external and 
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internal organizational communication evokes the old con-

tainer metaphor for organization, which has been argued 

and largely discredited (Cheney & Christensen, 2001), I 

use the differentiation for clarity alone. While it is likely 

that in a social media world the external-internal dichot-

omy is less relevant, it does facilitate an understanding of 

construed organizational image or how member views of 

who the organization is are affected by nonmember opin-

ions of the organization (Dutton & Dukerich, 1991; Dut-

ton, et al., 1994).  The notion of organizational image, 

more than identity, evokes the idea of public relations and 

brand management — fields conceived as studying com-

munication relatively external to the organization. Its use-

fulness in the organization-social media representation 

realm is in facilitating an understanding of the ways social 

media comments may affect organizational members and 

their conceptualization of organizational identity.   

The concept of construed organizational image as 

an example of the social-constructionist perspective en-

gages a shared understanding of what is central, enduring, 

and distinctive about the organization born out of social 

interactions (He & Brown, 2013; Kjaergaard & Ravasi, 

2011). These social interactions between members and 

nonmembers include family and friends, acquaintances, 

customers, vendors, and the media, all of which interpret 

and build an organizational image based on communica-

tion by the organization (Dutton et al., 1994). It is in the 

essence of interaction that members conceptualize identity 

as the referent to identify with (the construed image) and 

nonmembers author organizational identity (the construc-

tion of image) (Coupland & Brown, 2004). In this sense, 

interaction is a key element in the conceptualization of the 
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constructionist approach, while it also becomes the basis 

for the postmodern perspective of organizational identity.  

It is the importance of interaction that is often emphasized 

in the public relations literature of “how to” organizational 

social media use – relationship building through continual 

interaction as a goal and strength of social media plat-

forms (Curtis et al., 2010; Lovejoy & Saxton, 2012; Waters, 

Burnett, Lamm & Lucas, 2009) that calls for strong asso-

ciations between the discursive approach and social media.    

 

Postmodern (Discursive) Approach  to Organizational 

Identity 

The postmodern approach to organizational iden-

tity problematizes the identity concept as central, endur-

ing, and distinct. Thus, the functionalist approaches of 

management and organizational science view postmodern 

perspectives to OI as challenging, questioning, emphasiz-

ing fragmentation and difference (He & Brown, 2013; 

Rosenau, 1992), so much so that Gioia (1998) suggests that 

we acknowledge the postmodern critiques to functionalist 

approaches and then “for pragmatic reasons actively ig-

nore them” (in He & Brown, 2013, p. 10).  Such sugges-

tions are hardly baseless from a pragmatic perspective, 

since according to a postmodern view, identity is problem-

atized sometimes to a point of rendering it useless (see 

Baudrillard, 1998). With this said, in terms of organiza-

tional identity, the postmodern perspective is associated 

with language, discourse, plurivocity, and co-authoring, all 

indicating a shift in power relations from the organization 

as the rhetor and social actor in charge of identity, to both 

organizational “insiders” and “outsiders” in charge of iden-

tity construction (Coupland & Brown, 2004; Chreim, 
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2005). It is this shift in power relations that has the most 

explanatory potential for the organization-social media 

relationship and its influence on identity processes.  

Postmodern research in organizational identity has 

looked at discourse within policy text, stakeholder letters 

and addresses, constituent correspondence, and more 

rarely electronic correspondence, such as emails, websites, 

and customer feedback (Coupland & Brown, 2004; Chreim, 

2005). The goal of past studies exploring organizational 

discourse, both elite narratives (Chreim, 2005) and em-

ployee–customer online correspondence (Coupland & 

Brown, 2004) is to illuminate the identity work (Loseke, 

2007; Creed, DeJordy, & Lok, 2010) going into interpreting 

the connection between self and organization, and stake-

holder and organization. Similarly, in order to theorize on 

the changing perspectives toward organizational identity, 

this paper examines the discourse of identity work per-

formed by social media professionals speaking on behalf of 

their organizations.  

Alvesson (1994) introduced identity work while 

studying the discourse of advertising professionals. What 

he discovered was that advertisers took on an understand-

ing of the self in terms of the organization. The concept of 

identity work is important here because it is the process 

associated with constructing and performing particular 

identities through interaction (Creed et al., 2010). In the 

context of this study, it is the social media professionals 

who interact with stakeholders on behalf of their organiza-

tion that are engaged in this type of identity performance. 

Due to the inherent focus on interaction present on social 

media platforms, the postmodern approach to social media 

in general has been a dominant one so far.  
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Identity Work in Social Media Context 

Alvesson (1994) introduced the concept of identity 

work while studying the discourse of advertising profes-

sionals. Similarly to this paper, he looked at how advertis-

ing agents describe their work, their industry, and the or-

ganizations they work for. He discovered that the advertis-

ers in his study had a precarious time constructing profes-

sional identities due to the general lack of clear-cut profes-

sional path of career development in advertising. As a re-

sult of this ambiguity, advertising professionals forcefully 

assert their expertise in the context of the work they do 

and the organizations they do it for, suggesting that an 

assured identity is crucial for success in the field. While 

Alvesson suggests that the individuals are in charge of the 

discursive creation of this “assured,” professional identity, 

I contend that the organizations (either employing organi-

zation or client organization) advertisers belong to also 

provide these people with identity-constructing discourse.  

Identity work is crucial in the ability to sell one’s 

expertise as marketing and advertising professional — 

this has already been established by Alvesson’s work. 

However, identity work is often thought of as an internal 

psychological process of “ongoing mental activity that an 

individual undertakes in the constructing and understand-

ing of self that is coherent, distinct, and positively valued 

(Alvesson, Ashcraft, & Thomas, 2008).” This can be 

gleaned from Alvesson’s early focus on the individual and 

professional identity discourse. This study focuses on how 

identity work is carried out in terms of adopting the organ-

izational voice in social media context. Participants in this 

study are viewed as people who do identity work on behalf 

not only of their professions, but also largely on behalf of 



thejsms.org 

Page 40 

the organizations they discursively represent online. The 

discursive representation of organizational identity online 

and on social media platforms in particular is a relatively 

new realm of research that helps with clarifying the role of 

the social media professional.  

The few studies that have taken on the subject 

adopt a postmodern approach to identity and other organ-

izational processes in the new and social media context. 

For example, Coupland and Brown (2004) made early 

steps when looking at narrative persuasive and argumen-

tative strategies of online communication between 

“insiders” and “outsiders,” suggesting that the dichotomy 

is not relevant in the context of an online forum. Despite 

viewing the organization as a rhetor of sorts, the study 

clearly problematizes the “official” status of insider posts, 

explaining that in online forums it is exceptionally difficult 

to know “who” is in fact engaging in the conversation and 

whether their message has been sanctioned by manage-

ment. Coupland and Brown conclude:  

Organizational identities do not refer to a 

corporate persona or a set of shared traits or 

beliefs, but are constituted through conver-

sation centered on identity issues. Organiza-

tional identities and cognates such as image 

and reputation are not singular or unitary 

“things” that can be simply observed and 

easily measured. Rather, they are emergent 

aspects of an organization-centered dis-

course. (p. 1341)    

 

The suggestion that organizational identities are 

not only discourse centered, but in fact are a product of 

conversation between a problematized insider-outsider di-

chotomy is a main contribution of Coupland and Brown’s 
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(2004) work. However, their study was written before 

Facebook and social media, as we know them today, came 

about in 2007 and as a result does not explore that context 

empirically. The challenges to identity presented by the 

structure and procedures established by these new media 

forms of organizational connection with itself and its envi-

ronment remain unexplored from an organizational com-

munication perspective. This study suggests that one way 

of exploring this novel area is by focusing on the individu-

als who are in charge of the organizational presence online 

and its discursive management.    

The field that has been primarily engaged in the 

research of non-identity specific organizational use of so-

cial media is public relations. Out of this work, the re-

search of Tom Kelleher stands out as most communica-

tively oriented. Kelleher and Miller (2006) and Kelleher 

(2009) are particularly interested in the organization, as a 

“conversational human voice” in weblogs (blogs).  Kelleher 

and Miller (2006) apply interpersonal communication 

framework to their study looking at organizational blog-

ging as relational maintenance strategy. Building and 

maintaining relationships through social media, such as 

blogs and Twitter, is the focus of other public relations ori-

ented studies as well (Briones, Kuch, Liu, & Jin, 2011; 

Schultz, Utz, & Göritz, 2011; Sweetser, 2010). Kelleher’s 

(2009) approach to organizational use of social media ex-

pands on the pragmatic view introduced in the 2006 arti-

cle, elaborating on the relationship building and mainte-

nance aspects of organizational blogging through the as-

sertion that “those reporting greatest exposure to the blogs 

in this study were more likely to perceive the organization 

as communicating with conversational voice” (p. 172). Kel-
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leher’s concept of conversational voice is theoretically valu-

able to this research, because this research focuses on the 

individuals who “take on” the organizational voice online 

to represent an organization’s identity.  

In order for organizations to take on identities, con-

ceptualizing the organization as a self-referential entity 

that can act, persuade, and speak polivocally is a neces-

sary step. Due to its macro focus, the OI literature has 

predominantly focused on the “we” of organizations as in: 

“Who are we as an organization?” This makes sense be-

cause as OI scholars are interested in how the organiza-

tion as a self-referential entity constructs this collective 

“we.” In this sense, social media platforms present an in-

teresting challenge: the organization is the social actor on 

social media platforms, but there is an individual taking 

on that voice, taking on the organization’s identity in ef-

fect, and posting on its behalf. It is this identity conun-

drum that is of interest in this study and the role of the 

social media professional can be enlightening when it 

comes to understanding it.  Additionally, the complex rela-

tionship between individual and organization identities 

present in the context of social media suggests that the 

very concept of organizational identity has attained an-

other level of fluidity that necessitates a more open per-

spective toward the traditional functionalist, construction-

ist, and postmodern views on OI. Hence, the two research 

questions guiding this study are the following:  

RQ1: How do the social media professionals in this 

study discursively construct identity work?  

RQ2: How may this discursive construction alter 

perspectives on organizational identity in the con-

text of social media?  
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Study Details and Methodology 

This paper is based upon data acquired through 

semi-structured interviews with social media professionals 

from various organizations in an urban area of the Rocky 

Mountains region in the United States. Social media pro-

fessionals are broadly defined as the people who provide 

social media strategy for organizations and/or write social 

media content on behalf of organizations. The social media 

professionals in this study came from organizations that 

did social media on their own (in-house) and marketing 

agencies that did social media for client organizations. A 

goal of this study, reflected in participant selection, is to 

generally describe what is going on in the space of organi-

zations and social media when it comes to identity, and 

more specifically, investigate if and how the somewhat 

rigid theoretical approaches to organizational identity 

might be conflated in practice.  

The selection of research method is also supported 

by the study’s goal of uncovering what is a story in the or-

ganizational identity – social media context. The study ap-

proach was devised with the realization that few defini-

tions exist when it comes to organizational identity in the 

social media space, thus making a goal of accurate opera-

tionalization and measurement unfeasible. On another 

hand, a qualitative approach incorporating the benefit of 

in-depth participant insight might be beneficial in the 

early delineation of concepts and definitions that would be 

useful in succeeding studies (Creswell, 2007).  

Hence, this study focuses on the interpretations 

and meaning making strategies of a particular group of 

participants, social media marketing professionals, who 

were expected to speak into identity questions from organ-



thejsms.org 

Page 44 

izational point of view. Individual sensemaking is an im-

portant part of the identity process (Ashforth, et al., 2008), 

making an interpretive methodology ideal for understand-

ing what is a story here (Weick, Sutcliffe, & Obstfeld, 

2005). The participants were recruited from variety of or-

ganizations and variety of industries – advertising, health-

care, market research, retail, and manufacturing. All par-

ticipants were engaged with social media work for their 

respective organization. The initial sample of interviewees 

was purposive and recruitment was conducted during 

monthly meetings of a local social media club where pro-

fessionals gathered to discuss current trends and issues in 

the world of “social.” From the total of 18 participants, 10 

were female and 8 were male, with an average tenure in 

marketing of 4.5 years.  

Data were collected via digitally recorded, semi-

structured interviews, which were conducted at different 

locations convenient for the participant (not at the club 

meetings). Each of the 18 interviews lasted approximately 

45 minutes. The semi-structured form of the interviews 

allowed for variety of answers – from direct answers to the 

question asked, to spontaneous stories and interpretations 

provided by the participants. The interview questions were 

organized in the following manner: 

 introductory (i.e. Why should an organization 

use social media? What are the drawbacks if 

any?);  

 pertaining to individual perceptions of organiza-

tional identity (i.e. Can you describe what 

makes your organization unique from other or-

ganizations in the same field of business?);  

 pertaining to collective perceptions of organiza-
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tions identity (i.e. Who speaks on behalf of your 

organization – the organization or the individu-

als?);  

 pertaining to legitimacy of identity claims (i.e. 

Have you experienced a situation where your 

organization has been challenged through social 

media? Probe: Tell me more about it); and  

 pertaining to organization-stakeholder identifi-

cation (i.e. Why do you think people choose to 

“follow” or “like” an organization on social me-

dia?). 

The 18 interviews resulted in 234 single spaced 

pages of transcribed data, which were imported in the 

qualitative analysis software Nvivo v. 10 for analysis. 

Nvivo is software that allows for the organization, coding, 

querying, and arranging of qualitative data electronically 

instead of manually. The collected data were analyzed fol-

lowing steps inspired by Tracy’s (2013) version of iterative 

approach, alternating between existing theory and re-

search interesting on one hand, and emergent qualitative 

data on the other. Aligning with Tracy’s method, the 

analysis began with the identifying of first-level codes 

(very basic, describing behavior or stand out, interesting 

words, such as  “vulnerability”), a constant comparative 

method in coding and analysis, “reading” for themes began 

from the start of the interview. Field notes taken during 

the interviews accounting for location, non-verbal behav-

ior, and general perceived attitude of the participant to-

ward the interview topic were also uploaded to Nvivo 

where they were coded and analyzed in the context of the 

emerging themes. From first level to second level, a total 

of 75 distinct codes were generated. During hierarchical 
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coding, some of these codes were grouped under “umbrella” 

codes such as “organizational identity,” “identification,” 

“transparency,” and “governance.” Conceptually-related 

themes began to emerge almost immediately, which 

greatly facilitated the coding process from the beginning of 

the interviews. The results described below are focused on 

the research questions asked in this paper and do not en-

compass all themes, codes, and theories identified in the 

larger study.  

 

Findings 

Similarly to the advertisers in Alvesson’s (1994) 

study, the participants in this paper constructed their own 

identities not only though professional identification, but 

also through identification with the organization they rep-

resented online. It should be noted that as a result identity 

work becomes an overarching theme throughout the re-

sults, which will be addressed with every theme. The 

themes presented below are of the “appropriate” organiza-

tion, the structured organization, the organization with a 

human face, the storytelling organization, and the commu-

nity-oriented organization.  

 

Working “Appropriateness”   

When it came to how their organizations used so-

cial media, “appropriate” communication was on the minds 

of the participants. Stories, now turned mythical, of foiled 

public relations attempts by organizations using social me-

dia platforms were easy to recall throughout every conver-

sation. There was mutual understanding across partici-

pants that one had to be “careful,” “smart,” and 

“professional” about what went on social media both in re-
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spect to the possibility of putting the organization in bad 

position with its stakeholders (friends and followers in so-

cial media terms), and in respect to too much promotion. 

In fact, the danger of overly promoting one’s organization 

seemed to outweigh otherwise inappropriate content. Par-

ticipants took the folly of too much promotion as seriously 

as one would take the violation of any social contract, in 

this case between the organization and the stakeholder. 

Yet they understood appropriate communication in terms 

of dialogue with stakeholders, not issue management, 

which is usually emphasized in the public relations litera-

ture. The participants of this study did not elaborate on 

the issue management aspect even though most of them 

had dealt with some kind of problematic customer feed-

back situation, which had to be taken offline to resolve. 

Mostly, social media professionals were insistent that 

their professional expertise resulted in “appropriate” com-

munication online.  

In line with previous studies on identity work 

(Alvesson, 1994), professionalism and expertise were im-

mediately recognized as the legitimate routes to 

“appropriateness,” suggesting that if one did not possess 

the expertise of a social media professional, appropriate 

content would not as easily make it on social media.  At 

the same time, what participants considered appropriate 

was also organizationally defined: relational content mixed 

with subtle promotion were organizationally defined pa-

rameters of appropriateness for social media communica-

tion, which professionals heavily adopted in their profes-

sional discourse. Organizationally dictated discourse adop-

tions such as these remind of the controlling function of 

identity brought up by Alvesson and Willmott (2002) in a 
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critical perspective of identity work.   

Questions about why organizations use social me-

dia generated rather functionalist, profit-focused views 

toward the medium. Social media as a tool for subtle pro-

motion, yet not for straightforward marketing, was a bal-

ance professionals had to find for themselves, often strug-

gling between ideas of what they thought was the correct 

approach vs. the organizationally or industry-dictated ap-

proach.  The “promotion mix” participants talked about 

also consisted of appropriate engagement with the organ-

izational “outsiders.” Outsiders are defined here as social 

media stakeholders who were obviously not part of the 

participant’s organization. The strong emphasis on inter-

action and dialogue with stakeholders did not ring the 

functionalist bell that an emphasis on promotion suggests, 

but rather, it offers a more discursive view of the organiza-

tion. For example, one of the cited goals of organizational 

social media use was “trust building.” One way, in which 

the participants of this study performed trust building, 

was by never deleting negative comments from followers.  

In the sense of earlier mentioned issue manage-

ment and trust building, negative comments have a spe-

cial place in the social media context. For example, Jake, a 

social marketer for a health organization, mentioned a 

person complaining about a recent doctor experience via 

Facebook.  

Interviewer: So, what do you do with nega-

tive comments? I have heard that it is a big 

no-no to delete those.  

Respondent: Yeah…hm, well, I always re-

spond. I mean the code of business is that 

you should always respond. It is an opportu-

nity to show your customer, the community, 

that you can handle tough situations and 



 

Page 49                    The Journal of Social Media in Society 4(2) 

provide customer service. But then, I try to 

take these conversations offline…  

I: Can you elaborate more on this?  

R: Recently we had a guy from X City who 

had a bad experience with a doctor from our 

hospital. He went on Facebook and started 

posting negative comments, not one, not 

two, but a few… and, you know, it didn’t 

matter what I said, he just wouldn’t accept 

it. So, I asked for his contact information 

and called him personally. Then… we have 

customer service people who take over, but 

the key is to not let this negative stuff go on 

for too long on Facebook. Yet, you want to 

show that you can handle it too.  

 

The acknowledgement that “there is always the 

possibility of an angry customer” that could be “lying” or 

“exaggerating” suggests an identity threatening experi-

ence, which has an organizational and individual side. 

From the quote it is clear that negative comments are han-

dled by organizational structures differently than positive 

ones. By taking negative comments offline, organizations 

attempt to control identity representation in a context 

where control is not inherent. Personally, negative com-

ments appear to be a challenge for the participants. “You 

want to show that you can handle it too,” is a conclusion 

that reflects on the organization as much as it reflects on 

the individual and his professionalism and expertise. Pre-

senting the organization and the self as someone who “can 

handle it” is an essential trust building strategy not only 

externally for the stakeholder, but also internally, for the 

organization and professional.  In other words, how one 

deals with negativity online in an appropriate manner is 

both an organizational and professional matter reflecting 
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not only on the organization’s identity and image, but also 

on the professionalism and expertise of the person working 

that identity. This identity work is usually organization-

ally supported (or controlled) by a code of business, guide-

lines, or “social media governance.”  

 

Working the Governance  

The existence of a code of conduct, a guidance docu-

ment, written or not, seemed to contain the rules of inter-

action and the rules of “being” a social media professional. 

Some thought that having a posting policy defied what 

was essential about social media, its immediacy, yet most 

participants took an organizational perspective as repre-

sentatives and rationalized the use of “social media gov-

ernance” as something that ultimately facilitates and con-

trols identity work. For example, Matt, who owns his com-

pany and deals with business-to-business sales, expressed 

that the presence of posting guidelines feeds into the per-

ception of his company’s responsibility toward its clients. 

His clients weren’t just customers, he said, they were peo-

ple like him and he could not afford to treat them any dif-

ferently than the way he treated his own business. Despite 

the fact that Matt’s sensitivity toward governance and pol-

icy may have been heightened because of his hierarchical 

position, the notion of feeling personally responsible for 

the success or failure of a social media post echoed among 

participants. This responsibility clearly connected to the 

sense participants felt for their own expertise on the job.  

In addition to defining do’s and don’ts, the code 

compiled through the interviews included information on 

what platforms of social media are appropriate for one’s 

organization.  As explained by few of the participants, 
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platform choice had a lot to do with identity representa-

tion and vulnerability, suggesting an interesting mix of 

viewing identity as a control mechanism and something 

that is exposed to any kind of public interaction. Scott and 

Orlikowski (2012) in work on the material impact of social 

media on organizations, characterize social media as per-

sistent, editable, public, and immediate. They suggest this 

set of characteristics may have direct consequences to or-

ganizations and organizing. Similarly, the code defined the 

parameters of interaction and whenever it did not exist 

organizationally, the professionals created it, speaking of 

general practices, dos and don’ts, and “rules of engage-

ment.” A set of more or less conventional practices also de-

fined identity work for participants. One such practice was 

the selection of strategic platforms for identity representa-

tion. Further, platforms were frequently seen as state-

ments of identity. For example, Pinterest was the most 

prized platform for an organization that frequently pinned 

recipes featuring its products.  

Pinterest has had such great success for us. I mean, 

we basically own Pinterest (laughs). Our following 

there is so big, and we get so much engagement – it 

has literally made my work a breeze. I enjoy, you 

know, I enjoy being on Pinterest and pinning cool 

stuff, you know, on behalf of <organization name>. 

I mean it has become who we are. And my job is to 

maintain that and to, kind of, work it, you know 

(laughs). – Mary, social media strategist and writer 

 

In this quote by Mary we see the impact platform 

choice and strategy seems to have on how organizations 

and their representatives see themselves. Pinterest’s activ-

ity has become the definition of success not only for her 

organization, but also for Mary as a professional. This be-
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comes even more evident in contrast to her admitting later 

on that Twitter has been as disappointing as Pinterest has 

been successful. We can see that for her company featur-

ing product are an important part of brand identity, which 

is best displayed on Pinterest rather than Twitter.  So, ac-

cording to Mary, the organization owned Pinterest, they 

had become that kind of company (that pins “cool stuff” on 

boards) and Mary’s job was to manage this form of expres-

sion.  

Ultimately, however, governance was spoken of as 

an attempt to control something that was uncontrollable. 

As David, a social media strategist said with a shrug: “It is 

your audience, the audience you think that you are talking 

to, and then, there is everyone else and they can all see 

you.” Thus, having a strategy for a structured response to 

difficult comments when necessary was seen as a positive. 

Yet governing guidelines were sometimes dysfunctional, 

because participants noted, one of the big professionally 

agreed upon benefits of social media was the possibility for 

organizations to acquire a voice and a “human face” in no 

way similar to other media available to them. Too much 

organizational structure was perceived to stand in the way 

of doing that kind of identity work.  

 

 Working the Human Face 

Humanization of the organization is a requirement 

in order to conceive of organizations as having identities – 

hence the widespread use of concepts like the social actor, 

the corporate persona, and the corporate rhetor. The an-

thropomorphization of corporations is often interpreted as 

problematic in more critical approaches to organizational 

identity and is frequently linked to the subtle promotional 
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efforts typical for social media platforms. Indeed, partici-

pants talked about the “value” associated with having a 

“human face:” making organizations something that peo-

ple could relate to and hence, euphemistically, “support.” 

Yet the precise value of humanizing the organization was 

not something anyone could put a number on. In fact, the 

issue of measuring value exemplifies the complicated rela-

tionship between the perspectives on organizational iden-

tity in the social media context. All participants were con-

cerned with the uncertain return of investment of social 

media use, especially when it came to emphasizing social 

media’s benefits and the social media professional’s job to 

organizational leadership. This concern generated a wide-

spread preoccupation with data generation, analysis, and 

presentation. While among the interviewees the value con-

sisted in being a “friend” to the customer and building a 

community of “friends,” it was exceptionally difficult to 

translate this postmodern value into functional terms to 

be measured. Additionally, the desire to connect in a com-

munity, typical for social networking media, was not with-

out its sticky and tricky points itself – as Patrick, a social 

media strategist, noted:  

How can you be friends with a customer and 

charge them a late fee if they don’t pay their 

credit card on time? Friends do not charge 

friends fees! The same goes for paying for 

shipping when ordering stuff online. If we 

are friends, you can eat the $5 for shipping. 

But you know, not all companies offer free 

shipping… I think they should, if they want 

to be Facebook “friends” (Patrick gestures 

air quotes here) with their customers…   

 

Being human presented at least two different chal-
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lenges for organizations as interpreted by their represen-

tatives: 1) as seen in the quote above, being Facebook 

“friends” with a customer changed the social contract and 

redefined what is expected and what is acceptable, espe-

cially on part of the stakeholder; and 2) being human re-

quired an altogether different voice and conceptualization 

of what it means to be any given organization. Addition-

ally, the human face phenomenon falls explicitly on the 

social media professional’s work list. Adopting a corre-

sponding organizational voice was the sole task of the par-

ticipants in this study who saw successful “human” repre-

sentation as central to their performance as social media 

experts.   

Identity work was nowhere more explicit than 

when “adopting the organizational voice” – a task that de-

fined social media professionals as such. The fluidity of 

identities is staggering here, expressed by David in the 

following description of how he goes about doing his job:  

“You have to know your organization, then you have to 

know your audience, what they want, who they want you 

to be, and then you become that, you become that voice 

online.”  

 Becoming the organizational voice, the human face, 

without a human face, but a brand logo, was the crux of 

identity work performed by social media professionals. Its 

difficulty stemmed partially from the task itself, which as-

sumed also high and frequently displayed levels of organ-

izational identification, viewed by participants was pre-

requisite for a job in social media, suggesting an interest-

ing mix of identifications in this context.   

The adoption of a human face and a distinct organ-

izational voice led to concerns with identity vulnerability, 
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both for organization and individual, generating an all too 

human unease of “revealing too much” when “too much” 

had no definition. The “human face” was also a space of 

organizational identity and brand concentration, which 

had to be managed carefully to remain acceptable for a 

wide variety of stakeholders. For example, Anna, a social 

media writer, talked about the human face of her organi-

zation, specializing in medical products for outdoor recrea-

tion use, in terms of providing fun and exciting adventure 

sport and travel content for its followers. She explained 

that one challenge for her company, and her as a writer, 

was alienating people at various expertise levels. Some of 

the social media might appear “too hardcore” and only re-

late to its most dedicated friends and customers.  

Creating an organizational human face is a balanc-

ing act, in terms of functionality and discourse, and in 

terms of identity appeal. Organizations have multiple au-

diences for whom they frequently create different identi-

ties. This multiplicity of organizational identities and au-

diences was extensively noted by Cheney (1991) and pos-

ited to be one of the most challenging conditions of being 

an organization. While most individuals understand that 

everyone cannot like them, organizations seem to struggle 

with this concept in the context of the social media “like.” 

A plausible explanation here consists in the impossible 

task to control the intent and identity of the individuals 

engaging with an organization’s social media identity. In 

this sense, social media may be an excellent way of con-

structing a human, friendly view of the organization, while 

also being a respectable face-threatening venue. Maintain-

ing this precarious balance is left up to the expertise and 

identity juggling of the social media professionals. 
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Working the Authentic Story 

Story telling and representing authenticity, two 

emerging themes from conversations, were seen as ways of 

managing identity-threats (negative comments) online. 

Yet, at first storytelling and authenticity did not appear 

connected. Storytelling seemed to have more in common 

with promotion, while authenticity was linked with appro-

priateness. However, in the context of humanizing the or-

ganization, the telling an authentic story becomes impor-

tant as a face-saving tool. The connection between a good 

story and organizational authenticity is intrinsic in social 

media context. It is also a good example of an unlikely con-

nection: a discursive approach to identity in the form of a 

story and narrative, and functional approach to identity in 

terms of authenticity and promotion.  

Good storytelling is a goal and a tool of all market-

ing and advertising campaigns, but social media seems to 

demand more from the organizations represented there. 

Because of the emphasis on engagement, the stories have 

to be meaningful beyond a sales pitch. The authenticity of 

the company has to shine through every story, and a story 

is told in 140 characters or less (as on Twitter). Because it 

is not easy to tell a story in 140 characters, images, videos, 

hyperlinks, music, posts by other companies or people con-

nected to the organizations, were often used to relate a 

story as well. Social media in essences encapsulated the 

emotion and passion of a brand and the organization be-

hind it; the social media professionals felt a sense of pride 

and passion about this work.  

In my opinion, the best way to relate to people on 

social media, as a brand, is through video. Through 

video you can express so much passion and you 

evoke so much passion, and passion, passion for the 
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brand and the story behind the brand is what social 

media is all about. – Jeremy, social media strate-

gist and writer 

 

The rules of storytelling are intertwined with the 

rules of promotion and advertising according to the quote 

above. This is not a surprising mix, yet it is one that so far 

has become a specific one to social media organizational 

representation. The emphasis on passion and emotion 

throughout the interviews was overwhelming and can be 

connected with the focus on relational communication that 

is typical for the social networking context. The generation 

and communication of passion about an organization and 

its brand online with the daily consistency of social media 

platforms rested on the shoulders of social media profes-

sionals. The representation of passion along with the adop-

tion of organizational voice was another intensive identity 

work item on the list of job requirements. 

Working the authentic story of brand has clear 

Goffmanesque traces, in a sense that good storytelling 

online reminded of performance, with backstage and front 

stage aspects. For example, the performance of emotion by 

the social media professional is one that requires careful 

coordinated preparation and planning on behalf of certain 

organizational departments (marketing, customer service, 

sales), but none of this is visible to the stakeholder on so-

cial media. Being able to remain passionate, yet also calcu-

lating and data driven is a performance challenge for so-

cial media professionals – one that requires feelings of be-

longing, membership, loyalty, and pride (suggesting organ-

izational identification), but also one that participants re-

ported “is part of the job” and “supposedly, can be faked” 



thejsms.org 

Page 58 

in the online context. The idea that identity and identifica-

tion especially are performative processes evokes commu-

nicative and constitutive associations to postmodern no-

tions of narrative.        

Jake in healthcare described the role of the story he 

told online as an important aspect of social media because 

it “invites outsiders in.” Jake defined “outsiders” as the 

people who did not work for his organization and may 

have never even heard of it before. Even in its fragmented 

ways, consisting of short posts, reposts, sharing links, and 

videos, the social media content worked out by the partici-

pants became the story of their organization. Echoing the 

backstage/ front stage element of social media representa-

tion, social media storytelling was both fragmented and 

continuously planned, suggesting a peculiar mix of post-

modern narrative and promotion and data focused func-

tionality. Additionally, the story of the organization had to 

be created and consistently recreated by writers in an on-

going message for 24 hours a day.  

The narrative identity of organizations is often told 

in stories, but in social media there appears to be a twist 

about whose identity exactly gets told. As suggested by 

perspectives on OI, it can be the creation of the elite, all 

organizational stakeholders, and a relatively consistent 

identity may not even exist, suggesting a volatile mix of 

multiple identities in continuous flux. One of the partici-

pants, Matt, related personal and organizational identities 

through social media saying that he, as the owner, was the 

persona behind his organization and the social media im-

age he chose to create through his content — his personal 

identity influenced the organizational. In a different way 

Jake describes that his own identity is “irrelevant at all 
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times when I work, I am here to do a job,” suggesting an 

almost a lack of agency in representation. Overall, in the 

discussion of individual and organizational perceptions of 

self and identity, the participants put their professional 

hats on, performing an utmost example of identity work. 

In interviews, the professional marketer persona did not 

come off, it only seemed to become even stronger when the 

questions teasing out organizational identity came up.  

Descriptions of organizational identity and brand-

ing were brief, clear, and rehearsed. Patrick began an-

swering my question with: “That’s easy – I tell this to cli-

ents all the time – <organization name> is an easy one to 

identify, <organization name> is a direct response com-

pany. Our new thing… our new way to summarize our of-

fering is ‘response branding.’” Jake said: “We are the only 

academic healthcare organization in the region.” Jeremy 

noted that his organization and brand were about “a life-

style with zero limits,” and so on. The stories emerging 

from these identity statements were passionate, rehearsed 

performances, aimed to conceal coordinated planning be-

hind casual conversation about an origin story that re-

peated itself over and over online.  

 

Working the Boundaries and Creating Communities  

As reported by participants, the ultimate goal of 

organizational presence on social media is community 

creation and engagement. All themes and theme charac-

teristics culminate in the idea of community. As one social 

media strategist explained: “If you are not providing a 

community oriented material on your social media plat-

forms, get off of there. Social media is made for community 

engagement.” Another adds: “The goal is not to promote, 
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but humanize, put a face on the organization and make 

people smile… Provide advice and useful information…. 

The value is in pulling them in.” This focus on drawing 

people in and creating a community around an identity 

explains why storytelling and authenticity are so impor-

tant for an organization’s identity in social media contexts.  

Social media marketers may be the ultimate, self-

described boundary spanners functioning in organizations 

today. Boundary spanning is a term used to describe the 

activities of employees who face outside of the organization 

and link the organization with its external environments 

(Bartel, 2001). Systems theory driven, boundary spanning 

assumes that organizational boundaries exist (playing on 

the organization as container metaphor), but can be ex-

tended and are permeable. However, the discursive as-

pects of an organization, especially in the context of social 

media, pose a theoretical question about the existence of 

organizational boundaries at all. To gauge whether social 

media plays a role in deconstructing the organizational 

container, participants answered a question about the role 

of social media in boundary spanning.  

One social media writer explained that his organi-

zation’s boundaries were “expanded” by social media 

through the engagement of people who would “never be 

within my organization’s boundaries.” He added that this 

includes people who follow his Twitter feed that are no-

where close to the state where his organization operates or 

know much about it. Through advice and useful informa-

tion, the writer’s goal in social marketing is not only to 

bring people in, but to also let them tell their own story 

through comments, re-tweets, and re-posts. In this way, 

the story of his organization becomes intertwined with the 
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stories of stakeholder who have been “pulled in” within a 

virtual, but not physical boundary. In relation to organiza-

tional boundaries, participants clearly saw themselves as 

the agents taking those off and away – their organizations 

were in that sense, boundary-less.   

For example, the boundary is fragmenting, flexing, 

even disintegrating, when it comes to Matt’s comments 

regarding “the year of the drop.” The year of the drop indi-

cates the time when we “drop” the word “social” from me-

dia, because all media has become social. In Matt’s organ-

izational worldview there were no boundaries beyond the 

office walls, which he himself claimed not to frequent too 

much. His company existed virtually and he found most 

social value in their website’s feedback area where he saw 

a community emerging in the form emails and comments 

about his organization’s products and offerings. And while 

the social is still part of “social media” today, most of the 

media has indeed become a lot more social, an opinion also 

shared by Julia, who used to work in print journalism and 

moved on to social recently. She decided to leave her jour-

nalism job for social media marketing because,  

“I saw myself doing the job of a social media mar-

keter as a journalist! Most of my day was spent 

reading the comments, these long conversations 

that happened below my articles… And honestly, I 

was more interested in that conversation…”  

 

The community participants aimed for came out of 

a continual conversation about the organization’s identity 

and voice on social media. This conversation, as inter-

preted by the participants in this study, has peculiarities 
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specific to social media. It is confirming and disconfirming 

of identity. It contributes to a strong sense of vulnerability 

and exposure, but also to a sense of boundary-less free-

dom. The ongoing talk on organizational social media cre-

ates a story of its own, a contested human face with au-

thentic voice governed by written and unwritten rules and 

not quite yet existent definitions. At the helm of it all 

stand individuals who speak on behalf of their organiza-

tions with passion and pride that comprise a peculiar 

sense of organizational identification. For social media 

professionals, this is work and in its basis, it is the work of 

an ongoing organizational and individual identity dis-

course.  

 

Discussion  

The three perspectives on organizational identity 

were found to exist simultaneously in the discourse of so-

cial media professionals, strategists and writers whose job 

is to create the organizational social media content and 

thus be the organization online. The very role of the social 

media professional as a self-described organizational voice 

suggests an interesting twist on identity work, a concept 

that first originated in the discourse of advertisers 

(Alvesson, 1994). As a concept, identity work has an inter-

pretivist slant, and stands alongside social identity 

(functionalist) and identity control (postmodern) as concep-

tualization of identity in organizations (Alvesson, 

Ashcraft, & Thomas, 2008). “Identity work” is particularly 

useful, because it describes what social media profession-

als do on behalf of their organizations, while also empha-
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sizing that what they are doing, is discursive – they are 

creating and learning the practices of organizational rep-

resentation on social media, defining and redefining the 

norms of governing and controlling identity online, adopt-

ing organizational voices, telling brand stories, spanning 

boundaries, working the organizational identity.  

Similarly to Alvesson’s (1994) identity worker, the 

social media professional works a unique blend of profes-

sional and organizational identity discourse, establishing 

both a social identity and a controlling organizational 

identity in the process. In the findings this is repeatedly 

seen in the discursive struggle between what one knows is 

professional discourse as a social media expert (focusing 

on relationships, engagement, community, and being hu-

man) vs. what one knows is preferred organizational dis-

course (focusing on promotion, data, measurement and re-

turn on investment). This study finds what Watson (2008) 

calls a disconnect between the “internal” personal identi-

ties and “external” social identities of social media market-

ers – this is evident when participants described storytel-

ling on behalf of the organization as a place where individ-

ual identities do not belong.  

Taking on the organizational voice and in effect, 

identity, online was perceived as the utmost task of social 

media professionals – their job becoming about being the 

organizations they represented. Taking on these identity 

discourses in interaction with stakeholders is in the very 

definition of identity work, in fact, appropriating an organ-

izational identity can be work in itself  (Hedges, 2008). It 

is through this work that we glean organizational identity 



thejsms.org 

Page 64 

from various perspectives – functional, constructionist, 

and postmodern. While all three perspectives acknowledge 

that in order to conceive of organizations as having identi-

ties, we must also conceive of them as somewhat anthropo-

morphized, they differ in where they place the agency of 

identity construction. In the discourse of social media pro-

fessionals, organizational identity is the creation of multi-

ple agencies.  

In the discourse of appropriateness and governance 

we are able to identify voices of the elite, the organization 

itself defining the norms and desired results of social me-

dia interaction. In the same vein, the entire process of 

identification, closely related to identity work (Hedges, 

2008) is driven by the organization to a point that social 

media professionals interpret identification as a job re-

quirement beyond expertise. Simultaneously however, the 

participants of this study take on the organizational voice 

and interact on behalf of the organization with a variety of 

stakeholders. Beech (2008) suggests that the performance 

of identity work is fundamentally interactive and this in-

teraction influences the meaning-making processes of indi-

viduals. Identity, organizational and otherwise, is always 

somewhat socially constructed, emphasizing the role of 

social interaction. And lastly, participants saw authentic-

ity and storytelling as the defining elements of “who” an 

organization is on social media. The emphasis on organiza-

tional narrative here and the focus on building communi-

ties through it suggest a postmodern view of the organiza-

tion where boundaries are flexible and permeable, and a 

distinction between outsiders and insiders becomes diluted 
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in discourse (Coupland & Brown, 2004).   

 

Limitations, Future Directions and Conclusion 

As all research, these findings have several limita-

tions, which suggest opportunities for future research. 

First, results are based on interview data rather than 

posted content on social media or observed communication 

of social media professionals. Although sensemaking com-

prises important piece of identity narratives (Ashforth, et 

al., 2008), future research could explore active decision-

making processes of social media professionals’ work prac-

tices, supplementing the interviews with posted content 

data. 

Second, the participant sample was somewhat lim-

ited in that it included social media professionals from the 

same geographic region and the same professional club, 

suggesting that the responses shared a similar perspective 

on social media and organizational identity. In the future, 

especially considering the rapidly changing social media 

landscape, larger scale and/ or longitudinal studies of iden-

tity work and changing practices would be appropriate.  

Larger scale studies or ones collecting interactional 

data off social media would benefit from a quantitative 

data collection and analysis that can handle the large 

amount of data generated by social networking platforms.   

In conclusion, theorizing on organizational identity 

within organization studies and communication has tradi-

tionally taken one of three perspectives on identity – func-

tionalist, social constructionist, and postmodern/ discur-

sive. The qualitative data collected from eighteen inter-
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views with people engaged with organizational identity 

representation in a social media context suggest that or-

ganizational identity is perhaps best viewed as an intri-

cate combination of all three perspectives. This argument 

is well demonstrated in the discourse of the social media 

professionals who do identity work on behalf of the organ-

izational presence online.  
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