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Introduction 

In 2016 there was a growing user base of 9.6 million Facebook users, 4.2 million 

LinkedIn users, and 2.6 million Twitter users in the Netherlands (van der Veer, Sival, & van 

der Meer, 2016). The integration of social media into society (Bode & Vraga, 2015) and the 

workplace are rapidly spreading (Treem & Leonardi, 2012), reshaping the nature of the 

workplace and of work itself (Bucher, Fieseler, & Suphan, 2013). Social media affordances 

may affect several communication processes in organizations such as socialization, knowledge 

sharing and power processes (Treem & Leonardi, 2012), others have noted that public social 

media use for work is on the rise due to outcomes such as increased job satisfaction and 

performance (e.g., Leftheriotis & Giannakos, 2014; Moqbel, Nevo, & Kock, 2013). Studies 

also conclude that social media offer new and exciting ways of interacting with coworkers and 

other target groups, sharing knowledge and showcasing one’s expertise (Bucher et al., 2013; 

Ollier-Malaterre, et al., 2013; Utz, 2015). 

With social media becoming pervasive in all aspects of daily life, including work, 

research interest in the topic has been on the rise (El Ouirdi, El Ouirdi, Segers, & Henderickx, 

2015), with an increasing amount of studies being published since 2013 (e.g., Bucher, et al., 

2013; Gibbs, Rozaidi, & Eisenberg, 2013; Leftheriotis & Giannakos, 2014; Majchrzak, Faraj, 

Kane, & Azad, 2013; Treem, et al., 2015). Notably, most of these studies are concerned with 

enterprise social media (e.g., Ellison, Gibbs, & Weber, 2015; Gibbs, et al., 2013; Majchrzak, 

et al., 2013; Treem, et al., 2015), largely ignoring the use of prominent public counterparts 

such as Facebook, LinkedIn and Twitter in organizational contexts. Those studies that do 

address this use are typically conceptual in nature (e.g., Bucher, et al., 2013; Ollier-Malaterre, 

et al., 2013; Treem & Leonardi, 2012), with some exceptions, such as Moqbel and colleagues 

(2013) and Utz (2015), who examined the relationship between public social media use and 

job performance. This lack of empirical understanding is problematic since public social media 

use by organizational members might offer some distinct challenges and opportunities for 

employees and organizations. For example, public social media are often used outside the 

direct control of organizations and generate complex boundary management issues for 

employees. This, in turn, could potentially affect individual well-being and ultimately 

organizational functioning. 
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The implications of these new technologies for employee outcomes – e.g., engagement 

and exhaustion – are still poorly understood. This dissertation seeks to accomplish four primary 

tasks. First, this dissertation aims to provide insight into the amount and content of work-

related messages posted, distributed, and exchanged through employees’ public social media 

accounts. Understanding the content of communication serves as a springboard from which to 

theorize on the causes and consequences of these communication practices. Second, the studies 

presented here heed the call for more empirical work to better understand the adoption of social 

media in the workplace (El Ouirdi, et al., 2015; Treem & Leonardi, 2012). Specifically, this 

dissertation aims to contribute to our understanding of the causes of employees' work-related 

social media content. Third, the studies presented here identify the individual psychosocial 

consequences – such as work/life conflict, work pressure, engagement, and exhaustion – of 

using these technologies in an organizational context.  

Using the insights from these empirical studies we then commence our fourth task, 

which is to draw implications from these insights and inform theory and practice of the content 

(Chapter 1 and 2), causes (Chapter 2 and 3) and consequences (Chapter 3 through 6) of 

employees’ public social media use for work. 

Before we continue it is important to define the phenomenon under study since there 

is a plethora of different social media technologies and even more definitions. In the context 

of organizational communication, the distinction between enterprise social media and public 

social media is important. The term ‘social media' was first used in print in 1997, by AOL 

executive Ted Leonsis, to describe a place where consumers can be entertained, communicate 

and participate in a social environment (Treem & Leonardi, 2012). In lieu of consensus on a 

definition of social media, the default approach in many academic writings has been to define 

social media by pointing toward the types of technologies or specific platforms that people 

recognize as social media i.e., blogs, wikis, social networking sites. Regardless, most 

definitions on social media include the creation and publication of user-generated content and 

the ability to connect to other users (boyd & Ellison, 2007; Treem & Leonardi, 2012). 

We explicitly differentiate between public social media use (e.g., Facebook) and 

enterprise social media use (e.g., Yammer) for work. Enterprise social media are defined as: 

“Web-based platforms that allow workers to (1) communicate messages with specific 

coworkers or broadcast messages to everyone in the organization; (2) explicitly indicate or 



	 12	

implicitly reveal particular coworkers as communication partners; (3) post, edit, and sort text 

and files linked to themselves or others; and (4) view the messages, connections, text, and files 

communicated, posted, edited and sorted by anyone else in the organization at any time of their 

choosing” (Leonardi, Huysman, & Steinfield, 2013, p. 2). This definition is used to refer to 

technologies such as Yammer, Lync or more organization-specific platforms such as IBM’s 

Connections and Bluekiwi from Atos (ibid). These platforms are for internal use and are 

confined within the organization context, so are not of interest in the studies presented here.   

The public social media we refer to are defined as 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 & Ellison, 2007, p. 211). 

This definition is commonly used to describe social media applications such as Facebook, 

LinkedIn, and Twitter. In this dissertation, these applications are used as prominent examples 

of public social media. Central to this dissertation is the work-related use of these public social 

media by which we mean that these tools are used to share information related to employees' 

work, their industry or their organization, with both professional and personal contacts in their 

social networks.    

 

Focus of this Dissertation 

This dissertation advances academic research and practical knowledge on public social 

media use in organizations by presenting an examination of its content, causes, and 

consequences. The focus is on the work-related use of public social media because, despite the 

ubiquitous nature of these technologies in the workplace, little is known about how and why 

these technologies are used in organizational contexts and with what consequences.  

However, the importance of exploring the mechanisms associated with work-related 

social media content extends far beyond the fact that social media are frequently used in 

organizational contexts. A review of the literature reveals that public social media use in 

organizational contexts has been subject to some theoretical elaboration (e.g., El Ouirdi, et al., 

2015; Ollier-Malaterre et al., 2013; Treem & Leonardi, 2012), albeit receiving less empirical 

attention. In the pivotal conceptual work of Treem and Leonardi (2012) social media have been 



	 13	

positively associated with organizational communication processes such as information 

sharing, socialization, and collaboration. Furthermore, despite these positive associations 

ascribed to social media use at work, research also identifies some challenges associated with 

social media. For instance, Ollier-Malaterre and colleagues (2013) theorize on the challenges 

social media bring forth by further blurring the boundaries between work and life domains. 

Other challenges associated with social media use at work are information overload, increased 

interruptions, distractions and increased work-life interference (Bucher, et al., 2013). It is 

important to note that these assumptions have been theorized but are not thoroughly tested in 

empirical research. 

 The adoption of enterprise social media has been subject to more academic scrutiny 

over the past years. Some studies critique the ideology of openness supposedly associated with 

enterprise social media use (Majchrzak, Faraj, Kane, & Azad, 2013). Other research directed 

attention to the meaning employees attribute to enterprise social media (Treem et al., 2015) 

and the impact of enterprise social media in communicative activities through which work is 

accomplished (Leonardi, Huysman, & Steinfield, 2013). However, public social media use in 

the workplace lacks a similar research tradition. It is unknown to what extent these findings 

may extrapolate to the use of public social media. 

Some studies have examined the relationship between social media use for work and 

job performance, suggesting a positive correlation between the two (Letheriotis & Giannakos, 

2014; Moqbel, et al., 2013). In addition, Utz (2015) showed that employees derive 

informational benefits from the use of LinkedIn and Twitter, which aid professional success. 

However, many empirical questions about the use of social media remain unanswered. How 

(content) are public social media used for work related purposes? Why (causes) do employees 

use public social media for work? And to what extent (consequences) do employees experience 

benefits from using these technologies? 

This void in the literature is addressed by exploring the content, causes, and 

consequences of social media use for work. This dissertation provides a strong empirical basis 

by including the first extensive content analysis of employees' tweets (Chapter one), a multi-

method study combining content analysis data and survey research (Chapter two), a field study 

(Chapter five), cross-sectional panel research (Chapters four and six), and a longitudinal panel 

study (Chapter three). The studies presented in this dissertation inform theory and practice 
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about the content, causes and consequences of social media use for work. The contribution of 

the dissertation in each of these areas is more thoroughly discussed in the following paragraphs 

  

Content 

To understand the causes and consequences of employees’ online behaviors we must 

first fully grasp the extent and nature of work-related social media use. The use of a content 

analysis is particularly appealing to examine online behaviors because the examination of 

narrative texts – such as social media interactions – allow the unobtrusive study and 

observation of employees' social media utterances that are otherwise difficult to obtain. 

Although research on social media use has focused on the content such as that published by 

journalists (Lasorsa, lewis, & Holton, 2012), politicians (Graham, Jackson & Broersma, 2014), 

news organizations (Greer & Ferguson, 2011), non-profit organizations (Lovejoy, Waters, & 

Saxton, 2012), and even the homeless (Koepfler & Fleishmann, 2012), public social media 

content by employees have not been considered. The content analysis presented in Chapter 

one contributes to our understanding of work-related social media content. The objective of 

this study is to develop a typology of work-related public social media messages to advance 

our understanding of employees’ online behaviors. This is done by examining employees’ 

public Twitter accounts. Twitter is used because 1) Twitter is an effective dialogue tool in 

organizational communication, connecting organizations and employees with relevant 

stakeholders (Schultz, et al., 2011), and 2) tweets are mostly public-by-default and private-by-

effort (Marwick & boyd, 2010), making tweets accessible and relevant to broad audiences. The 

central research question reads as follows: How do employees use public Twitter accounts for 

work? 

To answer this research question Chapter one summarizes the preconceptions about 

work-related Twitter use in an analytical framework deduced from the literature and grounded 

in an abductive logic. The framework is then applied by manually coding 38,124 tweets sent 

by 433 employees. Results show that eight in every ten employees uses their public Twitter 

account to talk about work-related topics. More than one-third of all tweets are work-related, 

and most of these work-related tweets are sent on weekdays, often outside regular office hours 

-- 56% is sent between 8 a.m. and 6 p.m. Most of the tweets sent by employees are neutral or 
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positive, with only a few tweets with a negative tone of voice. Most tweets refer to information 

about the industry, the organization, or individual work experiences and daily routines.  

This study does not only provide insights into the frequency and content of employees’ 

social media use. It also provides a first step in understanding the causes and consequences. 

For instance, information shared on Twitter is found to reflect individual experiences or 

knowledge versus organizational information. This suggests that employees’ work-related 

social media use might be driven by individual or collective mechanisms (Chapter two). 

Additionally, the finding that many work-related tweets are sent outside regular work hours 

suggests that work-life boundaries may be blurring, which could affect employee well-being 

(Chapter six). 

 

Causes 

This dissertation also examines causes of public social media use for work by 

explicitly taking the organizational context into account. From research on social media use 

(e.g., Hogan, 2010; Hollenbeck & Kaikati, 2012) and enterprise social media use (Erhardt & 

Gibbs, 2014), we know that (organizational) identification is an important motivational 

influence on behavior. Moreover, research has demonstrated that the organizational context is 

important when examining employees’ behaviors (e.g., Fuller Hester, Frey, Relyea, & Beu, 

2006). Chapter two of this dissertation explores employees’ use of public social media 

accounts for work from a social identity perspective. This study shows status evaluations (i.e., 

pride and respect) are important causes of overall work-related social media use. More 

importantly, this chapter demonstrates that organizational identification and work motivation 

underlie different types of work-related social media messages.  

Chapter two presents a multi-method study to explore the influences on employee’s 

posting and sharing of social media messages. Based on the content analysis presented in 

Chapter one, employees seem to attribute meaning to their association with the organizations 

or to themselves as competent professionals. Chapter two combines survey data from 430 

employees with the content analysis data presented in Chapter one. The findings confirm our 

assumption that employees are motivated to use social media by both self-serving and altruistic 

needs. Specifically, this study suggests that altruistic needs can be conceptualized as 

organizational identification and self-serving motivations refer to individuals’ desire to 
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succeed professionally. For instance, the publication of organization related messages on social 

media is primarily driven by organizational identification, whereas profession-related 

messages are primarily driven by employees’ desire to succeed. Organizational identification 

and the desire to succeed are in turn positively associated with status judgments – i.e., pride 

and respect (Fuller, et al., 2006). Hence, both individual and contextual factor can drive the use 

and content of social media. 

Subsequently, Chapter three places social media center stage in examining its role as 

a mediator between boundary management strategies and employee engagement. As we have 

learned from the results presented in Chapter one, work and non-work content are mixed on 

public social media accounts. Indeed, the blurring of boundaries between work and life 

domains on social media platforms is one of the most widely discussed phenomena in 

organizational communication studies about information and communication technology use 

(Bucher, et al., 2012; Marwick & Boyd, 2010; Ollier-Malaterre et al., 2013; Rothbard & 

Ramarajan, 2009; Treem & Leonardi, 2012). Chapter three suggests that employees' boundary 

management strategy is likely to affect their social media use, to the extent that employees who 

want to integrate work and life domains actively use their public social media accounts to share 

work-related content because such use allows them to conduct both work and life activities in 

both domains.   

In lieu of closely controlled experimental conditions, a longitudinal study of 

employee boundary management preferences, social media use for work, and engagement 

can help to tease apart causality and rule out alternative explanations. To that end, Chapter 

three makes an important contribution in establishing causal ordering among these variables, 

and by extension, sheds new light on the causes and consequences of social media use for 

work.  

 

Consequences 

The consequences of social media use for work are examined by demonstrating the 

causal relationship between social media use and employee engagement. However, despite 

these findings, research on communication technology use in organizations has suggested that 

the relationship between technology use and engagement might be more complex as 

technologies tend to produce paradoxical consequences (Arnold, 2003; Ter Hoeven et al., 
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2016). To address these issues the Chapters four through six aim to provide a more detailed 

understanding of the relationship between social media use for work and engagement and 

exhaustion.   

The increasing adoption of communication technologies – i.e. email, smartphone, 

laptop – over recent years has been linked to employee wellbeing – i.e., engagement and 

exhaustion – in multiple studies (e.g., Chesley, 2014; Ter Hoeven, Van Zoonen, & Fonner, 

2016). Chapter three adds to these findings by demonstrating that public social media use for 

work leads to changes in engagement.  

The integration of social media in the workplace is both as enticing as it is vexing for 

employees, organizations, and communication scholars (Buscher et al., 2013). Social media 

afford behaviors that were difficult or impossible to perform before these technologies entered 

the workplace (Treem & Leonardi, 2012), yet the ways in which these technologies are used 

can be psychologically demanding. For instance, social media can be experienced as intrusive 

since it challenges sociotemporal boundaries (Ollier-Malaterre, Rothbard, & Berg, 2013). As 

Gibbs and colleagues (2013) noted, the social media affordances identified by Treem and 

Leonardi (2012) may create tensions for how these technologies are used. Additionally, social 

media are associated with positive outcomes such as increased performance (Leftheriotis & 

Giannakos, 2014), while other research hints at challenges such as increased work pressure 

(Bucher et al., 2013; Mazmanian et al., 2013). The tensions associated with social media use, 

characterized by a trade-off between positive and negative consequences of use, are explored 

in chapters four through six to gain a better understanding of the complex relationship between 

social media use and employee well-being.  

Specifically, Chapters four and five adopt a tension-based lens to identify some 

tensions – e.g., communication effectiveness vs. interruptions, and autonomy vs. work pressure 

– that characterize the utilization of social media tools (Majchrzak, Faraj, Kane, & Azad, 2013; 

Mazmanian et al., 2013; Vitak, et al., 2012). In other words, the advantages associated with 

social technology use may come at, and with, a cost (e.g., Bucher et al., 2013; Ollier-Malaterre 

et al, 2013).  

To grasp the potential consequences of social media use for work chapters four and 

five consider opposing meditational effects. Additionally, chapter five adds an examination of 

contextual factors that might influence the positive and negative effects. Specifically, Chapter 
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five examines the autonomy paradox (Mazmanian, et al., 2013) in the context of social media 

use and adds the role of responsiveness. On the one hand, social media offer employees more 

leeway in how they organize their work, whilst on the other hand, this autonomy 

simultaneously increases work pressure. The need to be responsive to others’ expectations of 

one’s social media use for work might increase perceptions of work pressure and reduce 

feelings of autonomy.  

Finally, Chapter six draws on boundary theory to explore the potential dark side of 

social media. As demonstrated in Chapter three, boundary management preferences are an 

important factor determining how work and life roles are enacted on social media. Chapter six 

builds on this idea to examine potential boundary conflicts and shows that the use of public 

social media for work cause work to life and life to work conflict, which is in turn related to 

exhaustion. This study also examined the potentially mitigating role of social media policies 

in these negative relationships. However, the presence of social media policies in organizations 

was not found to mitigate the relationship between public social media use for work and 

boundary conflicts. This suggests that social media policies do not address these individual 

consequences, or fail to adequately do so.  

In sum, this dissertation contains six empirical chapters that address the work-related 

content shared on social media, causes of these behaviors, and the consequences associated 

with social media use for work. Figure 1 illustrates the outline of this dissertation representing 

the leading themes and the chapters in which these themes are examined. These chapters start 

with an abstract, followed by the introduction, theoretical perspectives, research method, 

results and finally a discussion paragraph. 

 



	 19	

 
Figure 1. Outline dissertation: The causes, content, and consequences of work-related social 

media use. 

 

Discussion 

This dissertation focuses on public social media use – i.e., Facebook, Twitter and 

LinkedIn. Since the purpose of social media is to connect people and share information, the 

default technical structure and philosophy of social media technologies has been – and appears 

will continue to be – disclosure to a broad audience (Boyd, 2008; Donath, 2007; Donath & 

Boyd, 2004; Marwick & Boyd, 2010). These connections and information sharing capabilities 

of social media allow employees to influence the impressions others form of them and help 

shape different aspects of their lives – e.g., work – and their roles in it.  The insights presented 

on the content, causes and consequences of social media use for work inform organizational 

communication theory in several ways. Using social media for work will present employees 

with tensions related to perpetual connectivity, and between professional and personal 

boundaries. Although the technology itself may evolve, changing the tactics employees use, 

the underlying motives, consequences and archetypical behaviors we outline in this dissertation 

will likely endure. In the following paragraphs, we discuss how the findings presented in this 

dissertation inform organizational communication theory on social media use in organizations. 
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Theoretical Implications 

First, this dissertation provides a categorization of work-related social media 

messages. The results indicate employees frequently utilize public social media channels to 

share work-related information. This supports the notion that social media collapse public and 

private contexts, and further blur the boundaries between private and professional roles (e.g., 

Marwick & boyd, 2010). Most of these messages can be classified as professional experiences, 

organizational news, and industry related information. The work related information that is 

shared online often actively includes coworkers into the conversation by mentioning them in 

the posts.  

Chapter one shows that almost half of the work related tweets are sent outside of 

regular office hours. Eight out of every ten employees use public social media to share such 

messages and 36 percent of the messages on public social media are in some way work-related. 

These findings have important implications for our conceptualizations of organizational 

communication in a networked society (Castells, 2007). Work is no longer isolated within in 

the context of a singular office or office hours; rather it is situated within a broader stakeholder 

environment where work communiqués become public and observable by anyone and at any 

time through social media. Today, work and productivity involve dynamic interactions across 

social media platforms and time throughout the day, including those not defined by regular 

work hours.   

Second, the categorization of social media messages provided important insights into 

the potential causes of these online behaviors. The categorization suggests that employees may 

present themselves as being knowledgeable and competent by sharing professional experiences 

and knowledge of the industry, or employees may share organizational news and product and 

service information shared online. These two different types of information sharing seem to be 

driven by two distinct motivations. First, professional experiences and advocating individual 

knowledge is likely to be driven by personal motivations such as the desire to succeed. 

However, organizational news and product information are related to collective goals, hence 

assumed to reflect employees' identification with their organization. 

The findings presented in Chapter two confirm these assumptions, suggesting social 

media use for work is a means to obtain personal goals or contribute to collective ones. 

Specifically, the findings suggest individualistic motivations, such as a desire to succeed 
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professionally, are associated with sharing more personal experiences and knowledge. This is 

in line with research that suggests that social media are vehicles for self-expression and 

impression management (Erhardt & Gibbs, 2014; Hollenbeck & Kaikati, 2012; Ollier-

Malaterre, et al., 2013; Walton & Rice, 2013). To obtain professional success, employees need 

to create an appearance of competence and expertise (Yun et al., 2007); social media offer the 

possibility to do so for a broad audience.  

 Additionally, the findings suggest that employees who identify strongly with the 

organization reciprocate by sharing information – e.g., organizational news, information about 

products and services – to contribute to organizational goals, such as promoting new products. 

The findings suggest that employees with strong social identities vis-à-vis their organization 

are motivated to facilitate the viability and success of their organizations (e.g., Tyler & Blader, 

2003). Hence, the findings are in line with social identity theory; professional social identities 

are enacted on public social media by making work-related conversations a salient part of the 

online discourse. 

 Third, a prevalent issue in the field of social media and organizational communication 

research is the notion that contemporary communication technologies collapse private/public 

contexts and blur professional/personal boundaries (Marwick & Boyd, 2010). Boundary 

management has become a more profound organizational challenge since the adoption of social 

media in the workplace (Ollier-Malaterre, et al., 2013). This dissertation suggests that social 

media have made boundaries more permeable, weakened the separation between interpersonal 

and mass communication, and destabilized the enactment of domain-specific roles in time and 

space. Boundary theory suggests that individuals attempt to maintain their preferences for 

segmenting or integrating elements from work and other life domains (Ashforth, Kreiner, & 

Fugate, 2000). The findings in Chapter three indicate that employees’ boundary management 

preferences are enacted as technological boundaries on social media. Specifically, employees 

who have a desire to integrate different life domains use public social media to communicate 

about personal and professional issues. Although prior research has shown that employees with 

segmentation preferences used communication technologies to enact these preferred 

boundaries (Park, et al., 2011), this study is the first to show this relationship in a longitudinal 

research setting. 
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  Social media cause a context collapse, merging work-related content with personal 

content and merging audiences that were once separated by physical and temporal boundaries 

(Davis & Jurgenson, 2014; Marwick & boyd, 2010). Boundary theory pertains that this might 

cause spillover effects between life domains (Ashforth, et al., 2000). Indeed the findings 

presented in Chapter six indicate that using public social media for work opens up the 

possibilities for time-, strain-, and behavior-based role conflicts. Conversations on social media 

never end, as also demonstrated in Chapter one; hence the likelihood that personal 

conversations continue during work and work conversations continue beyond regular work 

hours increases with the use of social media. Additionally, the processing of information on 

social media distracts individuals from current role demands, causing strain. Furthermore, 

information and online behaviors on social media cause role conflicts as professional and 

personal contacts are merged into one broad, amorphous audience, which may complicate role 

transitions. These findings can be explained by resource drain theory and the conservation of 

resources theory, which suggest that individuals have a finite amount of resources – i.e., time, 

attention and energy – available (Edwards & Rothbard, 2000; Small & Riley, 1990; Staines, 

1980). The resources allocated to each domain, or in this case the processing or publication of 

work-related content on public social media, subtract from the resources available to 

individuals (Michel, et al., 2011) to address demands in another domain.   

 Fourth, an important aim of this dissertation was to examine the consequences of 

public social media use for work for individual outcomes.  The findings add to the literature 

on the consequences of social media use by progressively deepening our understanding of the 

relationship between social media use and engagement. Chapter three demonstrated the causal 

relationship between social media use for work and engagement. Subsequently, in Chapter 

four the opposing mediation mechanisms are considered, thereby acknowledging the 

complexity of the relationship between technology use and individual outcomes such as 

engagement. Whereas Chapter five considers a condition (i.e., the norm of responsiveness) 

under which the positive or negative effects might be stronger or weaker.  

The findings presented in Chapter three show tentative support for the notion that 

social media use for work causes engagement. Importantly, this is the first longitudinal study 

in the context of public social media use for work and engagement providing strong evidence 

for the relationship between boundary preferences, social media use, and engagement. These 
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findings are important since engagement is associated with overall employee well-being and 

an important counterforce for coping with job-related strain, stress, and anxiety. The results 

are in line with recent studies that demonstrate positive correlations between public social 

media use and other individual outcomes such as job performance, job satisfaction, and 

organizational commitment (Charoensukmongkol, 2014; Leftheriotis & Giannakos, 2014; 

Moqbel, et al., 2013; Utz, 2015).  

 This relationship between social media use for work and engagement can be explained 

by viewing communication as constituting engagement. As employees continue to use public 

social media to share information about work projects, organizational products and services, 

industry initiatives, and daily work activities, they communicatively construct their 

engagement with their work. The findings are an important first step in understanding the 

causal relationships between social media use and engagement. 

 This dissertation, however, also acknowledges that the relationship between social media use 

and individual outcomes might be more complex, as evidenced by the opposing causal 

processes linking these constructs presented in Chapters four and five. Communication 

technologies have been seen as paradoxical in terms of their use and consequences (e.g., 

Arnold, 2003). Drawing on a rich body of literature on technological paradoxes (e.g., 

Mazmanian, et al., 2013), demands and resources (e.g., Demerouti, et al., 2001), and social 

media tensions (e.g., Gibbs, et al., 2013), this Chapter further clarifies the relationship between 

social media use for work and engagement 

The challenges and advantages demonstrated build on previous studies on the impact 

of enterprise social media (e.g., Gibbs et al., 2013: Leonardi, et al., 2010) and communication 

technology use (CTU) at work (e.g., Chesley, 2014; Fonner & Roloff, 2012; Matusik & Mickel, 

2011; Mazmanian et al., 2013; Perlow, 2012; Ter Hoeven et al., 2016). Notably, most of these 

tensions have been theorized (e.g., Javernpaa & Lang, 2005; Perlow, 2012) or supported by 

qualitative data (e.g., Gibbs, et al., 2013; Leonardi, et al., 2010) but lack support from 

quantitative studies, which mostly find support for one of the opposing pathways (e.g, Fonner 

& Roloff, 2012). The findings presented in Chapter four demonstrate the complexities that 

employees encounter when using social technologies for work. 

Specifically, this dissertation showed that social media use for work produces several 

demands – e.g., work-life conflict and interruptions – and resources – e.g., efficient 
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communication and accessibility – that are associated with engagement and exhaustion. 

Chapter four is the first quantitative study in the field of organizational communication to 

demonstrate that the job demands and resources model is a useful framework to examine the 

tensions produced by public social media us for work. By drawing on organizational 

psychology theory (i.e., the job demands and resources theory, Bakker & Demerouti, 2014), 

this study provides additional insights into the underlying mechanisms through which social 

media are related to engagement and exhaustion. The job demands and resources theory 

distinguishes between the health impairment process and the motivational process. The health 

impairment process refers to the detrimental effects of the demands on exhaustion, whereas the 

motivational process refers to the positive effects of resources on engagement (Bakker et al., 

2014). The findings presented in Chapters four and five provide support for these processes, 

as the effects of social media related demands and challenges – i.e., work intensification, work-

life conflict, and interruption – on exhaustion outweigh the effects of the social media resources 

and advantages on exhaustion. Moreover, the effects of social media related resources – i.e., 

autonomy, communication efficiency, and accessibility – on engagement are generally stronger 

than the effects of demands on engagement. Thus public social media use in organizations 

plays a different role for exhaustion compared to engagement. 

Although the notion that technologies are paradoxical is not new (e.g., Arnold, 2003; 

Jarvenpaa & Lang, 2005) its application to study public social media use in the workplace is. 

Social media research often draws on affordance theory to suggest the presence of several 

tensions, mostly associated with enterprise social media use (e.g., Gibbs et al., 2013; 

Majchrzak, et al., 2013 Treem & Leonardi, 2012). These tensions refer to how individuals 

interact with the technological features of the medium, which might result in a trade-off 

between, for instance, visibility-invisibility, engagement-disengagement (in this case referring 

to attention allocation), and sharing-control (Gibbs, et al., 2013). Our findings add to current 

understanding of social media tensions by suggesting that the tensions do not merely exist in 

choices of openness and closedness of information or of public versus private information. 

Rather, tensions of work-related use of public social media are a product of its use reflected in 

advantages and challenges that can be viewed as resources and demands. This is important as 

these resources and demands are associated with engagement and exhaustion.   
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Finally, this dissertation demonstrates a condition – i.e., the norm of responsiveness – 

under which advantages – i.e., autonomy – and challenges – i.e., work pressure – of public 

social media use for work are stronger or weaker. Specifically, Chapter five provides support 

for the autonomy paradox (Mazmanian, et al., 2013) by demonstrating that social media use 

for work simultaneously induces autonomy and work pressure, which is in turn related (though 

differentially) to engagement and exhaustion. The findings suggest that the norm of being 

responsive to social media messages reduces perceptions of autonomy. Previous studies have 

suggested that when coworkers are aware of the possibility of the technological infrastructure 

to maintain connectivity, they often expect immediate responses (Leonardi, et al., 2010). The 

findings contribute to the paradox literature by demonstrating its applicability in a social media 

context and examining the conditions under which these mechanisms are stronger or weaker.  

Importantly, this finding suggests that taking a collective perspective is crucial for 

understanding how individual employees experience the use of social media. The 

organizational context and social expectations make social media use a relational dynamic. An 

employee cannot simply ignore or refuse to respond social media messages if (s)he is 

committed to succeeding in a social environment that expects responsiveness and connectivity. 

This is also in line with findings of Mazmanian (2013) who suggested that the experiences of 

communication technology use are situated in the context of use. Thus, strong expectations of 

responsiveness would make it difficult for employees to have control over their activities. 

	

Practical Implications 

Scholarly research and business press have applauded social media for its potential to 

revolutionize the way we do business. This led to all kinds of bold proclamations about the 

role and potential of social media in organizational settings. These claims include statements 

such as “social media will change your business” (Baker & Green, 2008), “social media are 

the new hybrid element of the promotion mix” (Mangold & Faulds, 2009), or “organizations 

that are not on social media, actually say that they don’t want to answer the phone” (van Vught, 

2016).  

Whether one agrees with these claims or not, the findings presented here suggest that 

many employees use social media to talk about their work, industries and the organization. As 

such social media are likely to affect organizational processes (Treem & Leonardi, 2012). As 
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information about the organization and work becomes public, many organizations try to control 

the information streams on social media that could either benefit or harm the organization. 

Contrary to the use of enterprise social media, public social media has been associated with 

risky behavior (e.g., sharing sensitive information, reputational damage) and wasting time 

(e.g., cyberloafing) (Landers & Callan, 2014). Organizations continuously negotiate tensions 

between the benefits and risks of employees’ public social media use (Dreher, 2014; 

Macnamara & Zerfass, 2012). Managerial efforts and social media policies are primarily 

directed at protecting organizations from legal liabilities, avoiding productivity losses and 

protecting the organization’s reputation, intellectual property and other proprietary information 

(Dreher, 2014; Linke & Zerfass, 2012; Macnamara & Zerfass, 2012). Hence, although this 

dissertation primarily focuses on the consequences at the individual level, the results have some 

important implications at the organizational level as well. 

First, employees frequently use public social media in organizational contexts. In 

particular, the 430 employees studied here had a total of 186,139 followers and had sent a total 

of 1,541,855 tweets. This suggests that employees embody an enormous communication 

potential by sharing organization and work related information to a broad audience. 

 Second, the findings show that employees' tone of voice in work-related social media 

utterances is primarily neutral. Employees withhold negative as well as positive emotions, 

suggesting they might be aware of the potential consequences of their social media utterances 

in terms of the perceptions others form of them and the organization, especially if their personal 

and professional identity is available with their postings. Also, these social media utterances 

are driven by a desire to succeed and identify with their organization, making negative content 

and harmful content unlikely to be shared publicly.  

Third, the findings show that most social media policies are ineffective in hampering 

the negative consequences of these behaviors at the individual level. One explanation is that 

social media policies and guidelines are predominantly directed at appropriate and lawful 

social media use (Dreher, 2014), rather than educating employees and protecting them from 

negative individual consequences of social media use. Importantly, the findings of this 

dissertation suggest that managerial efforts should also be directed at the individual 

consequences of social media use, as these affect employee well-being. When organizations 

encourage employees to use social media, they should be aware of the potentially detrimental 
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effects on individual well-being and ultimately on organizational performance. The findings 

show that employees continuously negotiate tensions between social media related advantages 

(e.g., autonomy) and disadvantages (e.g., work intensification), and between professional life 

and personal life demands. These tensions can affect their wellbeing – i.e., engagement and 

exhaustion.  Therefore, in addition to the issues commonly addressed in social media policies 

or governance programs, organizations should direct attention to the complexities of managing 

the tensions associated with social media use. Without paternalistically confining employees’ 

freedom in taking advantage of the resources social media may offer them in their daily work.  

Fourth, the findings discussed earlier strongly echo many researchers’ suggestions that 

professional and personal boundaries are blurring. As such, organizations that aim to govern 

employees' social media use should not address work-related social media use as isolated or 

independent of private social media use. Both life domains are strongly intertwined on social 

media, and messages intended for or generated from, one life domain easily spills over to 

another.	

Fifth, in many popular and professional debates organizations and communication 

consultants, rush in to talk about the benefits of having employees on social media (e.g., 

Newman, 2014). However, this dissertation supports the call to prevent the uncritical 

acceptance of the normative assumption that being on social media is unambiguously good for 

business (e.g., Gibbs, et al., 2013). In fact, at the individual level being on social media for 

work seems far less beneficial. Managerial efforts should focus on helping employees to 

capitalize on the positive consequences of social media and protect them from the negative 

ones, for instance by offering employees additional resources such as training directed at 

improving digital literacy. This may help employees improve their social media skills and 

further improve their efficiency, while also helping to organize the increased information flow, 

which may reduce perceptions of pressure. Also, it is very likely that some employees, in 

general, are better able to deal with the tensions social media use impose on them than others. 

For instance, employees who are less burdened by a perceived need to be responsive are better 

able reap the benefits of social media use. 

Sixth, Chapter five showed that work intensification was an important consequence of 

social media use. This has also been identified as an important consequence of more traditional 

technologies such as email use (Barley, et al., 2011). Many organizations have taken measures 
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to avoid overload and work pressure as a result of technology use. A popular example that 

received wide attention is the no-email policy of Volkswagen. In 2011, Volkswagen decided 

to stop its servers sending emails to its employees when they are off-shift (Tsukayama, 2011). 

Similarly, in the context of social media use, managerial efforts could be directed at creating a 

healthy environment and countering the normative assumptions of responsiveness and 

perpetual connectivity during off-time. However, organizations should remain cautious with 

such interventions as these might also reduce the benefits employees experience from use, such 

as autonomy and accessibility.  

 

Limitations and Future Research 

Although this dissertation provides answers to many questions, the findings presented 

here also present some new questions that may direct future research efforts.  First, a much-

needed categorization of social media messages is presented in Chapter one. Importantly, this 

categorization is based on employees’ Twitter content. Although Twitter affords similar 

behaviors as other social media outlets, there are some important differences as well. For 

instance, users are restricted in the length of the messages that they can share. Furthermore, the 

connections on Twitter are often unidirectional in nature, which means that people in a network 

do not necessarily have to know each other, which is typically the case with Facebook and 

LinkedIn connections. This raises the question whether the classification presented in Chapter 

one holds true for other social media accounts. Future research may explore the applicability 

of this framework in the context of Facebook and LinkedIn and distinguish between medium-

specific and general content characteristics. 

 Second, more research is needed to understand the factors influencing social media use 

for work. Although this dissertation identified two important mechanisms, and the importance 

of boundary preferences underlying social media use for work, many empirical questions 

remain unanswered. What are specific organizational or individual characteristics causing 

social media use? The findings suggest that employees act on behalf of their organization when 

they show higher levels of organizational identification. This implies some form of reciprocity 

in which employees go beyond their job requirements if they identify with their organization. 

This argument of a ‘natural’ balance in the relationship between employees and the 

organizations is frequently used to explain employee behaviors, for instance, in terms of a 
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psychological contract between employees and the organization (Rousseau, 1989). In a 

psychological contract view, the organization takes on an anthropomorphic identity as a party 

to the psychological contract. This contract holds that both parties have obligations vis-à-vis 

each other. The extent to which the organization has fulfilled its obligation toward the 

employment relationship determines the extent to which employees engage in organizational 

citizenship behaviors (Robinson & Morrison, 1995). Similarly, in explaining cyberloafing and 

digital deviance the metaphor of the ledger has been introduced (Garrett & Danziger, 2008). 

This metaphor implies that when employees justify their own deviant behaviors because they 

feel they have put more effort in than the organization compensated them for (Siponen & 

Vance, 2010). Given the importance of the organizational context in understanding employee 

behaviors and social media use such a relational view on employment might help explain 

variation in individual social media use for work.  

 Third, this dissertation emphasizes the consequences of social media use for work. 

Studies on communication technology use, whether they adopt a paradoxical view of 

technology, a tension-based lens (Fonner & Roloff, 2012; Gibbs, et al., 2013; Ter Hoeven, et 

al., 2016), or the JD-R framework (e.g., Ter Hoeven, et al., 2016) provide abundant evidence 

for opposing consequences of communication technology use. This dissertation demonstrates 

similar consequences in the context of public social media use for work. Importantly, research 

on the conditionality of these effects is lagging behind. This is either because there simply has 

been more interest in establishing main effects, or because interaction effects are difficult to 

detect, or perhaps both (Bakker & Demerouti, 2007).  Although this dissertation has explored 

the role of social media policies and the norm of responsiveness as moderators in these indirect 

mechanisms, these studies only scratched the surface of conditions that could potentially affect 

these mechanisms. Other potential moderators that could be considered at the individual level 

are for instance digital literacy (Buscher et al., 2013) or, at the organizational level, 

communication climate. Further examination of moderators is important as these interaction 

effects could tip the balance in favor or against using social technologies in the workplace. 

These conditions may inform us about which individuals are most likely to benefit from social 

media use or be harmed by it. In other words, as we now know, social media inherently evoke 

benefits and challenges. Hence the question becomes, can we limit the bad without 

compromising the good? Additional research into the moderating conditions and resources that 
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could be offered to help mitigate the negative effects might help to answer this question. Future 

research might consider the organizational context (e.g., communication climate, 

organizational support) as well as individual characteristics (e.g., digital literacy) as 

moderators.  

 Finally, a few limitations of the studies presented in this dissertation should be 

acknowledged. First, research on public social media use for work lacks a well-validated scale 

to adequately capture the spectrum of employees’ online behaviors. The different 

operationalizations found in the literature make it difficult to draw any overarching conclusions 

about the causes and consequences of social media use for work. Although we developed a 

measure for social media use for work, based on the content analysis data, much more research 

is needed to further develop and validate a measure for public social media use for work. 

Second, many studies rely on cross-sectional data, making causal inferences impossible. 

Especially in research where indirect mechanisms are proposed, longitudinal research designs 

are necessary. Third, the data presented in this dissertation has only been collected in the Dutch 

context. Additionally, except for the data presented in Chapter five, respondents were recruited 

in panels managed by research companies – i.e., I&O Research and PanelClix. It is unknown 

to what extent the findings presented here translates to other contexts, such as specific 

countries, professions, organizations, or cultures. Fourth, especially with respect to the work-

related content shared on social media, the framework presented in Chapter one prohibits a 

deeper understanding of the way in which work-related topics are discussed beyond the general 

categories proposed here. Furthermore, since the framework has not been applied to Facebook 

and LinkedIn content, it is unknown to what extent these categories can be generalized to other 

platforms. Notably, Facebook and LinkedIn offer some similar affordances to users as Twitter 

does. However, there are also some differences between these platforms that could affect the 

way in which content is shared, such as the length of the messages and the options to make 

content visible only to specific users. Further research is needed to understand how these 

differences may affect the sharing of work-related information. 

Despite these limitations and the new questions this dissertation might raise, valuable 

additions to the field of organizational communication have been made. First, this dissertation 

heeds the call to provide understanding in a widespread yet understudied phenomenon in 

contemporary workplaces: the increasing use of social media technologies. Second, many 



	 31	

studies focus on enterprise social media or general communication technologies, often 

overlooking the use of public social media in the workplace. The studies that do address these 

technologies are focused on the consequences for organizations (e.g. Dreher, 2014), such as 

performance (Leftheriotis & Giannakos, 2014), but not much on individual consequences. 

Finally, the results provide a better understanding of the prevalence of social media use and its 

paradoxical consequences as well as the conditions under which these consequences may 

prevail.	
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Abstract 

In organizational research employees’ use of personal social media for work remains an 

understudied phenomenon. Yet, it is important to gain understanding of these online behaviors 

as they might have consequences on the individual and organizational level. We provide a 

typology for work-related Twitter use based on a large-scale content analysis (N = 38,124) of 

tweets sent by 433 employees across different organizations. We found that work-related topics 

were prevalent in 36.5% of all tweets. Employees’ work-related tweets paint a picture that is 

consistent with the archetypical social media behaviors – i.e., knowledge sharing and 

socialization - identified in earlier research. Employees share profession-, organization- and 

work-related tweets strategically with professional contacts, enhancing horizontal 

communication among organization members. Furthermore, Twitter enhances the integration 

of personal and professional life domains, as employees often tweet about their work outside 

regular work hours but also tweet on a personal title while at work. 

Keywords: Workplace Communication; Employees; Social Media; Content Analysis; Work-

Related Twitter Use. 
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Introduction 

Social media use in organizations is evolving at an unprecedented pace (Treem & 

Leonardi, 2012). The large number of work-based friendships (Del Bosque, 2013; Dutton & 

Ragins, 2007; Ollier-Malaterre, Rothbard, & Berg, 2013) and the notion that work is a pivotal 

life domain (Dutton, Roberts, & Bednar, 2010) results in the use of personal social media 

technologies, including Twitter, for work-related purposes (Johnston, 2014). Hence, a 

significant amount of publicly available tweets is likely to be work or organization related 

(Ollier-Malaterre et al., 2013; van Zoonen, van der Meer, & Verhoeven, 2014).  

It is important to understand online work-related communication as it is often 

associated with employee well-being (Fonner & Roloff, 2012) and organizational outcomes 

such as corporate reputation (Helm, 2011; van Zoonen et al., 2014). Employees’ Twitter use 

might affect employee well-being because it enables horizontal communication and stimulates 

workgroup support, while it may also make it hard for employees to disengage from work after 

work hours (Chesley, 2014). Corporate reputations can be positively affected (Dreher, 2014; 

van Zoonen et al., 2014), as employees are authentic and credible communicators of 

organizational information, in turn, they could also send tweets that are detrimental for 

evaluations of corporate reputations (Dreher, 2014; Helm, 2011). Hence, employees’ social 

media use can be beneficial or detrimental to both the organization and the employees. Despite 

its importance for organizations and employees we still lack knowledge of the actual work 

related content that employees share on their Twitter accounts.  

Most studies on social media rely on self-reports or case studies (e.g., Marwick & 

Boyd, 2011; Trottier, 2012). As such, these studies rely on deductive logic to examine social 

media practices and content. Mostly these studies focus on the antecedents or consequences of 

social media behaviors. While survey research and self-reports can explain why and with what 

consequences employees post information online, it cannot reveal what employees actually 

post online.  

Research on social media content focused on the content published by journalists (e.g., 

Lasorsa, Lewis, & Holton, 2012), politicians (e.g., Graham, Jackson & Broersma, 2014; Small, 

2011), news organizations (Greer & Ferguson, 2011), non-profit organizations (e.g., Lovejoy, 

Waters, & Saxton, 2012; Waters & Jamal, 2011), foreign correspondents (Heinrich, 2012) and 
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even homeless (Koepfler & Fleishmann, 2012), but has not considered employees as distinct 

group. 

In addition, there is a dearth of research adopting an affordance lens to examine the 

use of enterprise social media (e.g., Gibbs, Rozaidi, & Eisenberg, 2013; Majchrzak, Faraj, 

Kane, & Azad, 2013). Again others focus on the application of software technologies in the 

current ‘Knowledge Society’ (Lytras, Tennyson, & Ordóñez de Pablos, 2008; Lytras, & 

Ordóñez de Pablos, 2011) or understanding the adoption and use of social virtual worlds 

(Zhang, Ordóñez de Pablos, Wang, Wang, Sund, & Shee 2014). Astoundingly, this study is the 

first to map employees' work-related social media content, published through personally owned 

accounts, of employees across a variety of organizations. Scholars have argued that the 

adoption of social media, such as Twitter, in organizations is outpacing empirical 

understanding of the use of these technologies (Raeth, Smolnik, Urbach, & Zimmer, 2009; 

Treem & Leonardi, 2012). In addition, based on a literature review of social technology use by 

employees, El Ouirdi et al., (2015) conclude that there is a pronounced need for quantitative 

research on employees’ use of social media.  

Existing frameworks are usually populated by either archetypical descriptions of social 

media use, such as knowledge sharing or identity expression (Ollier-Malaterre, et al., 2013) or 

specifically created for the purpose of the study at hand (e.g., Kruikemeier, 2014). This 

framework of work-related content is built on the presuppositions derived from previous 

studies on social media use and is independent of organization and job type. This study fills 

the void in the current literature by content analyzing the work-related tweets that employees 

publish on personally owned Twitter accounts. 

We look at employees’ use of personal Twitter accounts for work purposes for several 

reasons. First, research suggests Twitter is the most popular channel to disseminate work-

related content (Verhoeven, 2012). Second, Twitter is seen as an effective dialogue tool in 

organizational communication. This way, organizations and their employees are connected to 

each other and relevant stakeholders (Schultz, Utz, & Goritz, 2011). Third, information on 

Twitter is usually public-by-default and private-through-effort (Marwick & Boyd, 2010). In 

addition, the unidirectional connections are unique to Twitter; these non-reciprocal relations 

encourage the reading of tweets beyond one’s personal network. Thus, making tweets 

accessible to a wider range of stakeholders that search organization related information. Even 
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more so than information that is shared on other social media channels that generally reciprocal 

such as Facebook or LinkedIn. Finally, unlike their intra-organizational counterparts, often 

referred to as enterprise social media, their use in organizations is controversial as it is 

associated with risky behavior and wasting time (Landers & Callan, 2014). In sum, tweets are 

particularly interesting as they a) often include references to work; b) are publicly available 

(e.g., to interested stakeholders) and c) despite their omnipresence in organizational 

communication little is know about the tweets sent by employees.  

This study contributes to theory building in the field of organizational communication 

by providing insight into Twitter use across employees and organizations. We propose a 

framework describing what type of content employees share and in what way they do so. Thus, 

this framework synthesizes earlier findings with respect to social media use by employees. 

This study adds to the current literature by being the first to conduct a large-scale content 

analysis of work-related tweets on personally owned Twitter accounts across employees from 

different organizations using a framework deduced from earlier that mostly relied on self-

report. Most importantly, this study provides organizations with insights into what and how 

employees discuss their work on personal social media. The empirical focus is on answering 

the following research question: How do employees use personal Twitter accounts for work? 

 

Theoretical Framework 

We articulate preconceptions about work-related Twitter content in an analytical 

framework. This framework, deduced from the literature, contains several tweet categories and 

is adapted to empirical data and grounded in an abductive logic. Notably, social media use in 

organizations has been extensively addressed from a theoretical perspective, yet content 

analysis on the specific content that employees share online is lacking. We empirically examine 

a typology of work-related tweets that is deduced from earlier studies in which these topics 

have been theorized.   

There have been studies that have provided a classification of tweets. However, these 

studies focus on the application of Twitter in specific contexts such as libraries (Aharony, 

2010), political communication (Ceron, Curini, Lacus, & Porro, 2014; Kruikemeier, 2014), 

journalism (Lariscy, Avery, Sweetser, & Howes, 2009), sports (Hambrick, Simmons, 

Greenhalgh, & Greenwell, 2010) or health-related communication (Chew & Eysenbach, 2010). 
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Other content analysis studies have directed attention to mapping specific issues or events such 

as elections (Graham, Jackson, & Broersma, 2014) or specific hashtags (Small, 2011), the 

analysis of personal information shared on Twitter (Humphreys, Gill, Krishnamurthy, & 

Newbury, 2013), specific crisis situations (Takahashi, Tandoc, Carmichael, 2015) or the use 

of Twitter during conferences (Reinhardt, Ebner, Beham, & Costa, 2009) 

 Other studies focus on the antecedents or consequences of Twitter use (e.g., Hughes, 

Rowe, Batey, & Lee, 2012; Panek, Nardis, & Konrath, 2013; Westerman, Spence, & van der 

Heide, 2012). Studies that have focused on Twitter use in an organizational context are scarce 

and take a motivational approach to theorizing content categories based on a deductive logic 

(Luchman et al., 2014; Zhao & Rosson, 2009). These studies examine social media use with 

either qualitative self-reports (DiMicco, et al., 2008; Zhao & Rosson, 2009) or quantitative 

self-report measures (Leftheriotis & Giannakos, 2014). Others theorize how enterprise social 

media can afford certain online behaviors (Treem & Leonardi, 2012). However, all these 

studies focus on the antecedents and consequences of usage rather than the content that is 

actually shared online. Several scholars note that there is a pronounced need for more 

quantitative research on the topics related to employees’ social media use (El Ouirdi et al., 

2015) and that social technology use in organizations is outpacing our empirical understanding 

(Treem & Leonardi, 2012). Hence, to fill this void in the literature this study aims to examine 

to what extent these theoretically identified topics are actually present in work-related social 

media content shared through employees' Twitter accounts. We use empirical studies on social 

technology use in the workplace to derive work-related tweet categories (see Table 1). 

 

Workplace Communication on Twitter: A Typology 

Work-Related Tweets 

Social media afford employees the ability to express identities (Del Bosque, 2013; 

Ollier-Malaterre, et al., 2013), share knowledge about their work or organization (Dreher, 

2014) and engage in relationships with other professionals (Peluchette, Karl, & Fertig, 2013). 

Thus, workplace communication on Twitter involves knowledge sharing about the profession, 

organization, and work behaviors, as these are important cues for employees' professional 

identities (e.g., Leftheriotis & Giannakos, 2014; Miles & Mangold, 2014; Ollier-Malaterre, et 

al., 2013; van Zoonen et al., 2014). In addition, workplace communication may involve the 
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representation of the organization in terms of web care activities and persuasive 

communication (Helm, 2011). Finally, social media enable in-group communication with co-

workers (Denyer, Parry, & Flowers, 2011; DiMicco, et al., 2008; Dimicco & Millen, 2007). In 

the following section, we develop a typology of work-related information domains to guide the 

content analysis. Work-related tweets thus refer to work in the broadest sense and can be 

constituted of any or more of the following seven categories.  

 

Profession-Related Communication 

Social media use has often been linked to identification processes (e.g., Ollier-

Malaterre, et al., 2013). Identification occurs at different levels: employees may identify with 

their workgroup, organization or profession (Bartels, et al., 2007; Hekman, Steensma, Bigley, 

& Hereford, 2009). These identification processes can simultaneously coexist (Hekman, et al., 

2009). When employees feel that their profession is a salient part of their self-concept they can 

promote their identities through profession-related knowledge sharing. Moreover, employees 

are likely to customize the content they share to their imagined audience (Marwick & Boyd, 

2010). Since employees’ professional networks include co-workers from within and outside 

the organization (Del Bosque, 2013) they are likely to share information that is relevant their 

field, as this appeals the broader audience (Marwick & Boyd, 2010), consisting of friends, co-

workers and professional contacts (Del Bosque, 2013).  

 

Organization-Related Communication 

Employees may also identify with their organization, and therefore, relate 

communicative content to their organization e.g., voice behaviors and ambassadorship (Fuller, 

et al., 2006; van Zoonen et al., 2014). The extent to which this happens is contingent upon 

perceptions of how the outside world views the organization, referred to as perceived external 

prestige (Bartels et al., 2007; Dutton & Dukerich, 1991). When employees think, their 

organization is held in high regard by the outside world, they are likely to associate themselves 

with it (Bartels et al., 2007). For instance, by sharing important organizational milestones on 

Twitter. The positive associations the public has about these organizational achievements 

extrapolate to the employee, and thereby confirm employees’ self-views, leading to positive 

assessments by others in their network (Ollier-Malaterre, et al., 2013). In addition, employees 
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use social media to represent their organization online and contribute to brand communication 

(Helm, 2011; Miles & Mangold, 2014; van Zoonen et al., 2014).  

 

Employee-Public Communication  

Related to the rationale discussed above, online organization representation might   

become apparent through specific employee-public interactions. For instance, representing the 

organization may involve the endorsement of products and services or the voluntary 

engagement in web care activities (Helm, 2011). Employees know their organization well, 

which gives them a credibility and authenticity advantage (Dreher, 2014) as representatives of 

their organization (Agresta & Bonin, 2011). Twitter amplifies employees’ reach as external 

communicators enabling them to form relationships with customers, business partners and 

other stakeholders (Dreher, 2014). Employees can foster valuable relationships with key 

audiences and communicate transparently, and authentically about the organization’s products 

and services, and adequately respond to stakeholders’ concerns or questions (Dreher, 2014).   

 

Persuasive Communication 

Employees maintain a broad network with other professionals from within and beyond 

their own organization. Employees use their network to obtain information or request a specific 

action from their contacts. To induce such behaviors employees must be persuasive. Persuasive 

communication is defined as communicative acts that request a specific action from the reader. 

For instance, social media enables employees to request information and feedback from their 

network (Back & Koch, 2011). From a brand ambassador's perspective employees might utilize 

personal social media accounts to share employment related information or urge their network 

to engage in a campaign or event (van Zoonen et al., 2014; Verhoeven, 2012). For instance, 

employees’ could share vacancy information and tweet statement share as, “apply for [job 

title].” 

 

Communication about Work Behaviors  

Work is a pivotal life domain, and social media and especially Twitter are commonly 

used to give updates throughout the day (Agrifoglio et al., 2012; Luchman, Bergstorm, & 

Krulikowski, 2014). Hence, employees are likely to include daily work activities and other 
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more emergent work-related activities in their status updates (Java, Song, Finin, & Tseng, 

2007). Work-related content mostly relates to daily activities such as interactions with 

supervisors or co-workers, and activities occurring at or related to work such as reports on 

work processes (Humphreys, et al., 2013; Ma & Chan, 2014). Employees share work activities 

and output as co-workers or supervisors might use this to extrapolate expertise and work 

performance (Fuller et al., 2006). Disclosing work activities enables employees to promote an 

appearance of competence (Ollier-Malaterre, et al., 2013; Yun, Takeuchi & Liu, 2007). 

 

Commentary  

On Twitter employees, can share professional opinions or comment on professional 

issues (Honeycutt & Herring, 2009; Zhao & Rosson, 2009).  Several studies have concluded 

that social media enable people to share personal opinions about issues and events they 

encounter in daily life (e.g., Ehrlich & Shami, 2010; Java et al., 2007; Humphreys, et al., 2013; 

Zhao & Rosson, 2009). Furthermore, Miles and Mangold (2014) argue that social technologies 

enable the internal channeling of employees' opinions. Employees can use Twitter to comment 

on events in their professional lives from an eyewitness point of view. Twitter is mainly used 

for updating daily activities, and sharing information and opinions with friends, family, and 

co-workers (Agrifoglio, et al., 2012). Sharing opinions about issues or events that employees 

encounter in daily work situations are referred to as commentary. This communicates an 

appearance of engagement and shows they are connected to and knowledgeable about the issue. 

Hence, Twitter enables communication about daily work and opinions about work-related 

events and issues that employees encounter in their daily work. This is different from work 

behaviors in the sense that it does not involve the performance of a specific work task such as 

arrival at a meeting or work. For instance, comments about work schedules are considered 

commentary whereas, saying that you are actually at work doing something is a work behavior. 

 

In-group Communication  

Social technologies contribute to horizontal and vertical communication in 

organizations (Davison et al., 2014) and serve as collaborative tools to accelerate group 

formation and escalate group scope and influence (Leftheriotis & Giannakos, 2014; Lin & Lu, 

2011; Zhao & Rosson, 2009). Extent research refers to social media's role as a vehicle for 
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informal communication in the workplace, representing ‘an online water-cooler' (Cao, Vogel, 

Guo, Liu, & Gu, 2012; DiMicco, et al., 2008; Skeels & Grudin, 2009). Thus, social media serve 

as platforms to exchange work-related information, (e.g., Del Bosque, 2013; Dimicco, et al., 

2008; Leftheriotis & Giannakos, 2014; Miles & Mangold, 2014; Ollier-Malaterre, et al., 2013; 

Zhao & Rosson, 2009) and sustain social ties with co-workers (Ellison, Steinfield, & Lampe, 

2011; Ollier-Malaterre, et al., 2013). Managers and employees acknowledge the benefits of 

social media use (Trimi & Galanxhi, 2014) as it enhances internal communication in a cost and 

time-efficient manner (Denyer, et al., 2011). Hence, Twitter affords different types of content 

sharing namely: profession-related, organization-related content or communication about work 

behaviors. We assume that content is also related to organization-public interactions, in-group 

communication, commentary and persuasive communication. Therefore, our first research 

question is: 

 

RQ1: To what extent are tweets on personal Twitter accounts work-related and how do these 

tweets relate to the proposed typology?  

 

Tweet Characteristics 

In the typology above we identified several work-related topics that employees might 

discuss on personal Twitter accounts. To better understand work-related Twitter use, we 

examine two tweet characteristics – i.e., interactivity and sentiment, that are repeatedly claimed 

as being important (e.g., Kruikemeier, 2014; Sundar, Kalyanaraman & Brown, 2003).  For 

instance, Sundar et al. (2003) note that “several researchers have claimed that interactivity is a 

key variable for studying the uses and effects of new media technologies” (p. 13). Accordingly, 

Kietzmann, Silvestre, McCarthy, and Pitt (2012) describe interactivity as one of the building 

blocks of social media. Hence, to advance our understanding of the way in which these media 

are used for work we examine interactivity and sentiment. 

 

Interaction 

Twitter enables direct communication between users such as organizations and 

stakeholders (Waters & Jamal, 2011), and co-workers (Dimicco, et al., 2008). Employees can 

respond to each other's ideas, questions, opinions, and accomplishments (Small, 2011). 
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Interactivity in employees' Tweets can be studied by examining interactive features i.e., @-

mentions, hashtags, and retweets (Kruikemeier, 2014, Lewis, Zamith, & Hermida, 2013; 

Small, 2011). Twitter conversations are usually indicated by ‘@replies’ (Small, 2011). Using 

the @symbol resembles a reply to another user or the active inclusion of another user in an on-

going conversation (Lovejoy, et al., 2012). Research found that around 30% of all tweets were 

@replies (Honeycutt & Herring, 2009). Another commonly used feature is the retweet (RT) 

this is the reposting of tweets from other users (Boyd, Golder, & Lotan, 2010), quite similar to 

e-mail forwarding. Retweets are often used as a means to passing on information from other 

users (Boyd et al., 2010). Finally, Twitter users commonly organize their online conversations 

around a specific topic by using ‘hashtags' (#) (Chew & Eysenbach, 2010; Small, 2011).  

 

Sentiment 

Various studies have considered sentiments in online communication (e.g., Ortigosa, 

Martin, & Carro, 2014; Walton & Rice, 2013). The sentiment is used in online communication 

when people are enabled to express their opinions, appraisals, attitudes and emotions (Dang-

Xuan, Stieglitz, Wladarsch, & Neuberger, 2013). Earlier studies on Twitter use linked sentiment to 

communication outcomes, for instance in the context of electronic word of mouth (Jansen, 

Zhang, Sobel, & Chowdury, 2009), political communication (Dang-Xuan, Stieglitz, Wladarsch, 

& Neuberger, 2013) and public relations (Brummette & Sisco, 2015).  

Sentiment polarity refers to personal positive, negative or neutral feelings or opinions 

(Ortigisa, Martin, Carro, 2014). To understand how issues and events are debated on Twitter 

several studies addressed sentiment polarity (e.g., Agarwal et al., 2010; Thelwall, Buckley, & 

Paltoglou, 2010). An example of a positive sentiment is “had a great meeting”, whereas 

“preparing for the next boring meeting” is a negative one. A neutral statement does not 

explicitly express positive or negative feelings as reflected in a statement such as “I am 

commuting to work.”  

Employees voice their satisfaction or dissatisfaction as well as their experiences and 

frustrations with their work on Twitter. As such their tweets might be framed positive, 

negative or neutral. 
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Earlier research concluded that social media utterances are more likely to be positive 

or neutral rather than negative (van Zoonen et al., 2014). Gibbs et al. (2013) argue that 

employees use social media strategically. Employees consider the appropriateness of 

information in relation to their audiences and share information that is congruent with their 

self-views. This results in self-censorship of negative online utterances, as these are deemed 

inappropriate and incongruent with self-views (Marwick & Boyd, 2010). Moreover, 

employees in general desire to appear professional, thus avoiding workplace communication 

(e.g., negativity or criticism) that can be viewed as inappropriate (Cheney & Ashcraft, 2007). 
However, it has also been argued that social media use present risks for employees’ 

careers (Dreher, 2014) as it has been associated with risky behaviors such as creating offensive 

content (Landers & Callan, 2014). Moreover, social media can function as a coping mechanism 

for work-related stress and frustration, resulting in public complaints about work situations or 

office developments thereby releasing emotional stress (Zhao & Rosson, 2009). Stress and 

frustration often induce negative emotions that can be channeled through social media (Zhao 

& Rosson, 2009). Hence, the second research question refers to the way in which content is 

shared in terms of interactive features and sentiment. 

 

RQ2: In what way (i.e., interactivity and sentiment of the tweets) are work-related topics 

discussed on Twitter? 

Method 

Procedure 

Through email invitations, employees were asked to provide their Twitter names. 

Respondents were required to be employed in a part-time or full-time job within an 

organization of at least 20 employees and have an active Twitter account. They were recruited 

between December 14, 2014, and January 12, 2015. Tweets were obtained directly from 

employees' timelines since this is the most accurate way of collecting tweets (Lewis et al., 

2013). We used a Python script, designed for this study, to mine up to 3200 tweets per user. 

 

Sample  

The tweets of 452 employees were collected. Eight employees were excluded as they 

used an organizational Twitter account. Another eleven participants were excluded because 
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they a) were unemployed at the time of this study or b) provided an invalid Twitter account 

name.   

 We analyzed the tweets of 433 employees of which the average age was 42.05 (SD = 

11.33). The majority of our respondents were male (64.3%), and 28.1% had an academic 

degree. On average these employees had 20.24 years of work experience (SD = 11.26) while 

working for their current employer for 11.78 years (SD = 9.76). The respondents reported they 

worked 39.62 hours (SD = 10.07) per week. These employees worked for different 

organizations in the following sectors: government/public administration (16.6%), 

education/science (12.1%), healthcare (11.7%), business services (11.2%), trade/commercial 

services (7.4%), industry (6.5%), and financial services (5.1%).  

 From the accounts of these employees, a total of 1,541,855 tweets were sent. By scraping up 

to 3,200 tweets per user we were able to acquire 578,803 tweets. We took a stratified sample 

of the 100 most recent tweets per user. If the employee had not yet sent 100 tweets we included 

all their tweets in the content analysis. As such we manually analyzed 38,124 tweets.  

Together these employees have 186,139 followers and followed 162,410 other Twitter 

users. Thus, on average they had 495.20 (SD = 1,225.32) followers, while they followed 426.23 

(SD= 771.65) other Twitter users and had sent 4,125.09 tweets (SD = 9,807.68).  

 

Analysis 

Work-related categories were coded manually, and message characteristics (e.g., time 

and interactive features) were identified by computational methods.  

Manual content analysis1The individual tweets are the units of analysis and the user's profile 

information was used as the contextual unit of analysis. The context played an integral part in 

the coding process because it was often necessary to know the organization and contextual 

information to understand the tweets. Consequently, coders were trained to take the context 

into account when coding the tweets. Account information was cross-referenced with other 

social media accounts (i.e., LinkedIn and Facebook). This was done to more accurately 

determine the participants' job and organization. The codebook was finalized after several 

meetings with coders. Each of the coders received six hours of training. Coders were then 

																																																								
1 Additional information on the coding procedure or the codebook is available upon request from the 
first author.  
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assigned specific users and coded their tweets chronologically. First, tweets were divided into 

work and non-work tweets. Second, all work-related tweets were coded for seven categories 

(for a complete list with operationalizations, see Table 1). Coding decisions were based on all 

information provided in the tweets. Links were followed and other users mentioned in the 

tweets were identified to determine their relationship to the employee. To assess the reliability 

of the coding, we followed the guideline proposed by Lacey and Riffle (1996) and Lombard, 

Snyder-Duch, and Brackenm (2002). Four trained coders, including the lead researcher, coded 

all the tweets to analyze the contents relevant to this study. A randomly selected subsample of 

11.3% (n= 4,309) of the Tweets was double-coded to allow reliability assessments. The 

reliability coding was done, independently, without consultation or guidance, by three coders 

(Lombard et al., 2002). We used two indices to calculate reliability scores Kappa (which 

accounts for agreement by chance) and percent agreement (see Table 2).   

 

Table 2. Reliability assessment 

Variable name  Type of variable Kappa Percent agreement (%) 

Organization* Manifest n/a	 n/a	

Number of followers* Manifest n/a	 n/a	

Number of following* Manifest n/a	 n/a	

Work-related Latent  .93 .97 

Profession-related Latent .67 .90 

Work behaviors Latent .68 .98 

Organizational news Latent  .52 .95 

External communication Latent .50 .97 

In-group communication Latent .68 .94 

Professional opinions Latent .55 .97 

Persuasive communication Latent .62 .98 

Positive Latent .80 .94 

Negative Latent .62 .97 

Neutral  Latent .72 .89 

Note: * Automated coding of manifest variables, as such no reliability coefficients were 

calculated. 
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Computer-assisted content analysis. A dictionary based approach was used to identify 

interactive feature and message characteristics (e.g., links and temporal information). IBM 

SPSS 20 was used to extract specific interactive features. Such a dictionary-based was 

successfully adopted in earlier research (e.g. Kruikemeier, 2014). Interactivity was identified 

by incorporating different message characteristics (i.e., @, RT, #) to the dictionary approach 

(Kruikemeier, 2014; Parmelee & Bichard, 2011; Small, 2011). ‘@-Mentions’ reflect dialogic 

communication and ‘#’ (hashtags) relate to issue specific tweets. RT refers to retweets of 

messages by other users. 

 

Results2 

Descriptive Statistics 

Table 3 breaks down the hourly Twitter activity of employees. Employees’ Twitter 

activity peaks around 8:00 PM. However, still more than half (52.1%) of the tweets are sent 

between 8:00 am and 6:00 pm, which can be considered regular office hours. Most of the 

Tweets were published on workdays (75.1%) reaching a peak on Wednesdays 15.9% (n = 

6,059). On Sundays employees are least active on Twitter (n = 4,560). We found that 33% of 

the tweets were retweets (n = 12,597), and in 35.5% of the tweets, a hashtag was used (n = 

13,528). In addition, almost half (48.5%) of all tweets included a link to other online 

information, and 69.9% of all tweets included other Twitter users through @-mentions. We 

will now turn to a more in-depth analysis of work-related tweets.     

 

Work-Related Content 

The main objective of this paper is to identify and categorize work related information 

shared by employees, specifically focussing on tweet content. Hence, our first research 

question taps into the categorization of tweets asking what type of work-related information is 

shared on Twitter.  

 Notably, only 60 of the 433 employees did not use their Twitter account to share work-

related information. This means that almost 8 in every 10 employees used his or her personal 

Twitter account at least once for work-related purposes. In all, a bit more than one in every 

																																																								
2 Throughout the chapter, @mentions, links, organization names, street names and other information 
that could be traced back to individual users has been made anonymous.  
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three (36.2%) tweets sent by employees is work-related  (n = 13,783). Of all work-related 

tweets, 81.9% was sent on weekdays, of which 56% was sent between 8 a.m. and 6 p.m. on 

weekdays.	These tweets refer to work in the broadest sense of the word, these tweets most 

often refer to I) the profession II) the organization, III) work behaviors or IV) in-group 

communication. Table 3 breaks down the frequencies of each tweet category.  

 

Table 3. Breakdown of Percentages for Twitter Variables.  

 
Work-related tweets often referred to employees’ profession (n = 5,647). These tweets 

are work-related but do not necessarily relate to the organization or work behaviors. For 

instance, a police officer tweeted about collective labor agreements: “#CLApolice five 

#Sundays extra work on a yearly basis, paid #breaks are canceled. So #drawbacks." This 

information exceeds the organizational boundaries and applies to all within the profession or 

industry. Likewise, provided that the employee did not take part in negotiations about these 

agreements, the tweet does not involve his or her personal work behaviors. Tweets that 

described organizational news accounted for 24.7% of the work-related information. For 

example, an employee of a bottled water vendor tweeted  "[organization] sponsors at the 
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HorecaEvent TT the http://t.co/[…].” And: “Today our new website www.[…].nl was 

launched. We will have updates daily.” Additionally, 24.6% of the work-related tweets 

involved work behaviors (n = 3,397). These tweets always referred to an activity performed by 

the employee. This could be in the near past or future, or a work activity that is performed by 

the employee at the time of the tweet. For instance, a police officer tweeted: “Unfortunately I 

failed the #Caco Exam. Know what went wrong, so next time it should work out. #sad“. Whilst 

another employee tweeted: “What I’m doing today, I’m presenting at the WiCaNeM congress: 

http://t.co/[…].”  

Notably, an important part of the work-related information contained in-group 

communication (22.3%). Hence, in almost 1 in every 4 work-related tweets sent by employees, 

they actively include coworkers in the conversation. These tweets always included a @-

mention: "@coworker could you tell me if I’m correct in assuming that the #staffmeeting 

#DTC is rescheduled to Wednesday?" In 12.61% of the work-related tweets, there was a 

reference to employees' professional commentary on work-related issues. For instance, one 

employee commented on a work-related event: "Nice place #delamar for the event 

#publicmatters2014 #hostmanship http://t.co/[…].” Moreover, in 9.4% of the tweets sent by 

employees voiced a call to action to their audience. This became apparent in encouragements 

to apply to vacancies, or requests to share or like organizational information such as in this 

case; “Are you the new top sales person for our #Icentre in #place? Apply quickly via this link! 

http://t.co/[…].”.  

Finally, 8.5% of the work-related tweets refer to web care activities (n = 1,170), 

providing information about products and services of the organizations or offering help to 

consumers. An overview of the frequencies and percentages for each category of work-related 

tweets is provided in Table 3. We will delve deeper into the type of communication, i.e., 

interactivity and sentiment, in the following section.  

 

Type of Communication 

The second research question relates to the manner in which work-related issues are 

discussed online which might differ from the way in which non-work related issues are 

discussed. We examine different tweet characteristics such as interactivity and sentiment. 

Interactivity was examined by assessing the following message characteristics; retweets, @-
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mentions and the use of hashtags. The sentiment in the tweets could be positive, negative or 

neutral. 

Four types of content are most profound in work related tweets – i.e., content relates 

to three levels: the profession, the organization and daily work behaviors; additionally, the 

content often related to co-workers, which we labeled in-group communication. Type of 

communication was assessed to determine whether the way in which these topics are discussed 

differs. We conducted a MANOVA with interactive features and sentiment as dependent 

variables and the tweet categories as independent variables. First, we discuss the overarching 

category, work-related tweets, subsequently we discuss the four largest categories.   

Retweets are more profound in work-related tweets (M = .384, S.D. = .006) than in 

non-work related tweets (M = .245, S.D. = .012; F (1, 38,124) = 292.34; p < .001). A similar 

pattern arises with employees’ hashtag use. Employees use more hashtags in their work-related 

tweets (M = .442, S.D. = .007) than in their non-work related tweets (M = .363, S.D. = .012; F 

(1, 38,124) = 85.05; p < .001).  In turn, @-mentions are represented in the majority of both 

work-related (M = .714, S.D. = .006) and non-work related tweets (M = .736, S.D. = .012; F 

(1, 38,124) = 7.12; p = .008). Hence, work related tweets include @-mentions less often. In 

total 83.1% of all tweets contained at least one of these interactive features. Furthermore, work-

related tweets more often include links (M = .563, S.D. = .007) to other online sources than 

non-work related tweets (M = .461, S.D. = .013; F (1, 38,124) = 134.87; p < .001). 

 The majority of tweets was characterized by a neutral sentiment. Although the 

differences are small, neutral sentiment was more prevalent in work-related messages (M = 

.695, S.D. = .006) as opposed to non-work related tweets (M = .634, S.D. = .011; F (1, 38,124) 

= 60.04; p < .001). A positive sentiment was used more often in non-work related tweets (M = 

.316, S.D. = .011) than in work-related tweets (M = .280, S.D. = .006; F (1, 38,124) = 24.71; p 

< .001). Finally, work-related tweets are less likely to include a negative sentiment (M = .023, 

S.D. = .003) than non-work tweets (M = .049, S.D. = .005; F (1, 38,124) = 63.61; p < .001). 

Table 4 presents the mean differences by type of communication.  

With regard to profession-related tweets a similar pattern arises. Profession related 

tweets are more often retweets (M = .351, S.D. = .012) than non-profession related tweets (M 

= .278, S.D. = .007; F (1, 38,124) = 69.31; p < .001). However, hash tags are not significantly 

more profound in profession-related tweets (M = .409, S.D. = .012) than in non-profession 
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related tweets (M = .396, S.D. = .007; F (1, 38,124) = 2.05; p = .153). Likewise, there is no 

significant difference in the use of @ mentions between profession-related (M = .727, S.D. = 

.007) and non-profession related tweets (M = .723, S.D. = .012; F (1, 38,124) = 0.15; p = .698). 

In turn, hyper links are more often present in these tweets (M = .587, S.D. = .013) than in non-

profession related tweets (M = .437, S.D. = .007; F (1, 38,124) = 257.84; p < .001).  

The results point to some differences between the tweet categories. The most profound 

differences are the following: Tweets that are organization related are more often retweets (M 

= .412, S.D. = .012) than tweets that are not organization related (M = .217, S.D. = .007; F (1, 

38,124) = 435.29; p < .001). Tweets that refer to work behaviors are less likely to be retweets 

(M = .154, S.D. = .012) than tweets that are not related to employees’ work behaviors (M = 

.475, S.D. = .006; F (1, 38,124) = 1093.45; p < .001). Finally, in-group communication more 

often includes @-mention (M = .859, S.D. = .012) than tweets that are not characterized as in-

group communication (M = .590, S.D. = .007; F (1, 38,124) = 292.34; p < .001). 

With respect to sentiment a similar pattern arises across tweet categories. The large 

majority of tweets are characterized by a neutral sentiment.  In contrast to general work-related 

tweets, organizational news, work behavior and in-group communication are more often 

discussed with a positive sentiment 

 

Conclusion 

This study is among the first to conduct a large-scale content analysis of work-related 

content across employees from different organizations published on personally owned Twitter 

accounts. Thereby, this study advances our understanding of widespread albeit understudied 

phenomenon in organizational communication. We have adopted theoretical assumptions and 

empirical findings from previous (self-report) studies about the use of social media to develop 

and examine a framework for work-related use. Our framework corresponds with archetypical 

social media behaviors outside the work context. We found that almost eight in every ten 

employees used their personally owned Twitter account for work. The aim of this study was 

providing insights into the type of content that is shared and the manner in which this is done.  

The first research question referred to what type of tweets that are published. 

Employees most frequently share: a) profession related information, b) organization related 

information, and c) work behaviors while often engaging in d) in-group communication. Work-
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related content is mostly shared on workdays, however not necessarily during regular work 

hours. Employees also engage in work-related Twitter use outside regular work hours while 

engaging in personal use during work hours. 

The second research question taps into the way in which these topics are discussed. 

We found that there are important differences between work and non-work related tweets. For 

instance, employees more often rely on pre-existing online information when it comes to work-

related knowledge sharing. They do so by retweeting messages from other users or by referring 

to external information on other online sources through hyperlinks. Furthermore, work-related 

tweets are overwhelmingly neutral, thus employees refrain from being explicitly negative or 

positive when tweeting about work. This pattern arises across tweet categories. 

 

Discussion 

Theoretical Implications  

This study contributes to theory building in the field of organizational communication. 

The framework presented in this study is a synthesis of earlier findings in related contexts and 

studies on the antecedents and consequences of social media use. This study fills a void in the 

current literature by examining the work related content that employees share on personally 

owned Twitter accounts and the way which they do so. The findings support previously 

established social media behaviors outside the workplace and behaviors that have been 

theorized in previous studies. We show that these behaviors extrapolate to the context of work-

related use.  

Our content analysis of employees’ tweets paints a picture that is consistent with the 

archetypical social media behaviors – i.e., knowledge sharing and socialization - identified in 

earlier research (Back & Koch, 2011; Del Bosque, 2013; Treem & Leonardi, 2012; Ollier-

Malaterre et al., 2013; Peluchette, et al., 2013). Similar to the three levels of identification 

derived from social identity theory (Bartels, et al., 2007; Hekman et al., 2009), employees share 

profession, organization and work-related information strategically (Gibbs et al., 2013; 

Majchrzak et al., 2013) with their imagined audience (Litt, 2012; Marwick & Boyd, 2010) - 

i.e., professional contacts - thus enhancing horizontal communication among organization 

members (Dimicco et al., 2008).  
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Thus, our findings inform the theory in the following ways. Research on the use of 

social media technologies has previously identified social media as vehicles for knowledge 

sharing and socialization processes in organizations (Ellison et al., 2011; Treem & Leonardi, 

2012). Social media enable these behaviors as they are characterized by four affordances – i.e., 

visibility and association (of people and content), and persistence and editability (of content). 

Majchrzak et al. (2013) offer a similar taxonomy of affordances of social media. In this paper, 

we proposed a typology for work-related Twitter use, which deepens our understanding of 

knowledge sharing through social technology use in the workplace. The findings are in line 

with the exposition of affordances as offered by Treem and Leonardi (2012), insofar that 

Twitter affords employees new ways for workplace knowledge sharing and socialization 

processes. Employees use their personally owned Twitter accounts, in more than one-third of 

their tweets, to tweet about their profession, work or organization with co-workers and other 

members of their online audience. Hence, their work-related content is published frequently 

and reaches a large audience. These employees contributed to organizational and personal 

goals by directly sharing work-related tweets within their networks.  

What type of information is shared might be contingent upon identification processes 

as employees use social media to express professional identities (Del Bosque, 2013; Ollier-

Malaterre, et al., 2013). From a social identity perspective employees can identify with their 

profession, organization or workgroup (Bartels, et al., 2007; Hekman et al., 2009), which is in 

line with the content categories we found in work-related Twitter use. Importantly, these 

identification processes can simultaneously coexist; likewise, employees engage is profession-

related, organization-related and work-related knowledge sharing simultaneously. Identity 

theory also helps to explain the underrepresentation of negative tweets. As employees desire 

to appear professional and competent, they communicate in a manner that is consistent with 

their desired self-views. Negative tweets or criticism can be viewed as inappropriate and thus 

do not contribute to an image of competence or expertise (Cheney & Ashcraft, 2007, Yun et 

al., 2007).  

Finally, while social media afford the distribution of expertise (Brzozowski, 2009) and 

sharing of information among co-workers (Dimicco, et al., 2008), selective self-presentation 

and strategic use may present limits on what is shared on social media (Gibbs et al., 2013; 

Treem & Leonardi, 2012). Gibbs et al. (2013), critique the “ideology of openness” and argue 
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that in an organizational context employees use social media strategically. This is in line with 

our findings as employees actively include co-workers in online conversations and.  

Finally, this study provides insights into the way topics are discussed. Interactivity was 

assessed by examining interactive features, @-mentions, retweets, and hashtags. This is in 

accordance with recent studies on Twitter use (e.g., Lovejoy et al., 2012; Kruikemeier, 2014; 

Small, 2011). Notably, we found that work-related tweets from employees are far more 

interactive than tweets from non-profit organizations (Lovejoy et al., 2012), politicians 

(Kruikemeier, 2014) and non-work related tweets from private persona (Honeycutt & Herring, 

2009). Again, this in line with the idea that employees use their Twitter accounts strategically 

for work. The use of interactive features makes it possible to increase the visibility of their 

tweets.  

We found that sentiment polarity in work-related tweets is mostly of neutral, 

sometimes positive and only rarely negative. The findings imply that the conversational nature 

is somewhat different than in related fields, such as political communication, which are 

assumed to be of a polarizing conversational nature (Dang-Xuan et al., 2013). This again 

provides evidence for the strategic use of social media for work, as it suggests at least some 

selectivity and elaboration in what and the way in which topics are shared with their networks. 

An important underlying mechanism could be the notion of imagined audiences. When 

communicating on social media the actual audience of a message is often unknown, hence 

people construct perceptions of their audience, referred to as the imagined audience (Litt, 2012; 

Marwick & Boyd, 2010). The imagined audience is highly influential in determining behaviors 

on social media (Litt, 2012). For instance, Marwick and Boyd (2010) chronicle the occurrence 

of self-censorship when content is deemed inappropriate for the imagined audience. Self-

censorship can be a useful strategy in the face of an imagined audience that includes employers 

or supervisors. Making things even more complicated Twitter by default “collapses” contexts 

and audiences. Thus, coworkers, supervisors, family and friends are all among the same 

audience. We found that Twitter is used to attend to these audiences offering a mix of work 

and non-work tweets. The findings also suggest employees might be aware of the possibility 

that their employer or supervisor might be among their audience. This might increase messages 

about work achievements and the organization while diminishing negativity or criticism.  
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Practical Implications 

Employees’ Twitter use provides organizations with the challenge of governing 

communicative behaviors that occur at the crossroads of professional and personal life 

domains. Our findings support the notion that employees can increase the organization’s 

communication potential. Several scholars have previously suggested that employees are 

invaluable assets in maintaining organization-public relations (Utz, Schultz, & Glocka, 2013; 

van Zoonen et al., 2014). Employees tweet about the organization and inform their networks 

about daily work activities. In line with our findings scholars argue that employees are credible 

and authentic communicators and advocates for brands, products, and the organization as a 

whole (Dreher, 2014). 

 However, employees’ Twitter use also presents challenges for organizations and 

employees. This study provides two key insights important to businesses. First, the findings 

indicate that employees use their Twitter accounts strategically when it comes to work-related 

knowledge sharing. Employees avoid negative or controversial content, mainly tweeting 

factual or neutral information. When doing so employees often actively involve co-workers 

and professional contacts in the conversation. Thus, employees seem to be aware of the 

potentially negative effects of work-related tweets and engage in work-related Twitter use in a 

responsible manner. Although this is promising for many organizations employees’ personal 

use of these accounts are two sides of the same coin.  

Negative emotions or controversial tweets that refer to issues outside the work domain 

might, in fact, have far-reaching consequences for employees' career prospects or even 

organizational outcomes (Dreher, 2014). Although organizations cannot control what happens 

outside the organizational domain, they can put policies in place to create awareness and 

regulate social media usage. Organizations that aim to govern employees' social media use 

should not address work-related use as something independent or impartial of general social 

media use. Increasing –e.g., through training programs - awareness on the interplay between 

professional and personal tweets sent through the same medium may prevent negative spillover 

effects by increasing responsible use of Twitter for personal goals. 

Second, social media use in organizations has often been criticized for being a waste 

of time (e.g., Landers & Callan, 2014). However, our findings present a different picture. In 

fact, more that a third of the tweets send is work-related, and almost half of these tweets are 



	 65	

sent outside regular of regular office hours. Despite the fact, the employees might use social 

media to attend to personal affairs during work hours if anything our findings show that Twitter 

expands work beyond the traditional boundaries of the workday. The challenge for 

organizations is not banning social media from the workplace, instead, they should focus how 

work-related use impedes personal time and might increase work to life conflicts. 

Ergo, in addition to the issues commonly addressed in social media policies or 

governance programs organizations should direct attention to complexities of social media use 

in terms of managing multiple life domains. First, employees might behave responsibly when 

engaging in work related use, however, their personal use is more controversial and could yield 

negative spillover effects. Thus, since Twitter use spans life boundaries training programs and 

policies should not be limited to professional use or organizational boundaries but address 

social media use in its broadest sense. Moreover, since employees often engage in work-related 

activities outside of regular work hours employers should be aware of the potential negative 

effect on employees' work-life balance.   

 

Limitation and Future Research 

A considerable amount of social media use cannot be detected in a content analysis. 

The exhibition of professional information and identities on social media only exists by the 

grace of a large user base that engages in voyeurism. Meaning that a considerable amount of 

social media use for work might be passive behavior, such as finding information about 

colleagues, professional relations, or salient work topics. To obtain an even more 

comprehensive framework, future research might enquire to what extent employees use social 

media to seek work-related information.  

 Furthermore, the research design, specifically the web-based survey, included an opt-in 

option, which could potentially bias the sample. Respondents had to give their consent to allow 

analysis of their timeline. Those unwilling or unable to provide their Twitter username were 

excluded from further data collection. Possibly employees who feel they have questionable 

content (i.e., negativity or criticism) on their timelines do not feel comfortable in allowing the 

analysis of their tweets. This could, for instance, result in an overrepresentation of neutral and 

positive tweets.   
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 Finally, to assess interactivity, we relied on operationalizations previously employed 

by for instance Kruikemeier, 2014, Lovejoy et al., 2012 and Small, 2011. In following these 

studies, we assume Twitter has three tools to facilitate interactivity: Mentions, retweets, and 

hashtags. However, thereby we neglected another characteristic of interactivity on Twitter; the 

favorite feature.  

This study contributes to a growing body of literature that seeks to deepen our 

understanding of social media technologies in an organizational context. Rather than 

condemn employees' Twitter practices as information sharing or socialization process, we 

can begin to understand the use of personal Twitter accounts for work. Despite some 

differences in tweet content employees utilize Twitter’s interactive features to a fuller extent 

when sharing work-related information. This study provides empirical support for knowledge 

sharing and socialization processes on social technologies that are also used for work. Social 

technologies are used strategically to share knowledge about the field, organization and work 

behaviors with co-workers.	
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Abstract 

Technological advancements are continuously changing and reshaping work environments. 

This study takes a multi-method approach to advance our understanding of social media use 

for work and explores the role of pride, respect, organizational identification and the desire to 

succeed. Drawing on identification literature this study proposes a framework to explore the 

mechanisms that may drive the publication of work-related information on public social media. 

This study combines survey data from 430 employees with a content analysis of 38,124 tweets 

sent from their personal Twitter account. The results indicate that respect is strongly associated 

with organizational identification and the desire to succeed which in turn are related to two 

distinct types of work related content i.e., organizational information sharing and professional 

information sharing, respectively. Conversely, the findings signal that how individuals feel in 

relation to the groups of which they are members influences their work-related online activities. 

Keywords: Organizational Identification; Desire to Succeed; Pride and Respect; Social 

Media; Multi-Method Approach. 
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Introduction 

Recently, scholars have noted that individual participation on personal social media 

platforms includes active communication by working professionals (Bucher, Fieseler, & 

Suphan, 2013; Del Bosque, 2013; Lefthoriotis & Giannakos, 2014; Moqbel, Nevo, Kock, 2013; 

Ollier-Malaterre, Rothbard, & Berg, 2013; van Zoonen, van der Meer, & Verhoeven, 2014; 

Van Zoonen, Verhoeven, & Vliegenthart, 2016; Walton & Rice, 2013). For instance, a recent 

study found that eight in every ten employees with a personal Twitter account used this account 

to share work-related information (van Zoonen et al., 2016). Another study found that two out 

of three employees use social media for work (Leftheriotis & Giannakos, 2014). Though 

scholarship has noted the increased intersection of social media use and professional life, little 

is known about the specific nature of this activity or its antecedents. Given that the use of social 

media by workers is associated with a number of potential social consequences for individuals 

including job performance (Charoensukmongkol, 2014; Leftheriotis & Giannakos, 2014; 

Moqbel et al., 2013) and the development of social capital in organizations (Fulk & Yuan, 

2013; Steinfield, DiMicco, Ellison, & Lampe, 2009) it is important to develop a better 

understanding of the correlates and potential drivers of personal social media accounts for 

work.  

We focus on employees’ use of personal social media accounts for two reasons. First, 

the public nature of this communication means it is potentially visible to a broad and diverse 

audience beyond the individual's organization. Second, personal social media use is a context 

in which individuals are likely to have more control over the nature of participation relative to 

intra-organizational social media use, where management can shape what technology is 

accessible. Because social media content is often visible beyond an individual’s personal 

network, it serves as a useful channel for employees to share their knowledge or opinions with 

a broad audience (Marwick & boyd, 2011). By content analyzing employees’ tweets sent from 

their personal Twitter accounts, and linking that content to survey responses, this study 

advances our understanding of a widespread yet poorly understood communication 

phenomenon in contemporary workplace practices. Investigating the use of personal social 

media for work-related communication will help researchers develop theories on the role of 

social media in organizational and professional contexts and aid managers and practitioners in 

forming a better understanding of the drivers of online work behaviors. 
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Use of Social Media for Work  

Research on social media in the context of work has predominantly focused on the use 

of enterprise social media (ESM) (e.g., Gibbs, Razoidi, & Eisenberger, 2013; Ellison, Gibbs, 

& Weber, 2015; Majchrzak, Faraj, Kane & Azad, 2013; Leonardi, Huysman, & Steinfield, 

2013; Treem & Leonardi, 2012). This work found that individuals had a variety of motives for 

using social media including networking with colleagues, facilitating career advancement, and 

promoting projects (DiMicco, Millen, Geyer, Dugan, Brownholtz, & Muller, 2008). Social 

media use enables ambient awareness – i.e., awareness of others’ communication – through 

which social media smoothen social interactions and knowledge transfer (Leonardi, 2015; 

Leonardi & Meyer, 2015). Because the context of this research is focused inside of 

organizations, questions are commonly focused on implications of social media use for 

information sharing or the development of workplace relationships (Fulk & Yuan, 2013; 

Majchrzak et al., 2013). Within internal contexts, workers make decisions about engaging in 

social media largely in terms of the anticipated perceptions and behaviors of other 

organizational members (Gibbs et al., 2013; Treem, 2015).  

However, professionals also participate actively in public-facing social media that is 

visible to a broad and diverse audience beyond coworkers (Skeels & Grudin, 2009). In addition, 

individuals may use personal social media at work both for reasons related to personal 

enjoyment and for goal-oriented behaviors (Archambault & Grudin, 2012; Leftheriotis & 

Ginannakos, 2014). Additionally, it is common for individuals to have social networks on 

social media that include both personal and professional contacts (Fieseler, Meckel, & Ranzini, 

2014; Stutzman & Hartzog, 2012). The communication by workers on public social media in 

terms of content, scope, and purpose is potentially expansive. 

Making distinctions between the potential audience for activities on personal social 

media is important because when individuals communicate via social media they do so with 

an imagined audience in mind (Litt, 2012). This idea of potential viewership and the associated 

consequences largely influences the choices individuals make regarding what to share on social 

media and how visible to make this activity to others. In the context of ESM, individuals may 

not be aware of the exact audience of social media contributions, but they are aware that 

viewing is limited to other organizational members (Treem, 2015). However, when workers 
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participate on public social media, it is not as clear what the audience for the activity is, and 

therefore it is more difficult to discern what individuals hope to communicate and to whom. 

 

Identification and Worker Social Media Use 

Because social media offer the opportunity for individuals to perform identities to 

others (Hogan, 2010; van Dijck, 2013), social media use by workers may be related to 

identification processes (Ollier-Malaterre et al., 2013). Indeed, studies of workers’ posts on 

Twitter found that employees were largely aware of the potential impact of their messages 

(Van Zoonen et al., 2014), and strategically used personal social media to engage in behaviors 

that supported their respective organizations’ goals (Dreher, 2014; van Zoonen et al., 2014). 

Additionally, individuals who experience stronger professional or organizational identities are 

more likely to combine social and work connections in social media networks (Fieseler et al., 

2014). Though these findings signal a connection between a workers’ relationship to an 

organization and social media activity, the particular ways this manifests in active 

communication about work online is unknown. 

Organizational identification refers to the extent to which workers define themselves 

in terms of their membership in and association with an organization (Mael & Ashforth, 1992). 

This identification is shaped and reinforced through the active communicative behaviors of 

workers (Scott, Corman, & Cheney, 1989), and workers may purposefully and strategically 

alter communication in efforts to elicit particular perceptions of organizational identification 

from different audiences (Scott & Stephens, 2009). Though organizational identification is 

commonly thought of as oriented toward a worker’s organization (i.e., the company or firm 

that employs him or her), workers may also express organizational identification with 

professional groups (Russo, 1998; Vough, 2012). This professional identification directs 

individuals’ attention to the values, actions, and communication of a group of professionals 

beyond individuals’ own specific organization (e.g., engineers, physicians). Hence, 

professional identification is related to an individual’s commitment to work regardless of a 

particular organizational membership (Morrow & Goetz, Jr., 1988). 

 Both organizational and professional identification are related to social identity theory; 

that is, the idea that individuals are motivated to participate actively in groups with which they 

identify strongly. Specifically, when individuals identify with a particular group, that is 
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manifest in feelings of pride for the group or respect from the group (Fuller, et al., 2006; Tyler 

& Blader, 2003). Pride reflects judgments about the status of the group (here, organization), 

also referred to as group prestige (Bartels, Pruyn, de Jong, Joustra, 2007; Fuller et al., 2006; 

Mael & Ashforth, 1992; Smidts, Pruyn, & van Riel, 2000). Respect, in turn, reflects judgments 

about an employee's status within the organization (Fuller et al., 2006; Tyler & Blader, 2001; 

2003).  

Given that feelings of pride and respect are related to organizational commitment 

(Bozeman & Ellemers, 2008), they may also be associated with individuals’ communication 

in support of organizational groups (Ollier-Malaterre et al., 2013; Tyler & Blader, 2001). 

Furthermore, employees who perceive respect within organizations are more likely to embed 

themselves in their respective organizations and exhibit gratitude (Ng, 2016). When 

individuals feel pride or respect in, or from, an organization they are likely to express their 

identification with that group in some active, visible manner.  

Personal social media offers workers an opportunity to communicate aspects of 

organizational identification broadly. Therefore, employees with stronger social identities vis-

à-vis their organization may be likely to share organization-related information on personal 

social media as a means of facilitating organizational success (Blader & Tyler, 2009). Publicly 

sharing information about the organization, its products, and services is a way to endorse the 

organization (van Zoonen et al., 2014). Therefore, we expect that when pride and respect 

produce organizational identification this may result in workers’ active communication on 

social media. 

 

H1: a) Pride and b) respect are positively related to organizational identification, which is 

positively related to organizational information sharing on Twitter. 

 

The desire to Succeed and Social Media Sharing. 

Workers not only identify with organizations as units, they also recognize that status 

differences exist among individuals within organizations, and this influences their motivation 

to work in organizational contexts (Bunderson & Reagans, 2011; Magee & Galinsky, 2008). 

People intrinsically care about their relative standing in the organization (Ederer & Patacconi, 

2010), and are dedicated to uphold or improve their standing (Goffman, 1959; Yun et al., 
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2007). Pride and respect are ways of hierarchically organizing groups. This provides incentives 

for employees to try to ascend to a higher position in their organization because more pride 

and respect affords greater material and psychological rewards and comfort (Bunderson & 

Reagans, 2011). In addition, pride and respect provide greater opportunities to satisfy other 

goals, such as autonomy, internal control, and power (Magee & Galinsky, 2008). 

 The presence of such hierarchies creates competition by workers for influence and 

recognition (Magee & Galinsky, 2008). It is also correlated with work motivation – i.e., the 

desire for workers to succeed professionally (Wegge et al., 2010). Moreover, pride and respect 

are often subjectively assessed by others and can be inflated or deflated by factors that are not 

necessarily indicative of true performance. This has important implications for the 

consequences of an increased desire to succeed that employees might experience as a result of 

perceived pride and respect evaluations. For instance, an employee might achieve an important 

accomplishment; however, if nobody notices or updates their level of respect for that employee, 

the status hierarchy will not change. Hence, even objective accomplishments are translated into 

status only through subjective interpretations and communication (Magee & Galinsky, 2008).  

One way employees might be able to influence the subjective evaluations others form 

of them is by sharing their accomplishments and showcasing their expertise on social media 

(Ollier-Malaterre et al., 2013; Zhao & Rosson, 2009). Showing others what you know or what 

you have been doing and thinking allows others to develop more accurate perceptions (Zhao 

& Rosson, 2009). If the accomplishments are perceived positively, respect will increase. 

Conversely, sharing inappropriate information may lead to perceptions of incapability of 

upholding the norms and scripts required in a professional domain (Tyler & Blader, 2002). 

These behaviors can lead employees to inadvertently lose respect (Phillips, et al. 2009).  

 

H2: a) Pride and b) respect are positively related to a desire to succeed, which is positively 

related to professional information sharing on Twitter. 

 

Different Effects for Pride and for Respect  

Though pride and respect are both representatives of employees' desire to be identified 

with higher status in a professional context, the two constructs are distinct in important ways. 

Specifically, pride reflects a categorical self, whereas respect reflects the reputational self 
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(Tyler & Blader, 2003). Pride reflects employees’ evaluation of the status of the group (i.e. the 

organization), whereas, respect reflects employees’ evaluation of their status within the group 

(Boezeman & Ellemers, 2008; Tyler & Blader, 2003). A basic assumption in social identity 

theory is that people tend to think of themselves in terms of the groups or organization to which 

they belong (Tajfel & Turner, 1979). As a result of social identification processes employees 

may develop a sense of psychological attachment to their organization or profession, which 

can be an important predictor of their motivated behavior (Bartels et al., 2007; Boezeman & 

Ellemers, 2008; Ellemers, De Gilder, & Haslam, 2004; Smidts et al., 2001). Tyler and Blader 

argue that the extent to which employees derive pride and respect determines their membership 

to the group and sense of commitment (e.g., Tyler, 1999; Tyler & Blader, 2001; 2002; 2003).  

The term pride is used to refer to the notion that the organizations to which the 

employee belongs are valued positively by others. Conversely, respect refers to the belief that 

the self is valued as a member of the group (Tyler & Blader, 2003). In other words, pride and 

respect speak to different psychological drives; pride explicitly recognizes the employee as 

part of the group, whereas respect appeals to the values that are attributed to individual 

members of the group. As such we expect that communicatively, pride would likely be 

reflected in messages about the group (i.e., organization), whereas respect would be associated 

with messages directed at a broader status or ideal such as an employee’s identity as a 

professional beyond organizational boarders. 	

This distinction resonates with earlier findings associated with work-related tweets, 

classifying them as either socially oriented (organizational) or professionally oriented 

(knowledge and experience) (van Zoonen et al., 2016). Put differently, an employee 

experiencing pride from his organization will likely communicate positively about that specific 

organization, whereas, a worker seeking respect from similar others may communicate in a 

way to garner professional esteem. As such we assume that pride is more strongly related to 

organizational information sharing, whereas respect is more strongly related to professional 

information sharing. 

 

H3a: Organizational information sharing is more strongly associated with pride than with 

respect. 
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H3b: Professional information sharing is more strongly associated with respect than with 

pride. 

 

Methods 

Sample and Procedure  

This study examines employees' public Twitter accounts for several reasons. First, 

public Twitter accounts are frequently utilized to share work-related information (van Zoonen 

et al., 2016). Second, the unidirectional connections on Twitter make this channel accessible 

to a broad audience (not necessarily limited to an individual's own social and professional 

network). Third, information on Twitter is public-by-default and private-through-effort 

(Marwick & boyd, 2011), making Twitter an effective channel for open communication among 

employees, organizations and other stakeholders (Schultz, Utz, & Göritz, 2011). Hence, 

Twitter is viewed as an appropriate context for examining employees’ personal social media 

use for work.  

Two forms of data were used for this study: survey responses, and respondents’ twitter 

posts. Survey responses were collected using a Dutch Internet-based questionnaire; 

participation was voluntary. Participants were asked to provide their Twitter account name and 

permit the analysis of their tweets. Email invitations were sent to 1,200 Dutch employees who 

worked on a part- or full-time basis in various organizations with at least 30 employees. 

Overall, 452 employees completed the questionnaire, and eight employees were excluded as 

they used an organizational Twitter account, and another 14 employees were excluded as they 

were a) unemployed at the time of this study or b) provided an invalid Twitter account name. 

This left a total of 430 employees who completed the survey and provided a valid Twitter 

account.   

The response rate was 35.8%. Of these employees 65.6% were male and they worked 

39.62 (SD = 10.07) hours on average per week. The average age of the respondents was 43.31 

years (SD = 10.79), and 28.1% had an academic degree. This is in line with the Dutch 

workforce, in which the average age is 41.4 years old and 33% of the employees hold a higher 

educational degree. The sample also represents the Dutch workforce in terms of average 

working hours per week (34.4).1 The employees worked for different organizations in the 

following sectors: government/public administration (16.6%), education/science (12.1%), 
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healthcare (11.7%), business services (11.2%), trade/commercial services (7.4%), industry 

(6.5%), and financial services (5.1%).  

The 430 employees from our sample had a total of 186,139 followers (M=495.20, SD 

= 1225.32) and they followed 162,410 other Twitter users (M=426.23, SD = 771.65). They had 

sent 1,536,920 tweets (M= 3574.23, SD = 9295.49) since their account was created. 

 

Measures 

Independent variables  

All latent constructs were measured with three to four indicators each, based on five-

point Likert scales. The descriptive statistics, bivariate correlations and alpha coefficients are 

represented in Table 1. Table 2 lists all scale items and their respective factor loadings, standard 

errors and squared multiple correlations.  

--- Tables 1 and 2 About Here --- 

Pride was measured using three items previously employed by Riordan and Weatherly 

(1990) and Bartels et al. (2007). Pride taps into the status evaluations of the organization – e.g., 

does the organization have a good reputation among its customers. Respect was measured using 

four items derived from Fuller et al. (2009). Respect refers to the status evaluations of the 

employee – e.g., being a valued team member.  

The desire to succeed was measured using four items derived from Desrochers and 

Dahir (2000) and reflects the importance employees attribute to being successful in their work 

(Boswell & Olson-Buchanan, 2007). Organizational identification was tapped using Meal and 

Ashforth’s (1992) scale including four items such as “I usually refer to ‘we’ rather than ‘they’ 

when I talk about this organization.” 

 

Dependent variable – tweets  

Manual content analysis. Work-related tweets were identified by content analyzing 

employees’ Twitter timelines. Job statements on Twitter were cross-referenced with other 

social media accounts (i.e., LinkedIn and Facebook, when existing) to more accurately 

determine an individual’s job and organization. This way we coded for job type and 

organization.  
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After receiving eight hours of coder training, four coders were randomly assigned to 

users and coded their tweets chronologically. All tweets were categorized, as outlined by van 

Zoonen et al. (2016), into one of five categories. Two categories comprise professional 

information sharing, namely; a) industry related content, and b) work-related activities. Three 

categories comprise organization-related information sharing: c) organization news, d) 

employee-public communication, and e) persuasive communication (see Table 3 for 

examples). Each respondent’s 100 most recent tweets were coded on the five categories (1= 

presence; 0 = absence). The dependent variables in our analysis are comprised of the relative 

sum of positives (1 = presence). If respondents had not sent 100 tweets yet, we used all 

available tweets. A total of 38,124 tweets were coded for the 430 employees. 

Reliability of the coding procedure was assessed using a randomly selected double-

coded subsample of 11.3% (n = 4,309) of the tweets (Lacy & Riffle 1996; Lombard, Snyder-

Duch, & Bracken 2002); Krippendorf's Alpha and percent agreement statistics are shown in 

Table 3. Some of the KALPHA coefficients are relatively low, however, this is due to the 

skewed distribution of the binary variables. The percent agreement for these variables is at 

least 97 percent in all cases, establishing appropriate reliability to proceed with analysis. Four 

trained coders coded all the tweets to analyze the contents relevant to this study.  

 

Analysis 

We employed structural equation modeling (SEM, using AMOS) to test our 

hypotheses. We present both incremental and absolute fit indices to gauge the model fit (Hu & 

Bentler, 1999). Two incremental fit indices were used: The Tucker-Lewis Index (TLI) and the 

Comparative Fit Index (CFI), these model fit indices have a threshold of > .90 (Kline, 2011). 

Two absolute fit indices were examined: a standardized version of the root mean squared 

residual (SRMR) and the root mean square of approximation (RMSEA). A SRMR ≤ .08 is 

considered to indicate good model fit, whereas a RMSEA value ≤ .05 is defined as a close fit 

(Kline, 2011).  

We extracted 5,000 bootstrap samples from the data to estimate model parameters and 

standard errors and to calculate parameters’ confidence intervals (Kline, 2011). The confidence 

intervals are used for comparison of the regression weights of indirect pathways (i.e., 

contrasting effects). Contrasting effects were calculated to determine which paths should be 
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given statistical priority – e.g., the indirect path between respect and professional information 

sharing through a desire to succeed or an alternative indirect effect linking pride to professional 

information sharing through the desire to succeed.  

 

Results 

Content Analysis 

This study describes two types of work-related tweets: professional tweets – tweets 

that display employees' knowledge and expertise about their industry and work – and 

organizational tweets – e.g., organizational news, information about products and services. 

Notably, 14.917 tweets (36.2%) of the 38,124 tweets analyzed here were professional (N = 

9,044) or organizational (N = 5,873). Although an in-depth discussion of non-work related 

tweets is beyond the scope of this article, most of these tweets appear to be related to television 

programs, sports games, and service encounters (mostly with public transportation companies 

and mobile service providers) these users had as customers.   

Professional tweets. Of the 9,044 professional tweets 5,647 tweets could be labeled 

industry-related, exemplified by a police officer who tweeted about collective labor 

agreements: "#CLApolice five #Sundays extra work on a yearly basis, paid #breaks are 

canceled. So #drawbacks." This information refers beyond organizational boundaries and 

applies to all within the profession or industry, this is 14.8% of all tweets.. Likewise, the tweet 

does not involve personal work activities, since (s)he did not negotiate these terms in person. 

Work experiences were shared in 3,397 tweets and always involved the performance of a work 

activity associated with an individual’s job, these tweets represent 8.9% of all tweets in the 

sample. This could be in the near past or future, or a work activity that is performed by the 

employee at the time of the tweet. For instance, a police officer tweeted: “Unfortunately I failed 

the #Caco Exam. Know what went wrong, so next time it should work out. #sad.” A teacher of 

an elementary school tweeted: “Busy preparing #parent information morning about #linguistics 

in #class 1-2, we will show videos of the classes. #behindthescenesview.”   
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Organizational tweets. The organization-related tweets, in turn, are directly pertaining 

to the individual's respective organization, and include tweets that share organizational news, 

calls to action, and product information [see – sort of thought "work-related" above was 

organizational]. Organizational news accounted for 3,405 tweets, referring to 8.9% of all 

tweets. For example, an employee of a bottled water vendor tweeted  “[organization] sponsors 

at the HorecaEvent TT the http://t.co/[…].” And: “Today our new website www.[…].nl was 

launched. We will have updates daily.” Moreover, in 1,296 tweets (3.4% of all tweets) the 

primary focus was on a call to action from the audience. This became apparent in 

encouragements to apply to vacancies, or requests to share or like organizational information: 

for instance; “Are you the new top sales person for our #Icentre in #place? Apply quickly via 

this link! http://t.co/[…].”. Finally, 1,172 tweets (3.1% of all tweets) referred to employee-

public interactions, providing information about products and services of the organizations or 

offering help to consumers. Consider the following example of a producer at a local news 

broadcaster who tweeted in response to a question from a viewer; “@[…] As of next week we 

will be back from our own studio. In sd. Until April, after that definitive transition to HD.”  

 

Measurement Model 

The measurement model demonstrates good model fit: χ2 (155)=352.82; CFI= 0.95; 

TLI=0.94; SRMR= 0.04 and RMSEA= 0.055 (CI: 0.047, 0.062). Discriminant validity was 

assessed through cross-factor correlations. The highest correlation was 0.60 between respect 

and organizational identification. Other correlations ranged from 0.01 to 0.47 (see Table 1), 

which convincingly demonstrates the distinctiveness of the latent constructs in the model 

(Kline, 2011). Convergent validity was assessed by examining factor loadings and squared 

multiple correlations. All factor loadings in the model were significant and sizable on the 

intended latent constructs. The standardized factor loadings range from 0.60 to 0.92 (see Table 

2) indicating satisfactory convergent validity. In sum, the measurement model adequately 

measures all latent constructs in the model, and examination of the structural model is justified. 
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Table 3. Measurement model 

 

Structural Model 

The structural model shows good model fit: χ2 (161)= 392.42; CFI= 0.95; TLI=0.94; 

SRMR= 0.06 and RMSEA= 0.058 (CI: 0.051, 0.065). Figure 1 presents the overall structural 

model with standardized path coefficients. Table 4 provides the bootstrapping estimates for the 

indirect effects, including the confidence intervals and contrasts of indirect effects.  
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Importantly, it should be noted that organizational identification is related to 

organizational information sharing (b*= 1.379, BC95% [.249; 2.668] p = 0.049), but not to 

professional information sharing by employees (b*= -1.466, BC95% [-3.386; .477] p = 0.203). 

Similarly, employees’ desire to succeed is related to professional information sharing (b*= 

5.720, BC95% [3.142; 8.396] p = 0.000), but not to organizational information sharing (b*= 

.899, BC95% [-.072; 2.104] p = 0.120). This is line with the reasoning reflected in our 

hypotheses. 

 Hypothesis 1 assumes that both pride and respect are related to organizational 

information sharing through organizational identification. The results show a significant 

unstandardized indirect effect of pride on organizational information sharing through 

identification (b*= 0.306, BC95% [.058; .769] p = 0.029). Similarly, respect was found to 

affect organizational information sharing through identification (b*= .986, BC95% [.175; 

2.031] p = 0.041), thus substantiating hypothesis 1.  

Hypothesis 2 reflects the assumption that pride and respect are related to professional  

information sharing on Twitter if these evaluations also affect the desire to succeed at work. 

The indirect effect of respect on professional information sharing through desire to succeed 

was significant (b*= 2.131, BC95% [1.018; 3.635] p = 0.000). Similarly, pride yielded a 

significant indirect effect on professional information sharing through a desire to succeed (b*= 

.717, BC95% [.150; 1.607] p = 0.000). These findings support the reasoning reflected in H2.  

The results further demonstrate the distinctiveness of the two types of work-related 

information sharing on Twitter: professional and organizational. Hypothesis 3 warrants a more 

in-depth look at the indirect effects leading to professional and organizational information 

sharing. Hypothesis 3 assumes that the indirect effect of pride on organization information 

sharing through identification should be given statistical priority over the alternate causal path. 

Whereas, hypothesis 3b assumes that indirect effect of respect on professional information 

sharing through a desire to succeed is dominant over alternative indirect effects. 
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Figure 1. Structural Equation model with standardized estimates. 
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The indirect effects are contrasted to see which effects should be given statistical 

priority over alternative indirect effects that are possible within the model. The results show 

that organizational information sharing is more strongly affected by respect than by pride 

through organizational identification (∆b*= .680, BC95% [.130; 1.664] p = 0.031). The results 

show that professional information sharing is more strongly influenced by respect than by pride 

through the desire to succeed (∆b*= 1.415, BC95% [.236; 3.339] p = 0.047). Hence, these 

results provide support for hypothesis 3b, but lack support for hypothesis 3a.  

 

Table 4. Hypotheses testing: Indirect Pathways using Bootstrapping 

 

 

Control Variables and Alternative Models 

In the model, we controlled for gender, age, years of work experience, managerial 

position, Twitter activity, organizational encouragement, and working hours per week by 

consecutively modeling them. Twitter activity was modeled by including employees' total 

amount of followers, following, and the total number of tweets sent through their account. 

These figures were derived from the profile page; none of these indicators of general Twitter 

use were found to impact the relationships in the model.  Additionally, organizations may 

encourage employees to share specific types of information within their social networks. Such 

organizational encouragements could have a confounding effect. To test this alternative 
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explanation the model was estimated while controlling for organizational encouragement. This 

was measured with dichotomous variables such as: "The use of Twitter for work is being 

encouraged in my organization." Again, including these variables did not affect the 

relationships in the model. In sum, all the parameters presented in the final model remained 

significant when controlling for any of these variables, meaning the control variables had no 

influence on the overall findings.  

Alternative and nested models were examined using a ∆χ2 test; the model fit statistics 

are reported in Table 4. First, we re-specified our structural model as a CFA, representing 

unanalyzed (non-directional) associations between factors. Model fit indices suggest 

significant model deterioration compared with the retained structural model (∆χ2=42.84, p < 

0.001). Additionally, a reversed causation model, using professional and organizational tweets 

to explain pride and respect through the mediators, was examined (Kline, 2011). This model 

suggests an inferior fit to the data compared with the retained model (∆χ2=52.56, p < 0.001).  

 

Discussion 

Theoretical Implications 

This study extends our theoretical understanding of the relationship between social 

media use, identification, and organizational work. The findings show that pride and respect, 

the desire to succeed, and organizational identification all operate as antecedents to the work-

related use of personal Twitter accounts, but not necessarily in similar ways. This extends 

previous findings linking a desire to succeed and identification processes to social media use 

by workers (Boswell & Olson-Buchanan, 2007; Ollier-Malaterre et al., 2013), and presents a 

more rigorous and nuanced understanding of the relationship between these concepts and social 

media content. Specifically, the results demonstrate that work-related Twitter content could be 

distinguished as professional information sharing and organizational information sharing. 

Though this study did not directly measure psychological motivations for social media use by 

workers, the findings signal that work-related activities are influenced by how individuals feel 

in relation to the groups of which they are members. Importantly, professional information 

sharing correlated with the desire to succeed and not with organizational identification. 

Conversely, organizational information sharing correlated with organizational identification 

but not with a desire to succeed. This implies that employees feel that sharing individual work 
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experiences and showcasing knowledge about the industry contributes to achieving 

professional success. At the very least, making knowledge and experiences visible helps 

effective self-presentation (Leonardi & Treem, 2012). In other words, employees with a greater 

desire to succeed can capitalize on the ambient awareness that social media creates (e.g., 

Leonardi, 2015). Each individual post about work experience and knowledge of the industry 

contributes to establishing a picture of competence, which in turn may help employees' achieve 

professional goals. 

Additionally, our results suggest that employees who more strongly identify with their 

organization are more inclined to utilize their personal social media to share organizational 

news, share product and service related information, and even persuade their audience to 

engage with the organization. This suggests that organizational identification makes employees 

intuitively and socially inclined to act in the organization's best interest and exhibit greater 

effort in obtaining organizational goals through social media use. This is in line with studies 

that argue that employees can use social media to represent their organization (Dreher, 2014) 

and influences others' perceptions of the organization (Helm, 2011; van Zoonen et al., 2014) 

and by extension of themselves. 

This study confirms that both organizational identification and a desire to succeed are 

correlated with pride and respect. The relationship between pride and respect and 

organizational identification has been well established in the literature (Blader & Tyler, 2009; 

Fuller et al., 2006; Tyler & Blader, 2000; 2003). Both organizational identification and the 

desire to succeed are strongly related to respect, suggesting that internal status evaluations – 

i.e., respect – are important in understanding work-related social media use than external status 

evaluations – i.e., pride. Specifically, employees who feel that their contributions are being 

valued by the organization and who feel that the organization has their best interest at heart, 

identify more strongly with the organization and are more dedicated to succeed. This is 

associated with higher levels of professional and organizational information sharing in 

employees' online networks. 

More broadly, this study provides further evidence that workers actively shape group 

identities beyond organizational identification. Scholars have noted that as the boundaries of 

organizations blur in contemporary society, there is a need to broaden our conceptions of 

organizational membership and identification (Pratt, 1998). Social media, as a visible form of 
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communication that crosses professional and personal boundaries, may be a powerful influence 

on the different forms of group identification that workers construct. Further investigation is 

needed to determine the specific ways that organizational identification influences social media 

use by workers, but also how workers might utilize social media to strategically influence the 

way they are perceived by existing, past, and future colleagues across professional contexts.  

This is important given the visibility of social media, which makes communication 

available to a broad audience of current organizational members, broader professional groups, 

and potential future employers. As with any communicative act, employees have mental 

conceptualizations of the people with whom they are communicating through social media 

(Litt, 2012). As Marwick and boyd (2011) noted individuals may use social media strategically 

depending on their imagined audience, and this includes decisions of what to share and acts of 

self-censorship. The findings of this work support the idea that employees tailor their social 

media content to their audiences. Arguably, conceptualizations of audiences as primarily 

constituting social connections or potential clients might encourage employees to share 

organizational information. Audiences that are believed to consist of coworkers, supervisors, 

or future employers might induce more professional information. Ongoing research is needed 

to investigate the dynamic and purposeful ways that workers edit and adjust social media 

content in attempts to reach different audiences and facilitate individual and group goals. 

 

Practical Implications 

To start, results provide more robust support for findings that employees widely 

engage in knowledge sharing about their profession and the organization on personal social 

media, (Leftheriotis & Giannakos, 2014; Miles & Mangold, 2014; Moqbel, et al., 2013; 

Peluchette, et al., 2013; van Zoonen, et al., 2014), and demonstrate this with measures of 

behaviors instead of self-reported data. Employees' work-related social media content is 

important to organizations for several reasons. First, public perceptions of organizations are 

increasingly shaped by the content that people encounter on social media (Kietzmann, 

Hermkens, McCarthy, & Silverstre, 2011). Second, work-related social media use affects 

individual outcomes such as employee performance (Leftheriotis & Giannakos, 2014) and 

wellbeing (Van Zoonen et al., 2016b). And finally, employees may use work-related content 

to enact professional identities on social media, which may transpose to the organization 
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(Ollier-Malaterre, et al., 2013). The findings of this study have several managerial implications 

as they help managers and practitioners have a better understanding of work-related 

communication beyond traditional workplace boundaries. 

 Firstly, employees regularly use Twitter to share messages about their work and their 

organization, which offers organizations a tremendous communication potential (van Zoonen 

et al., 2014; van Zoonen et al., 2016a). Employees have their social networks in place, and 

through these networks, employees reach a broad and diverse audience including professional 

contacts (e.g., (potential) clients, (potential) co-workers) and personal contacts (e.g., family 

and friends). Additionally, the voluntary nature of work-related use of personal social media is 

what makes these messages being perceived as more authentic and more credible than centrally 

communicated messages through organizational social media channels (Dreher, 2014; van 

Zoonen & van der Meer, 2015).  

Secondly, our results are important for organizations because they provide insights 

into the practices that might be used to promote social media use for work. Organizational and 

professional information sharing on Twitter may increase largely to the extent to which 

organizational identification and the desire to succeed are facilitated by pride and respect. 

Employees communicatively construct their belongingness to a group on social media. This 

implies that employees will act in support of professional and or organizational goals. To 

achieve higher levels of organizational identification managerial efforts should focus on 

fostering respect within the organization. In turn, efforts directed at increasing perceptions of 

the status of the organization – i.e., pride – are also likely to foster identification and the desire 

to succeed albeit to a smaller extent than respect.  

Hence, to increase employees’ use of their networks to contribute to organizational 

and professional goals managerial efforts should cater to employees’ needs in terms 

organizational identification or individual success. Specifically, facilitating organizational 

identification is associated with ambassadorship behaviors by representing the organization 

online. In turn, when individual success and personal goal setting is salient for employees 

professional information sharing on Twitter is more likely. The content analysis further shows 

that in general employees want to inform their networks refraining from sharing explicit 

negative messages.  
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Limitations and Future Research 

 Several limitations to this study need to be acknowledged. First, the underlying factor 

structure of the dependent variable shows some marginal factor loadings. In part, this is due to 

the use of binary and count variables, which tend to produce suppressed factor loadings in 

CFA's. These data characteristics are also likely to affect reliability statistics such as 

Krippendorff's Alpha. Additional research is needed to more adequately model latent factor 

structure for work-related social media content.  Secondly, the survey data is cross-sectional 

making causal inferences impossible.     

Finally, from a thematic perspective, this is one of the first studies to examine work-

related Twitter use. Hence, many empirical questions about its causes and consequences 

remain unanswered. Similarly, in this study, the focus was on employees' Twitter use. 

Although Twitter shares similar features to other social media outlets it is hard to say to what 

extent these behaviors and the suggested indirect effects might be generalizable to these outlets. 

Hence, future research should direct attention to other social media channels such as Facebook 

and LinkedIn. Similarly, research might examine whether the findings reported here also apply 

to enterprise social media use. Regardless of these limitations, this study provides a deeper 

understanding of the drivers and content of public social media use for work. Hopefully, this 

study serves as a springboard for future research on the drivers, content, and consequences of 

social media use for work. 
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Abstract 

The multivalent involvement of public social media platforms (e.g., Facebook, Twitter, etc.) 

in both social and organizational life has raised a number of questions about how, and to 

what extent and effects organizational members use these technologies for work-related 

purposes. Yet, research to date has fallen short of establishing causal relationships between 

individual antecedents, work-related social media use, and organizational outcomes. In this 

study, we draw from the literature on work/life boundary management and communication 

technology use to argue that employee preferences for work/life integration vs. segmentation 

influence work-related social media use, and ultimately, that this use increases employee 

engagement over time. Results from three waves of panel data (N = 361), with a 2.5-month 

time lag, support the hypothesized causal structure over alternative models, indicating a 

significant positive mediation effect of employee boundary preferences at T1 on engagement 

at T3, through social media use at T2. We discuss how these findings contribute to our 

understanding of boundary management preferences and employee engagement as 

communicatively constituted and enacted phenomena, rather than psychological states or 

cognitive predispositions. 

Keywords: Work/Life Boundary Strategies, Social Media, Employee Engagement. 
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Introduction 

As the use of social technologies in organizations has steadily become ubiquitous 

(Buscher, et al., 2013), scholars have increased their efforts to explain the work-related content, 

causes, and consequences associated with these technologies (Treem & Leonardi, 2012; van 

Zoonen et al., 2016a). One of the most widely discussed phenomena in the context of social 

media use is the blurring of boundaries between multiple life domains. Indeed, public social 

media are often used as vehicles for addressing work-related topics (van Zoonen, Verhoeven, 

& Vliegenthart, 2016a), and simultaneously, as personal channels for connecting with friends 

and family (e.g., Leonardi, Huysman, & Steinfield, 2013; Ollier-Malaterre, et al., 2013). 

Marwick and Boyd (2010) were among the first to suggest that the collapse of private/public 

contexts and blurring of personal/professional roles in the online environment might influence 

whether employees share or withhold specific information on social media. More recently, 

Ollier-Malaterre and colleagues (2013), proposed a framework linking employee boundary 

management preferences (i.e., integrating vs. separating work/life domains) to the use of social 

media for both personal/professional purposes. Yet, to date, there is little empirical support for 

the notion that employee boundary management preferences influence work-related social 

media use. 

 In turn, prior studies routinely correlate social media use with employee engagement 

through various mediators. For instance, studies have associated social media use in the 

workplace with job performance and job satisfaction (e.g., Moqbel, et al., 2013; Leftheriotis & 

Giannakos, 2014), often through indirect mechanisms such as increased work-life conflict (van 

Zoonen et al., 2016b) or information and communication benefits (Trimi & Galanxhi, 2014; 

Vitak, Lampe, Gray, & Ellison, 2012; Utz, 2015; Zhao & Rosson, 2009). These studies have 

in common that they assume that technology precedes specific psychological work outcomes 

and attitudes. However, it is also possible that employees’ engagement causes social media use 

for work or that social media use and engagement are reciprocally related or both are caused 

by a third variable. Importantly, most social media research relies on cross-sectional survey 

data (e.g., Leftheriotis & Giannakos, 2014; van Zoonen et al., 2016b), interview studies (Vitak, 

Lampe, Gray, & Ellison, 2012; Gibbs et al., 2013), or are conceptual in nature (Ollier-

Malaterre, et al., 2013; Treem & Leonardi, 2012). An important consequence of these studies 
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is that research to date has fallen short of establishing causal relationships between social media 

use and individual antecedents or outcomes.  

In this study, we examine the degree to which employee boundary management 

preferences influence work-related social media use, and whether these factors relate to 

employee engagement over time. In lieu of closely controlled experimental conditions, 

longitudinal inquiry to the boundary preferences – social media – engagement relationship is 

necessary to tease apart causal priority and rule out alternative explanations. Hence, this study 

makes two important contributions. The first is the causal priority. What is the causal ordering 

of the work/life boundary preference, social media, and employee engagement relationship? 

This is a fundamental, yet untested, question for understanding the role of social media in the 

workplace. Second, this study advances theory and research on the role of social media use in 

the workplace. This study helps to understand how boundary management preferences are 

enacted in an era of social media ubiquity, and how these preferences relate to engagement 

through social media use for work.   

 

Theoretical Framework 

Boundary preferences and social media use 

In the context of social media use in the workplace, work/life boundaries have often 

been labeled a classical challenge (Ollier-Malaterre et al., 2013). Communication technologies 

have both been praised and criticized for their ability to blur boundaries between work and 

personal life domains (Park & Jex, 2011; Valcour & Hunter, 2005) On the one hand, social 

media use for work is associated with increased work-life interference (e.g., Vitak et al., 2012; 

Van Zoonen et al., 2016b). Employees may experience greater work and family distractions 

due to the frequent use of communication technologies to perform work and family-related 

roles. On the other hand, an advantage of communication technologies and social media is that 

it increases employees' ability to coordinate their work and family roles, improving work-life 

balance (e.g., Fieseler et al., 2015; Park & Jex, 2011). In other words, communication 

technologies both problematize the work/life boundary and provide resources for managing it 

(Golden & Geisler, 2007). 

Regardless of the achieved balance or experienced conflict, technological advances 

over the past several decades have propelled boundary management preferences to become 
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part and parcel to employees' daily lives. Indeed, there is general agreement that 

communication technologies—and social media, in particular—have made boundaries more 

permeable, weakened the separation between interpersonal and mass communication, and 

destabilized the enactment of domain-specific roles in time and space (e.g., Marwick & Boyd, 

2010; Ollier-Malaterre et al., 2013). Boundary theory suggests that individuals maintain 

idiosyncratic preferences for segmenting or integrating elements from work and other life 

domains (Ashforth, Kreiner, & Fugate, 2000; Bulger, Matthews, & Hoffman, 2007; Nippert-

Eng, 1996, Kreiner, 2006; Park & Jex, 2011). In other words, whether employees succeed in 

achieving work-life balance or experience boundary conflicts, they use strategies and 

preferences to manage the demands from different life domains (Nippert-Eng, 1996, Kreiner, 

2006). Yet, as social media uses and affordances make previously private information more 

visible to personal/professional audiences and a variety of publics, work/life boundary 

management challenges are becoming more profound. 

Communication technologies and especially social media are deeply rooted in our 

daily lives (Treem & Leonardi, 2012). As such individuals may develop their own rules and 

strategies for using these technologies for cross-role enactment (Marwick & Boyd, 2010; 

Ollier-Malaterre, et al., 2013; Park & Jex, 2011). For instance, Boswell and Olson-Buchanan 

(2006) show that individuals self-impose restrictions on their use of work-related 

communication technologies outside regular office spaces and during off time. Similarly, the 

desire to integrate or segment professional and personal life domains is an important driver for 

employees who are motivated to connect within online social networks and determines how 

they structure these ties (Ashforth, et al., 2000; Kreiner, 2006; Ollier-Malaterre, 2013). In turn, 

the composition of the online networks is likely to influence the content that employees share 

(Marwick & Boyd, 2010; Chapter one).  

Building on these findings, we suggest that the extent to which employees use social 

media accounts for personal and professional purposes are a direct reflection of their 

preferences for integrating and/or segregating work and nonwork life domains. Specifically, 

we assume that individuals with a desire to integrate life domains will use their personal social 

media for work and as such allow their professional and personal lives to blend together online. 

People who want to integrate different life domains are enabled to stay connected to work and 

life while attending to demands from the other domain. The perpetual connectivity offered by 
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social media allows individuals to stay connected to their work while at home, to attend to 

personal matters while at work, or to do both in the same timeframe (Duxbury, et al., 2014). 

Thus, we would expect individuals with segmentation preferences to refrain from using their 

social media for work, as this would involve collapsing different audiences (e.g., coworkers 

and friends) into one (Marwick & Boyd, 2010). Employees determine with whom they 

communicate in online social networks primarily based on whether they prefer to mentally 

organize their professional and personal identities as segmented or integrated (Rothbard, et al., 

2005; Ollier-Malaterre, et al., 2013). In the case of integration preferences, employees maintain 

highly flexible and permeable domain boundaries. Work and personal life domains are allowed 

to freely interact, such that individuals address work domains while at home (Bulger et al., 

2007). Social media can be a way in which employees enact boundary flexibility and 

permeability.   

 

H1: Boundary strategy has a lagged positive effect on public social media use for work 

 

Social media use and engagement 

Social media are associated with increased political engagement (Anstead & 

O’Loughlin, 2015; Gil de Zúñiga, Jung, & Valenzuela, 2012), student engagement (Junco, 

Heiberger, & Loken, 2011), and corporate stakeholder engagement (Dijkmans, Kerkhof, 

Buyukcan-Tetik, & Beukeboom, 2015; Lovejoy & Saxton, 2012). However, the relationship 

between work-related social media use and work engagement has yet to be considered.  Work 

engagement is defined as a positive fulfilling work-related state of mind characterized by high 

levels of energy and mental resilience while working, the willingness to invest efforts in one’s 

work, and persistence even in the face of difficulties (Schaufeli, Bakker, & Salanova, 2006).  

Social media use for work has been associated with a variety of conceptually similar 

concepts such as, organizational commitment, job satisfaction, and job performance (Cao, 

Vogel, Guo, Liu, & Gu, 2012; Charoensukmongkol, 2014; Leftheriotis & Giannakos, 2014; 

Moqbel, Nevo, & Kock, 2013). The rationale behind these associations is that social media are 

an important source of social capital (e.g., Ellison et al., 2007), can be used as a critical source 

of information, advice or assistance and afford the possibility to build stronger ties with 

coworkers (Cao, et al., 2012; Charoensukmongkul, 2014; Treem & Leonardi, 2012).  
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As such social media in organizations can be viewed as an important resource through 

which employees can obtain important personal goals (e.g., impression management: Erhardt 

& Gibbs, 2014; Ollier-Malaterre, et al., 2013), social goals (e.g., socialization: Treem & 

Leonardi, 2012) and professional goals (e.g., increased performance: Leftheriotis & 

Giannakos, 2014). This is, in turn, is likely to yield benefits for employees in terms of 

commitment and performance. Additionally, the social interactions employees have online or 

offline can also help alleviate work-related stress (Schreurs et al., 2012). 

Although most studies on social media use assume social media precede specific 

individual work outcomes, such as commitment, performance, or satisfaction, there is little 

empirical support for this causal priority. Boswell and Olson-Buchanan (2007) found that 

communication technology use for work outside office hours was related to higher levels of 

job involvement. However, as they also note the specific direction of the effect remains unclear. 

Do employees with higher job involvement engage in more communication technology use 

after hours, or are individuals who use communication technologies after hours more likely to 

experience heightened levels of involvement? Similarly, social media use for work and 

engagement could be related in a way that higher levels of engagement will result in more 

social media use for work. Or higher levels of social media use for work might lead to higher 

levels of engagement.   

Notably, to date research has not shown evidence of this relationship or its causal 

direction. Based on earlier findings of communication technology use and social media use on 

employees' psychological job evaluations – e.g., job commitment, job satisfaction - this study 

assumes that social media use for work has causal priority over engagement. The rationale here 

that social media is a resource that affords behaviors that potentially aid communication 

processes and be used to obtain work-related goals (e.g., Ellison, et al., 2007; Treem & 

Leonardi, 2012; Utz, 2015). 

 

H2: Public social media use for work has a lagged positive effect on engagement 

 

Boundary preferences and engagement 

  Finally, we argue that the relationship between boundary management strategies and 

engagement is mediated by social media use for work. Kossek and colleagues (2006) noted 
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that boundary strategies were more likely to be related to personal well-being outcomes such 

as engagement (Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004). However, Kossek and colleagues (2006) were 

unable to confirm a significant relationship between employees with integration preferences 

and well-being but did confirm this relationship for those with segmentation preferences. In 

turn, boundary strategies were associated with affective wellbeing, through work-life 

interference (Lapierre and Allen, 2006). In turn, we assume that if social media are used to 

enact boundary strategies social media use for work is likely to mediate the relationship 

between integration preferences and work engagement. This reasoning is supported by findings 

from Park, Fritz and Jex (2011), who found that communication technology use, partially 

mediated the relationship between segmentation preferences and psychological detachment.   

 

H3: The effect of boundary strategy on engagement is partially mediated by public social media 

use for work. 

 

Method 

Procedure and participants 

A full panel design with three-panel waves was conducted: participants supplied data at three 

measurement points in time with a time lag 2.5 months between waves. Data were acquired 

through a web-based survey administered by PanelClix (Dutch-based research company)3.  

 At time 1, 7,000 Dutch employees received the questionnaire and after two days the 

survey was closed having obtained 1,008 responses. At time 2, 578 employees of the 1,008 

returned the questionnaire (57.3% response rate). Finally, at time 3, 361 out of the 578 

employees who completed in wave 1 and 2 completed the questionnaire (60.1% response rate). 

This percentage of non-response is in line with the literature about panel data non-response 

(Hagenaars, 1990; De Jonge, et al., 2001). Hence, the final sample consisted of 361 employees. 

A breakdown of the demographic characteristics of the sample shows 56% of the respondents 

were male. The average age of the respondents was 47 years (SD = 11.06). The mean 

organizational tenure was 14.89 years (SD = 11.98), and employees worked 36.72 hours on 

average per week (SD = 8.56).  

																																																								
3 The panel is ISO26362 certified. 
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 Selective drop-outs was examined by comparing the scores of drop-outs (N  = 648) to 

the scores of survivors in the panel - i.e., those who have that completed all waves (N = 361). 

Men were slightly overrepresented in the follow-up data, as 56% were male, compared to 45% 

among the non-respondents (χ2 = 12.23, p > .001).  Additionally, survivors were slightly older 

than drop-outs (M = 42.95, SD = 11.52; M = 47.00 SD = 11.06; t = -5.42, p > .001). 

Additionally, we assessed whether disappearance from the sample is an outcome of a 

causal dynamic that is different from those that remained in the sample, by checking the causal 

homogeneity in the sample. Cross-sectional multisample structural equation analysis of the 

relationships between drop-outs and survivors indicated that the relationship between boundary 

preference and social media use for work was slightly stronger for the survivor group (b*= 

0.391, BC95% [.255; .537] p = 0.001) than for the drop-out group (b*= 0.195, BC95% [.104; 

.303] p = 0.001).   

There were no differences in any of the other relationships in the model; hence 

disappearance from the sample was not likely to be the result of different causal dynamics. 

Notably, the causal relationships for the panel group and the drop-out group show a similar 

trend (De Jonge, et al., 2001). Hence, selective drop-out is not of substantial concern in our 

data.  

 

 Measures 

The variables in the model were measured using three to five items indicators per latent 

construct, based on five-point Likert scales. Table 1 includes descriptive statistics, alpha 

coefficients (α range 0.85 - 0.93), and zero-order correlations between the study variables.  

 Boundary preference was measured using three items based on the desire for 

segmentation between work and family scale (Rothbard et al., 2005). The scale measures desire 

for integration by asking for acceptable rather than ideal amounts to avoid ceiling effects 

(Edwards & Rothbard, 1999). Respondents were prompted to indicate how much of a 

‘characteristic’ they personally felt is acceptable or just enough to give them what they want. 

The scale was comprised of 1) not being required to work while at home, 2) being able to forget 

about work while at home and 3) not being expected to take work home. These items were 

rated on a five-point scale ranging from “not at all” to “very much”. Factor loadings at T1 

ranged from λ .76 – λ .87, at T2; λ .81 – λ .87, and finally at T3; λ .80 – λ .89. 
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 Public social media use for work was measured using five items derived from van 

Zoonen et al. (2016). The scale measures the frequency with which users conduct work related 

behaviors on personal social media accounts. Respondents were asked to indicate the extent to 

which they did either of the following things on their social media in the past week: 1) give 

updates about my work projects 2) share information about the organization 3) share 

information about products or services of the organization 4) provide information about the 

industry and 5) share information about daily work activities. These items were rated on a five-

point scale “never” to “very often (multiple times a day).” Factor loadings at T1 ranged from 

λ .74 – λ .92, at T2; λ .76 – λ .92, and finally at T3; λ .71 – λ .89. 

 Finally, engagement was measured using five items from the Utrecht Work 

Engagement Scale, representing the core dimension vigor (UWES; Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004; 

Schaufeli et al., 2009; Schaufeli, Salanova, González-Romá, & Bakker, 2002, p. 72; ter Hoeven 

et al., 2016). This scale included items such as ‘While at work, I am bursting with energy.’ The 

items were rated on a seven-point scale ranging from “never” to “always” (daily). Factor 

loadings at T1 ranged from λ .76 – λ .94, at T2; λ .72 – λ .95, and finally at T3; λ .70 – λ .94. 

 

Data analysis 

Curve estimations for all hypothesized relationships in our model show these 

relationships are linear and could thus be tested using a covariance-based algorithm. The three 

waves of panel data were analyzed using covariance-based structure modeling in AMOS. To 

assess the longitudinal mediated relationships, we used cross-lagged structural equation 

modeling following the procedures outlined by Maxwell and Cole (2003; 2007). This involves 

(1) testing the measurement model. Step (2) includes tests of equivalence (i.e., equality across 

waves; establishing equilibrium and factorial invariance). After estimating the measurement 

model we established longitudinal factorial invariance to make sure the factor structure is 

equivalent across waves. If the models would be non-invariant our structural model would be 

flawed. Subsequently, steps 3) test of added components, 4) test of omitted paths and 5) 

estimating meditational (and direct) effects - are examined through testing several competing 

models.  

First, a model without cross-lagged structural paths but with autoregressive paths was 

specified M(baseline), allowing us to examine the temporal stability of the variables in the model. 
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This model was compared with the causality model M(causal), the reversed causation model 

M(reversed) and the reciprocal model M(reciprocal). 

M(causal): This model is identical to M(baseline) but also includes cross-lagged structural 

paths from boundary preference to social media use at T2 and T3 and from social media use to 

engagement at T2 and T3. This model represents the hypotheses posed in this paper.  

M(reversed): This model represents the reversed causation including cross-lagged 

structural paths from engagement to social media use at T2 and T3 and from social media use 

to boundary strategies at T2 and T3.  

M(reciprocal): This model includes the reciprocal relationships between boundary 

strategies, social media use for work and engagement. This model includes all paths of the 

M(causal) and M(reversed).  

 The nested models were compared by means of using a ∆χ2 test (Hu & Bentler, 1999; 

Kline, 2011). Furthermore, to gauge model fit incremental and absolute fit indices are 

presented. Two incremental fit indices are used to evaluate the model fit: The Tucker-Lewis 

Index (TLI) and the Comparative Fit Index (CFI). Two absolute fit indices are examined: a 

standardized version of the root mean squared residual (SRMR) and the root mean square of 

approximation (RMSEA). We use Maximum Likelihood (ML) estimation with bootstrapping 

to estimate model parameters, confidence intervals of (in)direct effects and standard errors by 

extracting 5,000 bootstrap samples from the data. 

  

Results 

Measurement model 

The measurement model for all observed and unobserved variables simultaneously 

shows satisfactory model fit: χ2 (666)=1928.68; CFI= 0.90; TLI=0.90; SRMR= 0.05 and 

RMSEA= 0.073 (CI: 0.069, 0.076). Discriminant validity was examined through within wave 

cross-factor correlations. The high correlations ranging from .55 to .80 between the same 

factors across waves imply relative stability of individual differences across time. All the other 

correlations ranged from 0.08 to 0.32 (Table 1), which demonstrates the distinctiveness of the 

latent constructs in the model (Kline, 2011).  

 Convergent validity was assessed by examining factor loadings and squared multiple 

correlations. All the loadings on the intended latent constructs were significant and sizable, 
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ranging from 0.70 to 0.95 (Figure 1) indicating satisfactory convergent validity (Kline, 2011). 

In sum, the retained measurement model adequately measures all the latent constructs in the 

model; so further examination of the structural model is justified. 

 

Longitudinal factorial invariance 

Before assessing the structural models, longitudinal factorial invariance is established by 

examining 1) configural invariance, 2) loading invariance, 3) intercept invariance, and 4) 

residual invariance (Little, Preacher, Card, & Selig, 2007). Factorial invariance was assessed 

by fitting a sequence of models, starting with the unconstrained model and then progressing to 

more restricted (and nested) models, to evaluate the tenability of each set of additional 

constraints. Testing and establishing longitudinal factorial invariance provides empirical 

evidence that the fundamental meaning of the constructs has not changed over time. Hence the 

structural findings are not biased by violations of the stationarity assumption (Cole & Maxwell, 

2003). 

First, configural invariance was examined by using a scale-setting constraint for the 

mean and the covariance structure of each construct, assuming equivalent structures across 

waves. The models were invariant over time (∆χ2 (20)= 25.10, p = 0.198), suggesting that the 

fundamental meaning of the construct has not changed across time. Second, loading invariance 

(i.e., weak factorial invariance) was tested by equating the loadings of corresponding indicators 

across time. Loading invariance was established as the constrained model fits well relative to 

the model without equality constraints (∆χ2 (46)= 43.36, p = 0.583).  

Third, intercept invariance (strong factorial invariance) was established (∆χ2 (58)= 

52.73, p = 0.671) by equating the intercepts and loadings of corresponding indicators across 

time. This implies that any changes in the mean levels of the indicators are adequately captured 

as changes in the underlying means of the latent constructs. Finally, we tested whether the 

residual variances of corresponding indicators are equal across time. Residual invariance was 

also established (∆χ2 (84)= 101.58, p = 0.093), suggesting that the sum of item-specific and 

random sources of measurement error variance for each indicator do not change over time. In 

sum these findings imply that the meaning of the manifest and latent variables have not 

changed over time, causal parameters are stationary across time, and that causal processes have 

had the time to reach equilibrium.  
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Structural models 

Table 2 shows the model fit statistics of competing models. In general, all models 

indicate a reasonable model fit as the threshold values for both incremental and comparative 

fit indices as outlined by Hu and Bentler (1990) and Kline (2011) are met. We will first 

concentrate on the model comparisons.  

 The causal model (Mcausal) shows better model fit than the baseline model (Mbaseline) ∆χ2 

(4)= 18.89, p = 0.001. This suggests that added cross-lagged effects from boundary strategy to 

social media use, and from social media use to engagement is substantial. Subsequently, the 

reversed causation model (Mreversed) was fitted to the data. This model included cross-lagged 

effects from engagement to social media use, and from social media use to boundary strategies. 

This model did not improve model fit compared to the baseline model that only includes the 

autoregressive effects (∆χ2 (4)= 4.01, p = 0.405). Finally, the reciprocal model (Mreciprocal) was 

fitted to the data. This model includes cross-lagged effects in both directions between boundary 

strategy and social media use and between social media use and engagement. The reciprocal 

model shows significant improvements to model fit compared to the baseline model (Mbaseline: 

∆χ2 (8)= 24.89, p = 0.002) and the reversed model (Mreversed: ∆χ2 (4)= 19.88, p = 0.001).  

The reciprocal model did not show improved model fit compared to the causality model 

(Mcausal; ∆χ2 (4)= 5.00, p = 0.287). Both models show almost equal model fit statistics; based 

on the rule of parsimony the causal model should have preference over the reciprocal model.

 In examining the structural relationships of the causal model in it is important to note 

that the autoregressive components between the same construct across waves indicate relative 

stability over time. The autoregressive weights for boundary strategy between T1 and T2 (b*= 

0.886, BC95% [.832; .926] p = 0.001), and between T2 and T3 (b*= 0.840, BC95% [.788; 

.882] p = 0.001) indicate stable boundary preferences over time. Social media use shows a bit 

less stability over time between T1 and T2 b*= 0.530, BC95% [.419; .637] p = 0.001 and 

between T2 and T3 (b*= 0.482, BC95% [.349; .607] p = 0.001). Finally, the autoregressive 

effects for engagement between T1 and T2 is (b*= 0.828, BC95% [.788; .882] p = 0.001) and 

between T2 and T3 (b*= 0.604, BC95% [.484; .723] p = 0.001).   

Hypothesis 1 asserted that boundary strategy would have a cross lagged effect on social 

media use. The causal models show significant direct effects of boundary strategy at T1 on 

social media use at T2 (b*= 0.094, BC95% [.016; .180] p = 0.044), as well as a direct effect of 
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boundary strategy at T2 on social media use at T3 (b*= 0.090, BC95% [.030; .161] p = 0.013). 

The reversed causality was not supported because social media use at T1 did not cause 

boundary strategy at T2 (b*= 0.070, BC95% [-.009; .143 p = 0.147). Similarly, as evidenced 

in the Mreciprocal social media use at T2 did not influence boundary strategy at T3 (b*= -0.003, 

BC95% [-.071; .067] p = 0.928). 

 Hypotheses 2 assumed that social media would have a cross lagged effect on 

engagement. The effect for social media use at T1 on engagement at T2 was not significant 

(b*= 0.070, BC95% [-.025; .163] p = 0.223). However, the effect of social media use at T2 on 

engagement at T3 was significant (b*= 0.130, BC95% [.047; .224] p = 0.012). In turn, 

engagement at T1 had no significant relationship with social media at T2 (b*= -0.046, BC95% 

[-.122; .026] p = 0.295), and engagement at T2 did also not affect social media use at T3 (b*= 

-0.038, BC95% [-.109; .024] p = 0.322). These results provide partial support for hypothesis 

2.  

 

Figure 1: Regression model 
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Note: Simplified representation of the cross-lagged autoregressive structural model. 

Measurement part and correlations between factor in the same wave are omitted for sake of 

clarity.  Significance levels are flagged *** p < .001; ** p < .05. 

 Finally, the third hypothesis asserted that the boundary strategies would be indirectly 

related to engagement through social media use for work. To examine this hypothesis and the 

exact nature of the mediation the direct effects were estimated. First, it must be noted that the 

indirect effect of boundary strategy at T1 had a significant indirect effect on engagement at T3, 

through social media use at T2 (b*= 0.012, BC95% [.002; .032] p = 0.026). In the model 

without mediators boundary strategy at T1 had a significant effect on engagement at T3 (b*= 

0.237, BC95% [.125; .376] p = 0.001). This effect was smaller in the model with the mediators 

(b*= 0.215, BC95% [.102; .360] p = 0.002), suggesting partial mediation. See Figure 1 for a 

graphical display of the model.   

 

Discussion 

This longitudinal study was designed to examine the role of social media use for work 

in the relationship between boundary management preferences and engagement. The findings 

bring forth some key contributions to understanding these relationships. Perhaps one of the 

most important findings is that boundary management preferences were a determinant of work-

related social media use, which in turn increased employee engagement. These effects were 

not reciprocal, nor did we find any support for the reversed causality. As shown in the results 

of the cross-lagged SEM-analysis, boundary management strategy had a cross-lagged (10 

weeks) effect on social media use for work, while controlling for previous levels of social 

media use for work. In turn, social media use for work (at T2) had a cross-lagged (10 weeks) 

effect on engagement (at T3), while controlling for prior levels of engagement. Additionally, 

we found a significant cross-lagged effect of boundary management preference at T1 on 

engagement at T3 (20 weeks). This effect, although somewhat smaller remained significant 

when including social media use for work, thus suggesting partial mediation. The findings thus 

suggest that integration preferences can be enacted through public social media use for work. 

In turn, both integration preferences and social media use for work are related to engagement 

suggesting that the integration of life and work domains increases engagement. 
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Theoretical implications 

This study shows that employees' boundary management preferences influence future 

levels of social media use for work. Specifically, employees with a desire to integrate life 

domains use their personal social media to share work-related content. This is in line with 

earlier findings that suggest that boundary preferences are enacted through communication 

technology use (Park et al., 2011). This study provides further support for the role of 

communication technologies – i.e., social media – as resources employees may use as they 

attempt to achieve balance between work and non-work roles (Kreiner et al., 2009; Moqbel, et 

al., 2013). 

 Hence, social media are part of employees’ boundary tactics. Importantly, this study 

shows that social media use for work is also related to work engagement. This is the first study 

to demonstrate a relationship between public social media for work and employee engagement. 

Previous studies have found associations to related concepts such as job satisfaction 

(Charoensukmongkul, 2014; Moqbel, et al., 2013). Several explanations for this relationship 

can be sought in the literature. First, using public social media for work may make work related 

issues a more salient part of employees’ daily lives. By making organization and work-related 

issues more explicit on social media work itself may be experienced more vigorously.  

Second, the relationship between social media use for work and engagement may be 

better understood from an affordance perspective. Social technologies offer new ways to stay 

connected to the workplace (e.g., Treem & Leonardi, 2012). The increased connected afforded 

by social media and other communication technologies are found to have a positive effect on 

engagement (e.g., Ter Hoeven et al., 2016). This study supports the notion that social media 

may induce feelings of proximity and connectedness, which facilitate engagement.  In sum, the 

findings suggest that boundary preferences and social media use are a useful framework to 

examine employees’ engagement. 

 

Practical implications 

This study demonstrates yet another manifestation of the progressively interconnecting 

work and home domains in today’s mediated societies and organizations. The findings suggest 

that employees with a preference to integrate life domains use social media to do so. This 

allows employees to address demands for work and home simultaneously and collapse contexts 
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and audiences into one social network. Although many organizations are still struggling with 

employees’ public social media use, often imposing prohibiting constraints on its use in 

organizations (Stohl, Etter, Banghart, & Woo, 2015), our findings suggest that this might limit 

employees’ opportunities to enact their boundary preferences, and in turn limit work 

engagement.  

 Additionally, this study demonstrates a positive relationship between social media use for 

work and engagement. Similarly, technological boundaries were found to aid psychological 

detachment from work (Park et al., 2011). However, it should be noted that the use of 

communication technologies and social media for work might also negatively affect employee 

well-being through increased work/life conflicts (Chapter six) and increased interruptions (Ter 

Hoeven, van Zoonen, & Fonner, 2016). Therefore, it is important for management and 

organizations to carefully examine the prevalence of employees' work-related communication 

activities on social media to ensure that employees do not get overwhelmed with information, 

demands and have enough opportunities to ‘switch-off' (Park et al., 2011). 

 

Limitations and future research directions 

Several limitations of this study need to be acknowledged. A first limitation is that this 

study cannot exclude the possibility that the relationships found here are due to confounding 

factors not included our models such as positive affect or organizational identification. 

However, this three-wave panel study allows for more robust interpretations of the causal 

relationships than previous cross-sectional studies. Additionally, by examining cross-lagged 

autoregressive models using linear structural modeling, we controlled for the effects of a stable 

third variable. 

 Second, there is a potential drop-out bias as the results from the initial cross-sectional 

multisample structural equation analysis shows that effects of boundary management strategies 

on social media use are significantly smaller in the drop-out group compared to the panel 

survivors.   

Third, this study examined the direct relationship between social media use for work and 

engagement. Although finding partial support for this relationship, previous studies on 

communication technology use and wellbeing often show that this relationship might be more 
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complex (e.g., ter Hoeven et al., 2016; Chapter six). Future studies might examine additional 

mediators between social media use for work and engagement. 

 

Conclusion 

Despite these limitations, this three-wave study contributes to current knowledge by showing 

how boundary management strategies are enacted through social media use for work, and how 

this is related to engagement. This study contributes to earlier findings that showed that 

segmentation preferences were related to psychological detachment from work through 

technological boundary enactment (Park et al., 2011). The findings provide further support for 

the notion that individuals use communication technologies to enact their boundary 

preferences. Furthermore, the findings shed light on the relationship between social media use 

and individual level outcomes in this case engagement. 
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Abstract 

Social media become increasingly institutionalized in the workplace, however, the use of these 

technologies has been associated with both positive and negative consequences. This study 

argues that the positive and negative consequences of social media use should be viewed as 

social media related demands and resources. The job demands and resources theory is used as 

the theoretical underpinning for a framework that incorporates the challenges (demands) and 

opportunities (resources) that are typically associated with social media use. In doing so the 

relationship between work-related social media use and employee wellbeing has been 

explored. This study shows that interruptions and work-life conflict are important challenges, 

whereas, accessibility and communication efficiency are opportunities associated with social 

media use for work. The results indicate that the relationship between social media use and 

individual level outcomes might be more complex than previously established as opposing 

mechanism mitigate each other. 

Keywords: Social Media; Resources and Demands; Employee wellbeing; Organizational 

Communication. 
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Introduction 

Social media have gained traction in the workplace (Treem & Leonardi, 2012) as these 

technologies enable employees to stay connected to work, engage in effective communication 

practices (e.g., Trimi & Galanxhi, 2014; Utz, 2015; Vitak, Lampe, Gray, & Ellison, 2012), 

increase performance (Shami, Nichols, Chen, Road, & Jose 2014), and provide opportunities 

for collaborative work (Ollier-Malaterre, Rothbard, & Berg, 2013). These positive associations 

that accrue from social media use have caused them to gain traction in the context of work 

(Shami et al., 2014). 

However, a tension based lens critiquing the pro-technology discourse, which often 

assumes only positive impacts for communication technologies increasingly receives attention 

and identifies some contradictory tensions that characterize the utilization of these tools 

(Majchrzak, Faraj, Kane, & Azad, 2013; Vitak, et al., 2012). In other words, the advantages 

associated with social technology use may come at a great cost as these technologies 

simultaneously present some distinct challenges (Bucher, Fieseler, & Suphan, 2013; Ollier-

Malaterre et al, 2013; Skeels & Grudin, 2009). For instance, the use of social technologies has 

been linked to increased unpredictability, (Perlow, 2012) work life invasion (Skeels & Grudin, 

2009), information overload and interruptions (e. g., Bucher, et al., 2013).  

Managing the paradoxical consequences of communication technologies can be highly 

demanding for employees and affect their wellbeing (e.g., Ter Hoeven, van Zoonen, & Fonner, 

2016). To advance our understanding of the consequences of social media use for use we rely 

on the job demands and resources model, which allows us to simultaneously consider the 

opposing effects associated with both advantages and disadvantages of work-related social 

media use. The job demands and resources model (JD-R model) is based on the premise that 

employees experience job demands (disadvantages) and have limited job resources 

(advantages) (Demerouti, Bakker, Nachreiner, & Schaufeli, 2001). These demands and 

resources may vary per job and how these jobs are organized. Demands refer to physical, 

psychological and social aspects of the job that require physical and/or psychological 

expenditure from employees resulting in physiological and/or psychological depletion (Bakker 

& Demerouti, 2007). Resources refer to physical, psychological and/or social aspects of the 

job that help employees achieve work goals and reduce demands presented by the job. As a 
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result, job resources reduce physiological and psychological costs and stimulate personal 

growth and development (Schaufeli, Bakker, & van Rhenen, 2009). Thus, resources motivate 

employees and help address demands effectively. Previous studies have shown that job 

demands exhaust employees' mental and physical resources and lead to burn-out symptoms 

(Bakker & Demerouti, 2007; Bakker, Demerouti, & Sanz-Vergel, 2014). This study argues that 

the rationale of the JD-R model can be applied in the context of work-related social media use 

when social media related advantages (i.e., resources) and challenges (i.e., demands) are 

considered. 

Research in the field of organizational communication has identified several 

advantages and challenges associated with social media use in the workplace. Drawing on 

research in organizational psychology theory, specifically, the job demands and resources 

theory, this study argues that these advantages and challenges should be viewed as technology-

related resources and demands. In doing so this study provides a theoretical basis to better 

understand the consequences of communication social media use in organizational contexts. 

 

Theoretical Perspectives 

The Job Demands and Resources Model 

The JD-R model is an overarching model that can be applied in various occupational 

settings to predict employee well-being – i.e., job burnout and engagement - regardless of the 

particular demands and resources (Bakker & Demerouti, 2007; Crawford, LePine, & Rich, 

2010; Demerouti et al., 2001; Nahrgang, Morgeson, & Hofmann, 2011; Woerkom, Bakker, & 

Nishii, 2016). Central to the JD-R model is the assumption that every occupation has specific 

risk factors that can be classified as demands and resources associated with job stress (Bakker 

& Demerouti, 2007). Job demands refer to the physical, social, or organizational aspects of a 

job that require sustained effort and are thus associated with psychological costs such as 

exhaustion (Demerouti et al., 2001). Examples of job demands are high work pressure, 

unfavorable physical environment, and emotionally demanding interactions with others 

(Bakker & Demerouti, 2007). Job resources, in turn, refer to physical, psychological, social or 

organizational aspects of a job that are I) functional in achieving work goals, II) reduce job 

demands and their associated costs, and III) stimulate personal growth and development 

(Bakker & Demerouti, 2007). Such job resources – e.g., increased autonomy, leader-member 
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exchange, feedback and task significance - are typically associated with increased levels of 

engagement (Bakker, Demerouti, & Sanz-Vergel, 2014). 

Various empirical studies have supported the notion that job demands lead to 

exhaustion, diminished task effectiveness, increased burnout and longer and more frequent sick 

leaves, whereas, job resources simultaneously counteract these effects (Bakker, Demerouti, & 

Verbeke, 2004, Bakker, et al., 2014; Ter Hoeven & van Zoonen, 2015). Thus, job demands 

may deplete employees’ energy resources and lead to exhaustion, while job resources may 

mitigate the effects these job demands place on employees and simultaneously increase 

engagement (Bakker et al., 2014; Crawford, et al., 2010; Llorens, Bakker, Schaufeli, & 

Salanova, 2006; Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004; Woerkom, et al., 2016).  

The JD-R theory has previously been applied to model the paradoxical consequences 

of communication technology use in the workplace (Ter Hoeven, et al., 2016). The authors 

show that the rational behind the JD-R model is supported when applied to communication 

technology use. Hence the JD-R model provides a theoretical framework for modeling the 

opposing consequences of technology use and links these consequences to employee 

wellbeing. 

Several scholars have proposed that the use of communication technologies and social 

media, in particular, presents employees with specific challenges and advantages (Fonner & 

Roloff, 2012; 2012; Gajendran & Harrison, 2007; Leonardi, Treem, & Jackson, 2010; Skeels 

& Grudin, 2009; Treem & Leonardi, 2012; Utz, 2015). For instance, Ter Hoeven, van Zoonen 

and Fonner (2016) identified communication effectiveness and accessibility as importance 

resources, while interruptions and unpredictability were identified as technology related 

demands. This is substantiated by numerous studies that describe similar tensions as a result of 

communication technology use (Chesley, 2010; 2014; Fonner & Roloff, 2012; Mazmanian, 

Orlikowski, & Yates, 2013). Similarly, social media may present employees with advantages 

such as informational benefits (Utz, 2015) or challenges such as increased work-life conflict 

(Skeels & Grunig, 2009). Notably, these demands and resources are not exclusive to social 

media as they are associated with other communication technologies as well. 
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Social Media Related Demands 

Social media, such as Facebook and Twitter, are social spaces where professional and 

personal interactions coexist (Ollier-Malaterre, et al., 2013). In addition, these social networks, 

including LinkedIn afford the possibility of perpetual connectivity (Treem & Leonardi, 2012) 

The blurring of social and temporal boundaries may cause them to be used in ways that are 

intrusive to other life domains create role conflicts (Bucher, et al., 2013; Ollier-Malaterre, et 

al., 2013; Park, Fritx, & Jex, 2011). 

Social media may induce role conflict as its use complicates our metaphors of time 

and place including the belief that audiences are separated from each other (Marwick & Boyd, 

2010). Employees frequently utilize personally owned social media to stay connected to work 

and engage in work related information sharing (Utz, 2015). The 24-hour connectedness 

facilitated by social media use may lead to an invasion of work into the private domain (Bucher, 

et al., 2013). Recent findings suggest that 36.5% of the tweets sent from personally owned 

Twitter accounts are work related, of these work-related tweets 48.9% is sent outside of regular 

office hours (Chapter one). This supports the notion that work-related conversations on social 

media continue during time off (Chapter one), making invasion inevitable (Bucher et al., 

2013). As processing or creating work related information requires time and effort causing 

depletion of psychological resources its use may impose work/life conflict. This is supported 

by several studies that show that social media presents difficulties in navigating between life 

domains (e.g., Ollier-Malaterre, et al., 2013; Vitak, et al., 2012). Resolving these work/life 

conflicts requires psychological expenditures that may deplete employee’s resources. Hence, 

work/life conflict is seen as a social media related challenge that may result in increased 

burnout and reduced levels of engagement. 

 

H1a: Work-related social media use is positively related to exhaustion through enhanced work-

life conflict 

 

H1b: Work-related social media use is negatively related to engagement through enhanced 

work-life conflict 
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Another challenge arises as social media affords employees perpetual connectivity or at least 

the expectation of such connectivity – i.e., creating a situation in which employees can be 

reached anytime and anywhere (Bucher et al., 2013), which in turn could enhance interruptions 

(Jarvenpaa & Lang, 2005; Ter Hoeven et al., 2016). An interruption is “a synchronous 

interaction which is not initiated by the recipient, is unscheduled, and results in the recipient 

discontinuing their current activity” (Rennecker & Godwin, 2005, p. 250).  

Social media use may increase interruptions as it allows instantaneous information 

exchanges and inquiries. Interruptions have been identified as an undesirable outcome of 

different communication technologies, such as email use and smartphone use, in the workplace 

(Fonner & Roloff, 2012). As with other data-intensive communication technologies increased 

use of social media exposes employees to a greater number of interactions that may interfere 

with their work routine.  Generally, technology facilitates the accumulation of unanticipated 

tasks and requests that are generated by incoming messages (Perlow, 2012) for example 

through social media. This accumulation of messages and information can deplete an 

employee’s energy (Derks & Bakker, 2014; Perlow, 2012) and reduce engagement (Ter 

Hoeven, et al., 2016). 

 

H2a: Work-related social media use is positively related to exhaustion through interruptions 

 

H2b: Work-related social media use is negatively related to engagement through interruptions 

 

Social Media Related Resources 

Social media afford behaviors that were difficult or impossible to perform before these 

technologies entered the workplace (Treem & Leonardi, 2012). For instance, social media can 

contribute directly to horizontal and vertical communication in organizations (Miles and 

Mangold, 2014; Trimi & Galanxhi, 2014) enrich internal communication (Huang, Baptista, & 

Galliers, 2013), and knowledge sharing (Ellison, Gibbs, & Weber, 2015; Utz, 2015), in a cost 

and time-efficient manner (Denyer, Parry, & flowers, 2011). Hence, social media serve as 

platforms to efficiently exchange work-related information (e.g., Miles & Mangold, 2014; 

Ollier-Malaterre, et al., 2013; Utz, 2015; Zhao & Rosson, 2009). 
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The enhanced communication effectiveness facilitated by social media use in 

organizations has been ascribed to the notion that social media add to the a) multivocality of 

communication, b) increased reach and richness of communication and c) simultaneous co-

creation of rhetorical content (Huang, et al., 2013). Moreover, social media’s unique 

affordances enable organization-wide information sharing (e.g., Treem and Leonardi, 2012). 

Hence, we argue that effective communication is associated with social media use in turn; 

effective communication is positively related to engagement while diminishing exhaustion 

(e.g., Ter Hoeven, et al., 2016). 

The exposition of social media related demands (work-life conflict) and resources 

(effective communication) is also substantiated by Vitak et al. (2012) who found that: 

“Participants recognized the benefits of social media to share information, interact, and reach 

out to diverse groups, but many also worried about context collapse: the blurring of boundaries 

between users’ personal and professional lives” (p. 557).  

 

H3a: Work-related social media use is negatively related to exhaustion through enhanced 

communication effectiveness. 

 

H3b: Work-related social media use is positively related to engagement through enhanced 

communication effectiveness. 

 

Another important resource of social media is the increased accessibility these technologies 

facilitate (Bucher, et al., 2013; Treem & Leonardi, 2012). Accessibility is regarded as a 

valuable resource as it increases professional competence and control (Chesley, 2010; 

Jarvenpaa & Lang, 2005; Ter Hoeven, et al., 2016). Accessibility refers to being available 

when needed by others. Being accessible is instrumental in helping others and being a 

competent and accountable employee (Mazmanian, et al., 2013). Social media may increase 

employees' visibility in organizations (Treem & Leonardi, 2012) and enhance feelings of 

proximity and being in touch colleagues (Zhao & Rosson, 2009). 

  In the context of communication technology use, accessibility was found to facilitate 

the relationship between technology use employee wellbeing – i.e., engagement and exhaustion 

(Ter Hoeven et al., 2016). Social media allow employees to stay connected to work 24 hours a 
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day (Bucher, et al., 2013). Van Zoonen and colleagues (2016) found that almost half of the 

work-related tweets sent from employees' personal Twitter accounts were sent outside of 

regular office hours. This supports the notion that social media facilitates accessibility among 

employees regardless of temporal or spatial boundaries. Bucher et al. (2013) note that in 

professional life, this can lead to an apparent need to be connected and hooked into the 

conversation at all times. Similarly, Perlow (2012) describes the cycle of responsiveness 

arguing that contemporary communication technologies allow employees to be always "on", 

referring to the time employees do not necessarily spend working but are available. Social 

media presents yet another communication channel through which employees can reach each 

other (Ellison, Steinfield, & Lampe, 2011; Ollier-Malaterre et al., 2013; Zhao & Rosson, 2009). 

Hence, accessibility is viewed as a social media resource and as such enhances engagement 

and decreases exhaustion.   

	

H4a: Work-related social media use is negatively related to exhaustion through enhanced 

accessibility. 

 

H4b: Work-related social media use is positively related to engagement through enhanced 

accessibility. 

 

Method 

Sample and Procedure  

Data were collected by PanelClix (a professional research company) using an online 

survey.4 Email invitations were sent to 775 Dutch employees from various organizations. A 

total of 421 Dutch employees completed the survey between December 16 and December 25, 

2015. The response rate was 54.32%. The average age of the respondents was 42.53 years 

(SD=11.69); 50.4% were male. The respondents indicated that they worked 36.90 hours per 

week (SD=7.00), which closely resembled the overall Dutch workforce (whose average age is 

41.4 years old; average working hours per week 33.07).5 Of the participants, 48.7% had earned 

																																																								
4 Their panel is ISO26362 certified. 
5 Figures derived from the central bureau of statistics (statline.cbs.nl/) and the Dutch ministry of 
education, culture, and science (http://www.trendsinbeeld.minocw.nl/grafieken/3_1_2_31.php).  
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an advanced degree and 28.5% had a managerial position at their organization. The majority 

was employed in one of the following sectors: healthcare (18.5%), government/public 

administration (12.1%), business services (11.2%), industry (10.2%), education/science 

(8.6%), trade/commercial services (7.6%), and financial services (5.7%).  

 

Measures 

The latent constructs in the model were measured with three to five indicators 

measured on a seven-point Likert scale.  

Burnout and engagement. Burnout was measured using its core dimension emotional 

exhaustion, which is the central feature of burnout and the most distinct manifestation of this 

syndrome (Ter Hoeven, et al., 2016). It represents the individual stress dimension of burnout 

and refers to feeling overextended and depleted of emotional and physical resources (Maslach, 

Schaufeli, & Leiter, 2001, p. 399). To measure this construct, the five items of the sub 

dimension "emotional exhaustion" of the Dutch version of the Maslach Burnout Inventory 

were employed (MBI-NL; see Schaufeli & Van Dierendonck, 1994). This included items such 

as ‘A full days work is a heavy burden for me.’ The factor loadings of these items ranged from 

.83 to .94. 

Engagement is characterized by a high level of energy and was tapped using its core 

dimension i.e., vigor. Vigor is defined as high levels of energy and mental resilience while 

working. This was measured using five items of the Utrecht Work Engagement Scale were 

employed (UWES; Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004; Schaufeli et al., 2009; Schaufeli, Salanova, 

González-Romá, & Bakker, 2002, p. 72). This included items such as ‘While at work, I am 

bursting with energy.’ The factor loadings of these items ranged from .72 to .90. 

Demands. Work to life conflict was measured using four items derived from 

Netemeyer, Boles, and McMurrian, (1996). Sample items for work to life conflict include ‘the 

demands of my work interfere with my home and family life.’ The factor loadings of these items 

ranged from .72 to .91. The concept interruptions evaluated communication in which the 

employee is interrupted while performing his or her work, using three items derived from Ter 

Hoeven et al. (2016) with factor loadings ranging from .63 to .92. A sample item is ‘At work, 

communication technologies cause interruptions.’ 
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Resources. Efficient communication was measured using the Communication Quality 

Scale (CQS) constructed by Ten Brummelhuis et al. (2012). Efficient communication refers to 

the extent to which communication enables effortless, functional and timely communication 

using four items such as ‘The communication with my colleagues is very efficient.’ The factor 

loadings of these items ranged from .68 to .72. Accessibility refers to the ease and pace with 

which an employee can be reached by colleagues and was assessed by three items, including 

‘It is easy for my colleagues to reach me.’ The factor loadings of these items ranged from .70 

to .87. 

Work-related social media use. This measure evaluates the use of personally owned 

social media accounts for work-related communication. The scale is derived from van Zoonen 

et al., (2016). We measured this construct by tapping into the use of Facebook, Twitter, and 

LinkedIn as sub-dimensions of work-related social media use. Each dimension was measured 

using five items such as; ‘I share organizational accomplishments on my personally owned 

Facebook account.’ The factor loadings of these items ranged from .84 to .96. The sub-

dimensions loaded on the second order construct work-related social media use: Facebook .69; 

LinkedIn .72, and Twitter, .59. Table 1 includes descriptives, bivariate correlations and alpha 

coefficients (a range 0.66 - 0.94).  Figure 1 shows all the standardized factor loadings. 

 

Analysis 

We employed structural equation modeling (SEM) to test our hypotheses using AMOS 

20. Incremental and absolute fit indices are presented to assess model fit. Two incremental fit 

indices are used: The Tucker-Lewis Index (TLI) and the Comparative Fit Index (CFI). Model 

fit indices of > .95 indicate good model fit. Two absolute fit indices are examined: a 

standardized version of the root mean squared residual (SRMR) and the root mean square of 

approximation (RMSEA), with cut-off values of ≤ 0.08 and ≤ 0.05, respectively, which indicate 

a close model fit. Additionally, the χ2 statistic is presented. We extracted 5,000 bootstrap 

samples from the data to estimate the model parameters and standard errors. We also used 

bootstrapping to calculate confidence intervals to compare the regression weights of indirect 

pathways (i.e., contrasting effects). Contrasting effects are calculated to determine which paths 

should be given statistical credence (e.g., the indirect path on exhaustion through 
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communication effectiveness versus the indirect paths on exhaustion through work-life 

conflict).  

 

Results 

Multivariate Assumption and Common Method Variance 

Curve estimations were performed for all the relationships in the model and indicated that all 

these relationships were sufficiently linear and could thus be tested using a covariance-based 

algorithm, such as that used in AMOS. Given the cross-sectional nature of the data common 

method bias was assessed. First, a Harman’s single-factor test –i.e., extracting a single factor 

in a principal component analysis -, for all the observed indicators in our model was conducted, 

which explains 29.65% of the variance. Second, we assessed common method variance using 

a common latent factor analysis test. Results indicated the common method variance in our 

model was 0.04%. These results indicate that common method variance is not a problem in our 

data. 

 

Measurement Model  

The measurement model indicates good model fit χ2 (678)=1330.89; CFI= 0.96; 

TLI=0.96; SRMR= 0.05 and RMSEA= 0.048 (CI: 0.044, 0.052). Cross-factor correlations 

were examined to determine discriminant validity. The correlation between exhaustion and 

engagement was the highest in the model (-.48). The other correlations between the latent 

constructs in the model ranged from -.25 to .46 (see Table 1), this demonstrates adequate 

discriminant validity.  

 Convergent validity was assessed by examining the factor loadings and squared 

multiple correlations. The factor loadings of the social media sub-dimensions on the second 

order construct work-related social media use were; Facebook .70, Twitter .57, and LinkedIn 

.68. The factor loadings of all observed variables on the intended latent construct were 

significant and sizable ranging from .63 to .98 (see Figure 1). These results indicate satisfactory 

convergent validity; as such further examination of the structural model is justified.  

 

 

 



	

145	 	

 

 

T
ab

le
 1

. C
or

re
la

tio
ns

 a
nd

 d
es

cr
ip

tiv
e 

st
at

is
tic

s 



	

146	 	

Structural Model 

To test the hypotheses a structural model linking work related social media to 

exhaustion and engagement through opposing mediation effects was estimated. The structural 

model shows good model fit. χ2 (687) = 1449.42; CFI = 0.95; TLI = 0.95; SRMR = 0.07 and 

RMSEA = 0.051 (CI: 0.048, 0.055). Hypothesis 1a is supported because work related social 

media affects exhaustion through increased work-life conflict (b*= 0.141, CI95%[.029; .288], 

p = 0.017). Additionally, hypothesis 1b is supported as work related social media use is 

associated with engagement through increased work life conflict (b*= -0.037, CI95%[-.112; -

.002], p = 0.035).  

 Hypotheses 2 assumes that interruptions are a social media related demand that is 

therefore related to exhaustion and reduces engagement. Interruptions were found to facilitate 

the relationship between social media use and exhaustion (b*= 0.054, CI95%[.003; .145], p = 

0.039) and engagement (b*= -0.043, CI95%[-.127; -.002], p = 0.035). This supports the 

reasoning reflected in H2a and H2b.  

The opposite effect is expected to occur, simultaneously, through efficient 

communication and accessibility. The findings support the rationale reflected in hypothesis 3a 

as work-related social media use was negatively related to exhaustion through enhanced 

communication efficiency (b*= -0.109, CI95%[-.236; -.037],p = 0.001). In turn, as expected 

the findings also support hypothesis 3b as a positive indirect effect was found between work-

related social media use and engagement through efficient communication (b*= 0.175, 

CI95%[.062; .368], p = 0.001).  

Hypotheses 4a and 4b were also supported. Accessibility facilitates the relationship 

between social media use and engagement (b*= 0.057, CI95%[.009; .163], p = 0.009), and 

between social media use and exhaustion (b*= -0.036, CI95%[-.117; -.004], p = 0.021). The 

model explains 30.7% of the variance in exhaustion and 25.9% of the variance in engagement. 

 

Test of Indirect Effects 

The hypotheses refer to indirect effects between social media use and well-being 

measures rather than full or partial mediation. All a) X à M and b) M à Y paths were 

significant (see Figure 1). These significant a and b paths represent the indirect effects through 

social media-related resources and demands, as indicated by the bootstrapping results (see 
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Table 2). In the model without the mediators the effects of social media use on engagement 

b*= 0.274, BC95% [-.006; .660] p = 0.055; and social media use on exhaustion b*= -0.114, 

BC95% [-.465; .166] p = 0.424, are both not significant. In the model with the mediators the 

direct effect of social media use on engagement decreased to; b*= 0.152, BC95% [-.119; .480] 

p = 0.240; and the direct effect of social media use on exhaustion was, b*= -0.144, BC95% [-

.442; .112] p = 0.261. The absence of significant direct effects supports the notion of indirect 

effects (as opposed to mediation) implied by our hypothesized model. 

 

Contrast of Indirect Effects 

The structural model presented here included opposing indirect effects. To determine 

which path of the opposing effects should be given more credence pairwise comparisons of 

indirect effects were conducted. The contrasts of indirect effects are listed in Table 2. The 

indirect effects were compared to each other in terms of effect size by linking the same pair of 

independent and dependent variables. Since the comparison entails opposite effects (negative 

versus positive indirect effects) the contrasting estimate denotes the difference in effect size in 

which the sum of pairwise indirect pathways should significantly differ from zero to denote a 

difference in effect magnitude. 
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Figure 1. Structural regression model with standardized estimates. Significance is flagged * p 

< .05. 
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Table 2. Indirect Pathways Using Bootstrapping 

 

The pairwise comparison of the indirect effects linking social media use to exhaustion 

show that the social media related demands are mitigated by the social media related resources. 

The indirect effect of social media use on exhaustion through work life conflict is not 

significantly larger in magnitude than the indirect effects through efficient communication 

(b*= 0.032, BC95% [-.141; .208] p = 0.685) and accessibility (b*= 0.105, BC95% [-.028; .252] 

p = 0.113). Similarly, the contrast between the indirect effects through interruptions versus 

efficient communication (b*= -0.056, BC95% [-.182; .050] p = 0.289) and accessibility (b*= 

0.017, BC95% [-.067; .099] p = 0.665) cannot be distinguished in terms of the effect 

magnitude.  

Finally, the indirect effects linking social media use to engagement were contrasted. 

The contrast between the indirect effects through accessibility versus interruptions (b*= 0.014, 

BC95% [-.066; .113] p = 0.709) and work life conflict (b*= 0.019, BC95% [-.059; .123] p = 

0.630) were not significantly different in effect size. In turn, the indirect effect through efficient 

communication was stronger than the indirect effects though interruptions (b*= 0.132, BC95% 

[.004; .310] p = 0.042) and work life conflict (b*= 0.138, BC95% [.006; .335] p = 0.039).  
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Control Variables and Alternative Models 

The control variables gender, age, organizational tenure, managerial position, and 

working hours per week were consecutively modeled. All the parameters presented in the final 

model held true when controlling for these variables. This result indicates that the control 

variables had no influence on the overall findings; as such, we excluded these variables from 

the final model for reasons of parsimony.  

Model fit statistics for alternative models were examined to determine whether these 

models correspond with the data for alternative explanations. Model deterioration was assessed 

using a ∆ χ2 test. First, we re-specified our structural model as a CFA. This model represents 

the unanalyzed associations between factors (i.e., covariances) that are not directional. Model 

fit indices suggest significant model deterioration compared with the retained structural model 

(∆χ2=50.03, p < 0.001). Additionally, we estimated a reversed model using exhaustion and 

engagement to explain social media use, thus reversing the causal directionalities (Kline, 

2011). The overall fit of the model suggests an inferior fit to the data compared with the 

retained model (∆χ2=21.60, p < 0.001).  

 

Discussion 

This study argues that the opposing consequences of work-related social media use 

should be evaluated as social media related demands and resources. Social media allows 

employees to communicate efficiently and increase accessibility but simultaneously presents 

employees with increased interruptions and work to life conflict. This study shows that the JD-

R model can be applied to examine the consequences of employees' social media use, 

emphasizing the importance of both demands and resources in the relationship between social 

media use and employee well-being – i.e., exhaustion and engagement. Work-related social 

media use fosters greater efficiency in work communication and accessibility, which in turn 

reduces exhaustion and enhances engagement. However, work-related social media also 

induces interruptions and boundary conflicts, which yield opposite effects on exhaustion and 

engagement. The results show that the social media resource accessibility mitigates the effects 

through social media related demands – i.e., interruptions and work-life conflict. Furthermore, 

the indirect effect between social media use and engagement through efficient communication 

is stronger than the opposing indirect effects through social media related demands. This 
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suggests that employees are able to benefit from the communicative effectiveness social media 

offers them in terms of engagement. This advantage is not supported in relation to exhaustion, 

as the social media demands yield stronger effects there. Hence, the social media related 

demands, for a large part, mitigate the social media related resources. 

 

Theoretical Implications 

The findings contribute to the literature by emphasizing the influence of the opposing 

consequences of social media use on exhaustion and engagement. This study shows that the 

positive associations attributed to social media use are mitigated by the negative consequences 

its use simultaneously provokes. This indicates that the relationship between social media use 

and its consequences for employees is more complex than previously established and that 

opposing effects must be considered. Previous research on social media use in organizations 

has identified information benefits (Utz, 2015), social benefits (Skeels & Grunig, 2009) and 

connectivity (Treem & Leonardi, 2012) as advantages associated with social media use. In 

turn, work-life conflict (Ollier-Malaterre, et al., 2013; Vitak et al., 2012) and interruptions 

(Bucher, et al., 2013) have been labeled as negative consequences of social media use. This 

study adds that these positive and negative associations of social media should be viewed as 

resources and demand. Specifically, the findings suggest that the JD-R model provides a useful 

framework for studying the effects of social technologies in organizations.  

Studying social media-related resources would provide a positive narrative, whereas 

only including social media-related demands would confirm a negative relationship. Likewise, 

studying a direct effect on social media use and individual level outcomes without considering 

these opposing effects, could lead to falsely accepting a null hypothesis, since there are 

opposing mechanisms that cancel each other out. This study demonstrates the importance of 

adopting a tension-based lens to understanding the consequences of social media use for work. 

The positive association of social media in this study – i.e., efficient communication 

and accessibility – are in line with earlier research that argued that social media afford 

possibilities for effective knowledge sharing (Treem & Leonardi, 2012) and interaction with a 

diverse group (Vitak et al., 2012). Similarly, the challenges presented here increased work-life 

conflict (Ollier-malaterre, et al., 2013; Vitak, et al., 2012) and interruptions (Bucher et al., 

2013) have been theorized as well. Although this study identified two important opposing 
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mechanisms relevant to social media use, we do not claim to be exhaustive. Drawing on 

research on communication technology use in the workplace, several other tensions might be 

identified relevant to work-related social media use. For instance, Perlow (2012) describes the 

cycle of responsiveness reflecting the tensions between responsiveness, always being ‘on', and 

increased unpredictability. In a recent study unpredictability was identified as a technology 

related demand. Arguably these technology related demands and resources transpose to the 

context of work-related social media use as well (Ter Hoeven et al. 2016). 

Finally, although the relationship between (enterprise) social media use in the 

workplace and impression management (Boyd & Ellison, 2007; Gibbs, Rozaidi, & Eisenberg, 

2013), knowledge sharing (Gibbs, et al., 2013; Treem & Leonardi, 2012), boundary conflicts 

(Ollier-Malaterre, et al., 2013; Vitak, et al., 2012), and work performance (Leftheriotis & 

Giannakos, 2014; Moqbel, Nevo, & Kock, 2013) is reasonably established, this study is among 

the first to show that social media use for work is related to employee wellbeing through 

opposing mechanisms. The findings imply that technology is indeed paradoxical (Jarvenpaa & 

Lang, 2005) and that at least its consequences in the context of organizations and 

communication should be viewed as such.  

 

Practical Implications 

As social technologies become increasingly institutionalized in organizations certain 

outcomes of social media use warrant additional attention. Although social media use gained 

traction among employees because the positive associations it carries, employees might also 

experience negative consequences that might cause exhaustion and reduce engagement. This 

study suggests that organizations that allow or support the use of social technologies should 

focus on protecting employees from the increased intrusion between life domains and the 

increased interruptions employees may experience.  

 Organizations can facilitate guidelines for responsible use of these technologies to help 

employees cope with social media-related demands. In doing so organizations can help 

employees find a balance between staying connected to work and allowing information and 

communication with coworkers while protecting the boundaries between life domains. This 

way, employees may benefit from the resources social media offer while reducing the demands 

that counteract these benefits.  
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Many studies argue that social norms are important for the manner in which 

technologies are used. In that respect, Treem, Dailey, Pierce, and Leonardi (2015) discuss the 

importance of technological frames that shape the meaning employees attribute to technology. 

Mazmanian (2013) argues that the use of technology and the importance that is attributed to it 

is socially constructed. Essentially, this means that employees cannot simply ignore or refrain 

from using social media – not in the least because they also use these accounts personally – if 

they are committed to succeeding in a social environment that expects accessibility and 

responsiveness. This suggests that the collective technological frames have an important 

influence over how social technologies are used. Organizations should, therefore, focus on the 

social origins and social solutions to for instance the intrusive use of these technologies for 

employees' personal life domains. 

 Finally, this study suggests employees do not necessarily benefit from work-related 

social media use in terms of their wellbeing. Therefore, managerial efforts should be directed 

at harnessing employees from the demands social media place on them, while capitalizing on 

the resources social media offer. Recently, studies have suggested that social media use 

increased work performance. However, this view might be contested when considering both 

social media related resources and demands. 

 

Limitations and Future Research 

 A few limitations of this study need to be acknowledged. First, this study relies on 

cross-sectional data hence no claims with regard to the causality of the relationships among 

work-related social media use, social media related demands and resources and wellbeing 

could be made. Other types of research are required to substantiate the causality of the 

relationship between work-related social media use and wellbeing. 

 Second, although social media are becoming increasingly institutionalized in 

organizations research has not yet developed well-validated scales to measure these behaviors. 

This study developed a scale based on an extensive content analysis by Van Zoonen and 

colleagues (2016). However, to avoid the proliferation of different and contrasting effects that 

may be caused by different conceptualizations of use and add to cumulative knowledge on 

work-related social media use, it may be worthwhile to further validate the scale that taps into 

the use of social media for work.  
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Finally, as mentioned above this study is likely to have captured the most prevalent 

social media related resources and demands, as derived from the literature, but this study is not 

exhaustive. Additional research is needed to advance our understanding of the opposing 

consequences of social technologies.	



	

155	 	

References 

Bakker, A. B., & Demerouti, E. (2007). The job demands-resources model: State of the art. 

Journal of Managerial Psychology, 22, 309-328. DOI: 10.4102/sajip.v37i2.974 

Bakker, A. B., Demerouti, E., & Sanz-Vergel, A. I. (2014). Burnout and work engagement: 

The JD-R approach. Annual Review of Organizational Psychology and 

Organizational Behavior, 1, 389-411.  

Bakker, A. B., Demerouti, E., & Verbeke, W. (2004). Using the job demands‐resources 

model to predict burnout and performance. Human resource management, 43(1), 83-

104. 

Bucher, E., Fieseler, C., & Suphan, A. (2013). The stress potential of social media in the 

workplace. Information, Communication & Society, 16(10), 1639-1667. DOI: 

10.1080/1369118x.2012.710245 

Chesley, N. (2010). Technology use and employee assessments of work effectiveness, 

workload, and pace of life.  Information, Communication, & Society, 13(4), 485-514. 

DOI: 10.1080/13691180903473806 

Chesley, N. (2014). Information and communication technology use, work intensification 

and employee strain and distress. Work, Employment and Society, 28, 589-610. DOI: 

10.1177/0950017013500112 

Crawford, E. R., LePine, J. A., & Rich, B. L. (2010). Linking job demands and resources to 

employee engagement and burnout: A theoretical extension and meta-analytic test. 

Journal of Applied Psychology, 95, 834-848.  

Demerouti, E., Bakker, A. B., Nachreiner, F., & Schaufeli, W. B. (2001). The job demands-

resources model of burnout. Journal of Applied psychology, 86(3), 499. 

Denyer, D., Parry, E., & Flowers, P. (2011). “Social”,“Open” and “Participative”? Exploring 

Personal Experiences and Organisational Effects of Enterprise2. 0 Use. Long Range 

Planning, 44(5), 375-396. 

Derks, D., & Bakker, A. B. (2014). Smartphone use, work–home interference, and burnout: 

A diary study on the role of recovery. Applied Psychology, 63, 411-440. 

Ellison, N. B., Gibbs, J., & Weber, M. S. (2015). The use of enterprise social network sites 

for knowledge sharing in distributed organizations: the role of organizational 

affordances, American behavioral scientist, 1-21.  



	

156	 	

Ellison, N. B., Steinfield, C., & Lampe, C. (2011). Connection strategies: Social capital 

implications of Facebook-enabled communication practices. New media & society, 1- 

20. DOI: 10.1177/1461444810385389 

Fonner, K. L., & Roloff, M. E. (2012). Testing the connectivity paradox: Linking 

teleworkers’ communication media use to social presence, stress from interruptions, 

and organizational identification. Communication Monographs, 79, 205-231. DOI: 

10.1080/03637751.2012.673000 

Gajendran, R. S., & Harrison, D. A. (2007). The good, the bad, and the unknown about 

telecommuting: Meta-analysis of psychological mediators and individual 

consequences. Journal of Applied Psychology, 92, 1524-1541.  

Huang, J., Baptista, J., & Galliers, R. D. (2013). Reconceptualizing rhetorical practices in 

organizations: The impact of social media on internal communications. Information 

& Management, 50(2), 112-124. 

Jarvenpaa, S. L., & Lang, K. R. (2005). Managing the paradoxes of mobile technology. 

Information Systems Management, Fall, 7-23. DOI: 

10.1201/1078.10580530/45520.22.4.20050901/90026.2 

Leftheriotis, I., & Giannakos, M. N. (2014). Using social media for work: Losing your time 

or improving your work?. Computers in Human Behavior, 31, 134-142. 

Leonardi, P. M., Treem, J. W., & Jackson, M. H. (2010). The connectivity paradox: Using 

technology to both decrease and increase perceptions of distance in distributed work 

arrangements. Journal of Applied Communication Research, 38, 85-105. DOI: 

10.1080/00909880903483599 

Llorens, S., Bakker, A. B., Schaufeli, W., & Salanova, M. (2006). Testing the robustness of 

the job demands-resources model. International Journal of Stress Management, 

13(3), 378. 

Majchrzak, A., Faraj, S., Kane, G. C., & Azad, B. (2013). The contradictory influence of 

social media affordances on online communal knowledge sharing. Journal of 

Computer‐Mediated Communication, 19(1), 38-55. 

Marwick, a. E., & Boyd, D. (2010). I tweet honestly, I tweet passionately: Twitter users, 

context collapse, and the imagined audience. New Media & Society, 13(1), 114–133. 

doi:10.1177/1461444810365313 



	

157	 	

Maslach, C., Schaufeli, W. B., & Leiter, M. P. (2001). Job burnout. Annual Review of 

Psychology, 52, 397-422. DOI: 10.1146/annurev.psych.52.1.397 

Mazmanian, M. (2013). Avoiding the trap of constant connectivity: When congruent frames 

allow for heterogeneous practices. Academy of Management Journal, 56, 1225-1250. 

DOI: 10.5465/amj.2010.0787 

Mazmanian, M., Orlikowski, W. J., & Yates, J. (2013). The autonomy paradox: The 

implications of mobile email devices for knowledge professionals. Organization 

Science, 24, 1337-1357. DOI: 10.1287/orsc.1120.0806 

Miles, S. J., & Mangold, W. G. (2014). Employee voice: Untapped resource or social media 

time bomb?. Business Horizons, 57(3), 401-411. 

Nahrgang, J. D., Morgeson, F. P., & Hofmann, D. A. (2011). Safety at work: A meta-analytic 

investigation of the link between job demands, job resources, burnout, engagement, 

and safety outcomes. Journal of Applied Psychology, 96, 71-94. DOI: 

10.1037/a0021484 

Netemeyer, R. G., Boles, J. S., & McMurrian, R. (1996). Development and validation of 

work–family conflict and family–work conflict scales. Journal of applied 

psychology, 81(4), 400. 

Ollier-Malaterre, a., Rothbard, N. P., & Berg, J. M. (2013). When Worlds Collide in 

Cyberspace: How Boundary Work in Online Social Networks Impacts Professional 

Relationships. Academy of Management Review, 38(4), 645–669. 

doi:10.5465/amr.2011.0235 

Park, Y., Fritz, C., & Jex, S. M. (2011). Relationships between work–home segmentation and 

psychological detachment from work: The role of communication technology use at 

home. Journal of Occupational Health Psychology, 16, 457-467. DOI: 

10.1037/a0023594 

Perlow, L. (2012). Sleeping with your smartphone. How to break the 24/7 habit and change 

the way you work. Boston, MA: Harvard Business Review Press.  

Rennecker, J., & Godwin, L. (2005). Delays and interruptions: A self-perpetuating paradox 

of communication technology use. Information and Organization, 15, 247-266. DOI: 

10.1016/j.infoandorg.2005.02.004 



	

158	 	

Schaufeli, W. B., & Bakker, A. B. (2004). Job demands, job resources, and their relationship 

with burnout and engagement: A multi-sample study. Journal of Organizational 

Behavior, 25, 293-315. DOI: 10.1002/job.248 

Schaufeli, W. B., & Van Dierendonck, D. (1994). Burnout, een begrip gemeten. De 

Nederlandse versie van de Maslach Burnout Inventory (MBI-NL). Gedrag & 

Gezondheid: Tijdschrift voor Psychologie en Gezondheid, 22(4), 153-172. 

Schaufeli, W. B., Bakker, A. B., & Van Rhenen, W. (2009). How changes in job demands 

and resources predict burnout, work engagement, and sickness absenteeism. Journal 

of Organizational Behavior, 30, 893-917. DOI: 10.1002/job.595 

Schaufeli, W. B., Salanova, M., González-Romá, V., & Bakker, A. B. (2002). The 

measurement of engagement and burnout: A two sample confirmatory factor analytic 

approach. Journal of Happiness Studies, 3, 71-92. 

Shami, N. S., Nichols, J., Chen, J., Road, H., & Jose, S. (2014). Social Media Participation 

and Performance at Work : A Longitudinal Study. CHI 2014: Toronto, Canada, 115–

118. 

Skeels, M. M. & Grudin, J. (2009). When social networks cross boundaries: a case study of 

workplace use of Facebook and LinkedIn. IN: Proceedings of the ACM 2009, 

International conference on supporting group work, Sanibel Island, FL, 10-13 May, 

pp. 95-104. New York, ACM.  

Ten Brummelhuis, L. L., Bakker, A. B., Hetland, J., & Keulemans, L. (2012). Do new ways 

of working foster work engagement? Psicothema, 24(1), 113-120. 

Ter Hoeven, C. L., & Zoonen, W. (2015). Flexible work designs and employee well‐being: 

examining the effects of resources and demands. New Technology, Work and 

Employment, 30(3), 237-255. 

Ter Hoeven, C. L., van Zoonen, W., & Fonner, K. L. (2016). The practical paradox of 

technology: The influence of communication technology use on employee burnout 

and engagement. Communication Monographs, 1-25. 

Treem, J. W., & Leonardi, P. M. (2012). Social media use in organizations: Exploring the 

affordances of visibility, editability, persistence, and association. Communication 

Yearbook, 36, 143-189. DOI: 10.2139/ssrn.2129853 



	

159	 	

Treem, J. W., Dailey, S. L., Pierce, C. S., & Leonardi, P. M. (2015). Bringing Technological 

Frames to Work: How Previous Experience with Social Media Shapes the 

Technology's Meaning in an Organization. Journal of Communication, 65(2), 396-

422. 

Trimi, S., & Galanxhi, H. (2014). The impact of enterprise 2.0 in organizations. Service 

business, 8(3), 405-424. 

Utz, S. (2015). Is LinkedIn making you more successful? The informational benefits derived 

from public social media, New media & society, 1-18.  

Van Zoonen, W., Verhoeven, J. W., & Vliegenthart, R. (2016). How employees use Twitter 

to talk about work: A typology of work-related tweets. Computers in Human 

Behavior, 55, 329-339. 

Vitak, J., Lampe, C., Gray, R., & Ellison, N. B. (2012). Why won't you be my Facebook 

friend?: Strategies for managing context collapse in the workplace. In Proceedings of 

the 2012 iConference (pp. 555-557). ACM. 

Woerkom, M., Bakker, A. B., & Nishii, L. H. (2016). Accumulative job demands and support 

for strength use: Fine-tuning the job-demands-resources model using conversation of 

resource theory. Journal of applied psychology, 101(1), 141-150.  

Zhao, D., & Rosson, M. B. (2009, May). How and why people Twitter: the role that micro-

blogging plays in informal communication at work. In Proceedings of the ACM 2009 

international conference on Supporting group work (pp. 243-252). ACM. 



	

160	 	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	



	

161	 	

 Chapter 5 

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The chapter is under review: Van Zoonen, W. & Rice, R. E. (2017). The Shackles of 

Freedom: Paradoxical Consequences of Personal Social Media for Work. New 

Technology, Work, and Employment  



	

162	 	

The Shackles of Freedom: Paradoxical Consequences of 
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Abstract 

New technology is a paradox: it is both liberating and constraining at the same time. This field 

study examines the implications of social media use for work for employees’ autonomy, work 

pressure, and exhaustion and engagement. 364 employees of three large multinationals 

responded to a web-based survey. Results demonstrate the presence of a paradox, as social 

media for work facilitates autonomy as well as work pressure, both of which in turn relate to 

well-being (exhaustion and engagement). This study adds to our understanding of 

technological paradoxes by examining the conditionality of these opposing effects. Overall, 

employees seem more likely to be burdened by the use of social media for work than benefit 

from it. However, responsiveness moderates the positive effects of social media use for work, 

though does not moderate the negative effects.  

Keywords: Social Media Paradox: Autonomy: Work pressure: Responsiveness: Well-being.
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 Introduction 

Many scholars have hypothesized that information and communication technologies 

continue to improve the quality, accuracy, and ease with which people can communicate and 

organize work (Leonardi, Treem, & Jackson, 2010). Social media is among these 

communication technologies that have deeply penetrated the workplace (Cao, Vogel, Guo, Liu, 

& Gu, 2012; Moqbel, Nevo & Kock, 2013), changing and reshaping the nature of the 

workplace and work itself (Bucher, Fieseler, & Suphan, 2013). The increased use of social 

media in the workplace – similar to other communication technologies – is likely to be 

associated with both advantages and disadvantages. These advantages and disadvantages are 

likely to simultaneously coexist (e.g., Jarvenpaa & Lang, 2005; Ter Hoeven, van Zoonen, & 

Fonner, 2016). This study takes a paradoxical lens to study the consequences of social media 

use for work. 

The notion that the effects of technology, in general, can be paradoxical has been 

extensively researched in the context of organizations and communication (e.g., Arnold, 2003; 

Fonner & Roloff, 2012; Jarvenpaa & Lang, 2005; Leonardi, Treem, & Jackson, 2010; 

Mazmanian, Orlikowksi, & Yates, 2013; Putnam, Myers, & Gailliard, 2014; Smith & Lewis, 

2011; Ter Hoeven et al., 2016). A paradox can be defined as ‘contradictory yet interrelated 

elements that exist simultaneously and persist over time' (Smith & Lewis, 2011, p. 386). Hence, 

a paradox is the simultaneous existence of two inconsistent states such as between 

empowerment and enslavement (Javernpaa & Lang, 2005) or connectivity and interruptions 

(Fonner & Roloff, 2012). In some contexts, the advantages might be more profound while in 

other contexts the challenges associated with technology use are greater. Although the notion 

that technologies are paradoxical is widely studied, research on the conditions under which 

these advantages and challenges exist is limited (Barley, Meyerson, & Grodal, 2011). This 

study advances our understanding of technological paradoxes by testing conditions under 

which these advantages and challenges may be stronger or weaker. 

A widely held belief is that communication technologies provide employees with more 

leeway in when, where and how they work (Rice, 2017). In that sense, communication 

technologies offer employees more autonomy in organizing their work (Mazmanian et al., 

2013), for instance, because it becomes easier to stay connected to work (Leonardi et al., 2010), 

access online information, participate in group discussion, and use organizational resources at 
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a distance across time zones (Treem & Leonardi, 2012). On the other hand, communication 

technologies can also result in increased work pressure as employees (whether unwittingly or 

not) intensify their work effort and time (Chesley, 2005; 2014; Mazmanian et al., 2013). 

Scholars have proposed that communication technologies are associated with a more intense 

work experiences because they blur spatial and temporal boundaries and because they increase 

the total amount of work that people must handle and therefore the time spent working (Barley 

et al., 2011). This study explores these tensions in the context of personal social media use for 

work. 

The use of social media for work is increasingly institutionalized in organizations. This 

is not limited to the use of enterprise social media (Leonardi, Huysman, & Steinfeld, 2013); in 

fact, personal social media are increasingly used by employees to address work demands 

(Moqbel, Nevo, & Kock, 2013; Chapter one; Chapter six). Studies on the use of public social 

media for work show varying usage rates: from 66% to as much as 80% of employees use their 

personal social media for work (Leftheriotis & Giannakos, 2014; Chapter one). This study 

looks at the consequences of using these personal (not enterprise) social media accounts for 

work.  

This study contributes to the literature by examining the paradoxical consequences of 

social media use in the workplace. Firstly, this study adopts a paradox lens, which has 

predominantly been used in the context of telework specifically and communication 

technology in general. We assess its applicability to examine the consequences of social media 

use in the workplace. Secondly, technology related paradoxes have primarily been revealed 

through qualitative findings (e.g., Javernpaa & Lang, 2005; Leonardi et al., 2010; Mazmanian 

et al., 2013). Here we apply a quantitative perspective, using valid measures and structural 

modeling. Interestingly, the few quantitative studies in this area often only find support for 

either positive or negative consequences (e.g., Fonner & Roloff, 2012; Ter Hoeven, Van 

Zoonen & Fonner, 2016). This study aims to overcome these shortcomings by synthesizing 

findings on technological paradoxes, developing a model that proposes that social media use 

for work is linked to exhaustion and engagement of employees, through increased autonomy 

and work pressure, and paying explicit attention to the potential moderation effect of 

responsiveness on these opposing relationships. 
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Hypotheses 

A prevalent paradox in the literature is the autonomy-control paradox, which can be 

understood as the tension between the perception of increased freedom and flexibility 

facilitated by communication technology on the one hand, and the simultaneous loss of 

autonomy due to professional commitment to increased demands from work life on the other 

hand (Mazmanian et al., 2013; Michel, 2011). Jarvenpaa and Lang (2005) discuss similar 

tensions in what they label the empowerment/enslavement paradox. These tensions boil down 

to the idea that communication technologies generate a range of desirable capabilities that 

reaffirm employees' authority, status and sense of self as a successful professional, such as 

increased flexibility and control over information and interactions (Mazmanian et al., 2013). 

Simultaneously, these technologies make it more difficult to compartmentalize and prioritize 

demands from co-workers, and from different life domains, as employees unwittingly intensify 

their commitment to the organization and reduce their ability to disconnect from work. 

Another important paradox in relation to communication technology is the 

connectivity paradox (Leonardi et al., 2010). The connectivity paradox suggests that 

communication technology reduces the perception as well as the practical implications of 

distance, while also creating expectations of constant connectivity and being available to 

others. Fonner and Roloff (2012) operationalized the connectivity paradox as the tension 

between social presence and stress from interruption. Their findings could not confirm a 

connectivity paradox in the context of telework, as technology use was not related to social 

presence.  

Bringing these studies together, communication technologies afford new freedoms of 

choice across types of technologies and situations (Javernpaa & Lang, 2005). The increased 

connectivity, often described as being “always on”, allows employees to take charge anytime 

wherever they are, whether it concerns the professional or personal life domain (e.g., Perlow, 

2012). Javernpaa and Lang (2005) note that this newly found freedom empowers users. 

Mazmanian et al. (2013) add that mobile technologies enhance individual autonomy by 

allowing them to work anywhere and anytime. Additionally, Treem and Leonardi (2012) 

describe how social media affordances shift employees’ resource dependency, making them 

more autonomous in accessing knowledge and garnering social and professional resources. In 
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sum, communication technologies ostensibly offer greater flexibility and control over work 

(e.g., Ter Hoeven et al., 2016; Valcour & Hunter, 2005) 

However, communication technologies are also often associated with increased 

information overload, stress from interruption, expectations of responsiveness, and work-life 

boundary blurring (Fonner & Roloff, 2012; Mazmanian et al., 2013; Perlow, 2012; Chapter 

six; Wajcman & Rose, 2011). These demands add to work pressure. Indeed, research has 

identified work pressure as one of the key processes associated with communication 

technology use (Chesley, 2014). Work pressure occurs when communication technologies 

promote a more intense work experience, characterized by a sense that one must consistently 

work harder or faster or that workplace demands are surpassing the resources necessary to meet 

them (Chesley, 2010; 2014). A more intense work experience can be promoted by 

communication technologies as they are linked to greater levels of interruption (e.g., Wajcman 

& Rose, 2011), information overload (Chapter six), and increased connectedness to the 

workplace (Leonardi et al., 2010).  

Additionally, mobile devices extend work beyond the workplace, into the places and 

times normally reserved for families and leisure (Barley et al., 2011; Chesley, 2005). Hence, 

the use of communication technologies contributes to the pressure and expansion of work 

(Green, 2005; Ter Hoeven et al., 2016). Communication technologies are mainly associated 

with increased levels of work pressure because they increase the total amount of work people 

must handle and blur spatial and temporal boundaries, making it more difficult to 

compartmentalize work and non-work activities (Barley et al., 2011). This finding should 

extrapolate to social media, as these technologies also increase perpetual contact (Katz & 

Aakhus, 2002; Chapter six), thereby challenging traditional limitations and work norms of time 

and space. This, in turn, increases the prospective proliferation of work demands as it extends 

employment beyond temporal and spatial boundaries (Chapter one; Chapter six) as well as 

intensify the pace of work during normal hours of operation (Bittman, Brown & Wajcman, 

2009; Chesley, 2014).  

Therefore, we argue that the increased individual autonomy that results from social 

media may also be accompanied by feelings of increased work pressure, creating a social media 

paradox. Finally, drawing on the job demands and resources model, Ter Hoeven et al. (2016) 

argue that autonomy and work pressure should be viewed as communication-related resources 
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and demands, thereby linking them explicitly to engagement and exhaustion. Autonomy has 

been linked to reduced levels of exhaustion (e.g., Bakker & Demerouti, 2007; Lewig & 

Dollard, 2003; Ter Hoeven et al., 2016; Thompson & Prottas, 2005) and increased levels of 

engagement, because greater autonomy is associated with more opportunities to cope with 

stressful situations. Work pressure is associated with increased levels of exhaustion and 

reduced levels of engagement because a more intense work experience places additional 

demands on employees, subtracting from the limited resources they have available to meet 

work demands, causing increasing levels of exhaustion while diminishing engagement (e.g., 

Bakker, Demerouti & Sanz-Vegrel, 2014; Demerouti, Bakker & Bulters, 2004; Ter Hoeven et 

al., 2016). 

 

H1: (a) Work-related social media use is positively related to autonomy, (b) which in turn is 

negatively related to exhaustion. 

 

H2: (a) Work-related social media use is positively related to work pressure, (b) which in turn 

is positively related to exhaustion. 

 

H3: (a) Work-related social media use is positively related to autonomy, (b) which in turn is 

positively related to engagement. 

 

H4: (a) Work-related social media use is positively related to work pressure, (b) which in turn 

is negatively related to engagement. 

 

The second aim of this study is to advance our understanding of technological 

paradoxes by investigating the conditionality of opposing effects. In other words, under what 

conditions are the positive or negative consequences stronger or weaker? Research suggests 

that the manifestation of technology-related paradoxes might depend on how individuals 

appropriate communication technologies (Leonardi et al., 2010). For instance, the ubiquitous 

connectivity associated with communication technology use may, on the one hand, lead 

employees to use these technologies in ways that promote rapid responses via a need to be 

responsiveness' (Barley, Meyerson, & Grodal, 2011; Perlow, 2012).  On the other hand, 
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employees may be inclined to use these technologies more strategically to communicatively 

disengage from work (Gibbs, et al., 2013; Leonardi et al., 2010). 

Adopting this line of reasoning, we argue that employees’ responsiveness is an 

important moderator of the relationships between social media use and the perceived 

advantages of technology (autonomy) and the disadvantages (work pressure). The notion that 

employees who feel a need to be responsive will experience reduced perceptions of autonomy 

stemming from technology use. When employees feel, they need to be responsive because the 

technological infrastructure allows them to do so, it becomes more difficult to reap the benefits 

of technology use. For instance, the need to respond quickly, wherever and whenever, reduces 

employees’ abilities to segment or compartmentalize work and non-work activities (Leonardi 

et al., 2010).  

Similarly, the feeling that one needs to respond quickly might contribute to a more 

intense work experience as a result of social media use. In other words, when employees are 

inclined to address incoming demands immediately they are likely to perceive a more intense 

work experience.  In an attempt to reduce overload and pressure as a result of communication 

technology, scholars typically advise people to regain control by deploying technology’s 

material features more effectively, such as using email filters or the mute button on a cell phone 

(Dabbish & Kraut, 2006; Jarvenpaa & Lang, 2005). It has been widely suggested that the 

ubiquity and features of technologies can lead to patterns of use that produce or intensify 

feelings of overload (e.g. Barley et al., 2011).  

The relationship between technology use and work pressure, however, might be more 

complex. Prior research on technology shows that social processes are usually important in 

shaping the consequences of use (Barley et al., 2011; Orlikowski, 2000).  We know 

communication technologies, in general, are perceived as a source of work pressure (e.g., 

Chesley, 2005; 2014). However, as Barley and colleagues (2011) note, it is less well 

understood how norms and interpretations of these technologies shape when and why they are 

perceived as a source of stress or pressure. In attempting to reconcile why some people perceive 

email and blackberry use as increasing stress, while others claimed they reduced stress, 

scholars speculate that it is not the technology an sich that contributes or alleviates stress but 

rather how technologies are used that matters (Duxbury, et al., 2006; Mazmanian, Yates & 

Orlikowski, 2006).  Additionally, research suggested that the notion of social dynamics – here, 
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responsiveness – might at least partially account for why and when individuals perceive 

technologies as stressful (Barley et al., 2011; Dabbish & Kraut, 2006). Hence, we argue that 

employees’ inclination to respond quickly increases the negative consequences of technology 

use while reducing the positive consequences. Figure 1 provides a visual representation of the 

research model.  

H5: The relationship between personal social media use for work and (a) autonomy and (b) 

work pressure is moderated by employees’ responsiveness.  

 

Method 

Participants and Procedure 

Three large multinationals were approached to participate in an Internet-based 

questionnaire. The survey was distributed by the communication departments of the respective 

organizations through organizational channels. The survey was active for three weeks in each 

organization. First, a notification was sent a week prior to data collection. The emailed survey 

link encouraged employees to participate. A reminder was sent two weeks later. No incentives 

were offered and the organizations did not have access to individual answers of employees. On 

average, it took employees nine minutes to fill out the survey. 

The first organization is a worldwide Telecom provider; they send out 250 email 

invitations resulting in 102 completed surveys. The second organization is a large consultancy 

firm, who returned 112 completed questionnaires out of 230 invitations. Finally, the third 

organization is an electronics company with their European headquarters located in the 

Netherlands, 150 completed surveys were returned from 290 email invitations. The final 

sample was N = 364 and the average response rate was 47%. Employees of these organizations 

worked 42.4 (SD = 8.83) hours on average per week. Of these respondents, 69% were male 

and 25% held a managerial position within their organization. The average tenure of employees 

at these organizations was 13.3 years (SD = 10.87). Most of these employees (64.6%) were 

highly educated, having earned at least an undergraduate degree.  
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Measures 

The latent constructs in the model were measured with three to five indicators each, 

measured on a seven-point Likert scale. The scales were anchored 1 (completely disagree) to 

7 (completely agree) unless indicated otherwise below. Table 1 includes the means, standard 

errors, bivariate correlations and alpha coefficients (a range 0.67 - 0.93), and Figure 1 shows 

all the standardized factor loadings. 

Emotional exhaustion was measured using the individual stress dimension of burnout 

and refers to feeling overextended and depleted of emotional and physical resources (Maslach, 

Schaufeli, & Leiter, 2001, p. 399). This construct was measured using five items of the Maslach 

Burnout Inventory (Maslach & Jackson, 1981), including items such as ‘I feel exhausted by my 

work.’  Engagement was measured using five items of the Utrecht Work Engagement Scale 

were employed (UWES; Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004; Schaufeli et al., 2009; Schaufeli, Salanova, 

González-Romá, & Bakker, 2002, p. 72). This included items such as ‘While at work, I am 

bursting with energy.’ These scales were anchored 1 (never) to 7 (daily). 

Autonomy was measured using three items adopted from Morgeson and Humphrey 

(2006). Autonomy was assessed by using the decision-making autonomy measure from the 

work design questionnaire (Morgeson & Humphrey, 2006). Sample items include ‘The job 

allows me to make a lot of decisions on my own.’ 

The concept work pressure was evaluated using three items adopted from the Dutch 

version of Karasek’s (1985) job content scale. This questionnaire has been validated and tested 

many times (e.g., De Jonge, Janssen, & van Breukelen, 1996; Demerouti et al., 2004). The 

scale included items that refer to quantitative, demanding aspects of the job (e.g., time pressure, 

working hard). A sample item is: ‘My work requires working very hard’. 

Responsiveness was measured using three items adopted from the communication 

quality scale (CQS; Ten Brummelhuis, Bakker, Hetland, & Keulemans, 2012). The items 

included in the scale refer to the pace with which employees respond to incoming messages. A 

sample item is: ’when colleagues try to reach me, I want to get in touch as soon as possible.’  

Work-related social media use. This measure represents the use of personally owned 

social media accounts for work-related communication. The scale is derived from Chapter one 

and was anchored 1 (never) 7 (very frequently; multiple times a day). Work-related social 

media use was measured by asking about the use of Facebook, Twitter, and LinkedIn as three 
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sub-dimensions of work-related social media use. Each dimension was measured using five 

items such as: ‘I share organizational accomplishments on my personally owned Facebook 

account.’  

 

Analysis 

Our hypotheses were tested with covariance structure modeling using AMOS 20. 

Incremental fit indices – i.e., the Tucker-Lewis Index (TLI) and the Comparative Fit Index 

(CFI) – were used to assess model fit. Model fit indices of > .95 indicate good model fit (Hu 

& Bentler, 1999). Additionally, two absolute fit indices – i.e., a standardized version of the 

root mean squared residual (SRMR) and the root mean square of approximation (RMSEA) – 

are presented, with cut-off values of ≤ 0.08 and ≤ 0.05 (ibid), respectively. Indirect effects are 

measured using bootstrapping. 5,000 bootstrap samples were derived from the data to estimate 

the model parameters, standard errors and confidence intervals. To model the moderation 

effects, we followed the procedure recommended by Ping (1995). This specification uses a 

single indicator for an interaction, XZ, that is the product of the mean-centered sum of the 

indicators of X and the mean-centered sum of the indicators of Z. 

 

Results 

Measurement Model 

The measurement model indicates good model fit χ2 (421)=880.88; CFI= 0.96; 

TLI=0.96; SRMR= 0.05 and RMSEA= 0.055 (CI: 0.050, 0.060). Factor loadings and squared 

multiple correlations were examined to determine convergent validity of the model. The factor 

loadings of the three social media sub-dimensions on the second order construct work-related 

social media use were: Facebook .57, Twitter .68, and LinkedIn .74. The factor loadings of all 

observed variables on the intended latent construct were significant and sizable, ranging from 

.65 to .99 (see Figure 1).   

Cross- factor correlations were examined to determine discriminant validity.  The 

correlation between the dependent variable exhaustion and work pressure was the highest (-

.37). The other correlations between the latent constructs in the model ranged from -.23 to .32 

(see Table 1); this demonstrates adequate discriminant validity. These results justify further 

examination of the structural model. 



	

172	 	

 

Ta
bl

e 
1.

 D
es

cr
ip

tiv
e 

St
at

is
tic

s, 
R

el
ia

bi
lit

ie
s, 

an
d 

C
or

re
la

tio
ns

 



	

173	 	

 

 

Figure 1. Structural regression model with standardized estimates 
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Structural Model 

  The structural model that links work-related social media use to exhaustion through 

autonomy and work pressure shows good model fit. χ2 (546) = 1094.52; CFI = 0.95; TLI = 

0.95; SRMR = 0.05 and RMSEA = 0.053 (CI: 0.048, 0.057). The hypotheses refer to indirect 

effects rather than mediation effects between social media use and exhaustion and engagement 

through autonomy and work pressure. To test this assumption, the direct effect of social media 

use on exhaustion and engagement was examined. In the model without the mediators the direct 

effect of social media use on exhaustion b*= 0.058, BC95% [-.211; .305] p = 0.761 and 

engagement b*= 0.058, BC95% [-.211; .305] p = 0.761 were not significant. In the model with 

the mediators (i.e., autonomy and work pressure) the direct effect of social media use on 

exhaustion b*= -0.148, BC95% [-.337; .013] p = 0.075 and engagement b*= 0.078, BC95% [-

.061; .229] p = 0.268 were also not significant. The absence of significant direct effects 

supports the notion of indirect effects (as opposed to mediation) implied by our hypothesized 

model (Mathieu & Taylor, 2006). The principal difference is that a mediation effect implies 

that the total effect X à Y was present initially, whereas there is no such assumption in the 

assessment of indirect effects. More specifically, an indirect effect implies that a variable M 

transmits the effect of an independent variable X to a dependent variable Y [emphasis added]. 

Whereas, a given variable M is said to function as a mediator to the extent that it accounts for 

the relationship between an independent variable X and dependent variable Y [emphasis 

added] (Mathieu & Taylor, 2006). This allows the possibility to find a significant indirect effect 

even when there is no evidence for a significant total effect. Hence, whether an indirect effect 

also represents mediation should be judged through examination of the total effect (Mathieu & 

Taylor, 2006; Preacher & Hayes, 2004). A full-fledged discussion of indirect and mediation 

effects is beyond the scope of this article; for an overview see Hayes (2009) and Mathieu and 

Taylor (2006).  

The results indicate that in line with the hypotheses, all a) X à M and b) M à Y 

paths were significant, with the exception of H4b, which proposed a link between work 

pressure and engagement (see Figure 1). These significant a and b paths represent the indirect 

effects [of what] through autonomy and work pressure (see Table 2). 
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Table 2. Effects 

 
Specifically, hypothesis 1 reflects the idea that work-related social media use is a) 

positively related to autonomy, which b) decreases exhaustion. Hypothesis 1 is supported 

because work-related social media affects exhaustion through increased autonomy (b*= -0.050, 

CI95% [-.100; -.007], p = 0.023). Hypothesis 2 reflects the assumptions that work-related 

social media use increases a) work pressure, which b) increases exhaustion. The findings 

support the reasoning reflected in this hypothesis (b*= 0.199, CI95%[.116; .307], p = 0.000). 

Hypotheses 3 and 4 are based on the same rationale but assume the opposite effect to 

occur for engagement. Hypothesis 3 proposes that a) social media use for work is positively 

related to autonomy, which b) is positively related to engagement. Hypothesis 3 was supported 

by a significant positive indirect effect (b*= 0.056, CI95% [.009; .110], p = 0.023). Hypothesis 

4 predicts an indirect negative significant effect of social media use on engagement through 

work pressure. However, the findings could not support hypothesis 4 because the indirect effect 

was not significant (b*= -0.023, CI95% [-.097; .042], p = 0.467). A closer look at this 

relationship suggests that the absence of the indirect effect is due to a lack of support for H4b 

(b*= -0.008, CI95% [-.201; .184], p = 0.934); that is, that work pressure is not (negatively) 

related to engagement. 
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Hypothesis 5 in turn, assumes that the effects of social media use on autonomy and 

work pressure are moderated by employees' responsiveness. This effect was specified with a 

single indicator: x*z = (Σx1,i + Σx2,i + Σx3,i)( z1+ z2+ z3), where the sums in the parentheses 

represent the result of summing the mean-centered variables in each case, and Σxj,i is the sum 

of the indicators of Xj (i.e., a sum of sums) (Ping, 1995). This way only one indicator was 

added to the model. Adding more product variables simply adds more manifest parameters 

without adding new parameters to be estimated, which could be statistically detrimental as it 

places additional demands on the data in terms of stable covariance matrix – i.e., the sample 

size relative to the number of variables may cause an unstable input matrix (Cortina, et al., 

2001). The moderation effect on autonomy was significant (b*= -0.082, CI95% [-.165; -.004], 

p = 0.047). Figure 2 provides a visual representation of this effect. The findings suggest that 

employees who are very responsive do not experience autonomy benefits from social media 

use. Employees who are low in responsiveness and high in work related use, however, benefit 

the most from social media use in terms of autonomy.  However, the moderation effect on work 

pressure was not significant (b*= -0.008, CI95% [-.201; .184], p = 0.934), lacking support for 

H5b. 

Figure 2. Moderation effect of responsiveness.  
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Finally, we controlled for potentially confounding factors. The control variables 

gender, age, organizational tenure, working hours per week, and managerial position were 

consecutively modeled. Notably, some of these variables yielded significant effects on the  

outcome variables. For instance, age and organizational tenure were positively related 

to autonomy and negatively related to work pressure, whereas working hours per week were 

associated with engagement. However, all the parameters presented in the final model held 

true when controlling for these variables. This result indicates that the control variables had no 

influence on the overall findings; therefore, we excluded these variables from the final model 

for reasons of parsimony.  

 

Discussion 

Contributions 

This study argues that organizational communication technologies, specifically social 

media, provide employees with more autonomy to organize their work. At the same time, 

however, use of these social technologies for work increase employees’ perceived work 

pressure. Furthermore, the results suggest that the extent to which social media use for work 

is associated with autonomy is dependent upon employees’ responsiveness. The results support 

the argument underlying these assumptions in three ways.  

First, the results show that the use of public social media in the context of work might 

induce similar consequences as studies have identified from more traditional communication 

technologies such as e-mail and smartphones (Barley, et al., 2011; Mazmanian et al., 2006; 

2013; Ter Hoeven, et al., 2016), such as work pressure.  Second, this study brings different 

paradoxes together – the autonomy paradox (Mazmanian et al., 2013) and the connectivity 

paradox (Leonardi et al., 2010) – and links these to exhaustion and engagement. Interestingly, 

these paradoxes lack substantial support from quantitative research findings.  For instance, 

Fonner and Roloff (2012) did not find support for the connectivity paradox in their quantitative 

study among teleworkers. By the same token, several studies have found mixed results with 

regard to the association between technology use and stress from interruptions (Fonner and 

Roloff, 2012), or unpredictability (Ter Hoeven et al., 2016).  Although our findings do not test 

these results directly, they do suggest that social media use is associated with a more intense 

work experience. The perception of a more intense work experience is often closely related to 
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concepts such as stress from interruptions, unpredictability and work pacing (Bittman, et al., 

2009; Chesley, 2014; Wajcman & Rose, 2011). Importantly, in line with the notion that 

positive and negative consequences of social media use can be viewed as communication-

related resources and demands (Ter Hoeven et al., 2016), our findings suggest that negative 

consequences are more strongly related to exhaustion, whereas the positive consequences are 

more strongly related to engagement (Bakker & Demerouti, 2007). 

Third, this study adds to our current understanding of technological paradoxes by 

examining the conditions under which these opposing effects exist. The findings suggest 

employees’ responsiveness moderates the effect between work-related social media use and 

autonomy. Social media use for work facilitates autonomy to a greater extent for those 

employees who are less inclined to be very responsive, which makes sense, as they avoid giving 

up autonomy by feeling they need to respond quickly to everyone. This finding is in line with 

the tensions described by Gibbs et al. (2013), who suggest employees use their enterprise social 

media strategically to negotiate tensions between visibility-invisibility and engagement-

disengagement. The tension between engagement and disengagement is especially interesting, 

as this concerns employees’ attention allocation. One study found that the rate of checking e-

mails caused as much as 96 interruptions in an eight-hour workday (Jackson, Dawson, & 

Wilson, 2001a). Similarly, Gibbs et al. (2013) suggest that the amount of information that 

employees receive through social media forces employees to (communicatively) disengage 

from work, as it is simply too much to handle. Our findings confirm that such a strategic 

response benefits employees in terms of their autonomy resulting from social media use.  

 

Practical Implications 

The workplace and the organization of work are increasingly mediated by a variety of 

communication technologies. Some of these technologies such as email and intranets are 

provided by the organization. However, increasingly, employees are starting to use 

technologies at work that have gained traction outside the workplace, such as Whatsapp and 

public social media. Some organizations, realizing this, are implementing enterprise social 

media, to reinforce internal communication and organizational boundaries. Nevertheless, the 

adoption of personal social media technologies in the workplace will likely continue (Moqbel 

et al., 2013; Utz, 2015; Chapter one). Many managerial efforts from social media guidelines 
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and policies encouraging employees to bring your own device (BYOD) are primarily directed 

at legal liabilities (e.g., Dreher, 2014) or the increased costs and complexity of the associated 

infrastructure (e.g., Rose, 2013). Although these issues warrant continuous attention, research 

shows that many employees already frequently use their personal social media for work both 

during and outside regular office hours (Chapter one). The findings of this study show that 

organizations should also direct efforts to mitigate the negative consequences of personal social 

media use for individual employees. 

Importantly, and similar to other communication technologies, social media increase 

work pressure. One way to alleviate the pressure these technologies impose is to implement 

restrictions on the use of them. A popular example is how, in 2011, Volkswagen decided to 

stop its servers sending emails to its employees when they are off-shift (Tsukayama, 2011). 

BMW and Deutsche Telecom have since implemented similar policies (Strangler, 2015). 

Managerial efforts could be directed at alleviating intense work experiences that result from 

feelings of being responsive at all times and the need to address increasing work demands 

through social media use. Of course, access to public social media cannot be regulated outside 

the office, but managerial efforts could be directed at creating a healthy environment and 

countering the normative assumptions of responsiveness and perpetual connectivity during off-

time 

Furthermore, organizations can help build a social norm that promotes a healthy 

balance between connectedness and disconnectedness. Employees experience more beneficial 

consequences for their well-being if they do not feel burdened by the notion of constantly being 

connected and responsive to incoming messages. This study shows that it is time to 

acknowledge the widespread use of personal social media technologies in the workplace and 

the consequences it might have at the individual level. 

 

Limitations and Future Research 

A few limitations of this study need to be acknowledged. First, this study relies on 

cross-sectional data, so cannot make claims about causality. Future research would employ 

longitudinal research designs to test the proposed causality of the relationships in the model.  

Second, this study associated social media use with exhaustion and engagement 

indirectly through work pressure and autonomy. Although we found a stronger negative 
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indirect effect, there might be other individual outcomes that may shed a different light on the 

mechanism presented here. For instance, the positive effect of autonomy might be far greater 

– relative to work pressure – in relation to individual performance outcomes such as 

productivity, or in relation to organizational identification. Hence, to better understand the 

consequences of social media use for work additional research with various outcome measures 

is needed. Additionally, this study suggested responsiveness functions as a moderator of 

relationships between social media use and autonomy and work pressure. Arguably, other 

mechanisms are at play that may influence the nature of the effects. For instance, it is quite 

possible that employees who are in general more satisfied with their jobs are less affected by 

the demands that work places on them. 

Finally, as mentioned above, this study provides evidence for one of the most prevalent 

social media paradoxes: autonomy. However, we do not claim to be exhaustive. Social media 

exhibit several affordances that can be associated with different advantages and challenges. 

Much like Heidegger once argued, (communication) technology, and by extension social 

media, destroyed distance by destroying closeness; technology didn’t bring people closer 

together but merely created a condition wherein everyone is at the same time close and far, 

independent of geographical distance (Arnold, 2003; Javernpaa & Lang, 2005). This very 

notion led Javernpaa and Lang (2005) to identify eight different paradoxes associated with 

mobile technology use. This study shows that adopting a paradox lens to study the 

consequences of social media use in the workplace is worthwhile. Future studies should not 

only direct attention to identifying other social media related paradoxes, but especially focus 

on the conditions under which these paradoxes may exist.   
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Social media’s dark side: Inducing boundary conflict. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Abstract 

This study examines the negative consequences of work-related social media use and the extent 

to which the presence of social media policies in organizations are able to mitigate these 

consequences. Internet-based survey data (N = 575) was analyzed using structural equation 

modeling to test the indirect effect of social media use on exhaustion through work/life conflict. 

This study shows that there is a dark side to social media use, as employees’ work-related 

social media use might be intrusive to their personal lives while simultaneously increasing life 

to work conflict. Furthermore, the results indicate that the current implementation of social 

media usage policies at work is not sufficient to defend employees against the negative 

consequences of social media use; namely, work/life conflict and ultimately exhaustion. The 

indirect pathways are assessed using cross-sectional data, which makes verifying causal 

relationships difficult. The findings underscore the need for contemporary organizations to 

pragmatically intensify their efforts to mitigate the impacts of boundary conflict on workers' 

well-being that result from increased use of social media for work. This paper is among the 

first to demonstrate that the use of social media for work is related to exhaustion through 

increased work/life conflict.  

Keywords Work/life conflict, Social media policies, Exhaustion, Boundary management. 
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Introduction 

In recent years, communication technologies, and specifically social media have been 

increasingly integrated into the workplace, leading to a redefinition of organizational 

structures, business processes and daily work routines (Bucher et al., 2013). Social media use 

in organizations has been linked to effective communication practices (e.g. Trimi and 

Galanxhi, 2014; Vitak et al., 2012), increased performance (Shami et al., 2014), relationship 

management (van Zoonen et al., 2014) and opportunities for collaborative work and the 

disclosure of professional identities (Ollier-Malaterre et al., 2013). These positive associations 

that accrue from social media use have caused them to gain traction in the context of work 

(Shami et al., 2014). Recent findings suggest that 36.5% of the tweets sent from personally 

owned Twitter accounts are work related (Chapter one). Although social media offers new and 

exciting methods of work-related interaction, this new communication paradigm also comes 

with challenges (Bucher et al., 2013). 

For instance, the integration of social media into organizations has made boundary 

management a more profound challenge for employees (Treem and Leonardi, 2012). On the 

one hand, social technologies might enable role transitions through increased flexibility and 

permeability (Hill et al., 2003), which could ameliorate inter-role conflict by enabling 

employees to undertake role transition when necessary (Ashforth et al., 2000). However, the 

hypothesis that the use of technology positively influences transitions between work and life 

roles lacks support in the literature; rather, Chesley (2005) found that the use of technology 

increases negative spillover effects. These findings are substantiated by research that concludes 

that social media brings forth a blurring of boundaries between private and work domains, 

forcing employees to cope with demands from both domains simultaneously (Del Bosque, 

2013; Ollier-Malaterre et al., 2013). This can lead to an invasion of work into the private 

domain or vice versa (Ayyagari et al., 2011). 

To date, little is known about the negative consequences that might result from social 

media use, such as increased stress levels (Bucher et al., 2013) or the blurring of boundaries 

(Del Bosque, 2013). For instance, if the notion that the entrenchment of social media for work 

is blurring boundaries is accepted (e.g. Ollier-Malaterre et al., 2013), its use in the workplace 

may cause exhaustion as a result of increased boundary conflicts. However, in spite of apparent 
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interest in the role of social technologies in shaping work and private life, their relationship 

with boundary conflicts has been inadequately tested.  

The 24-hour connectedness facilitated by the use of social media for work might lead 

to an invasion of work into the private domain (Bucher et al., 2013) and present employees 

with a classical organizational challenge of managing the boundaries between their 

professional and personal lives (Ollier-Malaterre et al., 2013). Spouse, parent, valued team 

member, manager; individuals have multiple identities, both within and outside the workplace 

(Rothbard and Ramarajan, 2009). Typically, identities are triggered or activated one at a time 

in the relevant domains. However, on social media, identities often spill over or intermingle 

across domains (Ollier-Malaterre et al., 2013), as social media complicates our metaphors of 

time and place, including the belief that audiences are separate from one another (Marwick and 

Boyd, 2010). Although social media facilitates increased connectedness to the workplace, 

employees might simultaneously experience difficulties in navigating work/life boundaries 

(Vitak et al., 2012).  

In turn, work/life conflict can cause employees to experience higher levels of 

emotional exhaustion (Bakker et al., 2005). Thus, new possibilities also present challenges, as 

employees have to learn to cope with an invasion of work matters into the private domain and 

vice versa. Simultaneously, organizations attempt to deal with the increasing use of social 

technologies in the workplace by implementing social media policies (Dreher, 2014). These 

policies are primarily aimed at reducing risks for the organization, such as legal liabilities, or 

at promoting responsible use to help employees navigate in these online environments (ibid), 

thus, helping employees to maintain boundaries between professional and personal roles online 

(Linke and Zerfass, 2012). However, it is yet unknown whether current implementations of 

social media policies at work are sufficient to defend employees against the consequences of 

use regarding work/life conflicts.  

 

Work/Life Conflicts  

Boundary theory explores individuals’ role transitions between the different roles they 

occupy and maintains that individuals erect mental fences around their work and life domains 

as a way of ordering these environments and their roles within them (Ashforth et al., 2000; 

Ollier-Malaterre et al., 2013). Employees cognitively and behaviorally demarcate physical, 
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temporal and social arenas to organize their environments, creating different domains; e.g. 

‘life’ and ‘work’ (Rothbard and Ramarajan, 2009). These boundaries delineate employees’ 

professional and personal domains and help to avoid the co-activation of incongruent and 

incommensurable facets of their identities (Ollier-Malaterre et al., 2013; Rothbard and 

Ramarajan, 2009).  

This study focuses on the influence of work-related social media use on employees’ 

perceived work/life conflict. Work/life conflict can occur in two directions: the interference of 

work with life or that of life with work (Greenhaus and Beutell, 1985). This construct is referred 

to as work/life (rather than work/family or work/home) conflict to emphasize the potential role 

of work-related social media use in interfering with one’s personal life in general, including, 

but not limited to, family (Boswell and Olson-Buchanan, 2007).  

Work/life conflict is defined as “a form of inter-role conflict in which the role pressures 

from the work and life domains are mutually incompatible in some respect” (Greenhaus and 

Beutell, 1985:77). Further delineation of the work/life conflict construct suggests two primary 

characteristics (Michel et al., 2011). Firstly, role pressures are directional and produce negative 

effects from one domain to another. Hence, work/life conflict is a form of inter-role conflict in 

which work- or life-role demands are mutually incompatible, so that meeting demands in one 

domain make it difficult to do so in the other (Edwards and Rothbard, 2000). Role pressures 

originate from expectations expressed by others in the work and life domains, as well as from 

values held by individuals regarding their own role behaviors (Kahn and Quinn, 1970). 

Secondly, work/life conflict is generally seen as time-based, strain-based and behavior-based 

(Greenhaus and Beutell, 1985).  

Time-based conflict occurs when meeting demands in one domain consume time 

needed to do so in others (Greenhaus and Beutell, 1985). The increased integration of 

communication technologies in the workplace specifically challenges spatial and temporal 

boundaries between life domains (Boswell and Olson-Buchanan, 2007). Greenhaus and Beutell 

(1985) argued that demands may go unmet when an individual is either physically absent from 

a domain or is mentally preoccupied with another domain.  

The use of communication technology has been associated with increased work/life 

conflict (Gajendran and Harrison, 2007). Similarly, the use of social media may result in 

feeling overly connected (Bucher et al., 2013; Fonner and Roloff, 2012), and as such function 
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as a role stressor, making it difficult for employees to mentally distance themselves from work 

or life roles (Park et al., 2011). The absence of physical and temporal boundaries associated 

with these technologies may cause them to be used in ways that are intrusive to other life 

domains (Nansen et al., 2010), making role transitions more difficult (Park et al., 2011).  

Strain-based conflict occurs when strain from one domain makes it difficult to meet 

the demands of another. Strain such as tension, anxiety or fatigue reduces one's personal 

resources, which are needed for in-role performance. Hence, strain-based conflict does not 

necessarily imply conflicting demands but rather indicates that mere participation in one 

domain can produce strain that hampers role performance in another (Edwards and Rothbard, 

2000). Several scholars have argued that the use of communication technologies may induce 

strain as a result of increased interruptions (Fonner and Roloff, 2012) or information overload 

(Bucher et al., 2013). Likewise, work-related technology use after business hours is positively 

related to employees’ perception of work/life conflict (Boswell and Olson-Buchanan, 2007). 

Similarly, as personal conversations on social media continue during work hours and work 

conversations continue during time off (Chapter one), they may distract individuals from their 

current role demands, causing strain.  

Finally, behavior-based conflict occurs when “behaviors developed in one domain are 

incompatible with role demands in another domain, and the person is unable to adjust behavior 

when moving between domains” (Edwards and Rothbard, 2000:182). Social media 

complicates such role transitions, as the boundaries between work and life diminish (e.g., Del 

Bosque, 2013; Marwick and Boyd, 2010; Ollier-Malaterre et al., 2013). For instance, as 

professional and personal worlds collide on social media (Ollier-malaterre et al., 2013), online 

utterances that are appropriate in the personal sphere might not be acceptable in a professional 

context, and vice versa (Marwick and Boyd, 2010). Furthermore, social media use, in general, 

can be seen as inappropriate, as its use in organizations has been associated with cyber-loafing 

and risky behavior (Liberman et al., 2011).  

Hence, the use of communication technology has been associated with increased 

work/life conflict (Chesley, 2005; Golden and Geisler, 2007; Park et al., 2011; Valcour and 

Hunter, 2005). It was argued above that social media use is related to time-, strain- and 

behavior-based work/life conflict. The general argument for the hypothesized relationship 

between work-related social media use and work/life conflict is substantiated by resource drain 
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theory. This theory views resources such as time, attention and energy as finite (e.g. Edwards 

and Rothbard, 2000; Small and Riley, 1990; Staines, 1980). Thus, resources allocated to each 

domain subtract from the finite resources available to individuals (Michel et al., 2011). As the 

processing and publishing of information on social media places demands on employees’ 

cognitive or psychological capacities, this can cause the depletion of resources available for 

role demands in another domain (ibid). Assuming that physical and psychological resources 

are limited, increased work demands in the form of work-related social media use will result 

in greater cross-domain conflict. Similarly, employees may process personal information on 

social media while at work, draining the resources they have available for work-related tasks 

and causing work/life conflict. As such, resource drain theory implies a positive relationship 

between work-related social media use and role conflicts.  

 

Work/Life Conflicts and Exhaustion 

 Before social media gained momentum in the workplace, Chesley (2005) linked the 

use of communication technologies at work to the distress of individuals through increased 

work/life conflict. In the context of telecommuting, cross-domain conflicts due to the use of 

communication technologies have also been associated with employee wellbeing (Gajendran 

and Harrison, 2007; Park et al., 2011). In addition, the use of personally owned smartphones 

at work and at home has been linked to emotional exhaustion through work/life conflict (Yun 

et al., 2012). This is especially important given that social media is often used on mobile 

devices (Humphreys et al., 2013).  

These findings are supported by an abundance of research linking work/life conflict to 

a variety of attitudes and behaviors of individual and organizational relevance. For instance, 

work/life conflict is predictive of emotional exhaustion, depression, cardiovascular illness and 

lowered job and life satisfaction (Golden, 2012; Karatepe and Tekinkus, 2006; Mauno and 

Kunnunen, 1999). Moreover, Bakker et al. (2005) demonstrated that work/home interference 

is a primary source of exhaustion. Similarly, a longitudinal study by Demerouti et al. (2004) 

showed a significant relationship between work/home interference and exhaustion. Individuals 

who experience conflict between different roles are subject to exhaustion as a result of the 

tensions between different life domains, which is likely to drain their emotional energy 

(Golden, 2012).  



	

194	 	

 

H1: Work-related social media use is positively related to a) work to life conflict, which is in 

turn positively related to b) emotional exhaustion. 

 

H2: Work-related social media use is positively related to a) life to work conflict, which in 

turn is positively related to b) emotional exhaustion. 

Social Media Policies  

To effectively deal with the potential risks from employees’ social media use, 

organizations develop and implement social media policies (Dreher, 2014). As employees use 

social media both at work and for work, many organizations are developing social media 

policies as part of contemporary governance practices (Johnston, 2014). Some policies 

acknowledge the merging of life domains: “Use of social media by staff and contractors is not 

limited to the workplace and occurs for professional and personal purposes both in and out of 

work hours” (ibid: 7). With respect to the work/life distinction, almost all policies make the 

point that individuals must take responsibility for their social media actions (ibid). When these 

policies are successful, they are likely to reduce any negative effects resulting from work-

related social media use.  

Social media policies advise employees on how social media communications should 

be dealt with (Dreher, 2014; Linke and Zerfass, 2012). These guidelines are often formulated 

to educate employees on the use of social media, both on the job and for personal use (Linke 

and Zerfass, 2012). Thus, these policies advocate the responsible use of social media and 

provide advice on how best to use these tools to achieve the desired result (Macnamara and 

Zerfass, 2012). Similarly, these policies should help mitigate negative consequences for 

employees and ultimately organizations (Dreher, 2014) by providing behavioral etiquette and 

addressing issues such as the separation of professional and private comments (Linke and 

Zerfass, 2012). Employees are likely to uphold these rules due to the psychological and implied 

contract between employees and their organization (Rousseau, 1989). Hence, the relationship 

between work-related social media use and boundary conflict is conditional upon the presence 

or absence of social media policies.  
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H3a: Social media policies reduce the positive relationship between work-related social 

media use and work to life conflict. 

 

H3b: Social media policies reduce the positive relationship between work-related social 

media use and life to work conflict. 

 

Methods 

Participants and Procedure  

A total of 575 employees voluntarily and anonymously participated in an internet-

based questionnaire. The questionnaire was administered among Dutch employees who 

worked at least 20 hours per week in an organization with at least 30 employees. These 

employees worked 39.28 (SD = 9.95) hours on average per week. Of these respondents, 64.3% 

were male. The average age of the respondents was 42.06 years (SD = 11.33); 37% held a 

managerial position within their organization. The employees worked in the following sectors: 

government/public administration (16.5%), education/science (12.0%), healthcare (11.7%), 

business services (11.1%), trade/commercial services (7.3%), industry (6.4%) and financial 

services (5.0%).   

 

Measures 

Social media use for work was assessed using six items, based on the taxonomy 

proposed in Chapter one. The items included: "I share organizational accomplishments on 

personally owned social media." As this scale has not been validated, it was cross-validated 

with an independent sample. The results of this validation are presented with the CFA.  

Social media policy. Social media policies were assessed using three items, including 

"My organization has specific policies in place concerning the use of social media." This scale 

was derived from the work of Macnamara and Zerfass (2012).  

For the dependent variables, well-validated scales with promising psychometric 

qualities can be drawn upon. Work/life conflict was measured using four items derived from 

Netemeyer et al. (1996), including items such as "The demands of my work interfere with my 

home and family life." In turn, life/work conflict was measured using five items derived from 
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Netemeyer et al. (ibid). This scale includes items such as "I have to put off doing things at 

work because of demands on my time at home."  

Emotional exhaustion represents the individual stress dimension of burnout and refers 

to feeling overextended and depleted of emotional and physical resources (Maslach et al., 

2001). This construct was measured using five items of the Maslach Burnout Inventory 

(Maslach and Jackson, 1981). This included items such as "A full day's work is a heavy burden 

for me."  

Social media policy was measured with dichotomous indicators (1 = yes, 0 = no). All 

other variables were measured on a five-point Likert scale anchored (1 = completely disagree, 

5 = completely agree). The means, standard errors, zero-order correlations and alpha 

coefficients are outlined in Table 1. Table 2 lists all scale items.  

 

Analysis 

Structural equation modeling (SEM) using AMOS 20 was used to test the hypotheses. 

To gauge model fit, several fit indices were assessed. Two incremental fit indices were used: 

The Tucker-Lewis Index (TLI) and the Comparative Fit Index (CFI). Model fit indices of > 

.95 indicate good model fit. Two absolute fit indices were examined: a standardized version of 

the root mean squared residual (SRMR) and the root mean square of approximation (RMSEA), 

with cutoff values of ≤ 0.08 and ≤ 0.05, respectively, which indicate a close model fit (Hu and 

Bentler, 1999). In addition, the χ2 statistic was reported. To estimate model parameters and 

corresponding confidence intervals, 5,000 bootstrap samples were extracted from the data. 

To model the moderation effects, the procedure recommended by Jöreskog and Yang 

(1996) was followed. Hence, a single indicator moderator variable was modeled using the main 

effect indicators, with the largest factor loadings on their initial latent construct (ibid). 

Due to the cross-sectional nature of the data, potential common method bias was 

assessed. First, Harman's single-factor test was conducted, extracting a single factor in a 

principal component analysis for all the observed indicators in the model, which explains 

34.05% of the variance. These results indicated that common method variance was not a 

problem in the data. Subsequently, a common latent factor analysis test was conducted to 

determine the common method variance of the model, which was 11.56%.  

Table 1.  Correlations and descriptive statistics 
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Results 

Measurement Model  

 The measurement model indicates good model fit: χ2 (220) = 478.73; CFI = 0.97; TLI 

= 0.97; SRMR = 0.03 and RMSEA = 0.045 (CI: 0.040, 0.051). Cross-factor correlations were 

examined to determine discriminant validity. The highest correlation was .58 between work to 

life conflict and life to work conflict, which is not surprising as these are distinct yet interrelated 

constructs (Netemeyer et al., 1996). All other correlations between the latent constructs ranged 

from -.06 to .56 (see Table 1), which demonstrates the distinctiveness of the constructs in the 

model.  

 Convergent validity was assessed by examining the factor loadings and squared 

multiple correlations. Notably, one item of the social media policy scale, “My organizations 

monitors employees’ social media use”, yielded a relatively low factor loading (.450). 

However, this item was kept due to its conceptual importance. Additionally, it should be noted 

that binary variables tend to produce suppressed factor loadings. All other loadings on the 

intended latent constructs were significant and sizable, ranging from .72 to .92 (see Figure 1), 

indicating satisfactory convergent validity. Hence, the measurement model shows adequate 

measures of the latent constructs, and further examination of the structural model is justified.  

An independent sample of Dutch workers (n = 125) was used to cross-validate the 

work-related social media use and social media policy scales. In this sample, 44% of the 

respondents were female. These participants worked an average of 39.29 hours per week (SD 

= 12.27); their average age was 30.14 years (SD = 8.43). The measurement model suggests 

good model fit: χ2 (25) = 49.09; CFI = 0.97; TLI = 0.95; SRMR = 0.06 and RMSEA = 0.088 

(CI: 0.51, 0.124). All the factor loadings ranged between 0.55 and 0.94 on the intended latent 

construct. The correlation between the latent factors was -0.12. These results support the 

validity of the scales developed to measure the constructs; i.e. work-related social media use 

(α = 0.90) and social media policies (α = 0.83).6 

 

 

 

 

																																																								
6 Factor loadings and AVE are available from the first author upon request. 
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Table 2. Measurement model 

 
Hypotheses Testing 

A structural model with indirect effects of work-related social media use on exhaustion 

through life to work conflict and work to life conflict was estimated. This model also included 

the moderation effect of work-related social media use and social media policies. The structural 

model fit the data: χ2 (241) = 503.93; CFI = 0.97; TLI = 0.97; SRMR = 0.04 and RMSEA = 

0.044 (CI: 0.038, 0.049). Figure 1 presents the structural model with standardized path 

coefficients. Table 3 provides the bootstrapping estimates for the indirect effects, including the 
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confidence intervals. As Figure 1 portrays, work-related social media use is associated with 

emotional exhaustion through work to life conflict. The indirect effect, as reflected in 

hypothesis 1, is significant: b* = 0.079, BC95% [.042; .122] p = 0.002. Similarly, in line with 

hypothesis 2, the indirect effect of work-related social media use on emotional exhaustion 

through enhanced life to work conflict was significant: b* = 0.075, BC95% [.043; .108] p = 

0.002.  

Notably, the direct effect of work-related social media use on emotional exhaustion 

was not significant: b* = -0.071, BC95% [-.136; -.002] p = 0.095.  Moreover, in the model 

without the mediators there was no significant direct effect between work-related social media 

use and emotional exhaustion: b* = 0.089, BC95% [.009; .172] p = 0.095. Thus, this reflects 

an indirect effect rather than a mediation effect (Hayes, 2009). These findings support the 

rationale reflected in hypotheses 1 and 2.  

The third hypothesis entails a moderation effect of social media policies. The 

moderation effect was modeled with the observed indicators "I publish information about my 

profession on social media" and "In my job specific guidelines for social media usage apply", 

thereby following the procedure suggested by Jöreskog and Yang (1996). The moderation 

effect on work to life conflict was not significant (b* = 0.010, BC95% [-.063; .087] p = 0.886). 

Similarly, the moderation effect on life to work conflict was also not significant (b* = 0.025, 

BC95% [-.036; .085] p = 0.571). These results do not support hypotheses H3a or H3b. Notably, 

social media policies also appeared to have no significant direct effects on work to life (b* = -

0.096, BC95% [-.208; .013] p = 0.148) and life to work conflicts (b* = -0.082, BC95% [-.169; 

.010] p = 0.143).  

The control variables gender, age, years of work experience, managerial position and 

working hours per week were consecutively modeled. All the parameters in the final model 

held true when controlling for these variables, indicating that the control variables had no 

influence on the overall findings. 
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Table 3. Breakdown of effects 

 

 

Discussion 

This study shows that work-related social media use is a source of boundary conflicts 

for employees and that current social media policies in organizations are insufficient in 

addressing these detrimental effects. This, in turn, leads to the enhanced emotional exhaustion 

of employees, as managing these conflicts drains the resources they have available for other 

work and life demands. As such, the increased connectedness that results from social media 

use may come at the expense of employees' psychological well-being. 

 

Theoretical Implications 

 This study highlights an underlying mechanism that links work-related social media 

use to emotional exhaustion through increased boundary conflicts. Employees experience more 

boundary conflicts when they use personally owned social media for work. The findings 

suggest that social media use can trigger role pressures that produce negative spillover effects 

from one domain to another, leading to increased emotional exhaustion. Based on an interview 

study, Vitak et al. (2012) argued that social media is related to a blurring of boundaries between 

users’ personal and professional lives. This was further theorized in the conceptual work of 

Ollier-Malaterre et al. (2013). 
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Figure 1. Structural Equation Model. Representing standardized regression weights. 

Significance levels are flagged * p < .05; *** p < .001.  
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This study substantiates the notion that boundaries become increasingly blurred on social 

media by empirically showing that work-related social media use is related to boundary 

conflicts. Specifically, it suggests that the integration of work and personal domains on social 

media causes work demands to interfere with personal ones and personal demands to interfere 

with work ones.  

Moreover, this study shows that social media is likely to induce time-, strain- and 

behavior-based role conflict. As conversations on social media never rest, the likelihood that 

personal conversations continue during work and work conversations continue beyond regular 

work hours increases. This reasoning is supported by research that shows that almost half of 

work-related Twitter messages are sent outside regular work hours and 52.1% are sent during 

regular office hours (Chapter one). Moreover, the processing of information on social media 

may distract individuals from current role demands, causing strain. Finally, information and 

online behaviors on social media cause role conflicts as professional and personal contacts are 

merged into one audience, which may complicate role transitions. In sum, the use of work-

related social media requires psychological expenditure that may extract from the finite 

resources available, causing role conflicts. This suggests that the use of social media, like other 

communication technologies, induces time-, strain- and behavior-based work/life conflict, as 

it complicates, rather than aids, role transitions. This might have far-reaching consequences for 

employees and organizations, as these conflicts are associated with emotional exhaustion 

(Karatepe and Tekinkus, 2006). 

   

Practical Implications 

Although the use of social media in organizations is evolving at a rapid pace, many 

organizations are still uncertain about how to deal with this phenomenon. The findings of this 

study suggest that current social media policies are insufficient to counteract the negative 

consequences of work-related social media use, as reflected by the negligible effect of social 

media policies on the relationship between work-related social media use and work/life 

conflicts. An explanation for this non-significant finding might be found in the work of Linke 

and Zerfass (2012). In a Delphi study, the authors concluded that the development of social 

media policies in organizations is still in its early stages. Moreover, these policies might be 

first and foremost directed at protecting the organization from misguided or unwarranted social 
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media utterances, thus, focusing on a clear understanding of appropriate and lawful social 

media use, rather than protecting employees from the negative consequences of social media 

use on the individual level (Johnston, 2014).  

Moreover, the rapid adoption of social media in the workplace may cause its use to 

outpace the formal regulations for social media use as reflected in companies' social media 

policies. This study, therefore, suggests contemporary organizations should pragmatically 

intensify their efforts in mitigating the impact of social media use on workers’ wellbeing 

through boundary conflicts. Improving social media policies to better address the challenges 

employees face from using social media might be a worthy focus of future energy. Improved 

social media policies might help employees navigate between the increasing demands from 

different life domains that social media use inflicts upon them. These policies should also be 

flexible enough to be adjusted to the changing nature of social media.  

Hence, the rules of conduct for employees need to become more fully developed, and 

include a focus on the individual consequences of social media use for work. One way of doing 

this with the least internal resistance is to engage employees in the development process 

(Johnston, 2014). The findings suggest that organizations or management should be mindful 

of consulting with employees about responsible management of the public-private divide. As 

described above, policies to date have inadequately protected employees from the negative 

consequences of social media use, and in fact, have caused them to experience exhaustion as a 

result of increasing boundary conflicts.  

 

Limitations and Future Research 

Several limitations should be acknowledged. First, in this study, the indirect pathways 

are assessed using cross-sectional data, which makes verifying causal relationships difficult. 

Additional longitudinal studies are necessary to make stronger causal claims.  

Second, the measurements were based on self-reports taken the same day. Future 

studies might benefit from multiple-source data to reduce the effects of common method bias. 

For instance, research designs could include actual social media posts from employees to 

represent work-related social media use.  

This study examined whether employees are aware of current social media policies 

and/or specific guidelines for social media use that are in place in their organization. However, 
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it did not examine whether current policies are specifically aimed at reducing work/life 

conflicts and can thus be deemed ineffective, or whether they fail to recognize these 

consequences of social media use altogether. However, it can be concluded that these policies 

do not mitigate the negative consequences of social media use in terms of reducing work/life 

conflicts. Future research could conduct content analyses to provide a more detailed 

understanding of the issues addressed in social media policies. 

This study revealed that external motivational processes (i.e. formal guidelines) do not 

reduce boundary conflicts as a result of social media use. Researchers have theorized about the 

use of intrinsic boundary management strategies that individuals might employ to avoid 

boundary conflicts (Ollier-Malaterre et al., 2013). They have argued that employees can 

engage in several different strategies to alleviate potential role conflict in online environments, 

depending on their self-evaluation motives and preferences regarding the segmentation or 

integration of different life domains. For instance, employees with a greater desire to segment 

their life domains could educate their connections to recognize that some conversations are 

personal, and ask them to, therefore, refrain from commenting in ways that would be 

inconvenient. Future studies could empirically examine the effectiveness of such strategies in 

reducing boundary conflicts.  

 

Conclusion 

Although social media offers several advantages to employees, this study shows that 

there are important downsides to work-related social media use that are inadequately mitigated 

by current social media policies. Recently, scholars have addressed other potential negative 

effects of increased connectivity through social media, such as heightened stress levels (Bucher 

et al., 2013). This study demonstrates that social media is a source of boundary conflicts, 

causing spillover effects across life domains, which in turn are associated with exhaustion.	
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Summary 

The multivalent involvement of public social media platforms (e.g., Facebook, Twitter, etc.) 

in both social and organizational life has raised a number of questions about how, and to what 

extent and effects organizational members use these technologies for work-related purposes. 

Yet research has fallen short of providing adequate answers to questions about the content, 

causes, and consequences of public social media use for work. The central aim of this 

dissertation is to provide a more thorough understanding of public social media use for work. 

 In the first chapter of this dissertation work related social media content is examined. The 

study presented in chapter one aimed to provide a categorization of work-related social media 

messages. The study employed a manual content analysis, categorizing 38,124 tweets. The 

results show that work-related messages can broadly be classified into individual experiences, 

organizational news, and industry-related information. The categorization implies that 

employees who use social media to share work-related content adhere to individual –i.e., 

display experiences and knowledge – or collective goals – i.e., sharing organization related 

information. Furthermore, it is interesting to see that almost half of all work-related content is 

shared outside regular work hours, in the evenings and during the weekends. This confirms 

social technologies' ability to facilitate perpetual connectivity.   

 Chapter two builds on the findings presented in study one by exploring both individual 

and social drivers of work related information sharing on social media. Study two presents a 

mixed-methods study combining survey data with content analysis data. Survey measures on 

employees’ desire for professional success and organizational identification were used to 

explain variance in manually coded work-related social media content they shared on Twitter. 

The results indicate that pride and respect are important predictors of desire to succeed and 

organizational identification. These underlying mechanisms, in turn, are related social sharing 

work-related social media messages. Specifically, a desire to succeed is associated with sharing 

individual experiences and knowledge about the industry, but to organizational information 

sharing. In turn, organizational identification is related to sharing work-related social media 

messages directly related to the organization, but not to content associated with individual 

experiences or knowledge about the industry. Furthermore, these mechanisms were not 

affected by encouragements of the organization for sharing information. These findings 

indicate that employees voluntarily use their public social media accounts to share individual 
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experiences or organization-related information, depending on their identification with the 

organization or their commitment toward their own career. 

 The third chapter places social media center stage and combines this dissertation's 

focus by examining the mediating role of social media use in the relationship between 

boundary management preferences and work engagement.   

There is general agreement that communication technologies—and social media, in 

particular—have made boundaries between work and life domains more permeable and 

destabilized the enactment of domain-specific roles in time and space. This chapter 

demonstrates that employees with a desire to integrate work and life domains enact these 

boundaries on public social media by sharing work-related content. In turn, this study aimed 

to unravel the causal ordering especially in the relationship between social media use and work 

engagement. The findings suggest social media use has causal priority over engagement, 

indicating that work-related social media use increases engagement. 

 The fourth chapter acknowledges that the relationship between social media use and 

engagement might be more complex by including opposing mechanism. Communication 

technologies and social media are associated with several advantages and challenges. This 

chapter draws on the job demands and resources model to propose a framework of social media 

related resources – i.e., advantages – and demands – i.e., disadvantages – which in are related 

to engagement and exhaustion. The findings suggest social media, on the one hand, increase 

work-life conflicts and interruptions, while on the other hand increasing communication 

efficiency and accessibility. These opposing mechanisms are in turn related to engagement and 

exhaustion.   

 The fifth chapter draws on paradox literature and examines the presence of an 

autonomy paradox the context of social media use. Additionally, this study examines the role 

of the norm to be responsive to technological demands. The findings demonstrate that 

employees who feel a stronger need to being responsive fail to reap autonomy benefits from 

social media use. The effect of social media use on work pressure was not affected. These 

findings add to the paradox literature by demonstrating that there are specific conditions – i.e., 

the norm of responsiveness - under which positive or negative effects might be more profound.    

 Finally, chapter six addresses social media's dark side. Over the past decades 

advancements in communication technologies have been increasingly linked to the blurring of 
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boundaries between different life domains. As groups (e.g., family, friends and colleagues) and 

content (e.g., professional and personal) collapse into one context on social networks the 

potential for role conflicts increases. This suggests that social media use for work induce time, 

strain and behavior-based based work/life conflict, as it complicates, rather than aids, role 

transitions. This suggests social media use for work requires psychological expenditure that 

extracts from the finite resources available causing role conflicts. Additionally, this study 

demonstrated that the presence of social media policies in organizations did not hamper these 

effects.   
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Nederlandse Samenvatting 

De veelzijdige toepassing van sociale media platforms (zoals Facebook en Twitter) in een 

sociale en professsionele context werpt allerlei vragen op over hoe, waarom en met welke 

gevolgen deze technologieen gebruikt worden in de context van werk. Tot op heden heeft 

onderzoek nog geen adequate antwoorden opgeleverd met betrekking tot vragen over de werk-

gerelateerde inhoud die medewerkers delen, en vragen over waarom zij dit doen en met welke 

individuele gevolgen. Dit proefschrift richt zich op deze vragen en hoopt zodanig ons begrip 

van werk-gerelateerd sociaal media gebruik te vergroten.  

De basis hiervoor wordt gelegd in hoofdstuk één, waarin een inhoudsanalyse van 

38,124 werkgerelateerde sociale media berichten gepresenteerd wordt. De resultaten laten zien 

dat werk-gerelateerde berichten geclassificeerd kunnen worden als individuele ervaringen, 

organisatienieuws, of sector-gerelateerde informatie.  Deze categorisatie impliceert dat 

medewerkers persoonlijke doelen nastreven, door eigen ervaringen en kennis te delen, of 

collectieve doelen, door organisatie gerelateerde informatie te delen.  De resultaten laten verder 

zien dat ongeveer de helft van alle werkgerelateerde berichten buiten ‘normale’ werkuren 

geplaatst worden, zoals ‘s avonds en in het weekend. Hiermee lijken sociale media continue 

connectiviteit tot het werk te faciliteren.  

In hoofdstuk twee borduren we voort op deze bevindingen door te kijken naar 

mogelijke oorzaken voor het delen van werkgerelateerde informatie. In dit hoofdstuk wordt 

een multi-method studie gepresenteerd waarbij we survey data koppelen aan inhoudsanalyse 

data. De survey data wordt gebruikt om de mogelijke drijfveren van medewerkers te meten, 

zoals ambitieniveau en organisatieidentificatie. Deze informatie wordt vervolgens gebruikt om 

variantie in inhoudsanalyse data te verklaren. De inhoudsanalyse data bestaat uit de handmatige 

codering van werk-gerelateerde tweets. De resultaten laten zien zien dat respect en trost 

belangrijke voorspellers zijn van ambitie en organisatieidentificatie. Deze onderliggende 

mechanismen hebben invloed op het type werkgerelateerde berichten dat medewerkers delen. 

Zo blijkt, dat ambitie vooral een voorspeller is voor het delen van individuele kennis en 

ervaring, en dus niet van organisatie gerelateerd informatie. Organisatieidenitifcatie aan de 

andere kant is gerelateerd aan het delen van organisatie gerelateerd nieuws, maar niet aan het 

delen van individuele kennis en ervaringen. Het delen van werk gerelateerde informatie in het 

algemeen werd niet beinvloed door aanmoedigingen vanuit de organisatie. Hiermee laten de 
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bevindingen zien dat het werk gerelateerde gebruik van sociale media vooral een vrijwillige 

keuze is, en dat het type informatie dat medewerkers delen afhankelijk is van de mate van 

individuele ambities or collectieve orientaties in de vorm van organisatieidentificatie.  

Hoofdstuk drie plaatst social media gebruik centraal door de medierende rol van werk 

gerelateerd social media gebruik te onderzoeken in de relatie tussen boundary management 

voorkeuren en betrokkenheid. Over het algemeen bestaat er consensus over het idee dat 

communicatie technologieën, waaronder sociale media, de grenzen tussen werk en privé 

vervagen, of in elk geval flexibeler maken. Dit hoofdstuk laat zien dat de manier waarop 

medewerkers deze grenzen willen beheren van invloed is op de mate waarin men sociale media 

gebruikt voor het werk. Concreet betekent dit dat medewerkers die werk en privé rollen graag 

integreren dit doen door hun publieke sociale media ook te gebruiken voor werkgerelateerd 

communicatie. Daarnaast had dit hoofdstuk nog een ander doel, namelijk meer inzicht geven 

in de cuasale relatie tussen social media gebruik en betrokkenheid van medewerkers. De 

resultaten laten zien dat social media gebruik voor werk van invloed is op betrokkenheid, maar 

betrokkenheid niet van invloed is op werk gerelateerd sociaal media gebruik.  

Hoofdstuk vier gaat dieper in op de relatie tussen social media gebruik en 

betrokkenheid, door tegengestelde indirecte effecten te onderzoeken en hiermee te erkennen 

dat de relatie tussen sociaal media gebruik en betrokkenheid wellicht complexer is.  In dit 

hoofdstuk gebruiken we het job demands en resources model om de voordelen en nadelen van 

social media gebruik voor het werk in kaart te brengen. De resultaten laten zien dat social 

media gebruik leidt tot verschillende voordelen, namelijk efficientere communicatie en betere 

toegankelijkheid, maar tegelijkertijd ook verschillende nadelen met zich mee brengt zoals meer 

werk-pivé conflicten en meer onderbrekingen tijdens het werk. Deze voor en nadelen zijn weer 

gerelateerd aan betrokkeheid en uitputting.  

Hoofstuk vijf belicht de literatuur over technologische paradoxen en test of de 

autonomieparadox in relatie tot social media gebruik bestaat. Daarbij wordt gekeken of er 

bepaalde condities bestaan waaronder voordelen of nadelen van social-mediagebruiker 

intensiever ervaren worden. De resultaten laten zien dat social media gebruik voor het werk 

het gevoel van autonomie verhoogd, maar tegelijkertijd ook de werkdruk verhoogd. Als we 

vervolgens ook de rekening houden met de responsiviteitsnorm (het gevoel hebben snel te 
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moeten reageren op inkomende berichten), dan valt op dat het positieve effect op autonomie 

verminderd, terwijl het effect op werkdruk ongewijzigd blijft.  

Tot slot gaat hoofdstuk zes verder in op de duistere kant van sociaal media gebruik. 

Zoals eerder in dit proefschrift al aangestipt zorgt technologische vooruitgang er ook voor dat 

de grenzen tussen werk en privé verder vervagen. In de context van social media gebruik is 

vooral belangrijk omdat op deze platforms inhoud en mensen uit verschillende domeinen 

samenkomen. The resultaten laten zien dat social media gebruik voor het werk zorgt voor meer 

werk naar privé en privé naar werk conflicten. Dit komt vooral doordat tijd, inspanning en 

gedrag moeilijker te verdelen zijn over de aandacht die elk domein vraagt. Het lijkt er dus op 

dat sociale media het switchen tussen verschillende rollen moeilijker maakt in plaats van 

makkelijker. Tot slot is gebleken dat de aanwezigheid van sociale-mediarichtlijnen deze 

negatieve effecten niet reduceert.	
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