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NEDERLANDSTALIGE SAMENVATTING 

 

Ondanks het feit dat Sociale Media de hele business omgeving aan het veranderen is, is er op dit 

moment weinig academisch onderzoek beschikbaar die deze ontwikkelingen behandelt. Deze 

studie bestudeert daarom het gebruik, de bruikbaarheid, de aanvaarding en de 

beschikbaarheid van Sociale Media tools in business-to-business bedrijven. Het onderzoek 

bestaat zowel uit een kwalitatief als een kwantitatief gedeelte.  

 

Voor het kwalitatieve gedeelte werden diepte-interviews afgenomen bij 15 hogere managers uit 

industriële organisaties. Meer bepaald werd onderzocht in welke domeinen Sociale Media reeds 

wordt ingezet en wat de onderliggende redenen zijn dat vele business-to-business bedrijven 

hierover nog eerder weigerachtig staan. Dit is een vorm van exploratief onderzoek dat 

waardevolle inzichten kon geven in de motivaties en attitudes van b2b-bedrijven ten opzichte 

van Sociale Media, en in welke mate hier reeds strategisch wordt over nagedacht. 

 

Uit de interviews kon worden geconcludeerd dat b2b bedrijven op dit moment slechts in zeer 

beperkte mate strategisch nadenken over het gebruik van Sociale Media. Nochtans was de 

overgrote meerderheid van de geïnterviewde managers overtuigd van het feit dat een Sociale 

Media strategie noodzakelijk is, en dat deze deel moet uitmaken van de algemene 

bedrijfsstrategie. Verder blijkt dat Sociale Media tools op dit moment voornamelijk worden 

ingezet als een extra communicatiekanaal en als rekruteringstool. Ook het gebruik van Sociale 

Media in het sales proces en het gebruik van interne Sociale Media tools werd bevraagd, maar 

voornamelijk bleek het hierbij om individuele, niet structurele initiatieven en losse probeersels 

te gaan. Ondanks de opportuniteiten die Sociale Media biedt voor interactie en dialoog, wordt 

het voornamelijk gebruikt voor éénrichtingscommunicatie; de hoge complexiteit van de 

industriële producten wordt hier voor telkens als reden aangehaald.  

 

Vervolgens speelt ook mentaliteit een belangrijke rol hier. Door vele Belgische managers 

worden internettools nog steeds gezien als een extraatje, iets wat leuk kan zijn of een extra hulp 

kan bieden. Slechts in zeer uitzonderlijke gevallen wordt “out-of-the-box” gedacht en in 

overweging genomen dat internettools zoals Sociale Media andere processen en systemen 

volledig zouden kunnen vervangen op termijn. Aangezien managers op dit moment zelfs 

twijfelen aan het feit dat Sociale Media een hulp kan zijn voor de sales vertegenwoordigers, 

wordt nooit gedacht dat Sociale Media op een dag misschien wel voor een groot deel de sales 
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force zou kunnen vervangen. Vervolgens speelt de generatiekloof binnen vele bedrijven ook een 

belangrijke rol. Het topmanagement, dat voornamelijk bestaat uit managers van de oudere 

generatie, is niet opgegroeid met deze tools en zijn hier dus vaak ook niet vertrouwd mee. Dit 

kan leiden tot frustraties bij de jongere managers die wel de opportuniteiten en mogelijkheden 

van Sociale Media tools inzien.  

 

Aangezien geen veralgemeningen gemaakt kunnen worden aan de hand van kwalitatief 

onderzoek, werd deze studie aangevuld met een kwantitatieve vragenlijst. Deze vorm van 

conclusief onderzoek is grotendeels gebaseerd op de uitgebreide ‘Technology Acceptance 

Theory’ (TAM2) (Venkatesh and David, 2000) en op onderzoek rond ‘task complexity’ (Maynard 

and Milton, 1997). TAM2 onderzoekt hoe de intentie van werknemers om een nieuwe 

technologie te gebruiken gevormd wordt. Deze vragenlijst werd online verspreid en een 

tweehonderdtal respondenten uit b2b bedrijven, met eender welke bedienden-functie, werden 

verzameld.  

 

Zoals ook werd aangetoond in TAM2, blijkt uit ons onderzoek dat de intentie om een bepaalde 

technologie te gebruiken beïnvloedt wordt door de vrijwilligheid waarmee men Sociale Media 

tools gebruikt. In het geval van vrijwillig gebruik, wordt de gebruiksintentie beïnvloedt door  de 

gepercipieerde bruikbaarheid en het gepercipieerde gebruiksgemak, subjectieve norm heeft hier 

geen additionele invloed. Wanneer het gebruik eerder als verplicht wordt ervaren zal een 

subjectieve norm wel een invloed hebben, gepercipieerd gebruiksgemak daarentegen bleek dan 

geen significante determinant meer te zijn. Vervolgens werden de determinanten van 

gepercipieerde bruikbaarheid ook verder onderzocht via regressie. De volgende zeven 

variabelen bleken ieder een positief effect uit te oefenen op gepercipieerde bruikbaarheid: 

subjectieve norm, relevantie  voor de job, output kwaliteit, aantoonbaarheid van het resultaat, 

gepercipieerd gebruiksgemak, motivatie en ondersteuning van het management. Subjectieve 

taak complexiteit bleek geen significante determinant. Wanneer echter een multiple regressie 

werd uitgevoerd op gepercipieerde bruikbaarheid, bleek dat subjectieve norm en relevantie & 

motivatie alle andere determinanten mediëren en overblijven als de enige significante 

determinanten van gepercipieerde bruikbaarheid.  

 

Als algemeen besluit kan gesteld worden dat Sociale Media zeker en vast een aantal 

opportuniteiten en voordelen kan bieden aan b2b bedrijven, maar dat het gebruik door deze 

bedrijven nog in kinderschoenen staat. Dit laatste kan onder andere te maken hebben met de 

gepercipieerde bruikbaarheid van deze tools, wat wordt beïnvloed door de mate waarin 
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anderen geloven dat deze tools moeten gebruikt worden, het belang en de relevantie voor de job 

en de motivatie en gedrevenheid om deze tools te gebruiken.  

 

De belangrijkste beperking van dit onderzoek  is het feit dat niet elke industrie even vaak 

voorkomt gedurende de studie. Voornamelijk tijdens het kwantitatieve onderzoek was een groot 

deel van de respondenten (ongeveer 35%) deel van de automobiel sector. Aangezien dit een 

eerder technische sector is, zou dit eventueel in beperkte mate een vertekend beeld kunnen 

geven.  
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ABSTRACT 

 

Social Media is changing the business environment at an accelerating pace. Nevertheless, there 

isn’t much academic research done about this phenomenon. This is a study about Social Media in 

business-to-business markets. The use, availability and acceptance of Social Media tools in b2b 

companies are investigated. For the qualitative part of the study fifteen in-depth interviews 

were conducted from b2b managers. Thanks to this empirical research interesting and valuable 

insights on different (strategic) aspects of Social Media were gathered. Most interviewed 

companies haven’t yet completely embraced the possibilities Social Media can offer, they just 

start thinking about how to implement it. Furthermore 200 respondents filled out an online 

questionnaire that had been set up for the quantitative research. Questions about the 

acceptance, management support, and task complexity of Social Media tools were asked. 

Intention to use is dependent on the voluntariness of the use of Social Media tools. In a voluntary 

setting it is influenced by perceived usefulness and perceived ease of use. In a mandatory 

setting, perceived usefulness and subjective norm are the determinants of intention to use. 

Furthermore perceived usefulness is determined by subjective norm and perceived relevance & 

motivation.  
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INTRODUCTION 
 
From my own experience I can say that I would miss a lot of opportunities if I wouldn’t be on Social 

Media. Four years ago, I gave a party for my eighteenth birthday and people received a paper 

invitation. Now, about four years later, people are invited for parties by Facebook-events, and non-

members are forgotten. It is all happening on Social Media: sharing pictures and feelings, opening 

shops, exchanging opinions and ideas, etc. Especially younger people feel excluded and forgotten if 

they are not present on Social Media. But how has this all changed the business environment?  

 

Also from the business perspective, Social Media is changing the environment since the last 

couple of years. One of the main outcomes of the rather long economic downturns that markets 

are facing today, has been an increasing focus on how firms can at least maintain existing profit 

levels, despite increased competition and reducing demand, by better focusing on reducing the 

cost of the sale through increasing the efficiency of their sales efforts. This coupled with 

advances in technology like digital media and the rise of social networks like LinkedIn, 

Facebook, and Twitter has meant that there is an increased scrutiny by commercial managers to 

better harness the power of these developments to be able to better tailor their offerings to the 

needs of the customers. An additional benefit of using Social Media tools include cost savings 

that could result due to: better targeting of customers, shorter sales cycle times, risk mitigation 

as a result of using references in social networks, faster recruiting times of qualified talents, 

reducing internal silo oriented thinking between different internal departments, better 

interdepartmental communication, faster responses to internal queries, etc.  

 

On the one hand, Social Media has a huge reach and works at an accelerating pace, which makes 

it easier than ever before for companies to reach a large audience without investing a huge 

amount of money or time. On the other hand, a new generation of customers is born since Social 

Media came up. Customers are much more informed and rather listen to peers than to 

commercial messages. However, despite all the possible advantages that a firm can accrue from 

embracing Social Media, business-to-business firms particularly struggle in integrating these 

new trends into their normal marketing and sales processes. Instead of embracing them, these 

developments have been shunned by the b2b community, which has largely relied on face-to-

face time of their salespeople with their customers. From a survey of 2012 by BtoB magazine it 

seems that only 5% of b2b marketers said Social Media was a "fairly mature and well optimized" 

part of their marketing mix. A majority of marketers are "in the early stages" and 17% don't use 

Social Media at all.  (Giamanco and Gregoire, 2012) Still, the interest and usage of Social Media 
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on a corporate level is increasing every year. However, as this is a rather recent phenomenon, 

there is a lack of academic research in this domain, especially concerning Social Media in 

business-to-business companies. 

 

I chose to examine both the usage and availability, and the acceptance of Social Media in 

business-to-business markets because I believe that there is need for additional research in this 

domain, especially for information from practice. Although there are a lot of non-academic 

articles about Social Media in b2b the last couple of years, it seemed from the explorative 

conversations and research that a lot of these articles are written by people working for online 

agencies, who offer Social Media services. Since a couple of years, companies are really starting 

to think about and to implement Social Media, but it seems that b2b companies are lagging 

behind. Personally, I’m convinced that Social Media could also be valuable, particularly for b2b 

companies. Social Media is all about communication, interaction, networking and social 

relationships. In addition, developing and maintaining strong relationships between the 

company and its customers is one of the main objectives of b2b marketing and sales.  

 

More specifically, this research is intended to generate a general overview of the 

acceptance, availability and usage of Social Media in business-to-business markets. This 

general research question can be broken down into the following specific research questions:  

1) What is the attitude of management towards Social Media, and how is it (strategically) 

being used at their company? (Qualitative research) 

2) What are the determinants of the intention to use Social Media, and perceived usefulness 

of Social Media by employees? (Quantitative research) 

 

In part one, an overview of the existing literature will be given. This literature review consists of 

four chapters. In the first chapter, an overview will be given of the specific characteristics and 

the nature of a business-to-business environment. Next, a definition and classification of the 

different Social Media tools will be given. Chapter three will explain the different steps of the 

sales process and the influence of Social Media on these steps. Finally, chapter four presents a 

theoretical framework that offers some background about the research we will do, and also 

develops the hypotheses for the quantitative research. In part two, the research design is 

described, including research methodology, sample and analysis of the results. Next, part three 

discusses the results of both the quantitative and the qualitative research. In part four a general 

conclusion is generated. First, a summary of the key findings is given, and secondly the 

limitations are explained and some suggestions for future research are made.
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PART ONE: LITERATURE REVIEW 
 
In this first part an overview of the literature on the main concepts of this research will be given. 

Next the theoretical background for the quantitative research will be discussed and the 

hypotheses will be developed.  

1. Business-to-business markets 
 
This research focuses on business-to-business (b2b) markets, also called industrial markets, 

which are markets that describe commercial transactions between businesses, such as between 

manufacturers, between a manufacturer and a wholesaler, or between a wholesaler and a 

retailer. This term is in contrast with business-to-consumer (b2c) markets, where transactions 

happen between businesses and end-consumers. Mostly b2b products are purchased by 

companies to use them in their manufacturing process to become a value-added product, but 

they can also buy them to sell them immediately to another company. Different b2b suppliers 

from various industries contribute to a finished product, as the latent exists of different 

components and raw materials. (Business-to-business, 2013) 

 

In this chapter the differences between b2b and b2c markets will be described and the 

characteristics of communications in a b2b context will be discussed. 

 

1.1. Differences between b2b and b2c markets 
 
Both b2b and b2c are terms that describe the nature of goods and services and the selling 

process, but there are some essential differences between the two markets. The main difference 

between b2b and b2c is of course who the buyer of the product or service is. As mentioned 

before the buyer in a b2c market will be the end-consumer, as in the other case it will be another 

company. Buyers from both markets can be distinguished from each other by their different 

characteristics. 

 

First of all are the Decision Making Units (DMUs), which refers to the bunch of people that makes 

the purchase decisions, in b2b-markets mostly much more complex than in b2c-markets. The 

purchase of consumer products only involves a household or often just one person, whereas in 

b2b a lot of people of different departments might be involved in the decision. The complexity of 

the DMU in b2b depends on the value and the risk of the purchase. Buying the wrong product or 

a product with a bad quality can have a crucial impact on the entire business, as the investment 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Manufacturer
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wholesaler
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sums are mostly very high. Both this financial and performance risk will strongly influence the 

b2b sales process. (Harrison, Hague and Hague, s.d.) 

 

Closely related to the DMUs is the fact that the cycle time of the sales process will be much 

longer in b2b than in b2c situations. Because the decision making units in b2b consist of so much 

people with many different needs, the decision making process happens to be much more 

complex and much longer. Also the fact that the risks are so much higher in b2b and the budgets 

are tighter nowadays plays an important role here.  

 

Alike the Decision Making Units, also the products are more complex in b2b-markets. The 

purchase of a consumer product requires no or little expertise, but this is not the case for 

industrial products. Those products are often technically and very complicated or have to be 

customized for a specific company. Because of that it is impossible to buy a b2b-product based 

on its design or just because it looks nice; it’s often part of a greater whole so it has to fit all the 

specific requirements. (Harrison, Hague and Hague, s.d.) 

Small numbers of customers of widely different sizes is another major distinguishing feature of 

business-to-business markets. In b2b-markets a company will have fewer customers, but that 

small group of customers will represent a very big order size. Also in terms of scale the 

differences between the buyers in b2b-markets are much larger than they are in b2c. (Harrison, 

Hague and Hague, s.d.) 

Another difference between b2b and b2c concerns the way buying decisions are taken. Business-

to-business buyers or DMUs are said to be much more rational in their decisions than b2c 

buyers. Consumers are often less well informed and more susceptible and impulsive. As 

mentioned above decisions in b2b will be made by a DMU that consists of different experts who 

are very well informed and who will make a broad analysis. ROI will be calculated and rational 

decisions will be taken. However, some studies say that “once the basic performance criteria of a 

product or service are met, business decisions are also largely based on psychological factors, such 

as earlier experience with a vendor, vendor credibility, experience, flexibility and reliability to serve 

customers in the future, and vendor commitment to a particular technology” (De Pelsmacker, 

Geuens and Van den Bergh, 2010, pp. 243). 

 

Another very important distinguishing characteristic is that b2b companies seek long-term 

relationships. Whilst, except for cars and houses, long-term purchases are rarely in a b2c 

environment, they are very common in b2b markets as capital machinery, components and 

continually used consumables are numerous. Brand loyalty is therefore much higher than in 
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consumer goods markets. The latter is very important, as there are only few industrial 

customers, so it is very important to keep the existing ones, who are very valuable.  Also after-

sales services and technical support will play a great role in keeping the relationship going. 

(Harrison, Hague and Hague, s.d.) 

 

Finally also personal relationships will be much more important in a b2b environment. In b2c 

customer relationships will mostly be impersonal, as advertising will play the most important 

role. Because the customer base in b2b is much smaller it is easier to maintain a good 

relationship with the customer, and also more important as the existing customers are of such a 

big value. As the sales force of a company will be the central point, advertising will be less 

important. Sales representatives will frequently visit the customers and try to build a trust 

relationship. (Harrison, Hague and Hague, s.d.; Deva Rangarajan, 2013) 

 

Table 1: Differences between b2b and b2c markets. (Own work, 2012) 

b2c-markets b2b-markets 

Much customers Less customers 

Advertising Salespeople 

Short sales cycle time Long sales cycle time 

Small order sizes Large order sizes 

Emotional  Rational (?) 

1/few decision maker(s) Complex DMU 

Impersonal relationships Personal relationships 

Short-term relationships Long-term relationships 

Low risk Higher risk 

 
 

1.2. Communications in a b2b context 
 

In general the same principles of communications hold in a business-to-business environment as 

well as in a business-to-consumer environment, although there are a number of differences 

between these two environments that impact the way customers gather information and thus 

also the effectiveness of different forms of communications.  

 

Five of the most distinctive characteristics of business communications will be listed out. First of 

all communication is much more personal and face-to-face. Traditionally, the role of personal 

commercial sources of information, and particularly the role the sales person, is stressed in b2b 
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communication. Apart from personalized, communication is also much more individualized, as it 

is possible to communicate directly with one prospect or customer. Thirdly, business 

communications are interactive as customers can respond. Furthermore, communication in a 

b2b environment will mostly be tailor-made as every customer has its specific needs and 

requirements. And finally, business communication will be more rational because of the high 

technical complexity of the products. Buyers want a lot of information and more objective, 

attribute-oriented communication. (De Pelsmacker, Geuens and Van den Bergh, 2010) 

 

Often b2b communication is seen as something boring and heavy, because of the specific 

characteristics of the business environment. Economic performance and the technical aspects of 

industrial products and services are priority, but apart from the fact that this communication 

has to be more rational and factual there is also the human element that shouldn’t be neglected. 

It seems from different studies that people don’t act so differently in business as they do in 

private. If communication is used to create awareness and interest, people will always be subject 

to emotions and values. (De Pelsmacker, Geuens and Van den Bergh, 2010)  

 

2. Social Media 
 
The concept of Social Media is capturing the interest of many businesses today, but still there 

seems to be only a limited understanding of what Social Media really means. In this section, 

clarification will be provided and the differences with two other important topics of digital 

communications, Web 2.0 and User Generated Content, will be described. Furthermore, a 

systematic categorization of the different types of Social Media is provided and these different 

types will be explained in detail. Finally a summary of some definitions by practical experts in 

Social Media will be given.    

 

2.1. Web 2.0 
 

Web 2.0 is a term that was first used in 2004 to describe a new way in which software 

developers and end-users started to utilize the World Wide Web after the bursting of the dot-

com bubble in the autumn of 2001. The term is closely associated with Tim O'Reilly because of 

the O'Reilly Media Web 2.0 conference, which was held in late 2004. Subsequently O’Reilly was 

the first to give a clear definition of the concept. He defined Web 2.0 as “the business revolution in 

the computer industry caused by the move to the Internet as platform, and an attempt to 

understand the rules for success on that new platform. Chief among those rules is this: Build 

applications that harness network effects to get better the more people use them.” (O'Reilly, 2006) 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tim_O%27Reilly
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/O%27Reilly_Media
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The first generation of Internet – also called Web 1.0 – considered the user of the internet as a 

passive actor with no or limited influence on the content published on the Web. Interaction was 

possible, but not in real-time. Web 1.0 was thus a very static form of Internet with applications 

such as personal web pages and Encyclopaedia Britannica Online. Companies played the central 

role and users could only consult what was published on the corporate websites. (Callebaut, 

2011; Kaplan and Haenlein, 2010; O’Reilly, 2007) 

 

2.2. User Generated Content 
 

User Generated Content (UGC) can be seen as the sum of all ways in which people make use of 

Social Media by giving their opinion or publishing their own creative ideas on publically 

accessible websites, outside of professional routines and practices (OECD, 2007). Thus, 

according to the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development, User Generated 

Content needs to fulfil three basic requirements. First, it needs to be published on a publicly 

accessible website or social networking site. Furthermore it needs to show some creativity, and 

finally it is required that the end-user doesn’t have a professional motive. (Kaplan and Haenlein, 

2010) 

 

2.3. Social Media 
 

To come to a first description of the concept of Social Media it is sufficient to take a look at the 

group of words. First of all it is Media, because it consists of texts, links, pictures and videos that 

are published by users. Next they are social, because people use them to share content with 

other users. Kaplan and Haenlein created a definition that clearly explains the relation between 

Web 2.0, User Generated Content and Social Media. According to them Social Media can be 

defined as “a group of Internet-based applications that build on the ideological and technological 

foundations of Web 2.0, and that allow the creation and exchange of User Generated Content” 

(Kaplan and Haenlein, 2010, pp. 61). Social Media are thus applications that use Web 2.0 

technologies and that enable the generation and exchange of User Generated Content. 

 

Social Media technologies exist in many different forms, and there keep on coming new varieties. 

Consequently, there was need for a categorization that clearly distinguishes between these 

different types in a systematic manner. Kaplan and Haenlein created a classification scheme for 

Social Media, based on a set of theories in the field of media research (social presence, media 

richness) and social processes (self-presentation, self-disclosure), the two key elements of Social 

Media. (Kaplan and Haenlein, 2010) 
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The first dimension is situated in the field of media research and is determined by the degree of 

social presence and media richness. According to the social presence theory (Short, Williams, & 

Christie, 1976), media differ in the degree of “social presence”, which can be defined as the 

acoustic, visual, and physical contact that can be achieved by a medium. Social presence is 

determined by the intimacy and immediacy of the medium. A medium supporting real-time (e.g., 

live chat) and interpersonal communications will have a higher degree of social presence 

compared to one that supports asynchronous (e.g., e-mail) and mediated (e.g., via telephone) 

communications. So the higher the social presence, the larger the social influence that the 

communication partners have on each other’s behaviour. Closely related to this is the Media 

Richness Theory (Daft & Lengel, 1986), which is based on the assumption that the goal of any 

communication is the resolution of ambiguity and the reduction of uncertainty. The theory 

states that media vary in the degree of richness they support, which refers to the amount of 

information they allow to be transmitted in a given time interval. Some media will be more 

effective in reducing uncertainty. (Kaplan and Haenlein, 2010) 

 

A second classification can be made in the domain of social processes. “Self-presentation” states 

that people have the desire to control the impressions other people form of them (Goffman, 

1959). The conscious or unconscious revelation of personal information to others, which is 

consistent with the image we would like to have, is called “self-disclosure”. (Kaplan and 

Haenlein, 2010) 

 

Table 2 represents the classification of the different types of Social Media. They all differ in the 

degree of media richness, social presence, self-presentation and self-disclosure they allow. In the 

remainder of this chapter, each type of Social Media will be described in detail, and the 

opportunities each type can offer to companies will be described. 

 

Table 2: Classification of Social Media. (Kaplan and Haenlein, 2010) 
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1. Blogs and microblogs 

“A blog – short for web log – is a web page that serves as a publicly accessible personal journal for 

an individual” (Lee, Hwang and Lee, 2006, pp. 317). Blogs are the earliest form of Social Media; 

they go back to the Internet’s roots, where the World Wide Web was initially created as a 

platform to facilitate information exchange between users. (Micro)blogs can be described as 

special types of websites where you can find entries about a certain subject, in a reverse 

chronological order. There are blogs in a lot of different variations, but mostly they are managed 

by one user and are text-based. Also for companies this is a way to keep their employees, 

customers and shareholders updated. But this doesn’t come without risks, as customers or even 

employees could write negative and damaging information on these blogs. (Kaplan and 

Haenlein, 2010) 

 

2. Collaborative projects 

In collaborative projects it is possible for many end-users to simultaneously create a joint 

content. The important idea after collaborative projects is the fact that a joint effort of many 

users leads to a better content than any individual user could achieve. As consumers nowadays 

are mostly interested in what congenial people think, collaborative projects are becoming the 

most important source of information for many of them. This brings some risks but also 

provides a lot of opportunities to firms. Kaplan and Haenlein distinguish two types: wikis and 

social bookmarking applications. (Kaplan and Haenlein, 2010) 

 

Wikis are websites where users can add, remove and change text-based context. Users don’t 

need to know each other and there is not some kind of editor who reviews the content before it’s 

posted. The most known example here is of course Wikipedia. (Kaplan and Haenlein, 2010) An 

example of a social bookmarking website is Delicious. On these sites mostly Internet links or 

media content will be collected or rated by groups of users. 

 

3. Content communities 

Content communities enable users to share media content, to discuss and to rate content. This is 

mostly possible without having an own personal profile. These communities exist in a lot of 

different media types, including text, slideshows, photos and videos. The most popular example 

of a content community is YouTube; other examples are Flickr and SlideShare. Also for 

companies this type of Social Media seems to be a very interesting contact channel. Companies 
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like Google for example, use this to share recruiting videos, speeches and press announcements 

with their stakeholders.  (Kaplan and Haenlein, 2010) 

 

4. Social networking sites 

Social network sites are “web-based services that allow individuals to (1) construct a public or 

semi-public profile within a bounded system, (2) articulate a list of other users with whom they 

share a connection, and (3) view and traverse their list of connections and those made by others 

within the system. The nature and nomenclature of these connections may vary from site to site” 

(Boyd, 2008, pp. 211). On social network sites people can create their own personal profile and 

connect with other people, who will be able to see their personal information and the content 

they post on their profile.  

 

Again businesses can create value via Social network sites. To begin with, social network sites 

can be used to support existing business relationships or to develop new ones. Especially 

LinkedIn is a very popular social network site that supports the connections between business 

people. Moreover, social network sites can be leveraged to increase brand loyalty as companies 

can use their corporate profile to connect with their customers and keep them informed. 

Another interesting benefit is the fact that it can be used to obtain customer data via their 

personal profiles. In practice already a lot of firms start using these sites to support their brand, 

but by a lot of them it is wrongly perceived as the only channel of Social Media. (Boyd, 2008; 

Kaplan and Haenlein, 2010; Kim et al., 2010) 

 

5. Virtual social worlds and virtual game worlds 

Virtual worlds are platforms that imitate a three-dimensional environment in which users can 

appear in the form of personalized avatars and interact with each other as they would in real 

life. Those two forms will be less important for companies.  (Kaplan and Haenlein, 2010) 

 
 

2.4. Descriptions by practical experts 
 

As described above there are different theoretical definitions of Social Media, but it also seemed 

interesting to talk to some practical experts in this domain. People who are the Social Media 

manager of a company or do online commercial consulting. According to Sofie Verhalle (2012), 

CEO of Talking Heads1, the definition of Social Media exists of 4 key elements, it are tools and 

                                                             
1 Talking Heads is a Belgian company, established in 2008, that helps other companies to implement a durable and integrated Social 
Media strategy. They have a clear vision and have a great reputation because of the excellent quality they deliver.  
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platforms, where people can share opinions and insights. Frank De Neve (2012), internet-

marketer and CEO of E-ON Marketing2, describes Social Media as an “online bar”. It is a place 

where you can find and talk to people you find interesting, you can share things and there is a lot 

of interaction. In line with this description Geert Conard3 (2012), one of the Belgian pioneers in 

Social Media, says Social Media is all about networking. The more people you are connected 

with, the more opportunities will arise. He summarizes it in one sentence: “It is about how much 

people talk about you when you are not there”. Companies need to build long time relationships 

with (potential) customers and that is what Social Media is all about.  

 

3. Social Media in sales  
 
In business science a sales process describes the approach of organizations to sell products or 

services. The sales process or sales funnel is a step-by-step process that has been changing 

during the last couple of years, among others because of Social Media. The first part of this 

chapter will discuss the specific characteristics of the new generation of customers. Next, each 

step of the sales process, and the influence of Social Media on these steps, will be discussed. 

 

3.1. New generation of customers 
 

To understand why and how the sales department of a company should engage with today’s 

social business environment it is important to start recognizing the changes in buyers’ 

behaviour and characteristics of the customer. It isn’t an option anymore for companies to 

neglect the fact that customers are online and that they use the Internet to do research about the 

purchases they are considering.   

 

It is important to recognize that a new generation of customers is born since the Internet has 

shifted from an information web to a social web. However, the most essential characteristics of 

the customer aren’t changed because of the Internet, they are just expressed in other ways. 

According to Steven Van Belleghem (2010) the Internet is just a facilitator of the essential 

human characteristics. People influence each other and like to share experiences. Word-of-

mouth is a concept that is as old as humanity; by sharing their experiences people influence the 

purchasing behaviour of fellow customers. Also the concept of networking is an expression of 

the human need to talk to people who they find interesting. The generation of the baby boomers 

                                                             
2 E-ON Marketing helps SMO’s to gain customers and to keep them via Social Media and other Internet marketing tools. Their goal is 
not to only to do this with attention for technologies and design, but especially make something that is appreciated by the customers.  
3 Geert Conard is management consultant, interim manager, project manager, trainer and consultant researcher on Social Media & Social 
Networking. He is one of the Social Media pioneers in Belgium.  

 

http://geertconard.com/cv.html
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used to network a lot, and the net generation or generation Y increased this again by 

continuously networking via Social Media. Furthermore, because of online networking also 

offline-networking events gained on popularity again. (Frank De Neve, 2013, December 10 – 

Personal communication) Consequently it can be concluded that the only difference concerning 

the essential social characteristics of this new generation of customers is the fact that the 

expression of people’s social needs happens more and more online now, instead of offline.  

 

Apart from the fact that the customer hasn’t really changed, it must be said that their buying 

behaviour has changed a lot the last couple of years. In the beginning of the 21th century the 

Internet was just an information platform, where companies, authors and journalists mainly 

published the content. There was only one-way communication, and conversations between 

customers weren’t really possible. However, as the last couple of years the Internet has evolved 

to a social web everybody has become an author. The social web connects people and this 

evolution has had a huge impact on the way customers take their purchase decisions. Everybody 

can share content, information and experiences or give feedback and ratings about products. As 

buying risks are often high in b2b-markets, purchasers will use all this information to lower the 

risk. It’s proven that people have a lot of confidence in their peers, which are people who are like 

them, and don’t really trust top-down communication or marketing messages anymore. The 

opinion of other customers or employees of a company are much more valuable because they 

are more neutral and objective. (Steven Van Bellegem, 2010; Kaeplan and Heinlein, 2010)  

 

Another evolution, which has been thoroughly documented in the past, is the shift from push to 

pull communication. Customers don’t want to be pushed or called the whole time, they want to 

decide themselves what, where and with whom. Before, customers were mostly contacted and 

convinced through cold calling, as this used to have a higher return than other direct-marketing 

activities, but because of this important power shift this return is dropping with every passing 

year. From a recent survey by InsideView, an online provider of sales-relevant content, it seems 

that more than 90% of C-level executives said they “never” respond to cold calls. (Giamanco and 

Gregoire, 2012) 

 

“The shift from a “push” to a “pull” world of commercial messaging has been thoroughly 

documented by now. It’s not just that buyers start the sales process without you; research has 

shown that today they typically complete most of the purchase journey before having any 

contact with sales. And by that point they are far more informed about your business than you 

are about theirs.” (Giamanco and Gregoire, 2012, pp.90). 

 



 13 

3.2. Sales process 
 

In literature there are different theoretical frameworks describing the sales funnel and also in 

practice the steps of the sales processes vary somewhat by company, but generally the same 

typical steps of a traditional b2b sales funnel are coming back; lead generation, lead 

qualification, needs identification, feature/benefit presentation, proposal and negotiating, 

closing the deal and after-sales services. In business-to-business markets, especially in sales, 

managing relationships is essential in every contact with the customer.  

 

Figure 1: Steps of the sales process. (Own work, 2012) 

 

 

“Chances are that your salespeople are already on Social Media sites and are even using them in 

their work. But their activity is probably scattershot, with different people using different tools in 

various ways and no one person using them consistently. […] To bring that kind of order to your 

organization, start with the sales cycle your representatives are already familiar with. It typically 

runs form prospecting and qualifying leads […]” (Giamanco and Gregoire, 2012, pp.91) 

 

“No matter how an organization views the sales process or sales funnel, we argue that Social Media 

has the potential to dramatically affect every step in the process to better leverage a salesperson’s 

network.” (Andzulis, Panagopoulos and Rapp, 2012, pp. 311) 
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1. Understanding the customer and generating leads 

The sales process starts with gathering knowledge about possible prospects and generating 

leads by prospecting the market. Sales reps needs to gather general information on the 

companies they want to reach, as their success often depends on the acquisition of precise and 

timely information about opportunities in the market. (Ustuner and Godes, 2006) The 

customer’s interest towards your products or services needs to be captured and different 

methods can be used for this.  As mentioned before, in the past lead generation in a b2b context 

happened mainly via cold calling and other forms of traditional advertising, for example trade 

exhibitions, promotions or direct mail, but these methods are losing effectiveness every day. 

Nevertheless, from explorative conversations and research it seems that (potential) customers 

most often do react very quickly to a message via Social Media. Because of the shift in the sales 

process, amongst others generated by Social Media, online networking and referrals from 

existing customers will be of growing importance. These days, the customer has the power, 

which is why experts speak about ‘the new sales funnel’, where companies need to create 

awareness and attention instead of generating leads. Leads will come in as customers seek for 

problem solutions online. (Payton, 2011; Patrick Maes, 2012, November 11th – Personal 

communication) 

 

Furthermore, thanks to Social Media sales people don’t always need to start conversations with 

prospects anymore. By monitoring the Internet, which is made possible by different monitoring 

tools, they can intervene in discussions and answer questions of their leads. Next, companies can 

choose to play a very active role, by participating in conversations where they can add value; or 

they can act more passively by gathering all the interesting and relevant information they can 

find, to use this internally for improving their products and services to be able to better tailor 

the customer’s needs. To conclude, the most important aspect for sales reps in this step of the 

sales process is setting up one, or more profiles on Social Media and developing social habits. 

Sales reps should brand themselves as experts who are trustworthy and helpful. (Giamanco and 

Gregoire, 2012; Andzulis, Panagopoulos and Rapp, 2012) 

 

An important remark is the fact that lead generation doesn’t have to lead to sales immediately. 

Especially lead generation via Social Media can be a long-term story; companies might be really 

interested although they don’t really need your product at that moment. That’s when it is 

extremely important to keep in contact with those companies, because at one moment in the 

future they might want to buy your product. Subsequently it is essential that those potential 

prospects keep remembering you. In other words, Social Media is in fact all about giving without 
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expecting immediate return. Although it might feel counterintuitive for companies, and sales 

reps in particular, to share valuable information like trends, case studies, tips and tricks, etc. 

when it is not guaranteed that these activities will directly lead to sales, such efforts are part of a 

general behavioural shift that must take place in the b2b landscape. (Giamanco and Gregoire, 

2012; Frank De Neve, 2013, December 10 – Personal communication)  

 

2. Lead qualification 

Once sales reps have prospected the market, they need to build rapport and qualify the 

generated leads. In this stage the sales-ready leads will be separated from the general inquiries. 

The qualified leads, or prospects, will go through to the next steps of the sales process. The ones 

that are not qualified can sometimes be put in a nurturing program, which means that the sales 

team maintains the dialogue in the hope they’ll convert in an opportunity one day. During such a 

nurturing program Social Media can plan an important role, as mentioned above.  

 

Figure 2: Lead qualification. (Asutosh, 2009) 

 

 

Companies can use different criteria to qualify their leads, but typically the next three criteria 

will be used: Money, Authority and Desire to buy (MAD-criteria). The first thing that has to be 

examined is if the lead has the money to buy your product. Next question is if he has the 

authority to take a buying decision, because if not, the sales force is wasting their time by talking 

to the wrong person. And finally, does the lead have the desire to buy the products? To know if 

these three factors are present with the leads, a lot of information is required. In practice, there 

are many methods to answer these questions, but obtaining the information via Social Media is 

much easier and often also very relevant. “By utilizing Social Media to qualify prospects and 

strengthen an organization’s social capital, sales firms can focus on ideal clients that fit their 

business model and, as a result, may minimize time wasted on less than ideal customers and 

maximize time spent focusing on more promising opportunities” (Rodriguez, Peterson and 

Krishnan, 2012, pp. 368). 
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3. Need identification 

When sales reps have collected a list of qualified prospects, the next step is identifying these 

potential customers’ needs and wants. The only way to do this is by taking the qualified prospect 

through a series of question and answer sessions in order to identify their problems and 

requirements. Furthermore good listening is also essential in this step of the sales process, and 

in addition the most essential characteristic of a successful salesperson.  

 

The salesperson will attempt to identify the buyer’s business need or "gap" between where the 

customer is today and where they would like to be in the future. Based on that gap the 

salesperson will clarify the needs and determine if his company has the right and a complete 

solution, or not. The series of questions of need identification can be categorized in different 

groups and mostly salespeople will use the “SPIN questioning”-strategy in this phase.  SPIN 

stands for Situation, Problem, Implication and Need-payoff questions.  

 

Table 3: Need identification - SPIN-selling. (Culoyoa, 2009, December 7th) 

 

 

Consequently, this is a very interactive and dynamic process, in which both parties have to 

invest enough time. Because of this it is often said by companies that Social Media cannot be 

useful in this stage of the sales funnel, but this doesn’t have to be true. Social Media tools could 

help to reduce the amount of questions needed to come to complete need identification. First of 

all organizations can gain deeper insights in the elements that are most important for their 

customers by monitoring their concerns and questions on the web. Secondly they can use all the 

information that can be found about the company. Furthermore, using Social Media for need 

identification could lead to collective learning. Customers might get answers on questions they 

didn’t even know they had, thanks to the interaction with other customers. Because of this, 

customers will get more enlightened and a better relationship will be obtained. It can be 

concluded that in the past numerous phone calls and meeting were required to getting to know 

the needs of prospects, which is of course a very time- and money-consuming activity. Thanks to 

http://www.google.ch/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=SPIN+SELLING&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&docid=q6hDgt0ROQANOM&tbnid=EIvL5AXUeb2mBM:&ved=0CAUQjRw&url=http://www.proprofs.com/flashcards/story.php?title=grc-361-marketing-sales-print-digital-media-final-exam&ei=LMIsUbiAIdCp0AWh5ICIDA&psig=AFQjCNHypfbueylZ8vEOZTDfrL59EJ1ImQ&ust=1361974049223545
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Social Media this process could be shortened and made more efficient.  (Giamanco and Gregoire, 

2012; Andzulis, Panagopoulos and Rapp, 2012; Deva Rangarajan, 2013) 

 

4. Features and benefit presentation 

Once the needs and wants of a prospect are defined, a sales rep will need to come up with a 

solution for this specific prospect. In this step it is essential for the sales rep to identify exactly 

which components and features are relevant and necessary to solve the prospect’s problem. This 

step of the sales process has specifically changed since the boom of Social Media and User-

generated-content. Prospects often don’t wait until a sales rep comes and presents his solution, 

they will already start gathering information and look for solutions themselves. Potential 

customers will ask for information and tips on the web. As anybody can answer these questions, 

it is essential for sales people to handle pro-actively and to use these opportunities before 

somebody else does. Due to this phenomenon some researchers say that the marketing cycle has 

been lengthened, while the sales cycle has become shorter. Both prospects and organizations 

will gather information about each other, so they will start the sales process very well informed, 

which will make the business conversations more valuable and effective. In this presentation 

step it is important that sales people use visual aids and demonstrations to present the benefits 

and value proposition of the products or services they offer. Next to this Social Media also 

enables collaboration between customer and company, to be able to come to the most excellent 

solution.  (Andzulis, Panagopoulos and Rapp, 2012; Patrick Maes, 2013, November 11 – Personal 

communication) 

 

5. Negotiation and close 

Finally, when a sales rep has presented his solution to the customer, it is desirable that the deal 

will be closed, as this is of course the main goal of sales. Nevertheless, beforehand some 

negotiating details and remaining objections will have to be discussed. Before a deal can be 

closed all the earlier steps of the sales process need to be completed, and as Social Media can be 

an enormous help in these steps, it is clear that Social Media also supports the close. First of all 

Social Media can be used to prevent objections as much as possible, for example by having a 

questions-and-answers forum. On the other hand, testimonials from other customers are really 

interesting to stimulate and support a close. Via Social Media it is very easy to spread these 

testimonials, or they can also come directly from satisfied customers. If every concern and 

question of the prospects is taken care off, closing the deal will be much self-evident and less 

time-intensive. (Andzulis, Panagopoulos and Rapp, 2012) 
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6. After-sales service 

The sales process doesn’t end with the close of the deal. Working on retention is very important 

for b2b companies, as keeping an existing customer is much cheaper than constantly attracting 

new customers. Developing an intense relationship with customers and developing in-depth 

knowledge about them could lead to the beginning of a new sales cycle in the future. Although 

this step is often overlooked, Social Media can play a very important role here. It has never been 

easier to stay in touch with your network and to keep them posted. Companies can establish a 

Social Media group to keep customers informed about a product, or to present them new sales 

opportunities, which increases the possibilities for cross selling and up-selling. Next, companies 

can also create service forums or a chatbox for questions. For some companies it seems unlikely 

that their business customers would follow or like them on Social Media, but in fact this is quite 

common as the concept of Social Media is starting to get established in people’s minds. To make 

customers keep following you, it is essential to frequently post interesting and relevant content. 

(Andzulis, Panagopoulos and Rapp, 2012; Giamanco and Gregoire, 2012) 

 

4. Theoretical background on Social 
Media in b2b and developing hypotheses  

 
In this chapter an overview will be given of the literature that has been written on Social Media 

in b2b, and furthermore the hypotheses for the quantitative research will be developed based on 

an existing theoretical framework. 

 

4.1. Overview literature on Social Media in b2b  
 

According to some authors, academic researchers have in a large part ignored the most 

important thing to happen to sales and marketing since the Internet: Social Media (Rapp and 

Panagopoulos, 2010, pp. 302). As mentioned before, literature on Social Media in a business-to-

business context is very scarce. Most studies on Social Media affect either the personal use of 

Social Media, or either the use of Social Media in a b2c environment, mostly in the domain of 

advertising and marketing. In addition advertising in b2b markets is less common and in 

practice we also see that it are mainly b2c businesses that started integrating Social Media in 

their communication in the past. However, in this chapter an overview will be given of some 

studies that have been done in the industrial domain and some conceptual frameworks that 

have been developed.  
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In the summer of 2012 the Journal of Personal Selling and Sales Management published a special 

issue on Social Media, as authors across the board agreed that there was a shortage of academic 

research into Social Media. This issue contains the most essential papers that have been written 

on this topic; they light the fuse of academic research on an area that directly concerns b2b 

markets and the authors hope that their papers will jump-start the process of more academic 

and practical research in this domain. The main findings and conclusions of these researches 

will be discussed below. (Rapp and Panagopoulos, 2010) 

 

First of all this special issue discussed the usability of Social Media in the different steps of the 

sales process as been described in chapter 3 (cfr. supra). Furthermore the impact on the sales 

environment has been investigated. In a qualitative research with a diverse group of participants 

from different industries, the beginning impact of Social Media on the sales process and 

employees has been explored. From this research six domains of impact were uncovered, 

showing that Social Media is changing the way businesses are interacting with their customers: 

- Connectivity - The level at which salespeople are expected to be connected or available 

to employers and customers is increasing due to Social Media technologies.  Some sales 

reps see this as part of their daily routine, but according to others this has a negative 

influence on their ability to plan. 

- Relationship - Socialness, social networking and building personal long-term contacts 

are also influenced by Social Media technologies. It seems that young salespeople are 

more comfortable building virtual relationships; furthermore customers want less 

personal contact and have near perfect information. 

- Selling tools - Revolutionary changes are happening to selling because of these new 

technology-based selling techniques. Again, age is an indicator of the amount of 

technology that is being used, as not everybody embraces these new selling tools. In 

addition Social Media sites are becoming more common, and especially Twitter and 

blogs are used.  

-  Generational – From the research it seemed that there are differences between 

younger and more experienced sales reps concerning the use of Social Media 

technologies. Both generations are communicating differently with customers. Younger 

sales reps seem to shy away from face-to-face contact, but they are more combing social 

in their job. Both younger buyers and sellers are embracing the idea of virtual 

relationships, while older individuals are more hesitant and might require training to 

adopt it and maximize its potential. 

-  Global – Social Media opens new opportunities at the domain of building and 

maintaining world-wide customers and relationships: sales reps have connections all 
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over the world, which is why they are answering messages 24h/day and there is 

continuously work waiting. 

-  Sales/marketing interface – Lastly, branding is much affected by Social Media. 

Especially Twitter is becoming the major marketing and selling tool. Furthermore, the 

lines between sales and marketing are blurring because of use of technology. 

 (Marshall, Moncrief, Rudd and Lee, 2012). 

 

In these tough economic times, companies are looking for opportunities to save money, which 

might be one of the reasons that investigations about the possibilities and benefits of Social 

Media are neglected by a lot of companies. However, Social Media could create cost savings by 

investing in technology instead of people. (Marshall, Moncrief, Rudd and Lee, 2012) Concerning 

the efficacy of the use of Social Media in b2b there was a huge gap in literature, which has 

recently be fulfilled by an empirical research exploring the impact of Social Media on sales 

processes and performances. Five hypotheses were tested and significant relationships were 

found between Social Media and creating opportunities, Social Media and relationships 

management, and Social Media and relationship sales performance. This is the first empirical 

support that justifies investments in Social Media in b2b sales. (Rodriguez, Peterson and 

Krishnan, 2012) 

 

As baby boomers are currently retiring, and as companies are wanting to recruit college 

graduates who have experience with the different Social Media tools, it is interesting to know 

what sources of motivation are required to encourage these young sales reps. From a research 

concerning the likelihood of respondents to blog for their company, it seemed that apart from 

the three components of motivation (extrinsic, intrinsic and apathic), also voluntariness and 

past performance were taken into account. As a conclusion, firms should consider these three 

elements of motivation, but also other elements of an employees’ personality. (Levin, Hansen 

and Laverie, 2012) 

 

Closely related to sales is the concept of Customer Relationship Management.  This is a very 

important model that is often studied in b2b markets. According to Trainor (2012), Social Media 

has been a stimulus for organizations to expand their traditional CRM strategy into one that uses 

recent technologies like Social Media. The author suggests a framework that could lead to 

greater firm performance. This new approach of CRM enables a much more collaborative and 

network-focused approach to manage customers. In addition, it supports interactive dialogues, 

instead of one-way monologues, it is more externally focused and customer-oriented, knowledge 

is co-created with customer and information is created through interactions with the customer, 
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as customers are active participants in the information updates. Social CRM, and Social Media 

specifically can increase the value-added proposition for organizations, but it should not replace 

traditional CRM, just extend it. This all is very important, as today the power has shifted from 

companies to customers, who feel empowered and want to play an active role in organizations’ 

processes while using the tools they choose.  (Trainor, 2012) 

From practice it seems that a lot of firms, and specifically salespeople are uncertain about the fit 

between Social Media technologies and their overall sales strategy. However, Social Media can 

play a very important role in growing customers’ engagement. A framework has been developed 

to explain the mechanisms through which the use of Social Media by sales reps can create value. 

Salespeople using Social Media can have a positive influence on service behaviours that 

influence the value creation for customers, as well as for salespeople. In addition, as the power 

of customers is increasing, the co-creation of value should be a central point in sales. Another 

implication of this framework is that managers need to promote the use and acceptance of Social 

Media with their sales force. Furthermore managers must be clear about the desired results.  

The realization of a strong Social Media strategy is required; otherwise there will be productivity 

losses for the sales department. In addition, sales reps should generate content and position 

themselves as “experts” in a manner to pull customers instead of pushing them. (Agnihotri, 

Kothandaraman, Kashyap and Singh, 2012)  

 

To conclude, a Social Media strategy must include a clear statement of objectives, a plan for 

sharing information with customers and stakeholders, an approach for gathering competitive 

intelligence, and a process for tracking performance against plan. (Agnihotri, Kothandaraman, 

Kashyap and Singh, 2012; Rapp and Panagopoulos, 2010). 

 

In table 4 the main findings of some other papers related to Social Media in b2b are being 

described.  
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Table 4: Overview papers Social Media in b2b. 

Title Author  Year  Key findings  
2ist Century applicability of the 
interaction model: Does pervasiveness of 
Social Media in b2b marketing increase 
business dependency on the interaction 
model? 
 

Sood, S. and Pattinson, M. 2012 Framework developed: IMP (Industrial Marketing and Purchasing) 
model is still applicable in times of Social Media by augmenting it with 
Social Media technologies (IMP Social). 

Content is key in b2b Social. Viveiros , B.  2012 Main reason for b2b companies for not being on Social Media: no 
direct ROI. 
Companies need to invest time in generating interesting and relevant 
content. 

Creating a b2b Social Media Strategy. 
 

Bates, B. 2011 b2b Social Media is different from b2c Social Media: 
b2c = quantity // b2b = quality. 
Social Media is about conversations, not directly sales. 
b2b Social Media strategy is going to focus on sharing intellectual 
capital, engaging prospects and pulling them deeper into a 
conversation. 

How Large U.S. Companies Can Use 
Twitter and Other Social Media to Gain 
Business Value 
 

Culnan, M., McHugh, P., and 
Zubillaga, J. 
 

2010 Case studies in big American companies. 
More and more firms are using, or planning to use Social Media. 
Only creating an online presence is not sufficient. 
Successful implementation strategies require: mindful adaptation, 
community building, and absorptive capacity. 

Influence and Passivity in Social Media 
 

Romero, D., Galuba, W., 
Asur, S., and Huberman, B. 
 

s.d. Majority of Twitter users act as passive information consumers and 
do not forward content. 
Algorithm presented: determines the influence and passivity of users. 
Shift: targeting those individuals who are influential and spread. 

Social media: The new hybrid element of 
the promotion mix 
 

Mangold, W. and Faulds, D. 
 

2009 One customer can directly communicate with thousands of other 
customers. 
Managers cannot directly control these conversations. 
Different methods for managers discussed, to influence and shape 
these conversations and discussions. 
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4.2. Theoretical framework and development of 
hypotheses  
 

When taking all literature written about Social Media in b2b into consideration we believed that 

there are still some important gaps in this domain. Most of the researches give an overview of 

the advantages and opportunities Social Media can offer, but none of them has really 

investigated the underlying reasons why only few companies are jumping on these advantages 

and accepting these technologies.  

 

From explorative conversations it seemed that a lot of people, especially from the older 

generation, don’t use Social Media because of its alleged complexity. Task complexity has 

become an important variable in performance research, and from a survey it seems that not only 

objective complexity, which refers to a task characteristic, but also a person’s perception of task 

complexity influences the performance on tasks. Both objective and subjective task complexity 

predict task performance uniquely, as two different concepts. Perceptions of complexity were 

determined not only by objective complexity, but by cognitive ability and task motivation as 

well. Perceptions of task complexity increased task motivation to perform the task well, and this 

relation was weakened by cognitive ability. High subjective task complexity was more 

motivating for those participants with high cognitive ability than for those with low cognitive 

ability. (Maynard and Milton, 1997; Venkatesh and David, 2000) 

 
The implementation and acceptance of new (information) technologies in companies has always 

been an interesting domain of research. In the last decade different researchers have 

investigated this domain. Especially the Technology Acceptance Model (TAM) (Davis 1989, Davis 

et al. 1989) has been supported by substantial theoretical and empirical prove. TAM explains the 

behavioural intention to use a system by ways of two components: perceived usefulness, which 

refers to the extent at which people believe a system can enhance their job performance, and 

perceived ease of use, referring to the extent to which using a system is perceived to be free of 

effort. (Davis 1989, Davis et al. 1989) TAM could consistently explain about 40% of the variance 

in usage intentions and behaviour. However, in their paper “A theoretical Extension of the 

Technology Acceptance Model: Four longitudinal Field Studies”, Venkatesh and David (2000) 

developed and tested a theoretical extension to this classical and often proved TAM.  According 

to Venkatesh and David, user acceptance and thus usage intentions are also influenced by both 

social influence processes and cognitive instrumental processes, which will be described below. 

This extended model was tested in four organizations and it has been proven to explain 40-60% 
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of the variance in usefulness perceptions and 34-52% of the variance in usage intentions. 

(Venkatesh and David, 2000) 

 

Figure 3: TAM2 - Extension of the Technology Acceptance Model. (Venkatesh and David, 
2000) 

 

 

1. Social Influence processes 

This first category of influencing factors consists of three interrelated social forces that will 

influence an individual’s choice when faced with the chance to either adopting or rejecting a new 

system. Two of them, subjective norm and voluntariness will be discussed below, and are used 

in our research. 

 

1) Subjective norm 

Subjective norm has been defined as “a person’s perception that most people who are important 

to him think he should or should not perform the behaviour in question” (Fishbein and Ajzen, 

1975, pp. 302). It was included in the ‘Theory of Reasoned Action’ (Fishbein and Ajzen, 1975) 

and in the ‘Theory of Planned Behaviour’ (Ajzen, 1991) as a direct influencer of behavioural 

intention. The explanation for this direct effect of a subjective norm on intention is that “people 

may choose to perform a behaviour, even if they are not themselves favourable towards the 

behaviour or its consequences, if they believe one or more important referents think they should, 

and they are sufficiently motivated to comply with the referents” (Venkatesh and David, 2000, pp. 
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187). Concerning the significance of subjective norm there have been mixed findings, due to the 

fact that this in influenced by voluntariness. (Venkatesh and David, 2000) 

 

2) Voluntariness 

According to Hartwick and Barki (1994), the significant effect of subjective norm is dependent 

on the voluntariness of the usage context, which has been defined as “the extent to which 

potential adopters perceive the adoption decision to be non-mandatory” (Agarwal and Prasas, 

1997; Hartwick and Barki, 1994; Moore and Benbasat, 1991). Subjective norm has a significant 

effect on intention in mandatory settings, but not in voluntary settings. (Hartwick and Barki, 

1994) Both hypotheses were tested by Venkatesh and David, during four field studies, and were 

found significant.  

 

H1a: Subjective norm will have a positive direct effect on intention to use when Social Media use is 

being perceived to be mandatory.  

 

H1b: Subjective norm will have no significant direct effect on intention to use when Social Media 

use is perceived to be voluntary. 

 

H2: Subjective norm will have a positive direct effect on perceived usefulness.  

 

2. Cognitive instrumental processes 

People form their judgements about perceived usefulness partially by cognitively comparing 

what a system is capable of doing, with what they need to get done in their job. Four elements 

are being described, conducted from different theories.  

 
1) Job relevance 

Job relevance, defined as “an individual’s perception regarding the degree to which the target 

system is applicable to his or her job” (Venkatesh and David, 2000, pp. 191), has a significant, 

positive effect on perceived usefulness. Apart from the social influence processes, job relevance 

is regarded as a cognitive judgement that exerts a direct effect on perceived usefulness. 

(Venkatesh and David, 2001) In other words, to what extent do people think a new system is 

important or relevant for their job? 

 

H3: Job relevance will have a positive effect on perceived usefulness. 
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2) Output quality 

TAM2 also mentions that next to job relevance, which concerns the considerations of what tasks 

a system is capable of performing, people will also think about how well a system can perform 

these tasks, and this is what is called output quality. This relation has also been found to be 

significant. (Venkatesh and David, 2001) 

 

H4: Output quality will have a positive effect on perceived usefulness. 

 

3) Result demonstrability 

Even if technologies are perceived as effective they are sometimes not accepted by the user due 

to the fact that the gains in job performance cannot really be attributed to the use of this new 

system. Result demonstrability refers to the “tangibility of the results of using the innovation” 

(Moore and Benbasat, 1991, pp. 203), so in other words it means that the results of using new 

technologies can be seen and shown. If this is not the case it is unlikely that users will 

understand how useful this system can be. (Venkatesh and David, 2000) 

 

H5: Result demonstrability will have a positive effect on perceived usefulness. 

 

4) Perceived ease of use 

Perceived ease of use is one of the determinants of behavioural intention to use a system, that 

was included in the original TAM and of which it was also proven to be a direct determinant of 

perceived usefulness. (Davis et al., 1989) It refers to the effort that is needed to use and 

understand a new system, the less effortful a system is to use, the more using it can increase job 

performance. (Venkatesh and David, 2000) 

 

H6: Perceived ease of use will have a positive effect on perceived usefulness. 

 

By extending the classical TAM model with both influence processes and cognitive instrumental 

processes, TAM2 explained up to 60% of the variance of perceived usefulness, which is the most 

important driver of usage intentions. (Venkatesh and David, 2000) Consequently, we would like 

to test in this research if this TAM2 is also applicable to the acceptance and usage of Social Media 

tools in b2b organizations.   

 

Apart from the determinants of Perceived Usefulness that were used in the TAM2 model, 3 other 

constructs were added in this TAM model for Social Media. Based on the theory of Task 

Complexity (cfr. supra), the constructs Subjective Task Complexity and Task Motivation were 
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included. And as Management support is the variable most frequently hypothesized as 

contributing to implementation success (Jarvenpaa and Ives 1991; Markus 1981; Purvis et al. 

2001), this construct was also added to our model. Figure 4 illustrates the TAM model for Social 

Media with all the constructs that were tested.  

 
H7a: Subjective task complexity has a negative effect on perceived usefulness. 

 

H7b: Task motivation has a positive effect on perceived usefulness.  

H8: Management support has a positive effect on perceived usefulness. 

 
 
 
Figure 4: TAM for Social Media. (Own work, 2013)
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PART TWO: RESEARCH DESIGN 
 
In this second part the research design of this master dissertation will be discussed. The first 

chapter will describe the methodology of the qualitative research that has been done. The next 

chapter will handle the methodology used for the quantitative research.  

1. Qualitative Research 
 
In this chapter the methodology of the qualitative empirical research is described. Sequentially, 

the research characteristics, the sample, and the analysis of the results are illuminated. 

 

1.1. Research characteristics – data collection 
 

As Social Media is a recent phenomenon, especially in a business-to-business environment, there 

isn’t much insightful academic knowledge about it available, which is why it is not possible to 

come to a real theoretical framework already. No theoretical or academic research could really 

tell in which business processes Social Media is starting to get used, and what the most common 

reasons for not using Social Media are.  

 

Consequently this will be more of an explorative research, i.e. a form of research that is used 

when there is not enough knowledge and insights available to already formulate and test 

detailed hypotheses. Our main goal is generating some key insights with regard to the (non-)use 

of Social Media in a b2b context. This research examines what is really going on at the domain of 

Social Media in b2b in practice. We would like to know in which business processes Social Media 

is currently used in b2b companies and what the reasons are that in a lot of cases it isn’t used at 

all.  

 

Consequently, the research design we’ll be discussing here is a qualitative research. Qualitative 

research is mainly recommended in cases where one wants to obtain an in-depth understanding 

of the motivations behind people’s or company’s behaviour and actions, or some broad points of 

view and opinions from the practice. Therefore this is also called motivational research. 

Compared to quantitative research, qualitative research is less structured and therefore allows a 

higher degree of flexibility and can give you better insights. However, the results of a qualitative 

research are often personal, or company-specific and as a consequence they cannot be 

generalized. This is why we have also done a quantitative research to be able to gain more 

general and profound insights in this topic. This will be discussed in the next chapter.  
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Table 5: Research Methodology - Types of survey procedures (in-depth interviews). (De 
Pelsmacker and Van Kenhove, 2006) 

 Structured Unstructured  

Direct Conclusive satisfaction 

research 

Explorative in-depth 

interviews 

Indirect  Quantitative attitude 

measurement 

Projective techniques 

 

For this qualitative part of the research information has been gathered through in-depth 

interviews. As described in table 5, this type of research allowed us to gain information and 

knowledge in a direct and unstructured way. This means that the respondents know what the 

survey is about, and that the interviewer doesn’t need to follow a strict and structured list of 

questions. Instead, an interviewing guide, of which it is allowed to deviate, has been set up to 

guide the interview (See appendix 1). Like that there is left some freedom to the interviewer to 

ask additional or deeper questions if there is room for that, which is also called probing. Some 

interviews were taken via a phone call, others during a meeting, and each interview took 

between 40 minutes and 2 hours. The in-depth interviewing allowed us both to gain some more 

qualitative information about this topic as such, from people who are really part of that b2b 

environment, and in addition to gather deeper insights in the motivations of the specific 

companies. The disadvantages linked to this method are that the results might be interviewer-

dependent and that there are no strict methods to analyse the obtained information. In this case 

the interviews didn’t handle sensitive information and respondents could just give their view on 

the subject. There was no deep interpretation needed and prejudices couldn’t really play an 

important role, which minimizes this interviewer-effect. Also we mainly wanted to give an 

overview of some different opinions and point of views on the subject, which is why strict 

analysing-methods aren’t really required. (De Pelsmacker and Van Kenhove, 2002) 

 

1.2. Sample 
 

In total about 15 managers from different commercial business-to-business companies were 

interviewed. As we wanted to come to a general view of the use of Social Media in b2b 

companies, our population contained organizations of all sizes, going from less than ten to more 

than 10.000 employees and from all possible industries.  
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For the interviews a restrictive non-probability sample was taken from the population we had 

defined, also known as a purposive sample. This means that not all elements of the population 

have equal chances, bigger than zero, to be included in the sample. It was also a restrictive 

sample, what meant that all respondents had to satisfy certain requirements. The requirements 

for the respondents were limited to the domain of their functions. We were mainly looking for 

marketing or sales managers and members of the senior management. Interviewing people that 

were highly ranked in the company offered the opportunity to get real insights in the deeper 

reasons and strategies behind the use or the non-use of Social Media. It was not obliged for the 

managers or the companies to use Social Media, as also the companies who don’t use it play a 

very important role in this research.  

 

When choosing for a restrictive non-probability sample, different kinds of samples are possible. 

In this case a judgment sample was chosen, which means that the respondents were selected 

following the interviewer’s preferences, but also availability played a role. This is the easiest way 

to gather respondents, although the representativeness of the sample is not guaranteed. (De 

Pelsmacker and Van Kenhove, 2002) 

 

1.3. Analysis of results 
 

Compared to the analysis of a quantitative research, analysing the results of a qualitative 

research is much more subjective. There are no strict, structured methods, analytical procedures 

or statistical tests that can be used. The gathered data consist of interviews, stories and quotes, 

so consequently the analysis happened on the basis of a content analysis. In this case the 

interviewer tries to bring some kind of structure in the gathered data; the answers on the 

different leading topics of the interviewing guide were collected and the content was analysed. 

Similar answers were grouped and like that an overview of the most common answers was 

obtained. (De Pelsmacker and Van Kenhove, 2002) 

 

Secondly the results of the probing and the real qualitative data from the interviews needed to 

be analysed. We were willing to know what is really playing in the heads of (senior) managers of 

b2b-companies. Quotes and personal opinions were gathered, apart from what was currently 

happening in the company they were working for. These stories were divided according to the 

subject they were handling, and compared to the company-specific findings. 
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2. Quantitative Research 
 
In this chapter the methodology of the quantitative empirical research is described. As for the 

qualitative research, consecutively, the research characteristics, the sample, and the analysis of 

the results are discussed. 

 

2.1. Research characteristics – data collection 
 

The research design we’ll be discussing here is a conclusive, quantitative research. Quantitative 

research has, in contrary to qualitative research, the ultimate goal to gain more general and 

profound quantitative insights from a bigger group of respondents.  

As shown in table 6, a direct and structured procedure of research was followed, by ways of an 

online questionnaire. The respondents knew what the survey was about, and they needed to 

follow a strict list of questions, from which they couldn’t deviate. Every question needed to be 

filled out. This form of research has a low degree of flexibility, but it is less personal, so as a 

consequence the results can be generalized more. (De Pelsmacker and Van Kenhove, 2002) 

 

Table 6: Research Methodology - Types of survey procedures (online questionnaire). (De 
Pelsmacker and Van Kenhove, 2006) 

 Structured Unstructured  

Direct Questionnaire Explorative in-depth 

interviews 

Indirect  Quantitative attitude 

measurement 

Projective techniques 

 

The questionnaire consists of a demographic block and 4 subject-blocks, each block containing 

different questions (See Appendix 2). The first block asks for some general information on the 

usage and availability of Social Media in the company and industry, for which graphical scales 

and multiple-choice questions were used. The second block is testing the Technology Acceptance 

Model (TAM2) for external Social Media tools. Thirdly there is a small block concerning the use 

and acceptance of internal Social Media tools. And finally, the last block asks about the 

management support for using Social Media in the company. In these last three blocks, 

respondents were asked to what extent they agreed on different statement, following a 7-point 

Likertscale. Verbal labels were used, going from ‘totally disagree’ to ‘totally agree’. These 
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theoretical constructs were operationalized using validated items from prior research. The TAM 

scales of perceived usefulness, perceived ease of use and behavioural intention were measured 

using items from Davis (1989) and Davis et al. (1989). Subjective norm was measured by items 

of Taylor and Todd (1995). Moore and Benbasat’s (1991) items were adapted and used for 

measuring result demonstrability. Measures for job relevance and output quality were adapted 

from Davis et al. (1992). Items for measuring task complexity were adapted from Maynard and 

Hakel (1997). Finally, management support was measured by items adapted from Jarvenpaa and 

Ives (1991), Purvis et al. (2001), and Doll (1985). 

 
 

2.2. Sample 
 

The sample consists of about 200 employees from different business-to-business companies. As 

mentioned before, all of the companies were commercial organizations from different sizes and 

different industries. An important part of the respondents, about 35%, is working for a company 

that is active in the automobile/industrial automation sector. This is an important remark, as 

this is a real industrial sector, which could have a small influence on the results.  

 

Figure 5: Industries respondents are active in.  

 
*24% of the respondents said to be part of the category “other”, of which consulting, HR, and recruitment are the most 
common ones. 
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Figure 6: Size of companies respondents are working for.  

 
 
As with the qualitative research a non-probability restrictive sample was used. This means that 

not all elements have equal chances, bigger than zero, to be included in the sample. It was also a 

restrictive sample, as all participating respondents needed to have a white-collar function in a 

business-to-business company. The questionnaire was spread in our own networks and thanks 

to the snowball-effect between b2b managers, which makes it a combination of a judgement and 

a snowball sample. (De Pelsmacker and Van Kenhove, 2002) 

 

The questionnaire has mainly been filled out by employees with a sales, a marketing, or a senior 

management function. About 70% of the respondents were male, and about half were aged 

between 35 and 50. 

 
Figure 7: Gender of respondents. 
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Figure 8: Function/department of respondents. 

 
*21% of the respondents said to be part of the category “other”, of which consulting or financial functions are most 
common.  
 
 

Figure 9: Age of respondents.  
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2.3. Analysis of results 
  
In contrary to qualitative research, the analysis of conclusive, quantitative research can happen 

much more objective and structured. There are strict analytical procedures and statistical tests 

that can be used.  

 

We started the analysis by editing the questionnaires. As the questionnaire was mainly 

composed of obliged multiple-choice questions, there were no incomplete or unclear answers in 

the results. Next, the answers needed to be coded, but because of the multiple-choice questions 

this was quite evident. Some items needed to be recoded as they were asked negatively. (De 

Pelsmacker and Van Kenhove, 2002) 

 

First of all a reliability analysis of the different constructs and their items was done. All 

measurement scales had a cronbach’s alfa higher than 0,7 (see Appendix 2), which refers to a 

high reliability. Next, to be able to make a distinction between a mandatory and voluntary 

setting, the respondents were divided into two groups based on a median split on their answers 

on the construct voluntariness. We implicate that respondents who scored lower than the 

median on voluntariness are part of the mandatory group, and the ones scoring higher than the 

median belong to the group with a voluntary setting.  

 

To investigate the hypotheses, the items of each measurement scale were computed into one 

construct. Next regression analysis was used; this is a statistical technique to estimate the 

relationships between a dependent and one or more independent variables. In addition 

regression gives an indication of how the value of the dependent variable changes if one of the 

independent variables varies. To see if the regression was useful, i.e. the parameters that are 

tested are different from zero, an anova-test was used. Next the value of the adjusted R square, 

also called the coefficient of determination, was used to gain some information about the 

‘goodness of fit’ of the regression model. The adjusted R2 refers to the variance in the dependent 

variable that is explained by the regression equation. An R2 of 1 indicates that the regression 

perfectly fits the data. (Regression analysis, 2013) Furthermore the significance of the individual 

parameters of the regression were tested via anova; to be part of the regression equation the p-

value needed to be lower than 0,05, which means that the parameter is different from zero. 

Furthermore the multicollinearity of the independent variables needed to be tested, to see if 

they are really independent from each other. To measure this the ‘tolerance’-value was used, this 

has to be as close as possible to 1. Lastly, the measurement scales were tested on outliers, if 

deleting these outliers increased the adjusted R2, the values of the outliers were left unused.  
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When doing a multiple regression some independent variables lost significance, or their beta-

value dropped when another independent variable was added to the analysis. These effects can 

be investigated by means of a mediation analysis. A mediation is a model that is looking to 

identify and explain the process that underlies an observed relationship between a dependent 

and an independent variable, via the inclusion of a third explanatory variable, known as a 

mediator variable. Rather than hypothesizing only a direct causal relationship between the 

independent variable and the dependent variable, a mediation model suggests that the 

independent variable has a double influence on the dependent variable. On the one hand it 

influences the mediator variable, which in turn influences the dependent variable, and on the 

other hand it also has a direct influence on the dependent variable. According to Baron and 

Kenny (1986) several requirements should be met before a true mediation relationship can be 

formed. In the first step the dependent variable has to be regressed on the independent variable, 

to confirm that this last one is a significant predictor of the dependent variable. Next the 

mediator needs to be regressed on the independent variable, to confirm that the last one is a 

significant predictor of the first one. And lastly the dependent variable has to be regressed on 

both the mediator and the independent variable to confirm that the mediator is a significant 

predictor of the dependent variable, while controlling for the independent variable. If the 

independent variable has no effect when the mediator is controlled, i.e. the independent variable 

loses significance, perfect mediation holds. When the previously significant path between the 

independent and dependent variable from step 1 is greatly reduced in step 3, there is partial 

mediation. (Mediation, 2013; Baron and Kenny, 1986) 
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PART THREE: RESEARCH RESULTS 
 

1. Qualitative Research 
 
In this first chapter an overview of the qualitative information will be given. The opinions, 

visions and motivations of the respondents were divided in different categories: Social Media, 

Strategy, guidelines and policies, Business-to-business, Two-way communication, Sales Process, 

Recruitment, Internal communication, Generation Paradox, Measuring the impact, Positive 

power of Social Media, Reasons for not using Social Media and finally, Perceived threats and 

benefits.  

 

1.1. Social Media 
 

1. Social Media defined  

All respondents from the in-depth interviews were asked to define Social Media in their own 

words, from a business point of view. Below some of them can be found. Also, the most recurring 

elements in these definitions were analysed. The first important element is that Social Media are 

online, electronic platforms. A second element of importance is communication. Most 

respondents declare that Social Media offers two-way communication and supports dialogue, 

feedback and sharing of knowledge, preferences, emotions, etc. Next to communication, also 

information seems a defining factor. Social Media can be a tool both for collecting and spreading 

information. Fourthly, the fact that content can’t be controlled by the company is very often 

coming back. And finally, the convenience of Social Media is returning as a defining 

characteristic. The tools are easy, fast and real-time. Everybody has access to these platforms, at 

any moment.  

 

“Social Media is a new kind of communication channel that, in my opinion, doesn’t really 

differ from the traditional communication channels content wise, but there are huge 

differences going together with speed and the new technologies and tools that became 

available. This all offers new opportunities.”(Pieter De Neve, Cosmolift, 2013) 

 

“Social Media is situated in a two-way communication environment. It opens up 

communication between the company and the outer world, and possibilities are given to 
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people to talk about you without you being in control of it.” (Stephen Delvoye, Bekaert, 

2013) 

 

“Social Media for me means using the Internet to build and maintain a professional 

network.” (Filip Goossens, DHL, 2013) 

 

2. Tools and platforms  

The interviewed managers were asked which Social Media tools and platforms they used, and 

which were available and used in the company. Some of the managers really got a clear view on 

the platforms being present in the company, but some of them weren’t even sure about this. This 

makes clear that a lot of people, even managers, aren’t really concerned with Social Media.  

 

With regard to LinkedIn, it can be said that all the managers I’ve interviewed had their own 

LinkedIn-profile. This is mainly used for connecting with customers, colleagues and other 

stakeholders. It is the easiest way to build up a professional network and to stay in touch with 

that network. Also it is seen as an online CV-database, where real-time and up-to-date 

information about people and companies can always be found.  Also most of the interviewed 

companies, but not all, have a corporate LinkedIn page. Although most of the managers 

described LinkedIn as the preferred professional network it is often used in a more static 

instead of a social way.  The interaction and communication, although defined as decisive 

characteristics of Social Media, are rather limited on this platform. There are some people or 

companies that regularly post updates, but LinkedIn doesn’t seem the preferred platform for 

that. It is more used as a way to briefly give information about the company and to connect with 

customers and stakeholders. Another possibility of LinkedIn is to create or to join an online 

LinkedIn group. These groups handle about a certain theme to which interested people can 

subscribe and form some kind of online community. This is a tool that is considered as very 

interesting by the interviewed managers as it can help to generate leads or to stay informed 

about best practices, trends and latest news in the industry. One disadvantage of LinkedIn was 

often coming back, namely that people can see it when you’ve looked at their profile. For some 

people, this forms a barrier to use LinkedIn for checking profiles.  

 

The majority of the interviewed companies didn’t have a corporate Facebook-page, as it is still 

seen as platform for personal contacts or a tool for b2c advertising. Nevertheless, for some 

companies it really offers interesting opportunities, as it is the only platform that is used by 

certain parts of the population, for example most blue collar employees. 
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According to the information obtained during the interviews YouTube is a very interesting Social 

Media channel for b2b companies. Few years ago some companies successfully launched their 

own YouTube channel. Of course this didn’t go unnoticed, so consequently more and more b2b 

companies started to invest time and money in beautiful and qualitative videos for their own 

YouTube channel.  

 

The third most frequently used social network is Twitter. Although some of the interviewed 

managers believe that this is an excellent tool for b2b companies, it wasn’t really used by the 

interviewed companies on a corporate level. However, there are some interesting examples of 

the positive power of Twitter, which will be discussed later.  

 

Lastly, a lot of interviewed managers agreed on the fact that there are too much Social Media 

tools and channels at this moment, which makes it difficult to get an overview. In addition, one of 

the respondents was convinced of the fact that the current Social Media tools aren’t sufficient for 

professional use. He suggested the development of a new kind of Social Media tool that connects 

companies instead of individuals. He believes this could bring great opportunities for companies 

and would dramatically change the b2b business environment in a positive way as business 

processes could be linked with this and happen via this tool. When confronted with this idea the 

majority of the other interviewed managers didn’t see the added value of this new kind of 

platform.  As companies are always competing in their markets, this would be a very sensitive 

aspect, which would create a lot of tension. Also competitors could abuse this, as lists of 

connections of your competition could be an ideal pool to generate new leads.  

 

“I think in the future all Social Media tools will get more consolidated, everything will be 

merged in some kind of way.” (Reggy Mortier, Barco, 2013) 

 

“In my opinion there are already more than enough Social Media tools, but in fact none of 

them is really world-wide. In China they use their own tools, which is quite challenging if 

you do a lot of business with China.” (Mike Verduyn, Trislot NV, 2013) 

 

1.2. Strategy, guidelines and policies 
 

1. Corporate Strategy 

On first side most of the interviewed managers said Social Media in their company was mainly 

used for one-way communication, brand reputation or maybe recruitment. Still, as will become 
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clear in the lower parts, most of these current Social Media initiatives don’t really happen in a 

strategic way yet.  

 

Nevertheless, the majority of the interviewed companies were convinced that a firm’s general 

strategy should take into consideration the use of Social Media. Most companies agreed that 

although Social Media isn’t yet really actively used in a business-to-business environment, 

companies should already start thinking about it and at least be present. For the well-being of 

the company, the pros and cons of Social Media should at least be taken into consideration when 

thinking about a company’s corporate strategy. Social Media isn’t going away, it is here to stay 

and to grow, together with the arrival of generation Y. It will end up replacing other systems and 

processes, so the smartest thing companies can do is already getting familiar with Social Media, 

this according to some of the respondents. If the familiarity of Social Media will have increased 

in the b2b environment, both with the companies and the customers, it could create big strategic 

opportunities, as there would be different touch points where competitive advantages could be 

created. A very small minority of the interviewed managers didn’t agree on this at all, stressing 

that Social Media is only a hype, a tool to execute a strategy, or that it can only be an aid at the 

side-line. However, as Social Media can help companies to get much better insights in customers’ 

needs, and as it can create huge cost savings, it is clear that this is a very strategic tool.  

 

2. Social Media Strategy 

The striking aspect here is that, although almost all the interviewed managers believed that 

Social Media should be part of the corporate strategy, only one of the interviewed companies 

had a Social Media strategy on its own and only some others had it incorporated in the 

organization’s brand strategy or e-presence strategy. So, often Social Media is just seen as an 

appendix to the corporate website.  

 

As companies finally get to see how important a good corporate website is, more and more 

companies are updating their websites or launching a whole new one. From the interviews it 

seemed that this is where some companies start thinking about Social Media, because they 

believe the launch of the new website might be the ideal moment for linking this with their 

Social Media platforms, if having them. By being on many different Social Media tools and linking 

these all to each other and to the corporate website, an organization’s chances of being found on 

Google grow significantly. Of course this didn’t escape the companies’ mind, as Google plays an 

incredibly important role.  Although it seems logical to link all your communication channels to 

each other, this often doesn’t happen. According to Stephen Delvoye, the marketing 
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communication manager of Bekaert, this isn’t astonishing, as leading customers away from your 

website is against the nature of the marketing department. Before, all possible efforts were 

made to attract people to the corporate website and to keep them there, but now, with the rise of 

Social Media, it is the first time that companies offer the visitors of their website opportunities to 

leave this website, via these Social Media-icons.  

 

Of all the interviewed companies, Niko NV was in fact the only one who really has a Social Media 

strategy, as a part of their communication plan. A content calendar is being made for Facebook, 

Twitter and LinkedIn. They use Social Media for lead generation, need identification, after-sales 

service, brand reputation and recruitment. Next to that they also monitor all online 

conversations and their brand presence via the monitoring tool Engagor. This strategy has been 

determined and is been applied by the marketing communications department. Anne-Marie 

Buyle, the marketing communication manager of Niko, says: “We want to build up experience in 

Social Media and bring social to the communication and interaction means of the different 

departments; we currently have a social team with members of as well marketing, HR, sales and 

sales support. In the future we would even like to add R&D to this social team and use Social Media 

for co-creation as well.”  

 

However, the fact that a lot of companies don’t actively use Social Media doesn’t mean that they 

haven’t thought strategically about it. For some companies this is a clear strategic choice. DHL 

for example, had set up a workgroup to investigate if they should use Social Media or not. 

Different options were considered, going from a very active strategy to just a passive presence. 

Furthermore an analysis was made of the uncontrolled content that was published about DHL, 

but this seemed very limited. Referring to the analysis DHL had decided to only have a passive 

Social Media presence and not to be (inter)active. Another example of a company that has a non-

active Social Media strategy is Bekaert. This is in line with their general strategy of only 

communicating the most necessary.  

 

3. Social Media policy  

During the interviews the use of Social Media by employees has also been discussed. 

Respondents were asked if the company has any policy towards employees using Social Media 

and if they allow their employees to talk about the company and its products.  

 

None of the interviewed companies had a real Social Media policy. Again this is another sign that 

Social Media isn’t established yet in business-to-business companies. All of the interviewed 
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companies allowed their employees to be present on Social Media in their personal life and to 

mention their job on these profiles. Only few companies really block Social Media tools on the 

company computers, others trust their employees for not using it during working hours and for 

finishing their work in time. There also weren’t any policies concerning sharing content about 

the company. Almost every company said to be dependant on the common sense of their 

employees. When asked if it would be allowed for an employee to blog about the company, most 

of the interviewed managers didn’t really have a clear answer, as it had never happened. Except 

for one, the respondents thought that this would be allowed and supported by the company, as 

long as the content can be reviewed.    

 

1.3. Business-to-business 
 

As this research is specifically focussing on business-to-business companies, the specific 

characteristics of these companies and their products cannot be neglected. Also, the interviewed 

managers often used the fact that their organization is operating in a b2b industry, as an 

argument to different questions asked in the interviews. 

  

1. Availability in the industry 

To be able to place the respondents’ answers in a broader context, they were asked if Social 

Media is present and available in the industry their organization is part of. This question will 

also be coming back in the quantitative part of the research to get some more general insights. 

More than half of the respondents indicated that Social Media isn’t really present in their 

industry. Often was mentioned that customers are too classic or too conservative to be on Social 

Media, which is why most of the supplying companies don’t feel the urge either to go on Social 

media.  

 

“Personally I think that the use and the usability of Social Media is very depending on the 

industry you are in as a company. Some of our customers even have difficulties sending e-

mails; so don’t expect them to be on Social Media. And if they are not, it isn’t really relevant 

for us to be on Social Media either.” (Anonymous, Company X, 2013) 

 

Nevertheless, the majority of the interviewed managers believe that every company, in every 

industry should be on Social Media. They indicate that a Social Media presence is insuperable. 

Having at least a corporate profile at LinkedIn is often seen as the minimum. These managers are 

mostly convinced that the earlier you start with Social Media, the better. If organizations will 
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wait with a Social Media presence until it really starts booming, they will already be too late, 

according to some of the interviewed managers. The other group of the respondents was 

convinced that the usability of Social Media depends on the industry, and that every company 

should think for themselves if using Social Media would be interesting for them. As Social Media 

isn’t yet widespread in the business-to-business environment, and as there are no business 

processes for which Social Media is obliged, it is not something compulsory yet. Companies 

should balance the costs and benefits of using Social Media, and see what opportunities it could 

bring for them.  

 

Not only the specific sector of a company’s plays a role, also the different customer segments are 

of interest. It often occurs that companies sell different categories of products, which is why 

Social Media can sometimes be more useful in one segment than in another.  

 

“I’m responsible for the “Venues & Hospitality” market development for our Projection 

division. In this segment Social Media is widely used as the organizers and producers of 

events are mostly very proud of their projects and use Social Media to market the reference 

cases both to the business and consumer audience (“listeners”) out there. Other market 

segments, for instance related to security applications are of course less prone to use Social 

Media as most of the information is not for the public domain.” (Reggy Mortier, Barco, 

2013) 

 

2. Products and services 

From the interviews can be derived that a lot of business-to-business companies think that their 

products are too technical, too complex, or too boring to be on Social Media. They mention 

examples of b2c companies who are on Social Media and say they can never do something like 

that. This is where a completely wrong reasoning starts. In the case of b2b companies it is not 

just everyone that has to be interested in what you write on Social Media, it are your customers 

who have to be. In addition, as they are the ones that buy the products they will also be 

interested in it. There is no need for b2b companies to have as many followers as a bc2 company. 

Target groups of b2b-companies mostly exist of a smaller group of customers, but these 

customers are much bigger and much more important. As customers see an organization as an 

expert in their domain they also love to learn from them. This is why Social Media can offer 

interesting opportunities: companies can share trends, latest news or even funny anecdotes 

about their products, even if these are elevators or distribution belts.  
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1.4. Two-way communication 
 

One of the key components of the definition of Social Media is that it enables two-way 

communication and interaction. Nevertheless, it has become clear during the interviews that 

currently at companies it is mainly used as a one-way communication channel.  

 

1. Monitoring 

Even if companies have their own (corporate) Social Media platforms, this doesn’t mean that 

these are the only places where people can talk about a company and its products. The Internet 

contains millions of platforms, forums, blogs and communities where people can start 

conversations about your company or complain. Of course, companies cannot do anything with 

this information unless they know where to find it. Still, this doesn’t have to be a problem, as 

currently different monitoring tools exist.  A good example here is Niko NV, who monitors all 

conversations about their company and their brand presence on the Internet, via the monitoring 

tool Engagor4. Furthermore this tool also offers meaningful charts to get some real insights in 

how your brand is perceived. 

 

Not only can monitoring the Internet give you an idea of how your brand is perceived, it can also 

detect interesting opportunities. People can be talking on forums or communities about some 

kind of problem they have, and maybe your organization can offer them a solution. In this case it 

is, according to one of the interviewed managers, essential to handle with care. You shouldn’t 

just have a salesman jumping on to it, because this might not be ethically correct. However, if 

your organization can add value to the discussion, the marketing department could participate. 

This should rather be based on a long-term strategy, and not just on short-term selling.   

 

2. Dialogue and interaction  

When talking about going into dialogue with customers, there was almost unanimity with the 

interviewed managers about the fact that this almost never happens at their company.  

 

While b2c customers complain or ask questions on Social Media, b2b customers almost never do 

that. One of the respondents mentioned that this would probably never happen as long as the 

                                                             
4 The fast pace and high volume of conversations on Social Media can be quite the challenge. To help you, Engagor 
monitors the web 24/7 so you are in the know of everything that is being said about your brand. This happens on 
millions of websites, and worldwide in any language.  
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sales force are there to answer customers’ questions in person. Business-to-business customers 

really know and trust somebody in the company, which is why they’ll just call this person if 

there is any problem. The majority of the interviewed companies said they don’t avoid 

interaction, but if it doesn’t come from both sides it can of course never happen. It is just not yet 

how things go in a b2b environment. Apart from this group, two of the interviewed companies 

said that their organization has made the strategic choice not to be active and not to react on 

Social Media. And if the CEO says we are not communicating, we just are not communicating, 

according to one of the respondents.  

 

Still, if this situation would occur, the majority of the interviewed companies would handle the 

question or the complaint in person instead of openly on Social Media. The marketing 

department might quickly and openly answer easy and more general questions, but most 

questions are too complicated to be handled on Social Media. However, the power of an open 

answer shouldn’t be underestimated as a signal of good service towards the other (potential) 

customers, which is why it would be a good idea to mention openly on Social Media that the 

question will be handled and that there will be taken contact in person.  

 

Apart from questions and complaints via Social Media, there are other possible ways for 

interaction. As will be discussed in one of the following parts, Social Media is mainly used as an 

extra communication tool, to post about new product launches or successes for example. Thus, 

customers can also react and give their opinions on that. Nevertheless this also doesn’t seem to 

be very likely in a b2b context.  

 

“It sometimes happens that our company sends a message on Twitter to one of our 

customers to thank them for the good cooperation. Mostly these messages are re-tweeted 

by our customers, which seems to be very trustworthy for the other customers.” (Dries 

Lamont, Asoreco, 2013) 

 

A last way of interaction could be the co-creation of new products or concepts, between 

companies and their customers. Again this is something that doesn’t seem to happen currently in 

the b2b market. Apart from Niko NV again, most of the interviewed companies immediately 

answered negatively. Products are either too complex or high tech, or either too high-patented 

and secretly. Companies first of all don’t see it happen practically, and secondly are afraid that 

ideas would get stolen.  

 

 



 46 

3. Issues 

During the interviews also the issues linked with this two-way communication have been 

discussed. About half of the managers were really convinced that negative feedback from 

customers could lead to dramatic issues for a company. Even though you try to answer in an 

appropriate way, the evil has already been set.  The other part of the interviewed managers 

didn’t agree on that, they indicated that by communicating openly you show the customers that 

the organization is really concerned about them. By handling these problems in an open and 

direct way, you can even turn an unsatisfied customer in a satisfied one.  

Because of the fear for these kinds of issues, different companies just do not interact on Social 

Media. Nevertheless, it is not because you as a company don’t react, that these conversations are 

not there. And by not reacting, it might happen that these single complaints escalate into 

something much bigger. Still, most of the companies weren’t convinced of the fact that every 

company has to react to every message of the customer. Different managers are convinced that 

either a company should really invest time in interacting with the customers and do this in a 

systematic way, or either do nothing. Doing half of a job is never a good idea.  

 

1.5. Sales Process 
 

 
None of the interviewed companies thought it was possible that a complete purchase would 

happen via LinkedIn or other Social Media tools. Some saw interesting opportunities for sales, 

but mainly because business-to-business sales are based on networking and personal 

relationships, and that is where Social Media can be a great help.  

 

As described in part one, the sales process consists of different steps. For each of these steps, the 

interviewed managers were asked if they use Social Media.  

 

1. Lead generation 

All of the interviewed managers had the same opinion about the fact that Social Media is not the 

preferred tool for lead generation. Nevertheless, the majority is convinced of the fact that it 

might indirectly lead to new customers in some cases, or at least be beneficial. By making your 

company and your products visible on Social Media you can evoke curiosity and interest with 

(potential) customers and this could eventually lead to sales if these people come to the 
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company for further information. But it has to be said; this is nothing new, as it works following 

the same principles as other marketing communication tools.  

 

Again the complexity of the products was highlighted as the reason why it is impossible to 

generate all leads via Social Media. A lot of business-to-business companies have very extensive 

lead management processes, or receive their leads via external agencies, which is why they see 

no need to do this via Social Media. It was also mentioned that switching costs are mostly high in 

b2b-companies, and together with the fact that customers mostly have a long-term relationship 

with a company this shows that it makes no sense that customers will suddenly buy at another 

company just because of Social Media. However, maybe this is the point where companies don’t 

dare to think out-of-the-box yet. Too many of the interviewed companies forget to take into 

consideration all the aspects of Social Media. Often was mentioned that they cannot see how 

showing a picture of a product on their Social Media platforms could generate leads. Of course 

companies might be right on that point, but Social Media is so much more than that. As one of 

the respondents mentioned, there is a new generation coming that isn’t that traditional anymore 

and who bases all their current decision on the information they find on Social Media.  

  

“We are a manufacturer of stainless steel wedge wire filter elements, which is a quite niche 

market, and thanks to the LinkedIn group on filtration we often receive information 

requests and questions.” (Mike Verduyn, Trislot NV, 2013) 

 

It is clear that the current business environment isn’t ready yet for complete lead generation via 

Social Media. Still, Social Media can currently be a help in combination with other lead 

generation methods. For example, a list of interesting people and potential customers managers 

have met on a trade fair, can be contacted via Social Media tools as LinkedIn. This makes 

networking much easier, and by increasing your network the chances that one of them is a 

potential customer also increase.  

 

Another very interesting finding is the fact that some of the interviewed companies use Social 

Media, not to target their direct customers, but rather to convince the end-consumer. By trying 

to evoke the end-customers’ curiosity a pull-effect towards the company’s direct customers can 

be created. If end-consumers are really interested in the products, they can create a demand 

with the installers or distributors, who are the direct customers of a b2b company. When 

presented like that, these initiatives can be seen as a way of lead generation.  Unfortunately this 

isn’t a possibility for every company, as often the end-consumer has no idea of which elements 

the product they buy is composed. Still, companies, who are in the case where end-consumers’ 
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interest can be evoked, should utilize this, as end-consumer might be much more present on 

Social Media than direct customers. 

 

2. Lead qualification 

When been asked if Social Media tools were used for lead qualification almost all the 

interviewed managers tended to immediately answer negatively. However, with some additional 

questions asked, almost all respondents mentioned that they check their leads via Social Media. 

Still, this doesn’t happen in a strategic way, it mostly happen on the managers own initiative, not 

as part of an obliged roadmap set by the senior management. Although it isn’t strategically used, 

all the managers were convinced of the advantages.  As mentioned in part one, it has been 

proven that qualifying leads mostly happens via 3 elements; do these leads have the money to 

buy, the authority to buy and finally, the desire to buy? By using Social Media to gather 

information you can immediately know what company a lead is working for and what their 

function is, which can of course answer the authority-question. The answer on the money and 

the desire question might be less obvious, but Social Media can definitely be used to get an idea 

of it, for example by checking out former projects or implementations of the company.  

 

Another important element, next to the MAD-aspects, is of course the fact that the science of 

sales is based on psychology, trust and personal relations, which is something that is 

emphasized by all interviewed managers. This is why it is so important to know who the person 

in front of you will be. Thanks to Social Media you can learn how your leads look like and what 

their personal interests are, and this is information that cannot be found anywhere else.  Like 

that, salespeople can start the purchase process well prepared.  

 

Furthermore, a big part of the respondents highlighted the fact that this also offers, maybe even 

more, interesting opportunities for existing customers. There is no easier and more complete 

way to stay informed about their lives than following them on Social Media.  If not, I personally 

think that it might happen in the (far) future that customers are being lost to competitors, who 

do know them well.  

 

“Not so many business people are using social media as a valuable business tool yet, but it’s 

a great source of information both for customer, competitive and general market 

knowledge gathering. In addition it’s a platform that allows all employees to become 

marketers for their company” (Reggy Mortier, Barco, 2013) 

 



 49 

3. Need identification 

In contrast with qualifying leads, Social Media is much less used for gaining information about 

the customers’ needs. Respondents were asked if they use any Social Media tool for collecting 

more information about the company, to be able to identify what kind of product or solution the 

customer needs. All of the interviewed companies fulfilled this step of the sales process during a 

face-to-face conversation. Still, the Internet was mostly used for some general research about 

the company and its characteristics. The respondents mentioned that, as part of this Internet 

research it sometimes happens that customers’ Social Media tools are checked, but this does 

absolutely not happen systematically and it is also not perceived to be an ideal tool for need 

identification.  

 

4. Features/benefit presentation 

Of all steps in the sales process Social Media seems to be mostly used for features and benefit 

presentation. Almost all companies who own Social Media platforms present new product 

launches or product pictures on Social Media tools like Facebook, Twitter and LinkedIn. 

Presenting referential cases is also an interesting opportunity, as a lot of business-to-business 

companies sell products that are mainly standardized, but still adjusted at the specific customer-

environment. During the sales process customers can be referred to these referential cases on 

Social Media, to get a clear and real-life example of how the company’s products work, look like 

and which potential advantages (for example cost savings) it can offer. Furthermore, the content 

community YouTube seems to be a very important tool for feature and benefit presentation. A 

surprising majority of the interviewed companies had their own YouTube channel that is used to 

present their products at the customer. Mostly the videos explain the functioning of the products 

and give some more technical information about the features and benefits.  

 

5. Proposal/Negotiation 

What concerns the business proposal and negotiation the result can be very short. There was 

unanimity about the fact that this step of the sales process can definitely not be separated from a 

company’s sales force. Negotiating asks for face-to-face contact, or at least a videoconference. 

Most of the managers were convinced that no Social Media tool would ever take place of the 

salespeople.  
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6. After-sales service  

After-sales service seems to be another domain where Social Media is quietly starting to come 

up. As for feature and benefit presentation, YouTube is again the preferred tool in this step of the 

sales process. About one fourth of the interviewed companies make installation videos and 

videos with instructions and problem solutions available on their YouTube channel. Another 

example is a community, set up by one of the interviewed companies, to group customers of one 

specific product that will be taken out of the market. This offers an easy platform to 

communicate about this delicate case. Furthermore, most of the interviewed companies, who 

hadn’t thought about this already, were enthusiastic after hearing these examples and were 

convinced this could have positive results in the future. Nevertheless, a rather small part of the 

respondents mentioned that this would never happen in their company. They are convinced of 

the fact that doing after-sales openly on Social Media is a bad idea, as it would reveal commercial 

advantages to the outer world.  

“As the products we offer are very complicated, we always organize a couple of training-

days for our installers. As there is so much information that has to be processed in such a 

short time, it is difficult to remember it all. That is why we also offer usage and installation-

videos for our installers at our YouTube channel, which is really used and appreciated by 

our customers.” (Jan Hulin, Reynaers Aluminium NV, 2013) 

 

Apart from these YouTube channels however, there are currently not many other Social Media 

tools used for this purpose. Mostly companies don’t want this to go any further than the 

YouTube videos, as they fear that the whole after-sales service would become chaotic if 

customers start asking their after-sales questions on all possible channels. Nevertheless, one of 

the respondents really sees future in doing all after-sales support via Social Media; a chat box for 

questions, following up the documents, updates, etc. However, it must be said that at this 

moment in time, companies don’t think that far. Apart from some individual managers, none of 

the companies were corporately thinking about the fact that Social Media could, one day, replace 

the current after-sales service department. Nevertheless, complete after-sales service via Social 

Media shouldn’t be an extra effort, in contrary, it can be very cost and time saving for companies. 

A case of Barco, one of the interviewed companies, is a very good example of this. One of the 

responsibles for a pretty high technology product line launched a Facebook-group focused on 

these products and this has grown into a real sharing and problem solving platform nearly fully 

driven by the user community. In this community people ask questions and they solve each 

other’s problems on a 24hour basis many times before the company can even come in between. 
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This started as an individual initiative, but as it is working that well by saving the company a lot 

of money and time, top management has started to think strategically about this.  

 

7. Changes in the sales process  

Lastly, all respondents were asked if they believed the selling funnel has changed dramatically 

because of Social Media. The answer was almost unanimous; “this statement is exaggerated a lot 

for business-to-business companies”. The majority of the b2b companies said that the sales 

process in their company or in their industry hasn’t changed at all. It must be mentioned that 

this could be due to the fact that the majority of the interviewed companies where real industrial 

companies. The arguments mostly concerned the company’s high-tech and complex products, 

which makes it, according to the interviewed companies, impossible to shorten the sales process 

or handle it via Social Media. However, the above information has proven that Social Media has 

influenced that sales process, although not yet in a strategic way.  

 

Apart from this opinion, few other interviewed managers mentioned that that sales process 

might not have changed dramatically, but the entire business environment has. Social Media has 

changed the customer, and it made the world even smaller than it had become thanks to the 

Internet. It has become very easy to keep close relationships with people who are miles away, 

which can offer huge opportunities.  

 

“We are a small company, who wants to profile itself as a trustworthy and close partner. 

We target customers who are looking for a small, local company that doesn’t handle its 

customers as a number, but whom you have a close relationship and collaboration with. 

Thanks to Social Media, it would be possible for us now, to also focus on foreign customers, 

as Social Media allows us to also create this local characteristics and atmosphere from 

miles away.” (Pieter De Neve, Cosmolift, 2013) 

 

1.6. Recruitment 
 

Using Social Media for recruitment is one of the most occurring uses of Social Media currently at 

the interviewed companies. Most managers agreed on the fact that Social Media offers 

interesting opportunities at the domain of recruitment and that it is the cheapest alternative. 

Nevertheless, the majority of the interviewed managers believe that this is mainly useful at the 

beginning of the recruitment process, and that it should still be combined with good screening 

and training.  
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According to most of the interviewed managers LinkedIn is the preferred network for 

recruitment, especially for high-profile jobs. Where it can take weeks to get an answer from 

some people via e-mail, it mostly happens immediately via LinkedIn and this of course offers 

interesting opportunities. Most companies see LinkedIn as an online CV-database, but only the 

minority does active research on the platform if looking for new employees. Mostly recruitment 

happens by placing the vacancies on their company pages or in industry-groups.  

 

Facebook is less used for recruiting, as it is generally not the most common used tool for b2b-

companies. Nevertheless, some companies make clear that for certain groups of the population 

this really is the preferred network. Few companies really had a specific Facebook-account for 

recruitment, but most others just used their corporate page for spreading the vacancy.  

 

“We have a Facebook-page with as main goal recruiting blue-collar employees, especially 

welders as they are difficult to find. This is very successful for us.” (Mike Verduyn, Trislot NV, 

2013) 

 

Having a broad network in Social Media plays an important role. As the recruitment question is 

spread, your network, including your own employees, can pick this up and spread the message. 

It also often occurs that advices of your network are received. The positive and interesting 

element here is that this is very trustworthy, as your network won’t advise somebody whom 

they think is not capable. It works following the same tendency of the past, where employees 

brought on people they know, but at a much faster pace.  This is often mentioned as the biggest 

advantage of recruiting via Social Media and makes it a successful way to quicker create a talent 

database. On top of that you can also reach talented people who aren’t actively looking for a job.  

 

Although almost every interviewed company had started to use Social Media as a recruitment 

tool and agreed it is a tool that shouldn’t be forgotten, they also answered that these social 

methods represent, relatively speaking, only a very minimal part of the total recruitment 

activity. This might be due to the fact that Social Media isn’t yet widespread in all layers of the 

population. Some managers have the opinion that complete recruitment via Social Media would 

create missed opportunities as some profiles aren’t present on Social Media.  

 

“I think it is important that one department has the ownership over the initiatives, so that it are 

not single shots from some individual departments, because then it won’t work.” (Stephen 

Delvoye, Bekaert, 2013) 
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1.7. Internal communication  
 

Social Media tools cannot only be leveraged to communicate with external stakeholders; they 

can also be used within the boundaries of the company. Internal Social Media tools mainly work 

like the external ones, but only the company in question has access to it. Consequently these 

tools are very safe as all communication takes place within the firewall of the company. These 

tools can be used to enhance the internal communication and collaboration, but also to increase 

employees’ involvement. Although it seems very clear that this can create interesting 

opportunities, only the minority of the interviewed companies, about one fifth, said to have one 

of those internal tools. Salesforce.com’s tool Chatter and Yammer are the two most well-known 

examples of internal Social Media tools. As it is the case with tools like Facebook, every 

employee can create his/her own profile and share things with the rest of the company.  

 

Respondents were asked if they believed these networks could help to bust silos between the 

different functions in an organization. None of the interviewed managers declared that this 

would be the ultimate and redeeming tool to solve this complicated problem. Nevertheless, the 

majority of the respondents believed this could really help, but only if they are used at their 

maximum, which consists of different aspects. First of all people of all different departments 

should be on it, otherwise there are no advantages linked with having these tools for ‘silo 

busting’-purposes. Secondly, as much employees as possible should be active on it, including the 

top managers. Top management should manage-by-example to stimulate their employees for 

being active on it. If these aspects aren’t fulfilled, the presence of an internal Social Media in the 

company won’t make any sense. 

 

“As the use of our internal Social Media tool isn’t really stimulated at our company, it has 

become a communication medium between just a small group of close colleagues, which of 

course cannot be the intention.” (Anonymous, Company X, 2013) 

 

The other part of the interviewed managers don’t believe an internal Social Media tool can help 

to bust silos, especially not at this moment in time, precisely because only a few people are or 

would be active on these tools, or because the tools are only used within one specific 

department. A very small minority was really against these tools, because they were convinced 

this would only be misused for irrelevant messages and that employees won’t do their jobs 

anymore. But, as most other interviewed managers said, this shouldn’t be a problem as it can be 

moderated with policies and as it is goes along with trusting your employees. 

 



 54 

“Our company has an internal Social Media, but I don’t use it just because I don’t know it and 

I’m not familiar with it.” (Anonymous, Company X, 2013) 

 

Internal Social Media tools could help breaking down the, often destructive, barriers between 

different functions because it can offer better communication. It might help to make all 

departments look in the same direction, but the importance of face-to-face contact shouldn’t be 

neglected here. When used in the right way it can help to build a bridge, for example between 

people in the headquarter and the commercial people on the road. Believers are convinced that 

these tools also have many advantages over e-mail; you have a real-time chat and you can easily 

share content that is intended for multiple people in the company. Furthermore it can create a 

“coffee-machine”-effect in big companies, which might increase employee’s involvement and 

heighten their productivity.  

 

“I don’t believe it works for b2b-companies to organize games and contests for their customers 

via Social Media. Nevertheless we do arrange this for our own employees via our internal 

social network, which really helps to motivate our employees.” (Tinne Baele, Transics 

International, 2013) 

 

“If e-mail still exists in ten years I really hope I won’t be using it anymore and that everything 

can happen via internal and external Social Media tools.” (Reggy Mortier, Barco, 2013) 

 

Another interesting benefit of these internal Social Media tools is the fact that they can be linked 

with the external ones. Like that, an easy link can be made between the external world and the 

company. Tweets5, for example, can be re-tweeted in Yammer. This can create interesting 

opportunities for people who are really active on Social Media; if they bump on note-worthy 

content this can immediately be shared internally. In times of smartphones it is also very easy to 

upload video-contents and pictures in real-time.  

 

“I don’t really use external Social Media, but I often post updates on our internal Social Media 

tool Chatter. I inform employees of our monthly results or our latest successes.” (Peter 

Verdonckt, Gates Europe, 2013) 

 

Also managers from companies who aren’t in the possession of internal Social Media tools 

declared to share content and information they’ve found on Social Media with their 

subordinates. Instead of making a direct link between an external and internal Social Media tool, 

                                                             
5 140-character messages from the micro-blogging website Twitter 
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they just copy the external content and mail it to their people or distribute it via a company’s 

sharepoint. Although it occurs like that in most interviewed companies, it is clear that this 

method is less effective than the direct linking of content, but it is already a good start. 

 

From the information collected in the interviews it can be concluded that only few companies 

have already thought strategically about internal Social Media, or even thought about it at all. 

Still, when having quickly thought about it, most of the respondents believed this could be one of 

the things that could help coming to a better internal communication. One of the interviewed 

managers declared that he had never heard about the concept of an internal Social Media tool, 

but that he thought it was a very interesting idea.  

 

“If we communicate about our company and our products externally, why shouldn’t we do it 

internally than? “(Tom Neels, Watts-ON, 2013) 

 

1.8. The generation paradox 
 

From the interviews it could also be induced that there are different problems, but also some 

opportunities connected to the different generations that are working together in a company. It 

came back in almost every interview that as top management is mostly from the older 

generation they often aren’t familiar with the Social Media tools and don’t see the possibilities 

and opportunities it could offer. In few companies this leads to an informal prohibition of Social 

Media, but luckily that’s only the very minority. Still, the guidance agreement and involvement of 

the top management is an element that shouldn’t be underestimated. Even if they give the 

responsibility for Social Media to somebody else in the company, the fact that they don’t have 

the feeling will definitely slow down the whole process.  

 

“As a member of the top management I need to admit that we just are too conservative to go 

on Social Media. We have a good corporate website, with all the important information, so I 

don’t see what Social Media could do more for the company”. (Anonymous, Company X, 2013) 

 

“One of the most crucial aspects is finding that one case that can prove the top management, 

and also the rest of the non-believers in the company, that your idea will work and it will bear 

the money.” (Anonymous, Company X, 2013) 

 

Another striking element is the fact that a lot of senior managers seem to forget that there is 

coming a new generation who grew up with Social Media and for whom it is a self-evident 
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communication tool. The current senior management and customers might not be familiar with 

Social Media and not use it, but like mentioned before the members of the dotcom-generation 

are both the managers and the customers of the future. Some companies start thinking about 

this, but that doesn’t mean they are really active on Social Media already. Building up a network 

or a community on Social Media is a time-intensive process and companies shouldn’t neglect 

this.  

 

“We believe companies need to be at least present at Social Media, because if it suddenly starts 

to boom, for example because of this new generation, it will already be too late to start with 

it.” (Tinne Baele, Transics, 2013) 

 

“Two years ago I’ve decided to really invest time in Social Media. There is a new generation 

coming, who grew up with all these tools and networks, and I wanted to speak their 

language.”(Reggy Mortier, Barco, 2013) 

 

At the other side this new generation will also need to cooperate with the generation of the 

current managers. This net gen might be incredible familiar with Social Media in their personal 

lives, they will also have to learn to use it in a business way, and this is where both generations 

will have to work together. The new generation will have to learn to think strategically about 

Social Media and will need the advice of the current top managers for that.  

 

1.9. Measuring the impact 
 

In a business context costs and benefits are constantly balanced. In most cases, projects will only 

be executed after intensive calculations and with clear indication that there will be enough 

return on investment. However, from the interviews can be concluded that only one of the 

companies, again Niko NV, sets documented objectives in advance for their Social Media efforts 

and projects. For every Facebook-campaign they launch, this company defines the numbers they 

want to achieve upfront. Furthermore they’ve also hired an external agency to monitor and 

report the impact and the results of their efforts. 

 

The biggest group of respondents however, said that only some vague objectives were set in the 

past for their Social Media efforts, no detailed percentages or goals. Some examples of these 

vague objectives are: posting at a certain frequency, increasing the brand awareness, being 

present and consistent, posting relevant content from time to time, more Facebook-followers, 

more re-tweets, etc.  
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The business impact of being involved with Social Media is mostly not really measured by the 

interviewed companies, although they indicate that mostly the marketing department is 

following this up in some kind of way. This often happens via free and easy tools, for example 

Facebook Statistics and Google Analytics, just to get a quick idea of how much views and 

interaction. Some of the interviewed managers mention that there just aren’t any Social Media 

initiatives yet, and in the other cases the Social Media initiatives were often single shots, 

exercises or test cases. 

 

1.10. Positive power of Social Media 
 

Although b2b companies are still being reluctant towards the use of Social Media, the positive 

power it brings, also for the general management of a company, cannot be neglected. In this part 

some examples will be given. 

 

First of all Social Media can offer huge advantages just by monitoring it. Like this companies can 

follow what is been said about the company, and they can react pro-actively on problems, 

questions and issues. Like this companies could be extremely well prepared for press 

conferences for example in case of issues.  

 

Another example, from Bekaert, was the case of a strike in one of their plants in Venezuela. The 

headquarter didn’t know anything from the chaos that was going on, until somebody of the 

communications department noticed the tweets about this strike. Although this company has a 

‘presence but not connect’-Social Media strategy they still have tasted from the positive power of 

monitoring Social Media.  

 

Not only can Social Media offer important opportunities towards selling companies, this is also 

the case for customers. However, this positive power might not be very much proven yet in 

European countries. Nevertheless, in China the use of Social Media is much more advanced. 

There is this example of an individual posting the fact that she was going to buy a specific car at 

that day, that hour, in that garage, and the question of who was going to join her. At that day 42 

people came to that garage and bought that same car, which is why the dealer gave them all 42% 

discount. (Stephen Delvoye - Personal communication, 2013) This example makes clear that also 

customers can get great advantages from Social Media. It offers opportunities to find peers, 

group together and form a buying group. Although this is an example from a b2c context, this 

could also work in a b2b environment. Especially for smaller companies this could be very 
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interesting, as they could group together with other small organizations, which gives them the 

unique possibility to buy from big companies.  

 

1.11. Reasons for not using Social Media 
 

As business-to-business companies do not yet embrace Social Media, this research is also a 

research about not using Social Media. We wanted to get some insights in the reasons and 

motivations of companies for not using all the opportunities Social Media is offering. From the 

interviews it seemed that this reasons are very diverse.  

To start with, some of the companies mention that they have enough other channels, so that they 

don’t need Social Media. First of all, they are convinced of the fact that customers can as well 

check their corporate website if they need some information. Some say paying a fee to appear 

first on Google is much more efficient than being on Social Media. Secondly, a lot of b2b 

companies have their own CRM system, and think this can replace Social Media. Thirdly, 

different b2b-companies receive their leads via external agencies or complicated processes, so 

they don’t see any help in Social Media.  

Furthermore, the fact that companies, and often their top management, don’t see the advantages 

of Social Media was also mentioned by a big part of the interviewed managers. They have no idea 

of the possibilities and opportunities Social Media could offer; there is no added value seen in 

being on Social Media. As mentioned in the former part, this could be due to the fact that the 

current management is from an older generation; they are not grown up with Social Media and 

are mostly not at all familiar with it. Apart from the management, also people in the company 

might need to get to know these Social Media tools better before using it, the concept of Social 

Media is still too new. Next to this, Social Media is sometimes seen as an extra job that takes a lot 

of time, which is something that managers don’t have.  

The third category, and also the most common one is composed of reasons related to a 

company’s products and target group. As mentioned different times before, the interviewed 

companies said their target group or industry is much too classic or conservative to 

communicate with them on Social Media. They are mostly not present on Social Media 

themselves, so there is no need at all. Next to that, some of the respondents said their target 

group is too small to invest in Social Media. And lastly, some companies don’t believe they can 

offer their target group relevant and interesting content, as the products are too complex and 

high-tech.  

A final group of reasons for not using Social Media is of course linked to the uncontrollable 
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content. It was remarkable that some of the interviewed managers said that this is not the main 

reason for not being on Social Media, although it seemed from the interview that they are really 

afraid of that.  

1.12. Perceived benefits and threats 
 

At the end of the interview, when respondents had intensively been talking and thinking about 

Social Media, they were asked what benefits en threats they associated with using Social Media 

on a daily, routine basis. 

 

1. Perceived benefits 

The benefits that returned most often during this questions were related to communication and 

networking. In general, the perceived benefits can be subdivided in 4 categories: related to 

Networking, Customer relations, Branding, and Communication & interaction. Next to these 

benefits, also the low cost price and the fast pace of Social Media have been regularly mentioned.   

 

Networking – Thanks to Social Media it has become very easy to connect with interesting 

people you’ve met. Next to that you can follow up your network very closely and on a daily basis, 

which makes sure that your address database and the information you have about your network 

is always up to date.  

Customer Relations – Because of Social Media an organization’s personal relationships with 

their customers can be improved even more. As it is much easier to gather information about the 

customers, you’ll stay informed about their interests, experiences and needs. Furthermore, by 

often sharing interesting content with your customers, you’ll get a closer relationship and a 

better commitment with the customer, and this is where sales can start. Next, it can also offer a 

channel to have direct contact and communication with the end-consumer.  

Branding – Building up a brand reputation and creating visibility for your company and your 

products goes very well via Social Media. Organizations can get a quick feeling of how their 

brand is perceived with the customers, thanks to all the different monitoring tools that exist for 

Social Media. Furthermore, thanks to the fast pace of Social Media it goes much faster and better 

to get a wider familiarity in the business world.  

Communication & Interaction – Lastly, because of Social Media there is a very quick 

distribution of information, no other medium can reach such a big amount of people at the same 

time. Furthermore it also offers interesting possibilities for interaction and direct social 

conversations.   
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2. Perceived threats 

The threats that the interviewed managers associated with the use of Social Media on a daily 

basis were mostly linked to the reasons they gave for not using Social Media. The biggest 

perceived threat is definitely the uncontrollable and uncensored content. A company’s good 

reputation can be broken down in a very short period of time. Unsatisfied customers, who are 

either aggressive or have a big network can damage the company and its reputation incredibly 

hard, according to the interviewed managers. Also Social Media is of course full of subjective 

information, and it is difficult for people to filter all this. Another perceived threat that was 

mentioned is the fact that gathering interesting and relevant content for your customers is very 

time-intensive, whilst Social Media is often said to be for free. Furthermore, one of the 

respondents thought the biggest threat of all is the fact that Social Media could decrease or even 

make disappear personal contacts. To end with, one of the interviewed managers mentioned the 

companies on itself as the biggest threat. Some companies have no idea how to cope with Social 

Media and everything around it. If there is no training and appropriate policies, companies can 

really hurt themselves.  

 

3. On balance 

When balancing these benefits and threats, about 90% of the interviewed managers saw Social 

Media as a plus today. For some of the respondents it was an absolute plus, others were more 

convinced of the fact that it is not yet necessary, but that a Social Media-presence can have a 

positive influence. Only one respondent had the opinion that the use of Social Media today is an 

absolute minus, and didn’t believe her vision would have changed a year from now.  The other 

respondent who answered minus, a real did this because Social Media isn’t used at its maximum 

in the company he works for.  

 

2. Quantitative Research 
 
In this part the results of the quantitative online questionnaire will be discussed. Whereas the 

qualitative research offers deep and valuable insights in the motivations and attitudes of 

(senior) managers towards Social Media tools and the usability of these tools in the different 

business domains, the main goal of this quantitative part of the research is getting a more 

general overview of the attitudes of people using Social Media and the acceptance of these tools. 

The hypotheses, based on the extended TAM2 model, that were listed in part one were tested via 

regression analysis. 
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2.1. Availability of Social Media tools  
 

1. Corporate Social Media tools  

First of all respondents were asked for the availability of different Social Media tools in the 

company they work for. In contrary to the conclusions of the qualitative research, 69% of the 

companies have a Facebook-page. This percentage is, surprisingly, even higher than the 

availability of a LinkedIn-page: about 62%. 

 

Figure 10: Availability of corporate Social Media tools. 

 

 

Furthermore respondents were asked to what extent Social Media is used in the industry their 

company is active in. From the qualitative research it seemed that a lot of the industrial 

customers aren’t really actively using Social Media tools, and this result was confirmed by the 

results of the questionnaire, as less than 50% of the industry members are present on Social 

Media.  

 
 
Table 7: Usage of Social Media in the industry.  

 
 
 
 

2. Personal Social Media tools  
 
Respondents were interrogated about the Social Media tools they had for personal usage. In 

contrary to the corporate level, 93% of the respondents has a personal LinkedIn-profile.  



 62 

Table 8: Usage of personal Social Media tools. 

 
 
Furthermore respondents were asked to what extend they only use their personal Social Media 

profiles for their personal jobs, and never share content concerning their job. The biggest group 

of respondents disagreed on that, which means that they use their personal profiles for business 

purposes. This is not really surprising, knowing that personal LinkedIn profiles are mostly used 

for professional purposes. Table 9 shows the results.  

 
Table 9: Purposes personal Social Media tools. 

 
 
 
 

2.2. Explaining Intention and Usage 
 

Table 10 shows the effects of Perceived Usefulness, Perceived Ease of Use, and Subjective Norm 

on the intention of employees to use a new technology. Perceived Usefulness is the most 

important influencer of intention to use, and furthermore Perceived Ease of Use and Subjective 

Norm can be secondary determinants, depending on the voluntariness of the use of Social Media.  

 

In case of a voluntary setting, subjective norm is not a significant determinant of intention to use 

over and above the variance that was explained by perceived usefulness and perceived ease of 

use. This effect is consistent with our expectations and supports hypotheses 1b. When doing a 

mediation analysis it is clear that perceived usefulness is a perfect mediator of subjective norm, 

as this independent variable loses significance when perceived usefulness was added in the 
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regression analysis. In addition perceived usfulness is acting as a partial mediator for perceived 

ease of use, as the beta-value of perceived ease of use drops from 0,435 to 0,186 when perceived 

usefulness was added to the analysis.  

 

In contrast, when usage of Social Media was perceived as more mandatory, subjective norm is a 

significant determinant, which supports hypotheses 1a, but perceived ease of use did not have a 

direct effect on intention anymore over and above what was explained by perceived usefulness 

and subjective norm. This wasn’t expected and also wasn’t the case in the TAM2 model. Again a 

mediation analysis was done and now perceived usefulness is operating as a partial mediator of 

subjective norm, as the beta-value of subjective norm drops from 0,596 to 0,177 when adding 

perceived usefulness. Furthermore perceived usefulness is a perfect mediator of perceived ease 

of use, as perceived ease of use loses significance when perceived usefulness was added to the 

regression.  

 

Perceived usefulness remained a consistently significant and stong determinant in both 

voluntary and mandatory settings. The TAM Social Media model thus explains between 57% and 

64% of the variance in usage intentions.  

 

Table 10: TAM Social Media regression results explaining intention to use.  

 Voluntary Settings Mandatory Settings 

 Adjusted R2 β Adjusted R2 β 

Intention to Use 0,579  0,641  

Perceived Usefulness  0,678  0,686 

Perceived Ease of Use  0,186  / 

Subjective Norm   /  0,177 

 

 

2.3. Explaining Perceived Usefulness  
 

The TAM Social Media model that has been developed, based on the TAM2 model, suggests that 

perceived usefulness is influenced by the following independent variables: perceived ease of use, 

subjective norm, job relevance, output quality, result demonstrability, subjective task 

complexity, task motivation and management support. When using simple regressions all 

constructs, except subjective task complexity were found to be significant determinants, they all 

had a direct positive effect on perceived usefulness. Table 8 gives an overview of the hypotheses, 

the p-value, adjusted R2 and beta-value of each simple regression. The adjusted R2 value refers to 
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the “goodness-of-fit” of the regression, i.e. the percentage of variance in perceived usefulness 

that is explained by the determinant. It is clear that job relevance and task motivation are 

important determinants, whereas management support is a very unimportant one.  

 
Table 11: Overview hypotheses on perceived usefulness. 

 
 

However, when a multiple regression analysis was done with perceived usefulness as the 

dependent variable, and the other constructs as independent variables, subjective norm, job 

relevance and task motivation were the only significant determinants, whereas the parameters 

perceived ease of use, output quality, result demonstrability, subjective task complexity and 

management support were not found to be significant anymore, i.e. these parameters weren’t 

different from zero. This means that these insignificant determinants are perfectly mediated by 

subjective norm, job relevance and task motivation. Nevertheless, there were indications of 

multicollinearity with the constructs task motivation and job relevance. This is why a 

factoranalysis was executed on both constructs, with as a result that these two are very high 

correlated, so they were combined in one and the same construct: Relevance&Motivation. With 

this new construct the regresssion analysis was runned again with as a result that subjective 

norm and relevance&motivation are the only two significant determinants that explain the 

variance in perceived usefulness, the other constructs did not have a direct effect on perceived 

usefulness anymore over and above what was explained by subjective norm and 

relevance&motivation.  The determinant with the strongest possitive effect on perceived 
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usefulness seems to be relevance&motivation. This measurement scale exists of the following 

items:  

 In my job, using Social Media is important. 

 In my job, usage of Social Media is relevant. 

 I am motivated to perform well on using Social Media. 

 Using Social Media is interesting to me. 

 I put a lot of effort into coming up with the best usage of Social Media. 

 

This has some important implications for management. First of all the employees need to 

perceive Social Media as a tool that is relevant and important for their job. As nowadays Social 

Media is not compulsory yet for most of the business processes, it is possible that a lot of people 

don’t see Social Media as relevant and important yet. Next to this the mentality and attitude of 

the individual employees is an important indicator. If somebody is very interested in Social 

Media, motivated to perform well on using Social Media, and in addition putting a lot of effort 

into coming up with the best usage of Social Media, the perceived usefulness will be much 

higher.   

  

2.4. Internal Social Media tools  
 
In the quantitative research a small question block about internal Social Media tools was 

included. This study didn’t have the intention to test the TAM2 theory on internal Social Media 

tools, but wanted to get a more general overview of the attitudes towards these tools. A factor 

analysis was done, and all the statements contribute to the same construct. The usage of internal 

Social Media tools is by most respondents perceived as easy to use, offering potential benefits 

and voluntary. Perceptions about the importance of using internal Social Media tools are more 

diffused.  

 

Table 12: Attitudes towards internal Social Media tools. 
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PART FOUR: CONCLUSION 
 

1. Conclusions 
 
This research was intended to generate a general overview of the acceptance, availability 

and usage of Social Media in business-to-business markets. This general research question 

was broken down into two more specific research questions, and consequently both a 

quantitative and a qualitative research was conducted. 

 

First of all, about fifteen in-depth interviews were taken from (senior) managers in b2b 

companies. The goal of this qualitative research was to gain some in-depth and strategic insights 

in the attitudes of management towards Social Media, and in the ways it is currently being used 

at the b2b companies they are working for. From this part of the research it can be concluded 

that although Social Media is changing the business environment, b2b companies are currently 

not really accepting Social Media. As the importance of being on Social Media is continuously 

highlighted at the moment, more and more companies start thinking about it, but mostly this 

doesn’t happen in a real strategic way yet. Most companies seem to have a wait-and-see attitude 

of at this moment. They are waiting for successful examples and are hesitating about the 

implementation of a Social Media strategy. Should they do this step-by-step, or immediately 

jump on to it? The opinions, visions and motivations of the respondents were divided in 

different categories: Social Media, Strategy, guidelines and policies, Business-to-business, Two-

way communication, Sales Process, Recruitment, Internal communication, Generation Paradox, 

Measuring the impact, Positive power of Social Media, Reasons for not using Social Media and 

finally, Perceived threats and benefits, and for each subject an overview of the current business 

situation is given.   

 

An interesting conclusion holds that managers and companies don’t seem to act like they think 

about Social Media. Although most of the interviewed managers believe that a company should 

have a Social Media strategy, as part of their company strategy, only one of them really had one. 

Still, most of the managers were convinced that every company should at least be present on 

Social Media, because if they wait until Social Media is really booming in b2b it might be too late 

to start. Furthermore all the interviewed managers defined Social Media in some way as a tool 

that enables two-way communication, but almost none of them used it like that. In general it is 

mostly used as an extra communication channel, to spread good news, new product launches, 
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vacancies, etc. So at this moment Social Media is mainly used for communication, brand 

reputation and recruitment.  

 

The type of industry and products is mostly given as a reason for not using all the possibilities 

Social Media offers. Products or services are being described as too complex, too high-tech or too 

high patented to use Social Media. In addition, the fact that customers are not really using Social 

Media, and not asking for it, plays an important role. If there is no customers need, and if 

customers are not communicating or interacting themselves, it is difficult or unessential as a 

company to start with a profound Social Media strategy. Furthermore issues related to the 

different generations in a company are holding organizations from completely embracing Social 

Media. Top management is often part from an older generation that didn’t grow up with these 

modern technologies, so they are not familiar with these tools and the opportunities and 

advantages they can offer.  

 

In the interviews there were different managers who said they really wanted to be on Social 

Media with the company, and believed Social Media is something very important, however they 

weren’t really using it in practice. The main reason given was an alleged lack of time. Although I 

believe that managers are very busy, I doubt their devotedness towards Social Media if they say 

they don’t have the time. When seeing all the opportunities Social Media can offer, a manager 

should be able to find 15 minutes every day to work on it.   

 
Interviews did not reveal differences based on industry or company size. This is some way 

surprising, as bigger companies have big marketing departments and larger resources available. 

However, bigger companies that were interviewed had mostly invested more in research about 

the use and benefits of Social Media. 

 

To be able to make some generalizations, and to get some better insights in the reasons why 

Social Media isn’t really accepted yet by b2b companies, a quantitative research was done in 

addition. For this part of the study about 200 respondents with different functions in all kind of 

b2b companies filled out an online questionnaire. This questionnaire was based on the extended 

Technology Acceptance Model (Venkatesh and David, 2000), which investigates the intention to 

use new technologies, and was completed with constructs from theories about task complexity 

(Maynard and Milton, 1997), and management support. The constructs were mainly based on 

measurement scales from former research, and were tested on a 7-point Likertscale.  
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Like it is the case in the TAM2 model, our research shows that intention to use is influenced by 

the voluntariness of the usage. In case of a voluntary setting, intention to use is directly 

influenced by perceived usefulness and perceived ease of use, the effect of subjective norm is 

perfectly mediated by perceived usefulness. When usage is perceived as more mandatory, 

intention to use is influenced by perceived usefulness and subjective norm, whereas perceived 

ease of use is now perfectly mediated by perceived usefulness. Furthermore the determinants of 

perceived usefulness were investigated, and from a multiple regression it is clear that subjective 

norm and relevance & motivation are the only two significant determinants, which in addition 

mediate the effects of all the other independent variables that were included in the analysis. This 

implicates that Social Media has to be perceived as interesting, important and relevant by the 

users, and in addition they have to be motivated to perform well and willing to do some effort, to 

increase perceived usefulness, and in addition intention to use.  

 

As a general conclusion it can be said that Social Media certainly offers interesting opportunities 

and advantages for b2b companies, although these companies are only starting to discover them. 

Test cases and individual initiatives are being launched in the different domains where Social 

Media can be used, but there is still a long way to strategic implementation of Social Media. 

Companies don’t think “out-of-the-box” yet, they are not considering that Social Media has the 

possibility to bring revolutionary changes to the business environment, that one day Internet 

tools like Social Media could replace other business systems and processes. But the big question 

is, will there be a moment that companies, just like it was the case with e-mail, loose 

competitiveness when not having a Social Media strategy, and when will this moment come. 

Concerning the acceptance of these new technologies by employees, management plays an 

important role. To be perceived as useful Social Media has to be important and relevant for their 

job, and employees have to be motivated and willing to do some effort.  

2. Limitations and suggestions for future 
research 

 
The main limitation of this research is that not all industries are equally represented in the 

sample. The different characteristics of different industries could have an impact on their use of 

Social Media. It might not be surprising that digital and IT companies for example are more 

familiar with Social Media than real industrial companies. This limitation is mainly applicable to 

the quantitative research, where about 1/3 of the respondents are active in the 

automobile/industrial automation industry. As this is a big group this could have implications 

for the results. In de qualitative research the respondents were better spread over different 
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industries, but attention has to be drawn on the rather small sample size. In total about fifteen 

managers from different companies were interviewed; as this is a quite limited scope the 

findings cannot be generalized. Still, this research has offered very interesting insights that can 

serve as a basis for future research.  

 

Furthermore the limitations of a qualitative research as such have to be considered. The quality 

and the trustworthiness strongly depends on the interviewing skills and objectiveness of the 

interviewer. During the interviews and while analysing the results I’ve tried to be as objective as 

possible by listing up all the answers per category without personal interpretation.  

 

In addition, the assumption was made that respondents who scored lower than the median on 

the construct ‘voluntariness’ perceive Social Media as mandatory. This could be a limitation as 

this is of course no real prove that the usage of Social Media is mandatory in these companies. It 

is recommended for future research to make a real distinguishment between voluntary and 

mandatory use of Social Media.  

 

In future studies the different domains of the qualitative research could be highlighted and a 

deeper, more profound research could be done for each of these aspects. Opinions and attitudes 

of a bigger group of respondents on these specific domains could be gathered, and more general 

conclusions could be gained.  

 
Another suggestion for future research holds a deeper study about internal Social Media tools. 

This research includes a small part about internal Social Media, but further research is required.  
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APPENDIX 1: INTERVIEWING GUIDE 
 
Introduction and explanation of the research 
 
Introduction of the interviewed company and day-to-day activities of interviewed manager 
 
Social Media 

 Personal use of Social Media 
 Available Social Media tools in company 
 Definition Social Media 
 Strategy 
 Policies 
 Corporate or personal? 
 Availability in the industry 

 
Social Media in Sales process 

 Use in the different steps 
 Dramatic changes in Sales funnel?  

 
Use of internal Social Media tools 

 Availability 
 Benefits 

 
Social Media as a recruitment tool 

 Usage 
 Benefits 

 
Use of Social Media for other purposes 

 Customer Portfolio Management 
 Co-creation of new ideas/concepts 
 Looking for potential value-adding partners 
 Building brand reputation 
 Concrete example 

 
Measuring the impact 
 
Two-way communication – dialogue 

 Usage for this purpose? 
 Accepting? 
 Responsibility 
 Issues and challenges 

 
Reasons for not using Social Media 
 
Perceived threats/benefits  

 Perceived threats 
 Perceived benefits 
 Balance 
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APPENDIX 2: ONLINE 
QUESTIONNAIRE 
 
Intention to use (Cronbach’s alfa: 0,948) 
 Assuming I have access to a Social Media tool in my job, I intend to use it. 
 Given that I have access to a Social Media tool in my job, I predict that I would use it. 
 
Perceived usefulness (Cronbach’s alfa: 0,933) 
 Using a Social Media tool enhances my effectiveness in my job. 
 I find Social Media to be useful in my job. 
 
Perceived ease of use (Cronbach’s alfa: 0,699) 
 My interaction with a Social Media tool is clear and understandable. 
 Interacting with a Social Media tool requires a lot of effort. (recoded) 
 I find Social Media to be easy to use. 
 I find it not easy to get Social Media tools to help me do my job. (recoded) 
 
Subjective norm (Cronbach’s alfa: 0,912) 
 People who influence my behaviour think that I should use Social Media in my job. 
 People who are important to me think that I should use Social Media in my job. 
 
Voluntariness 
 My use of Social Media is voluntary. 
 My supervisor requires me to use Social Media 
 Although it might be helpful, using Social Media is certainly not compulsory in my job.  
 
Job relevance (Cronbach’s alfa: 0,898) 
 In my job, using Social Media is important. 
 In my job, usage of Social Media is relevant. 
 
Output quality (Cronbach’s alfa: 0,759) 
 The quality of information and the contacts I get from Social Media is high. 

I have no problem with the quality of the information and the contacts I get from Social 
Media. 

 
Result demonstrability  (Cronbach’s alfa:0,765) 
 I have difficulty telling others about the results of using Social Media. (recoded) 
 I believe I could communicate to others the consequences of using Social Media. 
 The results of using Social Media are apparent to me. 

I would have difficulty explaining why using Social Media may or may not be beneficial. 
(recoded) 

 
Task complexity 
 Subjective Task Complexity (Cronbach’s alfa: 0,740) 
 Using Social Media is a complex task. 
 Using Social Media is mentally demanding. 
 Using Social Media requires a lot of skills. 
  Task Motivation (Cronbach’s alfa: 0,854) 
 I am motivated to perform well on using Social Media. 
 Using Social Media is interesting to me. 
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 I put a lot of effort into coming up with the best usage of Social Media. 
 
Internal Social Media tools (Cronbach’s alfa: 0,819) 
 Internal Social Media tools are easy to use. 
 Internal Social Media tools can offer potential benefits. 
 I use the internal Social Media tools voluntary. 
 In my job, the usage of an internal Social Media tool is important. 
 
Management Support (Cronbach’s alfa: 0,940) 
 Top management has a vision on Social Media. 
 Top management is convinced that the implementation of Social Media is necessary. 
 Top management provides the required funding for Social Media development. 
 There is a strong support of the top management for the implementation of Social Media. 
 Top management set up objectives for Social Media initiatives.  
 

Note: All questions were measured on a 7-point Likertscale: Strongly disagree – Disagree – 
Somewhat disagree – Neither agree or disagree – Somewhat agree – Agree – Strongly agree 

 

 


