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Abstract

Social media have created a multitude of ways for organizations to develop and disseminate their corporate and
organizational identity. However, little is still known about how identity can be observed on social media. To
address this research gap, we conducted a scoping review that collected, analyzed and synthesized the corpus of
published research on organizational and corporate identity and social media. The analysis presented in this
paper provides a description of the state-of-the-art on this topic that we hope can help future scholars to
understand the various methodological approaches and types of data most pertinent to the exploration of
organizational and corporate identity on social media, even though, overall, it reveals that there are relatively few
studies with a reliable and universal method for measuring these concepts. This guarantees that future research
will be necessary. Practitioners may also wish to draw on our findings to design more tailored ways of
strengthening their organizational and corporate identity.
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1. Introduction

Awareness of the prominence of organizational and corporate identity has increased noticeably in recent years
due to the growth of theoretical and empirical work focusing on defining these concepts and the processes
associated with them, as well as the outcomes they can lead to (Cornelissen, Haslam, & Balmer, 2007). Social
media have further invigorated discussions around organizational and corporate identity (Gioia, Patvardhan,
Hamilton, & Corley, 2013), as organizations can exist on social media in various ways including official
company pages or employees’ personal social media profiles. For example, in the social media era every single
member of an organization has an equal opportunity to communicate their perception of organizational and
corporate identity via personal social media accounts (Dreher, 2014). Diverse scholars have aimed to study the
relationship between organizational identity, corporate identity and social media. Their work has revealed the
ways organizations can be present on social media (e.g. Devereux, Melewar, & Foroudi, 2017). They have also
shown how diverse social media channels can impact organizations (e.g. Foreman, 2017). A further contribution
was to open discussion regarding how organizations can best present their identities on social media for different
audiences (e.g. Waters & Jones, 2011). However, less attention has been paid so far to addressing methodological
issues in organizational and corporate identity research (Foreman & Whetten, 2016) in general and specifically
with regard to how this plays out in relation to social media. Indeed, none of the studies surveyed in a recent
review on measuring organizational identity had anything of substance to say about how this concept can be
measured on social media. Similarly, Melewar (2003) has concluded that, despite significant attention to
corporate identity from both academics and practitioners, a definitive understanding of how to analyze the
concept does not yet exist. To address these important gaps in the literature, we conducted a review, building on
the work of Foreman and Whetten (2016), of the corpus of published research to investigate how organizational
and corporate identity can be observed/measured via social media (RQ). This paper will thus identify, analyze
and classify existing scholarly evidence on this topic and will offer a synthesis of the current state-of-the-art as a
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point of reference for interdisciplinary scholars exploring novel approaches for measuring organizational and
corporate identity, as well as for organizations aiming to understand where they stand in comparison with their
competitors and seeking to create effective strategies for managing and/or strengthening their identities.

The paper is organized as follows: in the next section, we briefly review previous relevant research on
organizational and corporate identity and social media. Then we describe our methodology for literature search,
data extraction, and analysis. This is followed by a discussion of the results of our analysis and conclusions
speculating on areas for future research.

2. Theoretical Background

Both organizational identity and corporate identity have a myriad of definitions. The original definition of
organizational identity in Albert and Whetten (1985) describes it as the way in which members of an
organization define themselves as such (“who we are as an organization”). Later scholars claiming that
organizational identity is a dynamic concept refined this, complementing it with the question “Who do we want
to become?” (He & Brown, 2013). Nonetheless, most scholars agree that organizational identity has an internal
organizational focus and influences the way employees feel about the organizations for which they work (Zollo,
Laudano, Boccardi, & Ciappei, 2019). Employees have a crucial role in organizational processes, as they can
project an organizational image (Rho, Yun, & Lee, 2015) that can affect the perceptions of external stakeholders.
In this context, the organizational image that an organization wants to communicate to constituents is often seen
as a corporate identity (Cornelissen et al., 2007). Indeed, Westcott Alessandri (2001) analyzed about 20
definitions of corporate identity published between 1977 and 2000 and concluded that corporate identity is the
“outward presentation of the firm,” and that a steady and good-looking corporate identity will produce a positive
organizational image in the eyes of the public. Thus, the terms corporate identity and organizational image are
often used interchangeably.

The phrase “Social Media” also has a plethora of definitions. One of the most common refers to it as “a group of
Internet-based applications that build on the ideological and technological foundations of Web 2.0, and that
allow the creation and exchange of user-generated content” (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010, p. 61). The rapid advance
of social media has affected numerous organizations around the world. Thus, for example, externally,
organizations started using social media to crowdsource innovative ideas about how to improve their service
delivery or how to increase transparency regarding their operations (Tursunbayeva, Franco, & Pagliari, 2017),
while internally, organizations started using social media to quickly integrate employees into organizational
culture or to increase their engagement by creating a sense of community (Goldwasser & Edwards 2014). Social
media play an increasingly important role in communication and interaction between organizations and their
employees, customers, investors, and other internal and external stakeholders (Nguyen & Sidorova 2018). They
have also created a multitude of ways organizations can develop and disseminate their identity (Devereux et al.,
2017). Indeed, Gioia and colleagues (2013), in an influential literature review on identity formation and change,
confirmed that social media have re-invigorated the discussion about organizational identity.

Previous research on social media and organizational or corporate identity has explored the various ways
organizations can exist on social media. These were found to include official means, employee accounts, parody
accounts, and online discussions (Devereux et al., 2017). Other relevant studies focused on examining the ways
different online media channels can contribute to organizations’ projected image, exploring the extent to which it
can be claimed that every social media intervention has specific objectives and can deliver explicit benefits to
business (Foreman, 2017). Other studies focused on the ways organizations can best present their identities on
social media for different audiences. Thus Postman (2008) stressed the importance of graphic elements, such as a
logo, to the creation of a corporate identity. Morgan and colleagues (2011) noted that social media have changed
the role of the consumer from that of passive recipient to that of active participant, transforming corporate
identity from the sending of a message to a process of brand co-creation, in collaboration with consumers on
social media (Bruce & Salomon, 2013). Kuvykaite and Piligrimiene (2013) suggested that overall the way
organizations present their identity on social media can vary depending on what strategy is adopted, and that this
can include aiming for social media interaction, crafting specific message themes and different forms of content,
and the deliberate use of particular social media channels. Although all these studies increase our understanding
of how organizational and corporate identity can be developed on social media, they do not, however, greatly
enrich our understanding of whether and how we can observe organizational or corporate identity on social
media. Indeed, Foreman and Whetten (2016) suggested that most previous organizational identity studies,
including literature reviews (e.g., Ashforth, Rogers, & Corley, 2011; Brown, Dacin, Pratt, & Whetten, 2006;
Corley et al., 2006; Cornelissen et al., 2007; Gioia et al., 2013; Ravasi & Canato, 2013; Ravasi & van Rekom,
2003; van Rekom & van Riel, 2000), focused more on a conceptual perspective, discussing issues and
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terminology, and less on methodological questions. They conducted a systematic literature review analyzing over
80 studies measuring organizational identity, which concluded that there are many approaches to understanding
or evaluating organizational identity. These can include “qualitative to quantitative, interpretive to essentialist,
deductive to inductive, direct observations to distal proxies, organization-specific dimensions to generalizable
types and categories, etc.” However, although this review is relatively recent, none of the qualifying studies it
analyzed revealed how organizational identity can be measured via social media. Similarly, Melewar (2003)
concluded that, despite significant attention from both academics and practitioners to corporate identity, a
definitive approach to how to measure the concept does not yet exist, notwithstanding the fact that some
previous studies recognized that organizational use of social media is changing identity discourse (Dawson,
2015), providing new perspectives on the concept of identity and suggesting new ways in which the formation of
identity works.

Consequently, we aimed to conduct a literature review focused on understanding how organizational and
corporate identity can be measured or observed via social media (RQ), and offer it as a helpful reference guide
for scholars from diverse disciplines and organizations. In so doing, the review complements existing analyses
on measuring organizational (Foreman and Whetten, 2016) and corporate identity (Melewar, 2003) as well as
contributing to emerging discourses on the management of identities on social media.

3. Methodology

To answer the research question, we undertook a scoping review following the approach first proposed by
Arksey and O’Malley (2005), which is widely used to profile emerging topics (e.g. Tursunbayeva, Di Lauro, &
Pagliari, 2018).

A comprehensive search strategy was developed to identify relevant literature. This started with several cycles of
piloting interrogations of three international interdisciplinary databases (Scopus, ScienceDirect, and Web of
Science) to create a specific and sensitive search query. The search query comprised keywords related to
Organizational identity, Corporate identity and Social Media: "Organizational identity" OR “Organisational
identity” OR "Organizational image" OR “Organisational image” OR "Corporate identity” AND “Social Media”.
The references of qualifying studies were also “snowballed” to ensure that no relevant study was missed (Yeager
et al., 2014). An email request was sent to the authors of publications not available online or in libraries that the
authors had access to.

Following the approach adopted by Foreman and Whetten (2016), the principal criterion for inclusion in this
review was that the publication in question attempted to, or proposed a means by which one could, “measure”
organizational and corporate identity. Although the term “measure” is defined by the Oxford English Dictionary
as “to ascertain the size, amount, or degree of [something] by using an instrument or device marked in standard
units”, in this review, we see measurement as “any attempt to operationalize and empirically observe [the
organizational and corporate identity], including approaches that were more qualitative or abstract” (Foreman &
Whetten, 2016).

One author extracted data from the qualifying studies into a pre-developed Excel spreadsheet. This spreadsheet
contained fields related to publication characteristics including author(s), year, title, journal name, and journal
discipline. The disciplinary affiliation of journals and study quality were assessed with the help of the Scimago
Journal Ranking Portal (2019), following the strategy adopted by Tursunbayeva and colleagues (2018). The
results of this analysis were also cross-checked with an analysis of the number of Google Scholar citations. The
latter is often used in formal or informal research evaluations and has been shown to be reliable, especially in the
Humanities and Social Science disciplines (Martin-Martin et al., 2018). Not all of the qualifying studies were
available in Google Scholar, and consequently citations for these studies were not taken into account in the
analysis.

We also analyzed social media platforms discussed in the qualifying studies. Finally, we included in our coding
scheme three of the six data extraction categories from Foreman and Whetten’s (2016) framework for classifying
organizational identity measurement approaches including: 1) analytical approaches (quantitative and qualitative)
and the types of data involved in measuring organizational and corporate identity (i.e. of what kind is the data
and how is it analyzed?); 2) identifying whether organizational identity and corporate identity can be
operationalized in terms of the views of insiders, outsiders or both (i.e. organizational and corporate identity as
seen from whom-which stakeholders?); and 3) unit of analysis (what is the referent?). The remaining three
categories were not included as one of these relates to the conceptualization of organizational identity and the
other two (use of organizational identity and time frame) were found by Foreman and Whetten (2016) to be
rarely included in studies on organizational identity. Finally, we also open-coded (Corbin and Strauss 1990) and
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grouped into emerging categories the findings related to the aspects of corporate and organizational identity that
were observable on social media.

4. Findings and Discussion
4.1 Publication Characteristics

The search strategy yielded 68 publications (Scopus=35; Science Direct=5; Web of Science=26; Snowballed=1;
Manually added=1). 37 publications remained after removing 25 duplicates, two descriptions of conference
proceedings, one book, and two publications which proved unavailable. 27 scholarly articles qualified for full
analysis after the removal of 10 returns which were not relevant for such reasons as that they were not in English
or were highly descriptive. Of these 27 studies, 26 were published as journal articles and one as a book chapter.
24 studies were published in unidisciplinary journals (22 in Social Science, one in Information and
Communication Technology (ICT) and one in Health) and two in multidisciplinary journals (both Social Science
and ICT). The quality of the journals in which these studies were published is in general low-medium (SJR
average=0.836), with the lowest being Problems and Perspectives in Management (SJR=0.143) and the highest
the Journal of Public Relations (SJR=2.313). Overall, the qualifying studies available in Google Scholar have a
relatively low number of citations (average 26.7). This may indicate either that research on this topic is still in a
nascent state or that new and relevant studies do not build on the theoretical and methodological foundation of
the pre-existent studies.

Ozdora-Aksak (n=3) and Atakan-Duman (n=2), both from Turkey, published the most on the topic of measuring
organizational and corporate identity on social media. All the remaining studies were published by various
different scholars.

12 studies focused on organizational identity. These derive from the USA, Italy, Denmark, and Norway. 15
studies center on corporate identity or organizational image. One of these, although explicitly referring to
organizational identity, was in practice a discussion of the corporate identity perspective. The provenance of
corporate identity studies is more internationally various than those conceived in terms of organizational identity,
produced in countries like the USA, Belgium, Australia, New Zealand, Canada, the UK, Denmark, South Africa,
Portugal, and Turkey.

The earliest of the qualifying studies was published in 2010. However, most of the studies (n=22) were published
between 2015-2018.

19 studies mentioned sector or industry of the organizations analyzed. Three of these focused on several sectors
together, while the rest dealt with diverse sectors and aimed to measure different types of identity. These sectors
comprised Banking (3 studies of corporate and 1 of organizational identity), Government and Military (2 studies
of corporate and 1 of organizational identity), Health (2 corporate identity studies), Education (1 corporate and 1
organizational identity study), ICT (1 corporate identity study), Food (1 corporate identity study), Sport (1
corporate identity study), and Art (1 organizational identity study). The majority of these 19 studies (n=10)
examined a single organization (corporate identity=6; organizational identity=4), six studies examined a group of
organizations defined as a sector or cluster (organizational identity=2; corporate identity=4), and three studies
examined multiple organizations, with each as a separate entity. The fact that the majority of studies on
organizational identity examine a single organization is in line with the findings of Foreman and Whetten (2016)
regarding generic research on measuring organizational identity. Detailed information on qualifying studies can
be found in Appendix 1.

4.2 Type of Social Media Studied

Most of the studies (n=13) addressed social media as a single general phenomenon or grouped several social
media platforms together. Five studies used Twitter, four both Twitter and Facebook, one study used LinkedIn,
and another single study focused on a social media channel internal to the company in question (see Figure 1).
Nevertheless, the findings and discussion sections of almost all the studies relate to social media as a generic
type, and in consequence precluded the development of findings and conclusions pertinent to each particular
social media channel.
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Figure 1. Social media platforms studied

4.3 What Kind of Data and What Form of Analysis

10 studies adopted quantitative research design, nine qualitative and five mixed-method, while three studies were
conceptual. Interestingly, the majority of studies (n=7) that referred to corporate identity/organizational image
were quantitative, while the majority of studies of organizational identity (n=6) were qualitative. These results
are in line with the findings of previous research, where many organizational identity studies were found to be of
a qualitative nature (Corley & Gioia, 2004; Ravasi & Schultz, 2006; Voss, Cable, & Voss, 2006), and in
generally appropriate for emerging research topics due to the opportunity such an approach offers for building
theory that can subsequently be tested empirically (Colquitt & Zapata-Phelan, 2007). Detailed information
regarding the type of data analyzed is presented in Figure 2.

Most of the qualitative studies analyzed social media content by means of either interviews or observation by
researchers, while most of the quantitative studies analyzed surveys (whether offline or online) (see Appendix 1
for detailed information).
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Figure 2. Study design

4.4 Perspective: Which Stakeholders?

Our findings illustrate that the majority of corporate identity studies focused on the official social media pages of
organizations (e.g. Ozdora-Aksak & Atakan-Duma, 2015/2016; Joachim et al., 2018). Joackim and colleagues
(2018), for example, aimed to understand how companies brand themselves when using Twitter, while
Ozdora-Aksak and colleagues (2015) analyzed posts and photos on official company pages so as to identify
themes utilized by the companies they studied. Meanwhile, Devereux et al. (2017) underlined how social media
can reveal the corporate identity of organizations which choose to use them, summarizing the relationship
between corporate identity and social media according to five stages, including adoption, choice of platform(s),
choice of content, stakeholder engagement and organization interaction.

Meanwhile, organizational identity has been studied from multiple perspectives (e.g. Dawson, 2018).
Nonetheless, almost all the studies we looked at highlighted the role of organizational members in the social
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co-construction of organizational identity, while some specifically recognized the role of employees in this
process (e.g. Omilion-Hodges & Baker, 2014). This, too, accords with previous research reporting on how the
use of social media has promoted an ambassadorial role for employees regarding organizational identity and
culture. However, some studies also acknowledged the standing of external members such as customers and
followers in the management of organizational identity. Dawson (2018), for example, stated that organizational
identity should not be limited to internal organizational members, as in some ways it is always defined through
its relationship with external stakeholders. For this reason, organizations are recommended to invest in endorsing
social media interaction among diverse stakeholders (Nguyen & Sidorova, 2018).

4.5 Corporate Identity and Social Media

Two major themes emerged from our analysis of how corporate identity can be observed on social media, that of
positive corporate image (e.g. Hussain, 2015), and that of corporate values (Ozdora-Aksak & Atakan-Duma,
2014).

The positive nature of corporate image was mentioned in studies in relation to the rapidity of information sharing
(Holmgreen, 2015; Joachim et al., 2018), as well as the ability of social media to help organizations to maintain
and protect a strong reputation (Oliveira & Figueira, 2015). Thus, for example, the research conducted on the
whole population of Higher Polytechnic Portuguese Education Institutions revealed that it is important to invest
heavily in communicating corporate identity via social media in order to create and maintain a positive corporate
image, both internally and externally (Oliveira & Figueira, 2015). Creating a dialogue with stakeholders on
social media was identified as another crucial element in developing, co-constructing or enhancing corporate
image (e.g. Pang et al., 2018). Moreover, some of the studies we examined revealed that a positive impact of
social media on corporate identity can be achieved by using some simple strategies. These include instilling trust
and confidence in customers, creating a memorable and lasting impression on every encounter (Boateng & Okoe,
2015), and, overall, ensuring that corporate identity is in sync with the image desired by diverse stakeholders
(Bruce & Solomon, 2013).

“Corporate values” are the dominant system of beliefs and moral principles that are intrinsic to an organization
and its purpose (Campbell & Yeung, 1991). Ozdora-Aksak and Atakan-Duma (2014), in line with generic
corporate identity research, underline that corporate values can motivate stakeholders to support organizations
and suggest some themes that can be used to construct and communicate corporate identities on social media
such as being ethical or being the highest, strongest and/or the first. Correspondingly, Brandhorst and Jennings
(2016) report the case of Planned Parenthood, a nonprofit organization that provides sexual health care in the US
and globally, and which uses Twitter hashtags as a call for unity among supporters, reminding them what the
organization stands for and promotes — “important American values”.

4.6 Organizational Identity and Social Media

As aforementioned, organizational identity has been studied from multiple perspectives. However, most of the
studies focused primarily on the role of organizational members in the social co-construction of organizational
identity on internal or external social media channels. Thus Madsen’s (2016) study reported specifically that
coworkers can contribute to the construction of organizational identity when they discuss and negotiate
organizational identity on internal social media. In consequence, the study highlights the importance of treating
all employees as essential partners in the management of organizational identity (Omilion-Hodges & Baker,
2014). Moreover, organizations are also advised to create a strong internal brand on internal social media which
can increase the extent to which employees identify with the organization for whose image they are partly
responsible (Omilion-Hodges & Baker, 2014).

Meanwhile, Albu and Etter’s work (2016) stresses the importance of interaction and engagement on external
social media such as Twitter for building organizational identity and co-constituting the desired representation of
the organization. This study also suggests that the use of hashtags on external social media can only help to
co-produce organizational identity insofar as it also renders possible its destabilization by people external to the
organization if used incorrectly. For example, during the corporate sustainability campaign of a multinational
fast-food chain, an activist NGO “took over” the hashtag created by the company account for raising awareness
of its socially responsible supply chain activities, by linking it with the unsustainable ingredients used in the
company’s food products).

Lastly, Ozdora Aksak and Aktakan Duman’s case study (2016), which explores how a Turkish bank uses
corporate social responsibility to construct its identity, reveals that all organizational communication channels,
including internal and external social media, have a role to play in constructing a competitive, legitimate and
moral organizational identity, and communicating it to all stakeholders.
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5. Conclusion

Interest in social media has increased in the last few years considering their high adoption rates, as well as the
power they have given to organizations and individuals to interact with each other. Scholars and practitioners
published numerous recommendations for effective social media communication or management strategies
including how social media can be used to communicate or manage organizational or corporate identity. The
former has been illustrated for example by recent generic reviews on social media metrics and analytics in
marketing (e.g. Misirlis and Vlachopoulou, 2018) or generic reviews on advances in social media research (e.g.
Kapoor et al., 2017). Regardless of this interest, little attention has been dedicated so far to addressing
methodological issues in organizational and corporate identity research, in particular how these concepts can be
measured or observed either in general or specifically on social media.

This study set out to collect, analyze and synthesize the corpus of published research on approaches to
observing/measuring organizational and corporate identity on social media. Our work makes several important
contributions to the existing organizational and corporate identity research. Our findings provide an overview of
the state-of-the-art of organizational identity, corporate identity and social media research including an in-depth
overview of publication characteristics and associated literature gaps. They show that this research is in a nascent
state; that most of the studies on exploring organizational and corporate identity on social media come from
high-income countries; that recent studies do not draw to a great extent on previous organizational/corporate
identity and social media research, and that they mostly employ the generic category “social media,” making it
difficult to draw particular conclusions for each specific platform. Those few studies that specify which social
media platforms they considered focus mostly on Facebook and Twitter, with the result that LinkedIln is
under-researched, despite the fact that it is one of the most popular professional social media platforms, on which
users are integrated largely on the basis of their professional position and relationships (Baccarella, Wagner,
Kietzmann, & McCarthy, 2018). It also means that the latest social media channels such as Instagram or
Snapchat are neglected. Moreover, we have observed that there is some confusion about definitions, as some
studies use the terms “organizational identity” and “corporate identity” interchangeably. This may indicate that
authors are tending tacitly to shape these two concepts to fit their ontological and epistemological assumptions
about the organizations they study (Dowling, 2016; Foreman, & Whetten, 2016).

Overall, even though our review touches on and analyzes diverse studies focusing on several different aspects of
measurement of corporate and organizational identity on the basis of social media or tools that can be used on
diverse social media, it has not found much in the way of a reliable and standard method for measuring them,
whether because of the ambiguity of these concepts or because developing such a standard is a demanding task
(Melewar, Karaosmanoglu, & Paterson, 2005). Our findings should be of interest to interdisciplinary scholars
nonetheless, for example, in making them aware of methodological approaches and types of data so far used to
explore organizational and corporate identity. One consequence might be that future scholars see the value of
developing more sophisticated research designs that take into account previous research which has drawn
attention to the disadvantages of the prevailing tendency to study organizational identity in isolation from other
matters. Complex research designs could enable the simultaneous and coordinated study of both internal and
external perspectives for measuring and observing organizational and corporate identity (Navis & Glynn, 2010),
including attention to how organizational identity can emerge from the social media profiles and activity of
employees.

These research designs might also be longitudinal, and test empirically, in organizations from diverse sectors,
whether and how corporate and organizational identity can be observed with reference to not only positive
corporate image and corporate values, but also how organizational identity can be gauged with the help of
hashtags on external social media and employees’ discussions on internal social media - in other words,
employing the categories that have emerged from our analysis.

This study also has important practical implications for managers. Organizations investing in social media and in
promoting both their products and themselves as an employer should be interested in exploring what kind of
results these efforts have achieved. Drawing on these findings organizations will be able to design more tailored
interventions for strengthening the management of their organizational and corporate identity on social media,
and thus to promote successful organizational performance (Voss et al., 2006).
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