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To integrate or not to integrate?
Understanding B2B social media

communications
Richard L. Gruner

Department of Marketing, The University of Western Australia, Crawley, Australia, and
Damien Power

Department of Management and Marketing, University of Melbourne,
Melbourne, Australia and

University of Groningen, Groningen, The Netherlands

Abstract
Purpose – Social media communications on platforms such as Facebook and LinkedIn can allow managers
to interact cost effectively with trading partners. However, although most firms have an online presence on
multiple social media platforms, the question remains as to whether marketers’ widespread social media
investments are beneficial for firms. The paper aims to discuss this issue.
Design/methodology/approach – This paper presents competing hypotheses to explore how firms’
investment in one form of social media impacts activity on another form of social media. To do so, the authors
draw on a data set of 208 large Australian organizations using objective social media activity metrics that
measure business-to-business (B2B) audience engagement.
Findings – The findings suggest that widespread social media activity on LinkedIn, Twitter, and YouTube
negatively affects a firm’s marketing activity on Facebook. The results indicate that having a social media
preference whereby firms focus on a specific social media platform is more effective in forming successful
inter-organizational relationships than a multiplatform approach.
Originality/value – The study contributes to the sparse research that seeks to leverage social media for
audience engagement beyond a business-to-consumer context. The study’s findings provide insights into the
key mechanisms that underlie firms’ B2B social media strategies, and in so doing, offer a fresh perspective on
the importance of interactive marketing communication.
Keywords B2B engagement, Digital media integration, Quantitative large-scale empirical exploration,
Social media platform preference
Paper type Research paper

Introduction
The digital environment has revolutionized the way firms communicate and bond with their
many audiences (Mulhern, 2009; Teng et al., 2014). Widespread adoption of digital marketing
techniques – particularly social media – has transformed communication channels and
created the possibility to individualize marketing not just in a business-to-consumer (B2C)
context, but increasingly also in a business-to-business (B2B) context (Mehmet and
Clarke, 2016; Michaelidou et al., 2011). More than 90 percent of B2Bmarketers use social media
to connect and communicate with their trading partners (Holden-Bache, 2011; Nielsen, 2010;
Rapp et al., 2013). However, a study of 2,100 companies reveals that although over 75 percent
of firms are either using or planning to use social media platforms, only 12 percent feel that
they are using them effectively (Ennes, 2011). Indeed, evidence pertaining to B2B interactions
not only attests to social media’s potential in this context, but also suggests that it remains
challenging for managers to decide how to best employ social media to communicate
effectively with trading partners (Andersen, 2005; Bonsón and Flores, 2011; Brennan and
Croft, 2012). This challenge is exacerbated by a lack of knowledge and consensus about
possible interaction effects resulting from simultaneous investments in different social media
platforms including those purpose-built for business professionals (such as LinkedIn) and
more generic ones (such as Facebook and Twitter) (Brennan and Croft, 2012). In fact, studies
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have not only largely failed to empirically explore the effects of firms’ simultaneous use of, and
investment in, multiple social media platforms, but different theoretical perspectives exist on
the value of a multiplatform vs a more focused social media strategy. On the one hand, signing
up to many different social network platforms is challenging, but also aligned with the basic
tenets of integrated marketing communications that can lead to dialoguing with many trading
partner groups (Ballantyne and Aitken, 2007). On the other hand, scholars have highlighted
the importance of choosing the one “right” social media platform to improve the effectiveness
of social media marketing (e.g. Kumar and Mirchandani, 2012). In this study, we go some way
in addressing this lack of consensus. In so doing, our main contribution is an assessment of
the benefits pertaining to firm investments across multiple B2B social media platforms by
increasing “understanding with respect to the best ways in which companies should organize
and manage social media” (Aral et al., 2013, p. 9). To achieve this goal, we empirically explore
the following research question:

RQ1. How does a firm’s presence on multiple social media platforms affect its
communication effectiveness?

We define communication effectiveness as the frequency of relational exchanges on digital
networks that aim to establish, develop, and maintain successful business partnerships
(Morgan and Hunt, 1994). Effective communications are paramount for B2B relationships as
the economic impact of these communications within and across organizations has been
estimated to exceed $1 trillion (Kane et al., 2014). Consequently, we explore our research
question in a B2B context and offer a fresh perspective on how to make the most of social
media platforms to build and maintain successful strategic networks (Michaelidou et al., 2011;
Gulati et al., 2000). Our data set consists of 208 large Australian firms and their B2B social
media presence on LinkedIn, Facebook, Twitter, and YouTube. We measured social media
activity through the relationship between Facebook Likes – the equivalent of subscribers or
followers on other social media platforms – and Facebook talking as well as comments
per day. This relationship is then moderated by measures of activity on firm sites for
LinkedIn, Twitter, and YouTube. The firms represent various industries, which increases the
generalizability of our findings. All variables in this study are objective performance
metrics based on actual measures of activity for each social media platform studied, which
increases the validity and reliability of our findings (Podsakoff and Organ, 1986). Our main
finding – that firms are best served with focused social media investments on only one
platform (rather than multiple platforms) makes an important contribution to the literature.
This finding challenges the prevailing view that firms should follow a balanced, multiplatform
approach in communications, including digital and social media communications to effectively
communicate and ultimately develop successful business networks (Duncan and
Moriarty, 1998; Kitchen et al., 2004).

Background
B2B social media activity
In recognition of the fact that “the term ‘social media’ simultaneously excites, confuses and
taunts the minds of marketers (Mehmet and Clarke, 2016, p. 92),”many studies from different
disciplines have contributed significantly to the field of social media over the past decade. In
fact, according to Weller (2015, p. 281), social media research represents “a kaleidoscope based
on thousands of individual pieces, originating from different perspectives and disciplines,
applying different methods and establishing different assumptions about social media usage.”
As part of these research efforts, scholars have begun to investigate social media usage for the
development of inter-firm networks (i.e. from a B2B perspective) (e.g. Gruner et al., 2013).
In this context, issues such as relationship building (Michaelidou et al., 2011) and sales
techniques (Agnihotri et al., 2016) have also been explored. After all, social media facilitate

74

OIR
42,1

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 o
f 

G
ro

ni
ng

en
 A

t 0
6:

59
 2

1 
Fe

br
ua

ry
 2

01
9 

(P
T

)



direct inter-organizational associations that are suited for the collection of customer data (and
information) that help identify business opportunities, and faciliate dialogical communications,
which, in turn, strengthen firms’ B2B relationships (Berthon et al., 2003; Gruner et al., 2013;
Michaelidou et al., 2011). We define social media activity as two-way communication on firm-
hosted online platforms in the form of interactions among and between firm representatives and
trading partners aimed at strengthening firms’ inter-organizational ties. However, despite this
increasingly rich body of knowledge concerning social media platforms – and an
acknowledgment of their importance in shaping B2B interactions – a majority of social
media studies continues to focus on consumer activity in a B2C domain. In this context,
more and more guidelines on how companies can use social media have been developed
(e.g. Kaplan and Haenlein, 2010). Even explorations regarding the specific nature of social media
posts have been made, for instance, De Vries et al. (2012) found vivid and interactive brand post
characteristics to be more effective in generating user interest. In a B2B context, however,
considerably fewer attempts to empirically explore how social media activity affects firms’ inter-
organizational ties and thus marketing communications success have been made. This neglect
is particularly surprising given strong theoretical support for the influential nature of social
media usage in a B2B environment (e.g. Wang et al., 2016). For example, the social network
theory conceptualizes social relationships among members as network ties (Knox et al., 2006).
In a business context, social networks refer to two or more connected trading partners, with
social network theory assuming that these connections (ties) and their configurations have a
strong impact on the nature of business relationships and thus nearly every aspect of a firm’s
operations (Michaelidou et al., 2011). The literature on relationship marketing confirms the
importance of communication between trading partners to solidify exchange processes and
strengthen ties (Morgan and Hunt, 1994). For instance, buyers are often compelled to make swift
decisions making it vital for salespeople to communicate in a quick and responsive manner
(Mehmet and Clarke, 2016). Social media can often provide the means to achieve such quick and
responsive communications. Social media also offers trading partners an opportunity to
establish their credibility through more targeted one-to-one (rather than conventional broadcast)
communications. Such effective communications are particularly important in a B2B context,
where meaning should be co-created and ultimately lead to successful business relationships.
In addition, we note that the literature overwhelmingly highlights the positive effects of social
media use. Few studies have explored possible negative consequences of B2B social media use.
In contrast again, in the B2C context, this issue has received considerable attention.
For example, studies have been conducted on Facebook privacy violations (DeGroot and
Vik, 2017), social media’s role in leading to oversharing of information (Rose, 2011), and
online information’s negative effect on brand evaluation (Chiou et al., 2013). Moreover, to our
knowledge, only a handful of studies have been conducted in an Australian context
(e.g. Mehmet and Clarke, 2016). Yet, the Australian economy is among the largest mixed market
economies in the world: its GDP is 1.62 trillion AUD, which makes it the 12th largest national
economy by nominal GDP (Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS), 2016). Even cross-country
empirical studies on B2B social media typically fail to include Australia (see Brennan and
Croft, 2012). Last but not least, B2B social media studies skirted the question of whether firm
investments in fewer, or more, social media platforms differentially affect firms’ communication
effectiveness with various trading partners. In the following section, we explain the difference
between these two investment approaches, what we know and do not know about them, and
why this distinction matters.

Social media platform preference vs multiplatform strategy
The consequences of integrating different social media platforms and the associated risks or
degree of uncertainty are unknown in their entirety ex ante. Social media platforms have
proliferated in recent years, and many companies have more than 20 social media accounts
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(Rapp et al., 2013). In response to this abundant choice, some organizations choose to focus
on a single social media platform such as LinkedIn (Kumar and Mirchandani, 2012).
We refer to this strategy as firms’ social media platform preference. Social media platform
preference is based on the premise that managers regularly rely on a specific platform to
engage and generate followers or subscribers. These followers or subscribers are usually
loyal, involved trading partners who drive online dialogs centered around a brand.
This activity can help establish social networks that are conducive to more effective B2B
communications, which can lead to “value creating opportunities” ( Jones et al., 2013) and in
turn exert a positive influence on trading partners’ attitudes, opinions, and behaviors
toward a firm. Nevertheless, most firms join many social networking sites simply to signal
their presence on multiple platforms and build relationships with a broad range of business
audiences. We refer to the nearly simultaneous use of various social media platforms as a
multiplatform social media strategy.

Interestingly, little empirical evidence exists about the effect of a social media platform
preference vs a multiplatform social media strategy on firms’ overall social media
performance. Is a single platform beneficial or detrimental (or neither) in establishing
effective communications and building and maintaining important relationships between a
company and its trading partners? Problematically, ample theoretical support can be found
for both strategies. To account for both viewpoints, we developed and tested two competing
sets of hypotheses.

Competing hypotheses
Concentrating a firm’s resource investments on a single social media platform will likely
trigger the normative reciprocity of talking back (Dahl et al., 2005). “Customer reciprocity
manifests when individualized communication increases perceived relationship quality or
feelings of gratitude toward a firm” (Godfrey et al., 2011, p. 95). This behavior aligns with the
reciprocal action theory. Based on social norms, the reciprocal action theory describes the
obligation people experience to return “good for good,” in which target groups’ response is
proportional to what they received (Bagozzi, 1995). Customer reciprocity is particularly strong
when communications are frequent and individualized, which will be more likely if firms have
a preferred social media platform. These communications can increase trading partners’
perceived relationship quality, enhancing the informative or interpersonal value they gain
from a B2B relationship (Godfrey et al., 2011). Focusing on one social media platform also
allows managers to monitor conversations more regularly and thoroughly, and to initiate and
maintain communications with a typically smaller (but more engaged) audience. Monitoring
brand sentiment permits firms to tailor communications, products, and services to fit various
trading partner needs. The smaller audience size enables organizations to respond more often
to individual requests and questions, which triggers reciprocity in some trading partners
(talking back and eventually trading) and generally builds stronger relational ties. Indeed,
effective social media communications often depend on consistent and reliable content from
the firm’s end. According to behavioral theories of the firm, however, decision makers have
limitations – cognitive, resource, informational, and time-related – that impose constraints on
the communications they can access, evaluate, and respond to at any one time (Cyert and
March, 1963). Managers can only exercise bounded rationality, and information overload
arising from multiple conversations deriving from a multiplatform strategy may lead
managers to ignore or neglect useful information. A trading partner may respond negatively
to a multiplatform approach as it is perceived as “an ad hoc rather than a customized
approach to communicate with customers” (Godfrey et al., 2011, p. 98). Further, the social
network theory conceptualizes social relationships among firms and its audiences as network
ties. Network ties capture the formation of cliques among a group of individuals and reside at
the core of social networking theory (Liu et al., 2017). The theory assumes that network
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members can be involved in any number of ties, and focuses on the structural characteristics of
these ties and their configuration among members. Depending on the nature of these ties and
their configuration, social networks can exert a significant influence on its members’ behaviors.
Although a number of scholars have – long before the advent of social media – found that the
magnitude of personal influence in such networks is often greater than that of more impersonal
one-way communications (e.g. Katz, 1957), social media platforms are particularly powerful in
creating networked ties between members. Importantly, however, structural characteristics of
networked ties differ significantly between firms that exhibit a social media platform
preference and firms that follow a multiplatform social media strategy. Firms’ social media
platform preference will likely generate stronger ties between firms through focused on
communications and more sustained interactions (Williams and Chinn, 2010). In turn,
sustained interaction are crucial in leading to contagion effects and thus social media activity
(Fang et al., 2013). These arguments lead us to our first hypothesis (consisting of three sub-
hypotheses). This hypothesis captures the notion that having a preferred social media platform
provides focus and therefore facilitates more effective social media communications. Spreading
activity across too many platforms can weaken this effect. We therefore hypothesize a negative
interaction effect of other social media activity (e.g. generating LinkedIn corporate followers) on
the relationship between Facebook likes – the equivalent of subscribers or followers on other
social media platforms – and Facebook talking as well as comments per day:

H1a. Generating LinkedIn corporate followers will have a significant negative moderating
effect on a firm’s social media activity as measured through the relationship between
Facebook likes and Facebook talking and Facebook comments per day.

H1b. Generating Twitter followers will have a significant negative moderating effect on
a firm’s social media activity as measured through the relationship between
Facebook likes and Facebook talking and Facebook comments per day.

H1c. Generating YouTube subscribers will have a significant negative moderating effect
on a firm’s social media activity as measured through the relationship between
Facebook likes and Facebook talking and Facebook comments per day.

However, another school of thought exists. The communication-based marketing model puts
interactive and integrated communication platforms at the center of a customer-focused
relationship approach (Duncan andMoriarty, 1998). This model not only emphasizes two-way,
but multiway communication through communications on different (ideally seamlessly
integrated) platforms (Grönroos and Lindberg-Repo, 1998).

Indeed, trading partners will likely interact various social media platforms and engage with
different messages that can originate with either party. According to this perspective, a firm’s
social media platform preference may fail to engage a broad range of business audiences
including investors, vendors, suppliers, employees, and even competitors. A preferred social
media strategy could dilute and thus compromise the effective coordination of firm
communications in an effort to produce a unified, customer-focused promotional message (Boone
and Kurtz, 2007). In contrast, a multiplatform social media strategy includes multiple audiences
in communication planning. Different channels have varying characteristics and thus provide
distinctive advantages to firms by reaching potentially different audiences. The interactive
concept of marketing communications holds that firms must provide information that can lead
to a dialog between audience groups via different communication channels (Ballantyne and
Aitken, 2007; Mulhern, 2009). Trading partners increasingly expect firms to respond regardless
of what they wish to communicate, and importantly, regardless of the platform they choose for
their communication (Aral et al., 2013). As trading partners may interact on different social media
platforms, a firm’s focus on one social media platformmay fail to generate significant reach and
contact points across different groups, and worse, turn some trading partners away as they
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perceive communication to be fragmented and less credible (Rapp et al., 2013). While network
structures that result from firms’ social media platform preference are conducive to building
strong ties, weak ties are also influential (Granovetter, 1973). Weak social ties are responsible
for most of the embeddedness and structure of social networks as well as the transmission of
information through these networks. Firms adopting a multiplatform strategy will likely
engage a broader range of trading partners, thereby considerably extending their reach and
number of weak ties. Consequently, firms’ use of a single social media platform will likely fail
to engage all relevant trading partner groups effectively and may compromise effective digital
communications. Weak ties also increase firms’ ability to learn new information. For example,
managers facing a decision tend to consider solutions that are readily available in the
immediate environment, conducting only limited “local searches” (Katila and Ahuja, 2002).
A multiplatform social media strategy could considerably extend the reach of this search to
involve many weak ties, expediting the search for an optimal solution to many managerial
problems and tasks. Some scholars have explored this phenomenon in the context of
crowdsourcing – the process of outsourcing market research activities via social media to
leverage the collective intelligence of consumers (Poetz and Schreier, 2012). Crowdsourcing
advocates widening the search to include a large number of social networks to find optimal
solutions and generate valuable market insights (Afuah and Tucci, 2013).

These arguments lead us to our second, competing hypothesis (consisting of three
sub-hypotheses). This hypothesis captures the notion that having a preferred social
media platform limits large companies’ social media activity. We therefore hypothesize a
positive interaction effect of other social media activity (e.g. generating LinkedIn
corporate followers) on the relationship between Facebook likes – the equivalent of
subscribers or followers on other social media platforms – and Facebook talking as well as
comments per day:

H2a. Generating LinkedIn corporate followers will have a significant positive moderating
effect on a firm’s social media activity as measured through the relationship between
Facebook likes and Facebook talking and Facebook comments per day.

H2b. Generating Twitter followers will have a significant positive moderating effect on a
firm’s social media activity as measured through the relationship between
Facebook likes and Facebook talking and Facebook comments per day.

H2c. Generating YouTube subscribers will have a significant positive moderating effect
on a firm’s social media activity as measured through the relationship between
Facebook likes and Facebook talking and Facebook Comments per day.

Method
Data collection
Our research design features objective secondary data collected from firms’ publicly available
social media platforms. In our study, objective data refer to information collected through direct
observation of actual online behaviors rather than subjective measurements of scale items.
Specifically, the data comprise actual numbers for the following metrics gathered from the
respective sites of each firm in our sample: LinkedIn Corporate followers, Twitter followers and
YouTube subscribers (moderating variables); Facebook likes (independent variable); and
Facebook likes, Facebook talking, and Facebook comments per day (dependent variables).
Objective data help in controlling common method variance, i.e. “variance attributed to the
measurement method rather than the variables themselves,” and thus reduce measurement
error (Podsakoff et al., 2003, p. 873). The use of this objective data rather than perceptual
variables also significantly reduces concerns regarding the reliability and validity of used
metrics. The data were collected in late 2012 with a leading Australian B2B social media agency.
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This agency provides B2B social media services to a broad range of clients in Australia from
various industries, and worked with four research assistants to download publicly available
data from the above mentioned social media platforms. Subsequently, the downloaded data
were transferred into individual data sheets for each company including activity measures on
the four social media platforms ( for instance, the number of followers on Twitter, or likes on
Facebook). Importantly, data were collected exclusively from the then-largest 208 Australian
organizations (BRW, 2012). In the Appendix, we provide a complete list of these organizations
including their industry and annual revenues. The data came from four social media platforms,
namely, LinkedIn, Facebook, Twitter, and YouTube, and comprised statistics relating to the
volume of traffic through these sites. Importantly, we chose these four social media platforms
because they have been consistently rated as the most used in a B2B context (Content
Marketing Institute, 2010-2017). Firms with exclusively or mainly B2C transactions were
excluded from our sample; the primary or sole purpose of the chosen firm-hosted social
networking site had to be to connect with trading partners. As has been noted, “the use of social
media is no longer just for consumers; it is as important in the B2B context as it is in the B2C
context” (Rapp et al., 2013, p. 563).

Hypotheses testing
To test our hypotheses, we developed six models using hierarchical regression and an
interaction term. Our two sets of hypotheses propose alternate scenarios for the presence of
either trade-offs or complementarities when multiple social media platforms are used.
To empirically test which of these scenarios, if any, are supported by our data, we first
established a plausible relationship between independent and dependent variables.
These relationships were that Facebook likes (IV: measure of popularity on Facebook) will be
positively associated with Facebook talking (DV1: measure of ongoing and continuing
interaction with the Facebook page), and with Facebook comments per day (DV2: measure of
daily commentary on average about the page). These relationships needed to be robust to allow
testing the change (if any) in the nature of the relationship when an interaction is created
between Facebook likes and three other measures of popularity from alternate social media –
LinkedIn corporate followers, twitter followers and YouTube subscribers. Our logic was that if
as a result of these interactions changes emerged in the relationship between Facebook likes and
these two DVs, this development would provide evidence of trade-offs or of complementarities
when using multiple social media platforms. Table I presents the variables used in each of our
models to test our competing hypotheses. All variables other than those used for control were

Variable Variable definition

Facebook likes Number of subscribers who at some point clicked the like button once, either directly
on a Facebook page or on a website promoting that Facebook page

Facebook talking Actual number of people who are engaged and interacting with that Facebook
page – the people who actually come back to the page after liking the page.
This number include activities such as comments, likes to a post, shares, etc.,
by visitors to the page

Facebook
comments/day

Number of comments created on a page’s content averaged over 365 days

LinkedIn corporate
followers

Number of LinkedIn users following a company by selecting the follow button on the
company’s profile

Twitter followers Number of people who have agreed to receive the company’s tweets through Twitter.
By adding someone else to the list of people you read, you “follow” them

YouTube subscribers Number of people subscribing to a company’s YouTube channel to access updates of
videos from that company

Table I.
Variables used in
hypothesis testing

79

B2B social
media

communications

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 o
f 

G
ro

ni
ng

en
 A

t 0
6:

59
 2

1 
Fe

br
ua

ry
 2

01
9 

(P
T

)



mean centered to reduce inflation of β values. Although it is by no means the only influential
social networking site, Facebook is one of the most widely recognized platforms that allows
firms to interact with customers (Luarn et al., 2015). In fact, Facebook unites nearly half of the
world’s internet users, has the highest number of communications between firms and their
audiences, and has been identified as most pertinent in the development of emotional bonds in
this context (Kietzmann et al., 2011; Zarkada and Polydorou, 2013). “Facebook represents a
social media application that has transformed from completely customer-specific (i.e. originally
developed as a peer-to-peer communication tool) to customer-centric tools that allow
organizations to take part in the interactions between network members [and increasingly
purely B2B interactions]” (Trainor, 2012, p. 322). Consequently, in testing our hypotheses, we
used Facebook likes, talking and comments per day as a proxy for social media activity.

Control variables
For each model, results were controlled for industry sector and revenue to extract variance
due to differences in firm size and in use of social media across industries.

Results
In Table II, LinkedIn corporate followers has a significant negative interaction with
Facebook Likes, thus diminishing the positive influence of Facebook likes on volume of
facebook Ttalking. Number of LinkedIn corporate followers has no significant direct effect
on volume of Facebook Talking.

In Table III, LinkedIn Corporate Followers has significant and strong negative
interaction with Facebook Likes, thus diminishing the positive influence of Facebook Likes
on volume of Facebook Comments per day. Number of LinkedIn Corporate Followers has no
significant direct effect on volume of Facebook Comments per day.

In Table IV, Twitter Followers has significant negative interaction with Facebook Likes,
thus diminishing the positive influence of Facebook Likes on volume of Facebook Talking.
Number of Twitter Followers has no significant direct effect on volume of Facebook
Talking.

In Table V, Twitter Followers has significant negative interaction with Facebook Likes,
thus diminishing the positive influence of Facebook Likes on volume of Facebook

Adj. R2 R2Δ FΔ Sig. FΔ b Sig. t

Step 1 – control 0.154 0.205 4.023 0.000
Industry – FinServices 0.021 0.809
Industry – food −0.025 0.755
Industry – transport 0.076 0.365
Industry – construction/infrastructure −0.016 0.850
Industry – government −0.020 0.796
Industry – IT Telco 0.445 0.000
Industry – paper/chemicals −0.025 0.754
Industry – health/pharma −0.020 0.797
Industry – other −0.005 0.953
Revenue ($) −0.004 0.953
Step 2 0.322 0.166 20.253 0.000
Facebook likes 0.447 0.000
LinkedIn corporate followers −0.112 0.124
Step 3 0.352 0.033 8.343 0.004
Facebook likes × LinkedIn corporate followers −0.984 0.004

Table II.
Interaction –
Facebook Likes and
LinkedIn corporate
followers – dependent
variable – Facebook
talking
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Comments per day. Number of Twitter Followers has a significant direct positive effect on
volume of Facebook Comments per day.

In Table VI, YouTube Subscribers has no significant interaction with Facebook Likes,
thus neither amplifying nor diminishing the positive influence of Facebook Likes on volume
of Facebook Talking. Number of YouTube Subscribers has a significant direct negative
effect on volume of Facebook Talking (Table VII).

Our results indicate that a strong and significant positive relationship exists between
Facebook likes and the two forms of traffic measured (Facebook talking and Facebook
comments per day). However, they also show that most of the tests revealed a significant
negative interaction of Facebook likes with measures of popularity of other social media
(Twitter followers, LinkedIn corporate followers, and YouTube subscribers). In addition,
the tests reflect some significant negative direct effects of popularity of YouTube
subscribers and extent of Facebook talking and comments per day. Our data suggest that
adopting a multiplatform social media strategy by signing up to many different social

Adj. R2 R2Δ FΔ Sig. FΔ b Sig. t

Step 1 – control 0.062 0.119 2.102 0.027
Industry – FinServices 0.007 0.940
Industry – food −0.091 0.275
Industry – transport 0.178 0.045
Industry – construction/infrastructure −0.118 0.179
Industry – government −0.068 0.401
Industry – IT Telco 0.168 0.041
Industry – paper/chemicals −0.092 0.273
Industry – health/pharma −0.065 0.421
Industry – other −0.028 0.735
Revenue ($) 0.080 0.304
Step 2 0.083 0.031 2.787 0.065
Facebook likes 0.144 0.079
LinkedIn corporate Followers 0.086 0.311
Step 3 0.704 0.578 323.89 0.000
Facebook likes × LinkedIn corporate followers −4.144 0.000

Table III.
Interaction –

Facebook likes and
linkedin corporate

followers – dependent
variable – Facebook

comments/day

Adj. R2 R2Δ FΔ Sig. FΔ β Sig. t

Step 1 – control 0.063 0.132 1.919 0.048
Industry – FinServices 0.037 0.703
Industry – food −0.017 0.850
Industry – transport 0.108 0.261
Industry – construction/infrastructure −0.004 0.967
Industry – government −0.014 0.873
Industry – IT Telco 0.357 0.000
Industry – paper/chemicals −0.017 0.853
Industry – health/pharma −0.011 0.902
Industry – other 0.020 0.821
Revenue ($) 0.005 0.952
Step 2 0.121 0.067 5.158 0.007
Facebook likes 0.248 0.003
Twitter followers −0.101 0.240
Step 3 0.137 0.021 3.317 0.071
Facebook likes × Twitter followers −0.348 0.071

Table IV.
Interaction –

Facebook likes and
Twitter followers –

dependent variable –
Facebook talking
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networks can negatively affect the relationship between Facebook likes and Facebook
talking and comments per day. Therefore, results support our first set of hypotheses
(H1a-H1c), which propose a negative interaction, with the caveat that H1c is only
partially supported. However, the neutral interaction effect of YouTube subscribers on
Facebook talking contrasts with a strong negative direct effect on both DVs as well as
with a strong negative interaction on Facebook comments per day. These results are
consistent with the observation that “one or two high engaging platforms is much better
than five sparse platforms” (Stearns, 2012). In essence, our findings suggest that hosting
sites on many social media platforms can limit rather than amplify firms’ overall B2B
social media communications.

Discussion
Our results yield novel insights into the possible effect of firm-initiated investments in
digital communications that goes beyond consumer brand engagement. Our analyses reveal

Adj. R2 R2Δ FΔ Sig. FΔ β Sig. t

Step 1 – control 0.121 0.196 2.604 0.048
Industry – FinServices −0.025 0.784
Industry – food −0.020 0.862
Industry – transport 0.074 0.495
Industry – construction/infrastructure −0.037 0.731
Industry – government −0.029 0.757
Industry – IT Telco 0.423 0.000
Industry – paper/chemicals −0.036 0.713
Industry – health/pharma −0.025 0.786
Industry – other −0.010 0.916
Revenue ($) −0.006 0.947
Step 2 0.304 0.179 15.067 0.007
Facebook likes 0.848 0.001
YouTube subscribers −0.470 0.055
Step 3 0.301 0.004 3.317 0.641
Facebook likes × YouTube subscribers 0.453 0.425

Table VI.
Interaction – Facebook
likes and YouTube
subscribers –
dependent variable –
Facebook talking

Adj. R2 R2Δ FΔ Sig. FΔ β Sig. t

Step 1 – control 0.114 0.179 2.756 0.004
Industry – FinServices 0.080 0.398
Industry – food −0.059 0.492
Industry – transport 0.306 0.001
Industry – construction/infrastructure −0.084 0.358
Industry – government −0.041 0.633
Industry – IT Telco 0.245 0.005
Industry – paper/chemicals −0.058 0.511
Industry – health/pharma −0.026 0.756
Industry – other 0.059 0.496
Revenue ($) 0.078 0.347
Step 2 0.561 0.420 65.119 0.000
Facebook likes 0.621 0.000
Twitter followers 0.207 0.001
Step 3 0.637 0.072 26.840 0.000
Facebook likes × Twitter followers −0.643 0.000

Table V.
Interaction –
Facebook likes and
Twitter followers –
dependent variable –
Facebook comments
per day
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that having a corporate presence on multiple social media platforms simultaneously can
exert a negative moderating effect on the levels of activity on a specific social media
platform. For example, what a firm may gain from investing in a strong Facebook presence
may, in fact, be devalued (rather than complemented) by having a presence on other social
media platforms simultaneously. The implication is that if firms have a presence on multiple
social media, they need to be cognizant of possible trade-offs. Firms could easily assume that
more exposure through social media is by definition better, or that synergies and network
effects may occur. However, our data suggest that a multiplatform presence is not enough to
engage business audiences. These findings challenge the value of merely using multiple
platforms without truly integrated these to create synergistic effects as per the tenets of
integrated marketing communications (Kitchen et al., 2004). One possible explanation for
this is that, in line with the communication-based marketing model (Duncan and Moriarty,
1998), trading partners expect two-way communication (and thus the co-creation of
meaning) through improved listening and communicating, which may not be feasible on
multiple social media platforms (Peppers and Rogers, 1993). In fact, according to integrated
marketing communication models, a multiplatform strategy should only be used if
managers can ensure that synergistic and complementary media effects can be created
whereby one platform’s weakness is offset by another platform’s strength (Kitchen et al.,
2004). However, decision makers often have limitations (cognitive, resource, informational,
and time related) that impose constraints on the communications they can manage at any
one point in time (Cyert and March, 1963). Additionally, the social media sites in our study
are discrete corporate entities and may not be open to facilitating cross-postings and linking
with each other to create more effective communications that result in successful business
networks. To make the most of these digital platforms and use them to build and maintain
strategic networks (Morgan and Hunt, 1994), organizations may feel under pressure to
augment their presence in the social media sphere by subscribing to many (new and
emerging) social media platforms. Our data suggest that this behavior can backfire. We do
not suggest that a truly balanced, integrated multiplatform approach is detrimental in
establishing firm networks. However, without a sufficient firm commitment to a judicious
integration of digital marketing communications that truly address audiences’ needs,
focusing on a preferred platform seems more effective in establishing and maintaining
relationships with trading partners than having a presence on multiple social media
platforms (Andersen, 2005; Brennan and Croft, 2012).

Adj. R2 R2Δ FΔ Sig. FΔ β Sig. t

Step 1 – control 0.056 0.136 1.690 0.092
Industry – FinServices −0.069 0.464
Industry – food 0.013 0.911
Industry – transport 0.239 0.035
Industry – construction/infrastructure −0.136 0.220
Industry – government −0.064 0.511
Industry – IT Telco 0.144 0.162
Industry – paper/chemicals −0.083 0.412
Industry – health/pharma −0.052 0.586
Industry – other −0.004 0.967
Revenue ($) 0.083 0.374
Step 2 0.478 0.395 44.208 0.000
Facebook likes 1.917 0.000
YouTube subscribers −1.914 0.000
Step 3 0.698 0.200 77.640 0.000
Facebook likes × YouTube subscribers −3.277 0.000

Table VII.
Interaction – Facebook

likes and YouTube
subscribers –

dependent variable –
Facebook comments

per day
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Implications
Our findings indicate that the presence on multiple social media platforms for B2B purposes
can be counter-productive. Thus, our study makes an important contribution by challenging
the prevailing belief that more presence on more platforms is beneficial in this context
(Ballantyne and Aitken, 2007; Morgan and Hunt, 1994). Firms may be better off focusing on
one or a few social media platforms to provide users with relevant content (instead of diluting
their efforts through a multiplatform strategy). This finding supports previous B2B research
that claims that integrating media channels does not automatically lead to the co-creation of
meaning through dialogs (Ballantyne and Aitken, 2007). Second, some studies’ emphasis on
online brand community research (e.g. Algesheimer et al., 2005) may have “unwittingly
resulted in the misconception that businesses can only passively react [to social media
communications” (Goh et al., 2013, p. 103). We applaud scholars’ efforts to shift the prevailing
view of marketing communications from one of outbound “call to action” messaging to a
perspective in which marketers are no longer in control of the media environment and what is
being said about their brands (Tellis and Franses, 2006). However, by exploring firm-initiated
social media strategies and their effects, we show that organizations still play a pivotal role in
determining the scope, direction, and effect of digital communications. This is especially the
case in a B2B context, where industry partners are typically more motivated than end users to
exchange product-related information and communicate effectively to establish strong and
long-standing relationships (Andersen, 2005). Third, our study contributes to the sparse
research that seeks to leverage social media for audience engagement beyond end users (Rapp
et al., 2013). This contribution is important, given that the literature on how companies use
social media in a B2B context is still in its infancy. Most social media models in the literature
continue to focus on user- and marketer-generated content directed at consumers and their
product-related decisions. Although scholars increasingly herald the advantages and
importance of social media in a B2B context (Ballantyne and Aitken, 2007), theory and
research provide few guidelines into the mechanisms that underlie firms’ successful B2B
social media strategies. Our investigation of an Australian sample of objective B2B social
media measures helps advance this emerging field. We also hope that our findings will act as
an impetus for future research on social media’s role in shaping inter-organizational networks.
Our study also makes practical contributions. Indeed, our data indicate that managers should
decide when to use which platform to transfer valuable information from firms to trading
partners and vice versa. Our study thus goes some way in helping managers understand how
B2B social media platforms are interrelated. This interrelationship may be particularly
important for firms that choose to channel their communication budgets to some platforms
but not others. As firms face more and more communication channels, conversations become
increasingly fragmented and less credible (Rapp et al., 2013). Social media offers trading
partners an opportunity to establish their credibility through more targeted one-to-one (rather
than conventional broadcast) communications. The B2B marketing logic is clear that
relationships are indispensable for generating trust and commitment across the supply chain
(Ballantyne and Aitken, 2007), and our research makes a practical contribution that can help
firms achieve this goal. Specifically, our study illustrates that firms should take note of
whether they invest in a combination of social media platforms, and if so, consider whether
they would be better off investing in a preferred social media platform. Our results also
indicate that managers should invest judiciously in social media to avoid cannibalization.
Investment decisions are important because social media platforms such as Facebook may
promise access and reach to crowds of potential clients (and charge for media space
accordingly) while a firm may be limiting its potential reach through its presence on other
media. Indeed, Facebook’s value proposition – access to many different target groups who can
be individually addressed –may be significantly undermined by the proliferation of alternate
social media platforms.
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Limitations and future research
Future studies should replicate and extend our findings. In particular, due to the rapid pace of
digital change, further studies need to be conducted – ideally longitudinal studies – to assess
how these relationships are changing over time. Further, many interesting research questions
remain largely unexplored. For example, how do relational communications on publicly
available platforms differ from conversations on more private networks? We suspect that the
answers to these and related questions depend on factors such as a firm’s size, its industry, the
confidentiality of the information that is being exchanged, and the nature of business
relationships. The cross-industry nature of our quantitative sample makes some level of
generalization possible. However, as with any sample, questions as to the representativeness
of our data remain. As shown in the Appendix, our data set focuses on large companies and
their B2B social media activities in an Australian context. While this is by design, it still has
implications for the generalizability of this study. Findings should thus be tested
internationally. Moreover, to test and compare our findings, subjective performance data
should be collected. The correlations between subjective and objective performance measures
(the latter used in this study) are often not particularly strong (e.g. Wall et al., 2004). Further
studies could also look at what content should be shared on what platform and how best to
create synergies as social media activity becomes increasingly based on image and video
content rather than text (DeMers, 2013). While our findings suggest that firms should focus
their social media investments on one platform (i.e. not even signing up to other platforms),
future research should test whether a single platform approach remains superior over a
multiple one if firms truly follow the premises of integratedmarketing communications (where
one platform can offset the weakness of another) (Kitchen et al., 2004). Even though integrated
marketing communications are challenging to research (involving both concepts and
processes as well as variations in implementation between firms; Kitchen et al., 2008), future
studies should explore the performance differences between truly integrated marketing
communications and a multiplatform approach in a B2B social media context. Moreover, our
findings are based on measures such as the numbers of likes and followers. Who the
interacting members are and the reasons they interact with the hosting firm and one another
lie beyond the scope of this study. Whereas end users may often be intrinsically motivated to
interact with firms on various social media (Gruner et al., 2014), we suspect that motivation in
the B2B space may be different. We expect qualitative research efforts, such as online
ethnographies, to be particularly well suited to explore these phenomena (Gruner et al., 2014).
Finally, our study of social media effects is limited to the moderating impact of LinkedIn
corporate followers, Twitter corporate followers, and YouTube subscribers on the relationship
between Facebook likes and Facebook talking. Although Facebook has the highest number of
communications between firms and their audiences and lends itself to being a proxy for firms’
overall social media activity and effectiveness for businesses and consumers, future research
should extend our findings to other variables (Darwell, 2012).
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Appendix. Company details – name, social network focus, revenue, and industry
(ordered alphabetically)
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Note: M=Mixed B2B and B2C
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