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Abstract
The development of social media in the past decade has transformed the hospi-
tality and tourism industry. There is, however, limited empirical research on how 
individual employees and groups of employees within organizations make sense 
of new technology, such as social media, over time. In this paper we focus on the 
individual and organizational level by exploring how hotel employees and manag-
ers make sense of organizational social media over a 4-year period. The perceived 
usefulness of social media is studied in an organizational setting by applying techno-
logical frames as a theoretical framework. The study is a longitudinal case study that 
includes time both during and after the implementation of social media in an inter-
national hotel chain in Europe. A total of 37 in-depth qualitative interviews were 
conducted at 14 hotels as well as additional observations on site and on social media 
platforms. The study contributes to existing literature by investigating organizational 
social media use over time.

Keywords Organizational social media · Technological frames · Socio-cognitive · 
Information technology use · Longitudinal research · Hospitality industry

1 Introduction

The development of social media in the past decade has transformed the hospitality 
and tourism industry. Compared to other organizations, hotel have been late adopters of 
social media. Thus social media has drastically challenged and changed the way hotel 
organizations produce, market and deliver their services, hence also their internal and 
external communication (Sigala and Gretzel 2017). Social media have become ubiqui-
tous in the workplace and have changed how organizations communicate and interact 
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with customers. Compared to other information technologies used in organizational 
contexts, social media were initially designed as online networks for individual, private 
use and not intended to function as organizational tools (Treem et al. 2015). However, 
due to external pressure and a worldwide adoption of social media, organizations are 
also starting to use these social platforms in order to be competitive and to be close to 
customers.

It is widely recognized that when individuals and groups use new technology they 
form perceptions, mental maps or cognitive structures in order to make sense of the 
technology (Orlikowski and Gash 1994). Earlier studies of information technology (IT) 
use in organizations have found that employees form perceptions of IT while they are 
using them at work (Young et al. 2016). As employees interact with new IT and discuss 
it with other employees they evaluate its usefulness and make sense of how the technol-
ogy can contribute to their work tasks (Treem et al. 2015). In this interaction, groups of 
employees as well as individual employees within the organization create “technologi-
cal frames”, i.e., expectations and assumptions regarding what IT should be used and 
what use it can be (Orlikowski and Gash 1994). Technological frames are social con-
structions and individuals may hence have different interpretations of the usefulness of 
IT and use it differently.

Orlikowski and Gash’s (1994) concept of technological frames has been applied in 
earlier studies to examine the use of IT in organizations, yet little is known about the 
technological frames of social media in organizational settings over time (Treem et al. 
2015). Hence, despite the increased use of social media in organizations there is still a 
research gap concerning how social media platforms are used in organizational settings 
over time and how employees make sense of them in their day-to-day-work practices 
over time (Aral et al. 2013; Treem et al. 2015).

The challenge of using social media in organizational work practices has been 
highlighted as an important research venue that needs further investigation (Aral et al. 
2013). Social media has become an important research topic in several overlapping 
fields, such as organizational communication, marketing, advertising and public rela-
tions. A large amount of research has been published on social media use in organiza-
tional contexts (e.g., Majchrzak et al. 2013; Treem et al. 2015). However, these studies 
are mainly concerned with fragmented use of social media such as enterprise social 
media or social media marketing (e.g., Majchrzak et  al. 2013; Ellison et  al. 2015). 
In response to recent calls to focus on the use of social media in organizations over 
time (Aral et al. 2013; Schlagwein and Hu 2017), this paper seeks to investigate what 
implications perceptions held by employees and managers within organizations have 
on organizational use of social media over time. Based on this the research questions 
are as follows: What are the technological frames of organizational groups within the 
hotel organizations? How do these technological frames shape the organizational use of 
social media over time?
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2  Organizational social media

Social media are often described as Internet-based tools that allow users to eas-
ily create, edit, and/or link to content or to other creators of content (Kaplan and 
Haenlein 2010). Unlike the IT the employees may encounter in organizational 
settings, social media has proliferated outside organizational contexts prior to 
being introduced to the workplace (Treem et  al. 2015). Both practitioners and 
researchers have accordingly described social media as one of the most trans-
formative and disruptive impacts of IT for all aspects of business, from market-
ing, finance, and operations to human resources, knowledge management, and 
innovation management (Aral et  al. 2013). Researchers also argue that social 
media is expected to generate unprecedented and intense changes in social inter-
actions and exchanges within and beyond the organization’s boundaries (Van 
Osch and Coursaris 2017, 2017 ). Earlier research on social media use in organi-
zational settings has mainly focused on the use of specific social media platforms 
(Schlagwein and Hu 2017; Högberg 2018). Researchers have also made clear dis-
tinctions between internal and public use of social media (Schlagwein and Hu 
2017). Such internal use, often referred to as enterprise social media (ESM), 
describes social media used for example in knowledge management or knowl-
edge sharing within organizations (Munar 2012; Leonardi  2011; Leonardi et al. 
2013; Razmerita et al. 2014; Treem and Leonardi 2012; Mansour 2013). In con-
trast, social media used by organizations for external communication often goes 
under the term social media marketing (SMM) and refers to marketing activities 
and communication conducted by organizations through social media channels 
(Michaelidou et  al. 2011; Minazzi 2015). However, these fragmented examina-
tions of social media in organizations has been questioned by researchers who 
argue that researchers must look at more general use of social media in organiza-
tional contexts that includes both public social media and enterprise social media 
(Aral et al. 2013; Schlagwein and Hu 2017). For example, Van Osch and Coursa-
ris (2013) argue that social media used by and in organizations could be referred 
to as organizational social media (OSM). Van Osch and Coursaris (2013, p. 54) 
emphasized the need for a more general view and research on social media used 
by organizations but also a wider definition of the use of social media in and by 
organizations. Therefore they define OSM as:

technology artefacts, both material and virtual, that support various intra- 
and extra-organizational actors—including management, employees and 
external stakeholders—in a multiplicity of organizational communication 
activities for producing user-generated content, developing and maintaining 
social relationships, or enabling other computer-mediated interactions and 
collaborations in the context of a specific organization and its environment.

A key gap in the literature on social media is a lack of analysis that considers 
more general use and impact of all this social media use in organizations (Lar-
son and Watson 2011; Aral et al. 2013; Schlagwein and Hu 2017). Hence, in this 
study we take the approach of using the perspective of organizational social media 
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(Van Osch and Coursaris 2013) in order to embrace a more extensive and general 
use of social media in an organizational context. Furthermore, researchers have 
called for more research on the creation of technological frames by individuals 
and organizational sense-making related to IT innovation such as social media, 
which happens not only within firm boundaries, but also among firms and with 
stakeholders (Young et  al. 2016). By doing so, vendors, customers/user organi-
zations, academics, consultants, and other stakeholder groups become relevant 
social groups, whose sense-making, actions, and interactions shape technological 
artefacts (Wilson and Howcroft, 2005; Davidson 2006). We therefore emphasize 
a more extensive use of organizational social media use including social media 
marketing and enterprise social media in this study in order to examine frames 
held by employees and social groups within the studied organizations.

2.1  Social media in hospitality

It can be argued that the hotel industry is going through a transformation where its 
organizational service context is expanded, since many of the service encounters 
take place online (Minazzi 2015). The hotel industry faces new challenges with the 
introduction of social media that call for research. Earlier research has focused on 
specific use of social media in and by hotels (Garrido-Moreno and Lockett 2016). 
One stream of research has concentrated on social media as a platform for main-
taining relationships with customers, both from the customer and organizational 
perspective. Buhalis and Neuhofer (2017) studied value and co-creation of service 
with social media through the lens of service-dominant logic and found that social 
media have become a facilitator of change and have empowered consumers to con-
nect, engage, participate and co-create their own experiences and value. Similarly, 
Garrido-Moreno et  al. (2018) examined the impact of social media use and how 
value could be co-created. Furthermore, earlier research has investigated the use of 
social media platforms for marketing and branding. Nyangwe and Buhalis (2018) 
used a single case study approach, the Marriott Hotels International, to study how 
co-creation of brand value is being carried out between the firm and its stakehold-
ers. Chan and Guillet (2011) studied the strategic role of social media marketing and 
how social media could support hotels to create more valuable content and informa-
tion to their customers.

A second stream of earlier research has also put a large emphasis on the increased 
use of online reviews, and the importance of user-generated content has been widely 
analyzed. Earlier research reveals that user-generated content and word-of-mouth on 
social media sites is one of the most influential ways to form consumer attitudes 
about a product or service (Zhu and Zhang 2010; Ayeh et  al. 2013; Podnar and 
Javernik 2012). The relationship between stakeholders and organizations has also 
been emphasized in social media research (Hennig-Thurau et al. 2013; Viglia et al. 
2018). Social media has created a lack of control for organizations as stakehold-
ers are becoming more empowered (Viglia et al. 2018). Researchers have put a lot 
of emphasis on word-of-mouth and its implications for consumer decision-making 
(see e.g., Crotts et al. 2009; Sigala and Gretzel 2012; Sigala and Gretzel 2017) that 
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reveals that social media has played an important role in affecting hotel guests’ pur-
chase behavior (Anderson 2012; Zhang et  al. 2019). Anderson (2012) studied the 
effects of online review ratings from Travelocity.com. The findings revealed that the 
number of consumers consulting reviews before booking has increased over time 
and that there is a relationship between the hotels’ rating and its pricing. Similarly, 
Xiang et al. (2017) investigated the effects of online reviews on customer attitudes, 
in a comparative study that examined three major online review platforms, TripAd-
visor, Expedia, and Yelp. Their findings show that there are massive inconsisten-
cies in the representation of the hotel industry on these platforms. Mainly, online 
reviews vary noticeably in terms of their linguistic characteristics and semantic 
features. Berezina et al. (2016) used a text-mining approach to compare the differ-
ences between positive and negative online reviews. Their study revealed that disap-
pointed customers are more likely to mention the tangible parts of hotels in their 
online reviews. From an organizational point of view, Silveira-Chaves et al. (2012) 
investigated how hotels respond to online reviews on sites like TripAdvisor, while 
Sparks and Browning (2011) discovered that hotel customers determined what hotel 
to book depending on ratings in online reviews. Mkono and Tribe (2017) studied the 
different roles of the consumer related to reviewing hospitality experiences.

A third stream of research has focused on the organizational point of view, for 
example on the possibilities of market services and products with social media 
(Moro and Rita 2018). de Rosario et  al. (2013) analyzed the use of social media 
by the world’s 50 largest hotel chains, and discovered that the size and age of the 
hotel chain influenced the use of social media. Högberg (2017) investigated how 
social media is used in a broad range of organizational processes such as service 
and . Price and Starkov (2006) studied hotel blogs and providing information to cus-
tomers found that hotels that encouraged visitors to write comments in order to get 
rewards created an ethical dilemma and that the credibility of the content on com-
pany blogs was questioned. Huang et al. (2011) explored blogs and marketing strat-
egies from the supplier’s perspective. Furthermore, the use of specific social net-
work sites, Facebook in particular, has been of great interest to the research field (Di 
Pietro and Pantano 2012; Huang et al. 2010). Kasavana et al. (2010) accepted the 
business potential for travel companies to use Facebook in international electronic 
marketing. However, there has been relatively little research on the social media and 
firm-generated content (e.g. promotion) in the hospitality and tourism contexts (Kim 
et al. 2015b). Hence, social media research in the hospitality and tourism areas lacks 
diversity, and research on organizational use of social media is limited (Lu et  al. 
2018). The present study follows this third stream and aims to contribute by taking 
the organizational perspective on organizational social media use in a hotel context.

3  Theoretical framework: technological frames

Earlier research has to a great extent studied why and how individuals and organiza-
tions adopt and implement IT (e.g., Davis et al. 1989; Kwon and Zmud 1987; Rog-
ers 1995; Davidson 2002; Fulk and Gould 2009) and the process by which organiza-
tions integrate technological innovations into their existing organizational routines 
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(Zammuto et al. 2007; Yoo 2010). A large amount of research on IT in organizations 
has found that individuals form perceptions of technologies during the practice of 
work (Orlikowski 1992; Fulk 1993; Jian 2007). When employees interact with new 
technology they evaluate its usefulness in relation to their work tasks (Treem et al. 
2015). The implementation of IT in organizations is often related to change and 
therefore also closely related to an interpretative process (Barr 1998; Weick 1994; 
Weick et al. 2005). That is, employees act on their interpretations of the world, and 
thus their understandings must change if their actions are to change. Hence, how 
people make sense of technology is an important factor when implementing a strat-
egy for IT use. Many studies have focused on the relationship between how techno-
logical frames affect technology use in an organization and the way employees use 
them at work. However, compared to other IT tools used in organizations, social 
media platforms such as Twitter and Facebook were designed for private use, not 
organizational use, and hence individuals have often been introduced to them in pri-
vate contexts (Treem et al. 2015). This study is focused on the use of social media 
in hotel organizations over time and hence the framework of technological frames 
has been used in order to analyze the interpretations of organizational use of social 
media.

The framework was introduced by Orlikowski and Gash, referring to frames as 
social constructs that include “assumptions, knowledge, and expectations, expressed 
symbolically through language, visual images, metaphors, and stories” (1994: 175). 
They suggested that frames exist on individual and group levels, are flexible in struc-
ture and content, and may shift over time. Different individuals can hold dissimilar 
views of the purpose of technology, and technology can be interpreted and used in 
different ways (Pinch and Bijker 1984). Prior studies have applied the framework 
of technological frames to examine IT in organizations over a short period of time 
(Blegind Jensen and Aanestad 2007; Mishra and Agarwal 2010). Nevertheless, these 
studies have been criticized since they may be viewed as snapshots of time and do 
not take into consideration how frames might change over time (Davidson 2006; Lin 
and Silva 2005; Olesen et al. 2013; Young et al. 2016). Hence, there is a need for 
studying the ongoing use of IT in an organization over time, which this study does. 
More precisely, this study focuses on the perceived usefulness of an introduction 
and use of social media in an organizational setting.

Earlier studies of cognition have mainly focused on individual decision-making 
and frames, whereas the organizational and information systems (IS) research often 
focuses on group frames (Orlikowski and Gash 1994). In this study, we emphasize 
both individual and group frames in order to understand and analyze organizational 
use of social media over time. A frame has several features, but fundamentally, a 
frame is a mechanism used by individuals to make sense of new phenomena. For 
example, a certain group of individuals can generate or share the same beliefs and 
assumptions towards certain phenomena. Theories describing social construction 
of technology define social groups based on similarities in their interpretation of 
technologies (Young et  al. 2016). Shared frames or shared understanding of how 
the information system will support the organizational strategy is crucial to how 
the introduction and use will turn out (Orlikowski and Gash 1994). Orlikowski and 
Gash (1994) also point out that there are dominant frames held by social groups. 
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These are able to dominate the weaker frames of other social groups and individuals 
and can also affect groups and individuals into accepting or resisting the technology.

Earlier research suggests that inconsistency within a group can be as problem-
atic as frame incongruence between groups and has implications for the organi-
zational use of IT (Young et  al. 2016). Orlikowski and Gash (1994) use the term 
congruence to describe when individuals and groups have the same technological 
frames. Similarly, incongruence suggests differences in expectations, knowledge and 
assumptions. An illustration of incongruence is when managers expect technology 
to change the way the organization does business, while the employees’ interpreta-
tion is that the technology is supposed to control their work (Orlikowski and Gash 
1994). Incongruence can lead to conflicts among groups and affect the use of IT 
(Young et al. 2016). Compared to frame incongruence between groups, frame incon-
sistency in groups has received little attention in research (Olesen 2014; Young et al. 
2016). Frame inconsistency signifies differences (that is, contradictory or conflicting 
assumptions and expectations about technology) between individuals within a group 
(see Fig. 1).

Orlikowski and Gash (1994) view technological frames as covering three 
domains: (1) the nature of technology refers to the individual’s interpretation of 
technology and understanding of its functionality; (2) technology strategy refers to 
users’ views of why the organization needs to implement the technology; and (3) 
technology in use refers to the individual’s understanding of how the technology can 
be used on a day-to-day basis and possible consequences related to such use. Young 
et al. (2016) further developed the set of domains in their study and added technol-
ogy use and context domains. Individual frames are always set in a particular con-
text. Hence, the same frame can also be active as a reference in a different context, 
e.g., work or private use of social media. However, the context might constrain an 
individual’s interpretation of the technology and therefore lead to different under-
standings and use (Hsu 2009).

3.1  Re‑framing and unlearning

Social media can be viewed, just like other IS and IT, as disruptive in that it requires 
adaption of knowledge related to organizational work tasks. Researchers argue that 
organizations need to both learn and unlearn, i.e., to “reframe”, in order to adapt 
to new IT (Olesen et  al. 2013). Reframing involves shifting from earlier assump-
tions and knowledge and unlearning old processes and logics of the industry and 
organization. As pointed out by Bolman and Deal (1991: 4) frames may create “psy-
chic prisons” that inhibit learning because people “cannot look at old problems in 
a new light and attack old challenges with different and more powerful tools”, i.e., 
they cannot reframe. Learning and unlearning in an organizational context can be 
described as a negotiation that often involves a process, in which individuals within 
and between groups enact their frames and reframe their attitudes towards the new 
technology. In this process, it is relevant to identify tacit assumptions that pro-
foundly affect how people interact with others in an organizational context (Argyris 
1993). Unlearning is considered the “process of which firms eliminate old logics 
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and make room for new ones” (Prahalad and Bettis 1986). Klein (1989) argued that 
“forgetting” must take place on an individual level for unlearning to occur on an 
organizational level. Hence, unlearning is a way to make way for new cognitive 
structures and thereby change organizational values and behaviors (Bettis and Pra-
halad 1995). Recent research by Treem et al. (2015) exemplified this by interpreting 
individuals’ frames as skepticism or optimism towards social media use in organiza-
tions. As pointed out by Pinch and Bijker (1984) and Orlikowski and Gash (1994), 
the frames are strengthened and shaped by the users themselves, e.g., a user can 
discard knowledge that does not fit into his/her perceptions of what is meaningful, 
and on the other hand, users might also embrace ideas that are incorrect or unclear. 
Furthermore, changing circumstances in the surroundings such as industry affect the 
process of individuals and groups making sense of technology (Young et al. 2016) 
(Fig. 1).

4  Methods

4.1  Longitudinal case study

In 2013 the studied international hotel chain started to use social media, which 
included both the use of social media by the hotel brand and by the individual hotels 
within the chain, located in seven European countries. Organizationally this meant 
that the use of social media should be incorporated into both the hotel chain organi-
zational structure as well as the individual hotels. A social media manager was put 
in charge of creating guidelines and strategies for social media use and in each of 
the individual hotels one or two employees were chosen to be in charge of this. The 
process of making sense of new IT and understanding its usefulness changes over 
time, as individuals use it in their workplace and are exposed to different technolo-
gies, hence a longitudinal study was chosen (Davidson 2006; Olesen 2014). Since 
the purpose of this study was to understand how technological frames might affect 
organizational social media use, the study uses an interpretive case study methodol-
ogy (Klein and Myers 1999). A case study design was also used since it is appropri-
ate when studying a “contemporary phenomenon within its real-life context” (Yin 
2003: 13). In this paper, the international hotel chain represents a single case with 
embedded cases, represented by the individual hotels in the study (Yin 2003).

4.2  Data collection

The data for this article was generated mainly from semi-structured in-depth inter-
views, but also from observations at the hotel organizations, online observations of 
social media platforms and written documents such as social media strategies and 
guidelines. Over a period of 4 years, 37 interviews including nine follow up inter-
views were conducted with 28 hotel employees and managers in the international 
hotel chain (see Appendix 1). These interviews include nine follow-up-interviews. 
The hotel industry has high employee turnover and besides nine employees, all 
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others had changed positions or workplace a year after the first interview, which was 
also important in the analysis of the social media use. The respondents were selected 
based on their actual use of social media in each organization and in the hotel chain 
head offices. All respondents are either working at the hotel chain head offices 
(referred to as managers) or are organizational members who work with social 
media at the individual hotels (referred to as employees). Thus the employee group 
include titles such as local hotel manager, marketing manager or sales manager. 
Social media use is therefore mandatory for the respondents in the hotel chain. The 
sampling was conducted through “snowball sampling”, i.e., recommendations from 
other respondents (Kvale 1996). These interviews provide evidence about the tech-
nological frames of the key groups for analysis (see Table 1). The initial interviews 
was conducted in 2013–2014 and had an explorative approach with focus on the 
managers’ work in creating social media strategies and guidelines, and the views of 
employees at the individual hotels on the hotel chain’s decision to use social media 
and their actual use of it in each hotel. The interview questions also focused on how 
social media related to other work tasks, such as service and customer interaction. 
The researchers followed a semi-structured interview procedure (Kvale 1996) to 
ask questions about each how employee processes usage and perceptions of social 
media usage in the hotel organizations, as well as about their private social media 
use to understand their interpretations, assumptions and expectations (technological 
frames) of social media in the workplace. All interviews began with questions con-
cerning the employees’ work tasks and responsibilities and the usage of social media 
in their workplace, e.g., “Can you describe how your hotel uses social media?” The 
following questions focused on challenges and use (see Appendix 2). The employees 
were also asked to reflect on why and how the hotels use social media, which was 
relevant when analyzing their sense-making processes (cf. Weick 1990) related to 
social media. The questions were formulated to get insight into their work situation, 
use and perception of social media, or in other words, how they make sense of the 
new technology.

The interviews that followed the first round of interviews were conducted reg-
ularly during 2015–2017 in order to understand and analyze how the individual 
employees and managers as well as the social groups had interpreted and used social 

Table 1  Organizational groups of users

Group Composition Objectives

Management group at hotel 
chain level

Members of the social media manage-
ment team including hotel chain 
social media manager and members 
of the “social media team” (see 
Appendix 1)

To manage the social media use 
by providing strategies and 
policies to the local hotels

Employees at local hotels Employees at 14 local hotels in seven 
European countries, all responsible 
for social media use in each hotel 
(see Appendix 1)

To manage and use social 
media at the local hotels, e.g., 
post material in social media 
platforms or answer comments 
and reviews
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media over time and what implications this had for the hotel organizations. The 
interviews focused on the employees’ ongoing usage of organizational social media 
and reactions related to management’s ongoing adjustments and changes in policy 
and control of social media within the hotel chain (cf. Davidson and Pai 2004). The 
interview guides were developed based on the previous interviews and continuous 
online observations of the hotels’ social media activities since the first round of 
interviews (see Appendices 2 and 3). During 2015–2017 interviews with new man-
agers at the positions as social media content manager and e-commerce manager 
were also conducted (see Table  2). By conducting interviews continually during 
a four-year period we could develop an understanding of the organizational social 
media use over time, but also analyze how individual and group frames had implica-
tions for the use of social media in the organizational contexts. Longitudinal studies 
often have problems with sample attrition, for example, that employees change jobs 
or organizations go out of business (Bryman and Bell 2015). This has also been an 
element that affected the design of this study (Fig. 2).

Other sources of data were also used. Written documents including extracts from 
social media guidelines and policy documents used by the hotels were a source of 
empirical data. Furthermore, observations and field notes were conducted at the hotels 
in relation to the interviews (Veal 2011). During visits to the hotels to conduct inter-
views, the interviewing researcher also got insights into how the hotels use social 
media to provide guests with information, e.g., information about transportation to the 
hotel. These observations provided a “customer perspective” and were useful when 
later discussing the social media use with the employees at the hotels. Participatory 
observations were also conducted during the visits at the hotels. For example, during 
the interviews the employees often used their smartphones or tablets to show how they 
use social media, which gave insight into the organizational use of social media and 
the respondents’ daily work practices (Järvinen 2004; Bryman and Bell 2015). The 
research notes taken before and after the interviews are full field notes, i.e., detailed 
notes with information about persons, events and surroundings (Lofland and Lofland 
2006). Jotted notes were also taken during the interviews, i.e., keywords and phrases, 
in order to ask follow-up questions (Lofland and Lofland 2006). Furthermore, online 
observations were conducted by continuous following of social media content in social 
media platforms used by the studied hotels during 2013–2017. During these online 
observations the “Netnography” method (Kozinets 2010) was used. Hence, published 
content in social media platforms was observed without the researcher participating. 
These observations gave insights into how social media was used by the hotels and 
was helpful when conducting the follow-up interviews. Since the study is longitudi-
nal, a timeline was made in order to emphasize the different organizational actions and 
events that took place during the 4 years. The hermeneutic circle emphasizes a spiral 
understanding of the data by focusing on the meanings of the parts and then linking 
them with the whole in an integrative manner (Klein and Myers 1999). In doing so, an 
understanding of the studied phenomena, in this case identifying the employees’ frames 
of social media, and linking them to actual use could be achieved. The first step in 
the hermeneutic analysis was to read the transcripts and get insight into the context 
of the hotel organizations and hotel chain. Then, by going back and forth through the 
data, a sense-making of the data was created, using open coding processes (Cole and 
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Avison 2007) with fictive names of respondents. The categorization involved grouping 
of social groups, such as managers and employees (see Table 1), but also doing sub-
categorizations based on individual frames, e.g., heavy users or non-users. A secondary 
thematization was also conducted by using the qualitative data analysis software NVivo 
(Bazeley 2013). This step was also important when trying to understand where the 
respondents had created their frames, and find possible dominant frames (Orlikowski 
and Gash 1994). Furthermore, by linking the frames to actual use (technology in use) 
of social media in the organizations, the second research question could be answered. 
During the entire hermeneutic analytical circle the data sources from online observa-
tions, participatory observations and notes were used in order to create more under-
standing of the social media use and the respondents’ frames.

4.3  Analysis

The data analysis was conducted with emphasis on developing certain interpretive 
understandings of text in light of chosen theoretical concepts and then explaining these 
meanings for the development of our theoretical arguments. Each individual interview 
transcript was examined by both authors separately but using the same analytical pro-
cesses. This involved first reading and understanding the text in each interview tran-
script and then explaining the data based on theoretical concepts. A simple table com-
prised of three main columns was used (cf. Miles and Huberman 1994). The columns 
include the theoretical concepts, empirical quotes, and a brief explanation of how the 
concept is related to the quote (see Table 3). Initially, understanding the data in terms 
of identifying key empirical instances and linking these to theoretical concepts was the 
main focus. The tables were later compared in order to summarize dominant instances 
and concepts in one shared table to be further examined as illustrated in Table 3.

The empirical data was analyzed using the hermeneutic tradition (Cole and Avison 
2007) and one of its core principles, the hermeneutic circle. The hermeneutic circle 
refers to a tool for analyzing textual data in an iterative, spiral manner (Klein and Myers 
1999; Cole and Avison 2007). The hermeneutic circle was applied in order to reveal 
the respondents’ understanding of the meanings and interpretations of social media 
and identify their technological frames (Klein and Myers 1999; Orlikowski and Gash 
1994), but also to establish important relationships across the organizational groups of 
management and employees (see fig. 1). This way we used interpretive processes of 
understanding and explanation (Cole and Avison 2007) in order to explain the mean-
ings in the text (interviews) which also is related to the nature of case studies that often 
have the aim of investigating questions of “why” and “how.” An analysis of technologi-
cal frames requires eliciting an individual’s knowledge, assumptions and expectations, 
and the semi-structured interviews aimed to reveal these frames through language, 
visual images, metaphors and stories (Orlikowski and Gash 1994). By focusing on the 
respondents’ stories, metaphors and expressions, and sense-making related to social 
media, an interpretation of their frames was developed (Davidson and Pai 2004). The 
analysis mainly builds on the interview transcripts and to some extent on the field notes 
and social media material.
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5  Findings and analysis

5.1  The introduction of social media

The studied hotel chain management decided to introduce social media in 2013. New 
positions were created to manage the change process: a social media manager was 
stationed at the hotel chain headquarters to develop guidelines for the entire chain 
and an e-commerce manager was hired to offer training in social media activities. 
The hotel chain’s initial policy was that each individual hotel was in charge of its 
own social media usage and activities, i.e., they chose what social media platforms 
they wanted to be active in. Furthermore, the hotel chain management interpreted 
social media as easy to use and expressed assumptions that their employees had the 
knowledge and know-how, which refers to the nature-of-technology frame domain 
(cf. Orlikowski and Gash 1994). However, the hotel chain had policies, “does and 
don’ts,” and sent out general information and marketing material about the chain 
that the hotels were expected to publish in social media platforms along with the 
material they produced themselves. The initial interviews showed an unclear strat-
egy and vague policies. From the start in 2013, the management group consisted 
of a social media manager (Alan), and an e-commerce manager (Amanda), whose 
primary interpretation of social media in the hotel context was that it was a tool for 
engaging with customers online. Amanda, the e-commerce manager, presents her 
view in 2013 on the use of social media at the hotels (technology strategy):

It’s about the online journey. It’s about following the customer on his journey 
and proposing our hotel at the right moment.

The quote from Amanda illustrates the usefulness of social media from the hotel 
chain management perspective and reveals that this usefulness is closely related to 
creating relationships with customers online, which corresponds to earlier research 
(e.g. Kim et  al. 2015a, b). The findings show that the employee group was posi-
tive towards (congruent with) the hotel chain’s decision (technology implementation 
and technology strategy) to use social media but critical that the decision, accord-
ing to individual opinions, took too long. Carl, one of the managers explains his 
standpoint:

As I understand it, they [hotel chain] were afraid that the brand would sprawl 
too much. And I think that because of that they were late, they had to create 
some kind of standard for how and where we should be seen. That’s when they 
hired that guy who would be responsible [social media manager], then every-
thing was controlled. Maybe too controlled. We went from nothing to having 
schedules for what we should post on Facebook and Twitter and stuff like that.

The follow-up-interview with Carl made 2  years later reveals an unchanged 
approach to the hotel chain’s management of social media, which was also evident 
in the other interviews. He says:

Nothing has changed really, more than that there is more control and that the 
hotel chain wants us to measure everything.
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5.2  Decentralized use of social media: multiple platforms at the local hotels

The technology implementation and technology use (Orlikowski and Gash 1994) 
took place at each of the local hotels where the employees were in charge of using 
social media. The local hotels had the mandate to choose who would be in charge 
and this role often ended up with the sales manager or marketing manager. In prac-
tice this meant that they posted social media content and managed customer com-
plaints, that is, the social media management included both external and internal 
social media use (Van Osch and Coursaris 2013). All of the employees had back-
grounds in the hotel industry and a majority of them had worked their entire careers 
at hotels. The employees’ group perception of social media use in the workplace 
context indicated that first of all they see that the usefulness of social media is 
highly connected to marketing and that they interpret the adoption of social media 
on a hotel chain level as a new way of marketing themselves. However, they also 
point out the need for answering customers’ requests and online reviews in social 
media platforms and often put more effort into answering rather than being active 
and posting content themselves. Similar results have been found in earlier research 
(Kim et al. 2015a, b; Viglia et al. 2018). The employee group describes the guide-
lines (technology strategy) provided by the management group as focused on mar-
keting strategies, sales, does and don’ts, and what type of tone and words should be 
used in social media platforms. Over the 4 years the employee group describes diffi-
culties of knowing what to post but also what language to use. Since they are part of 
an international hotel chain they feel the need to use English to meet an international 
audience, but they also want to be attractive to their domestic audience. Emma, a 
sales manager at a local hotel, says in 2014:

We use three languages, English, German and Dutch. It’s a bit problematic 
because every post get very long but we want to reach both our international 
customers and the ones nearby.

In 2017 Emma says:

We only use English now, because the hotel chain wanted us to. I personally 
don’t think it is good because I want our followers in the city to be interested in 
what we have to say as well.

Overall, the employees’ frames of technology in use did not change over time, 
but instead were strengthened during the 4 years of the study. This also relates to 
Young et al.’s (2016) technology implementation domain, that is, the hotel chain has 
not succeeded in communicating how they want the individuals to integrate social 
media as a part of their daily routines.

5.3  Discrepancy and evolving frustration: lack of training

Several of the employees do not approve of the social media guidelines while oth-
ers think they are acceptable, which indicates a difference of frames concerning 
technology in use. Hence, the employees choose what social media platforms to 
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use based on their own frames rather than the strategy used by the hotel chain. 
The employees describe that being responsible for social media presence and 
activities in their respective organization is laid “on top of everything else”, 
and that they are not given more time to focus on social media activities. They 
also express that they do not prioritize social media activities since other work 
tasks are viewed as more important, which also makes their social media pres-
ence irregular with focus on solving “emergencies” like negative online reviews 
or customer complaints (cf. Anderson 2012). These statements also illustrate the 
usefulness of using the approach of studying organizational social media (Van 
Osch and Coursaris 2013) since it points to how individuals interpreted the use-
fulness and what social media platforms are more important than others. The 
employee group has different views on what kind of training and education the 
hotel chain offers. During the first interviews made in 2013–2014, in the very 
beginning of the introduction phase, the employee group revealed that some of 
them were aware of the offered education and others were not. This is while the 
hotel chain management stated that one of their most important tasks was to pro-
vide the local hotels with guidelines and education. Anna, a manager at one of the 
local hotels, says in 2015: “We do have some guidelines with pronunciation and 
words you can use, that’s it.” Other employees express that there are guidelines 
but that they do not approve of them. This is expressed by Carl, a managers at one 
of the local hotels, in 2014:

There is no proper training in how to use it [social media]. There are some 
guidelines and some “does and don’ts” like don’t hurt the brand…that’s it…

The employee group express that they have found their own ways of using 
social media instead of following the guidelines from management, which reflects 
the frame incongruence between the management group and the employees at 
the local hotels. Due to the fact that the different managers at the local hotels 
did not agree with or want to follow the strategy and guidelines provided by the 
hotel chain, the actual use (technology in use) was affected and a large discrep-
ancy between the use of social media between the different local hotels could be 
observed. Robert, a manager at one of the local hotels, describes in 2014 that he 
did not care about the hotel chains guidelines by saying:

When I got the responsibility to work with social media, I went around to all 
our departments and asked for persons who were good at social media and 
then we sat down together and tried to figure out what we should do with 
social media. Everyone, people from the restaurant, from reception gave 
ideas about what we should do.

The statement above illustrates the employees’ attitude towards social media 
that sustained during the 4  years. Statements from the employee group hence 
reveal that the employees both looked internally and at other organizations’ or 
competitors’(external) social media content when looking for best practices and 
imitated them when they used social media at their hotels. This also illustrates 
how frames outside the organizational boundaries (cf. Davidson 2006) can have 
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profound impacts on individual frames and the perceived usefulness. The hotel 
chain’s strategy and guidelines did not manage to dominate or affect the frames 
held by the employee group. Instead, the employee group frames were affected by 
dominant frames outside of the organizations (cf. Davidson 2006) that had great 
implications for their use and understanding of social media. During the 4 years 
the frames of the employee group did not change considerably regarding the use-
fulness of social media and many of them had difficulties finding the usefulness 
of social media in relation to their work at the hotels and the value it could bring, 
which refers to different frames of contextual insights (cf. Young et al. 2016). As 
a result, the hotels’ use of social media was inconsistent, irregular and extremely 
dependent on individual employees’ interpretation of the usefulness of social 
media.

Furthermore, the inconsistency and incongruence were highly related to organiza-
tional learning, or non-learning. As argued above, organizations and their members 
need to both learn and unlearn, i.e., reframe, assumptions and knowledge related 
to the new IT in order to adapt to it (Bolman and Deal 1991; Argyris 1993). It is 
evident that neither the hotels nor the individual employees look at the old “prob-
lems” or routines from a new perspective, i.e., they do not act as if social media can 
be merged into existing organizational routines and processes (Feldman and Pent-
land 2003). The conflict and discrepancy between the management group and the 
employee group illustrates the process of negotiation that needs to occur in order for 
organizational learning to happen (Argyris 1993). This can also be interpreted as a 
poor strategy implementation on the part of hotel chain management. However, nei-
ther the management group nor the employee group “reframe” (Orlikowski and Gash 
1994) or “unlearn” and as a result, organizational learning does not occur (Argyris 
1993). The empirical data illustrates that the employee group does not “forget” (Bet-
tis and Prahalad 1995) or make room for new logics and interpretations (Prahalad 
and Bettis 1986) of social media, which is necessary in order to make way for new 
cognitive logics. Instead, many of them hold on to frames and logics concerning 
social media created outside the organizational context, which prevents them from 
reframing and affects their use of organizational social media (Orlikowski and Gash 
1994).

Another important aspect that affected the discrepancy in performance was the 
employee group’s frames from private use of social media. Many of the employees 
expressed a limited usage of social media in their private life while others use social 
media heavily. The employees’ frames of social media were highly related to the 
negative aspects of social media use, e.g., the lack of privacy which is described 
as the main reason for not using social media in their private lives. Interestingly, 
the employees also let frames created in their private lives concerning social media 
affect their assumptions about the usefulness of social media in the hotel context, 
hence they did not reframe their assumptions about social media in a workplace con-
text. For example, they did not approve of publishing marketing material as social 
media content since they believed it was “annoying” and “destroyed” their social 
media platforms. This derives heavily from their experiences and expectations 
(frames) of social media in their private lives and what they appreciate about social 
media for leisure use, not as a professional IT in a workplace context. Nathan, a 
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manager at a local hotel, explains why he does not use social media in his private 
life at the interview conducted in 2014 and in 2016:

I’ve never done it [used social media in private life], I’ve never really cared 
about it, in my world, it’s been no, no! I never liked social media but I have 
been very good at it, for some strange reason, because I am interested in it, in 
behaviors and stuff.

The quote above illustrates that the sprawl and irregular use of social media is 
closely related to the employee’s personal use of social media, the ones who use it in 
their private lives also use it regularly in their workplace (Treem et al. 2015). Inter-
estingly, the employees that did not use social media in their private lives did not 
use the training offered by the hotel chain, hence we analyze their existing frames 
(Orlikowski and Gash 1994) as strong and that they had a strong resistance towards 
change. Interestingly, even though the employees had all worked in sales and mar-
keting, they did not emphasize that social media should be used for this purpose, 
which indicated that they were strongly affected by private social media use and 
did not assume that social media makes sense as a marketing tool (Orlikowski and 
Gash 1994; Treem et al. 2015). These findings highlight the value of the longitudi-
nal nature of the case study since they help explain what frames the employee group 
developed, or did not develop, concerning organizational social media.

5.4  Centralization of social media use

The unchanged frames of the employee group over time was revealed in a discrep-
ancy of frames between the hotel management group and the employee group. This 
example of frame incongruence (Orlikowski and Gash 1994) escalated during the 
4 years of the study and had major implications for the social media use over time. 
The hotel chain management group evidently did not succeed in providing dominant 
frames (Orlikowski and Gash 1994) concerning how to use social media and for 
what purpose. In 2013 and 2014, in the introduction phase, the employees expressed 
concerns that the chain sends them information and marketing material that they 
have to post in their social media. This caused a lot of frustration and even anger 
from the employee group who felt that they were being stampeded by the hotel 
chain, which illustrates the incongruence between management and employees 
(Orlikowski and Gash 1994). This also illustrates the high interpretative flexibility 
(Treem et al. 2015) the employees had on the usefulness of social media.

Carl one of the managers illustrates his frustration in 2014 by saying:

I feel that it is not relevant for us [the hotels] to post everything, I also think 
that the people who are responsible for these aspects [head office] have real-
ized that there is no relevance in it and it is not relevant for us [hotels] to push 
for a weekend in Nice, and it is an important marketing channel, and I think 
we lose credibility in those channels and we lose followers, and then it quickly 
goes downhill…
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During a follow-up-interview in 2016, his frames concerning the technology 
strategy are practically the same and he still felt stampeded by the hotel chain. 
These sustained frames were observed in all of the follow-up interviews. The 
hotel employee’s frames were under pressure to change during the 4 years of the 
study. One example of this is how the hotel chain in 2015 started an enterprise 
blog as a channel where all employees and managers, not just the ones in charge 
of social media, could post anything they wanted and other hotels within the 
chain could use the material or be inspired. The employees had different interpre-
tations of this newly implemented intranet. Some of them were not aware that it 
existed while others were very positive, or in contrast, skeptical about it. Emma, 
one of the local managers, was unaware of the intranet until she visited the hotel 
chain headquarters in 2015: “We have an intranet where you can log in and follow 
actions and you can choose pictures to use. For us that was new, we didn’t know 
it was there.” Dan, a manager at one of the local hotels, describes in 2016 that he 
is very positive towards the blog, since he feels that it gives him an opportunity to 
practice and see how other employees use social media. He explains:

You can put up anything from posting any sales activity, or take a picture 
of it to post it, tell if you have taken a course… or you can take a picture of 
your CEO when he’s visiting China.

The quotes above illustrate rather different interpretations of the usefulness 
(technology strategy and technology in use) of social media among the employee 
group and the management group. This is arguably a result of the fact that the 
employees did not follow the social media policies and did not want to post the 
content provided by the management group. Their frames concerning the tech-
nology strategy and technology-in-use were evidently strong and consistent dur-
ing the four-year period the study was conducted. Hence, despite the effort of 
commencing dominant frames from the hotel management’s side, the dominant 
frames of the employee group were not changed, which also illustrates how strong 
their frames concerning social media were during those 4 years. Furthermore, it 
also emphasizes that the frames of social media created outside organizational 
boundaries are very difficult to change.

The intent to create congruent frames (cf. Orlikowski and Gash 1994) by 
means of the enterprise blog evidently failed. Because of the failed negotiation 
of best practice, or the creation of congruent frames, the management decided to 
centralize social media use in late 2016. At the same time, the decision to close 
down all social media platforms except Facebook and Instagram was made. These 
platforms were connected to and had the names of the individual hotels but were 
managed centrally. The respondents explain that the decision to centralize social 
media use came from a large discrepancy between what the management wanted 
to do and what the employees actually did. Uma, a social media manager at the 
hotel chain level, explains in 2017 that the new way of using social media was 
challenging because they were more distant from the customers. She says:
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I have to pretend like I am present at the hotels and sometimes I ask the staff 
at the hotels to take a picture at the hotel and post it to me so that I can post 
it on Facebook and make it look like I’m actually at the hotel.

The process described above also illustrates how the incongruence of frames 
(Orlikowski and Gash 1994) between management and employees enhanced a 
need for the hotel chain to centralize social media in order to control and manage 
the social media outcome. Furthermore, it illustrates that the hotel chain manage-
ment group had more flexible, changeable frames then the employee group, hence 
they changed their way of interpreting the usefulness of social media during the 
4 years. One example of this is that even though in 2013 they argued that social 
media should be used by the hotels in order to be close to their customers, they 
drastically changed their point of view and centralized the social media use due 
to poor performance in social media by the local hotels. It can be argued that 
the consistent frames of social media that the employee group had created out-
side the organizational context (Orlikowski and Gash 1994; Treem et  al. 2015) 
were strong and difficult to change, and therefore the employees were unable, or 
unwilling, to change their perspectives on the usefulness of social media. As a 
result, the hotels’ use of social media was inconsistent, irregular and extremely 
dependent on individual employees’ interpretation of the usefulness of social 
media.

6  Conclusions

The present study contributes to the literature on social media implementation and 
use in organizations, by identifying the technological frames (perceptions, assump-
tions and knowledge about IT) of organizational groups. The first research question 
was examined by identifying the technological frames of the two organizational 
groups, employee group and hotel management group, over a period of 4  years. 
These technological frames involved nature-of-technology, technology-in-use frame, 
technology-strategy frame, technology implementation and contextual insights 
(Orlikowski and Gash 1994; Young et al. 2016) and revealed unchanged frames by 
the individual employees and employee group and more flexible, changed frames 
by the hotel chain management. Furthermore, the study makes a theoretical contri-
bution by investigating the organizational effects of these frames over a period of 
4 years.

The study makes theoretical contributions by going one step further then the 
majority of earlier research when it comes to dominant frames held by individuals 
and organizational groups within organizations. The study shows that the dominant 
frames were created outside the organizational boundaries and mainly remained 
unchanged over time. This caused a discrepancy in use and reframing did not occur. 
The analysis revealed both frame incongruence between groups as well as inconsist-
encies within groups, resulting in frustration both from a management and employee 
point of view. The incongruence between groups revealed poor strategy imple-
mentation from the hotel chain management and a failure in understanding how to 
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change dominant frames held by the employee group. Furthermore, the inconsisten-
cies within the employee group were derived from different private frames of social 
media use that were highly influential in the professional use of social media.

The study also contributes to the literature on organizational social media use 
(cf. Van Osch and Coursaris 2013). The interpretative case study provides under-
standings of actions and cognitive processes related to organizational social media 
use. By focusing on a more general social media use, including social media use 
within the organizations such as the internal blog, as well as external use, e.g., social 
media used for marketing, the empirical data demonstrates the ongoing use and 
sense-making of social media. As the result shows, despite strategies and efforts to 
educate the employees in their use of social media, the strategies were not used and 
hence there was a major discrepancy in use. Furthermore, organizational learning 
did not occur, due to the lack of reframing within the employee group and hence the 
social media use was centralized by the hotel chain in order to create control over 
the content and eliminate discrepancies. The study also contributes to the hospitality 
research and service research by providing empirical knowledge on how organiza-
tional social media is used in hotel organizations over time. However, the empirical 
findings in this paper may be limited due to the case study of one hotel chain. The 
dynamics and employee turnover that characterize this industry furthermore limited 
the longitudinal study, hence it focuses on a rather small sample. Other hotel chains, 
organizations and industries might have different technological strategies and organ-
izational cultures that affect the construction of employees’ frames and we therefore 
encourage more research in this field.

From a practitioner’s perspective, the findings call for more attention to how 
social media are implemented in organizations and how the strategies are commu-
nicated and used related to employees’ sense-making processes. Furthermore, by 
examining the social media use over time the post-implementation phase is empha-
sized, which offers valuable insight into how to manage these sense-making pro-
cesses over time and the implications they might have. Therefore, the result of our 
study can be helpful for practitioners when introducing and using social media in an 
organizational context over time.
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tional License (http://creat iveco mmons .org/licen ses/by/4.0/), which permits unrestricted use, distribution, 
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Appendix 1: List of respondents

Respondents “Int. hotel 
chain”

Position Age Number of 
interviews

Alan Social media manager 50 2
Amanda E-commerce manager 35 1
Anna Sales manager 34 2

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
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Respondents “Int. hotel 
chain”

Position Age Number of 
interviews

Billy Customer relationship manager 38 2
Carl Sales manager 25 2
Dan Sales and marketing manager 50 2
Emma Marketing manager 35 2
Fiona Sales manager 33 2
Greta Marketing manager 40 2
Hanna Sales manager 35 2
Ivar Marketing manager 35 1
Jessica Sales manager 40 1
Karen Hotel manager 50 1
Louise Marketing manager 40 1
Maria Sales coordinator 25 1
Martin Marketing manager 35 1
Nathan Sales manager 30 1
Olga Marketing manager 40 1
Oscar Sales coordinator 25 1
Penny Sales manager 45 1
Patricia Marketing manager 45 1
Robert Sales manager 45 1
Sally Marketing manager 45 1
Samuel Hotel manager 50 1
Trey E-Commerce manager 45 1
Uma Social media manager 35 1
Vera Social media manager 30 1
Wilma Social media content manager 30 1

Appendix 2: Interview guide 1

Questions asked at first round of interviews.

 1. How old are you?
 2. How long have you worked here?
 3. What education do you have?
 4. How long have you worked in the hotel industry?
 5. Tell me about your function in the organization? What are your main responsi-

bilities?
 6. When did you start to use social media in your hotel activities?
 7. Can you tell me about how you got started?
 8. Can you describe how your hotel use social media?
 9. Have you gotten any instructions from the hotel chain?
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 10. What channels do you use? Why did you choose them?
 11. What goals would you say that you have with social media marketing?
 12. In what ways other than marketing do you use social media?
 13. Can you describe your social media activities during an ordinary week?
 14. What do you experience as the biggest challenges working with social media?
 15. Do you measure your activities or ROI in social media marketing?
 16. Did you have any education in social media?
 17. How do you handle comments and questions that are asked by customers in 

social media?
 18. Do you use social media in your private life?
 19. Is there anything else concerning social media you would like to add?

Appendix 3: Interview guide 2

Questions asked at follow-up-interviews.

1. Can you describe what has happened with your social media use since we met 
last time?

2. Do you use the same social media channels?
3. Have there been any changes in you use of social media compared to last year?
4. Have you gotten any new directives from the hotel chain?
5. What have been the greatest challenges of using social media?
6. What have been the greatest advantages of using social media?
7. Have you got any education or training since the last time we met?
8. Are you planning any changes in your social media activities?

Can you describe what you experience that you have learned?
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