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Abstract: 

Social media and social networking sites (SNS) touch every aspect of life. A lot of studies 
exist of social media in the setting of companies interacting with consumers (B2C) but the 
world of businesses interacting with each other (B2B) is still quite narrowly researched. 
Hence aim of the study is to understand the usage of social media in B2B operations 
between a case company & its business partners in design industry. 

The literature review presented, characterized and investigated social media and B2B as 
well as their relation based on previous search. The result of the literature review was the 
construction of a concluding framework illustrating the relations and links of different 
actors around social media and B2B. The framework was used as the basis for the study. 

The data was gathered by conducting a netnographic observation on four SNS. 
Netnography is an ethnographic observation conducted online. In addition to 
observational data, researcher’s field notes were utilized in data collection and analysis. 

The results of the qualitative study confirm that SNS hence social media are indeed 
adopted in B2B-related operations in design industry. The results indicate that there are 
different ways to use social networking sites for B2B purposes. Particularly Instagram is 
used in the design industry to communicate varying types of collaborations with emphasis 
on collaborations to build and strengthen brand image. However, there is an imbalance in 
the level of engagement on SNS activity in B2B and hence the links between brand owner, 
business collaborators and end customers are not equal to one another. The theoretical 
contribution of this study is the combination of B2B and social media. In doing so, the 
study shows that social media usage is strong for brand owner and end customer but less 
so in retailing. In the end, the research concludes that social networking sites are a useful 
tool to indeed strengthen brand identity and generally communicate with actors involved 
in A2A.  
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1 INTRODUCTION 

Social media has revolutionized the world as we know it. As of August 2018, the online 

networking application Facebook registered more than 2.23 billion monthly active users. 

The same number for another popular application Instagram was about 1 billion, 200 

million up from 800 million in September 2017. (Statista, 2018a; Statista, 2018b) With 

7.6 billion people in the world, this means that a third of the whole population is active 

on social media on a monthly basis.  

The scale of social media has left no aspect in life untouched. It has become significant 

in the lives of individuals and therefore also affected the business world (Hanna et al., 

2011). Social media and particularly its social networking sites (SNS) are used by 

companies in various fields for a number of tasks primarily in marketing, branding and 

communication (Kaplan & Heanlein, 2010). The scale has also created new possibilities 

for companies succeeding that in other circumstances would not be able to grow or even 

exist (Brink, 2017). 

In terms of marketing research, a lot of studies exist of social media in the setting of 

companies interacting with consumers (B2C) (Iankova et al., 2019). However, the world 

of businesses interacting with each other (B2B) is still quite narrowly researched 

(Buratti, Parola & Satta,2018). The research that does exist of social media’s role in B2B 

has quite strongly focused on answering if social media is used or useful in a B2B context 

to begin with (e.g. Jussila, Kärkkäinen & Aramo-Immonen, 2013; Keinänen & 

Kuivalainen, 2015) and on certain industries such as innovative and high-tech leaving 

more traditional markets outside the scope (Buratti, Parola & Satta,2018). A unified 

result of the previous research, in addition to the potential of social media in B2B that is, 

is that one of the hindering factors in utilizing social media in B2B is a lack of case studies. 

(Jussila, Kärkkäine & Aramo-Immonen, 2013). This research aims at contributing to 

filling this gap. 

1.1 Background 

Social media has played a crucial part in shifting the market power from companies to 

customers by providing more choices, wider possibilities and channels to exchange 

information and opinions. This has created a setting where perspectives and behaviour 

may and do change rapidly. (Buratti, Parola & Satta, 2018) Therefore, brands are 

expected to be more creative for example in customizing their offerings to predict and 
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react as the customer perspectives and behaviours change (Wathieu et al, 2002). While 

social media is part of the reason, it is also part of the solution to tackle these trends. 

Social media marketing can overcome resource limitations and creates business 

opportunities to name a few (Brink, 2017). Not least based on this, it is important to gain 

a better understanding of social media in the B2B setting. However, it is still quite 

narrowly studied (Jussila, Kärkkäine & Aramo-Immonen, 2013; Buratti, Parola & Satta, 

2018) 

While B2C and B2B are seen as two different concepts, in reality they are strongly linked. 

Inside every business person working in B2B there is a consumer, an individual 

(Ferguson, 2009). While there are differences in B2C and B2B including for example the 

complexity of decision making, the value proposition of B2B also includes understanding 

the human behind the business in addition to understanding the business itself 

(Ferguson, 2009). Because of this, B2B is not excluded from the rest of the world or 

interactions with individual consumers. Hence, even with focus on B2B, a study should 

not forget the existence of this link.  

As B2B is not excluded from the rest of the world, neither is the rest of the world from 

B2B. Everything happening around businesses has a potential effect on how the 

businesses operate with each other. In terms of the big picture, different actors play a 

part in a complex equation. This means that instead of businesses solely and exclusively 

working either with other businesses or consumers, all are linked.  A concept known as 

actor-to-actor (A2A) helps to identify and understand the link between B2C and B2B 

(Vargo and Lusch, 2011). The concept is identified and discussed more in detail later in 

the paper in order to draw a clearer picture of the setting B2B and social media operate 

in. 

1.2 Problem Statement 

As stated earlier, the concept of social media marketing is still fairly new in the B2B 

domain (Buratti, Parola & Satta, 2018) While social media is ever more relevant and has 

been so for years already, literature on the implementation of social media tools in B2B 

firms or in any B2B relations is still under researched (Siamagka et al., 2015). Buratti, 

Parola & Satta (2018) looked into the academic research in the subject starting from 

2008 to 2018 and found that 26 out of 31 papers published after 2014 state that social 

media marketing is already quite widely harnessed in B2C marketing yet it is a new 

concept in B2B (Buratti, Parola & Satta, 2018).  
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In addition to the overall lack of studies, it has also been found that only few of the 

existing studies of social media in B2B have had a multi-regional perspective (Buratti, 

Parola & Satta, 2018). Instead, the studies have strongly focused on specific Anglo-Saxon 

countries such as the US, the UK and Australia while other relevant regions such as Asia 

and the rest of Europe have not been studied (Buratti, Parola & Satta, 2018). This 

regional perspective is an aspect where this study contributes to the existing academic 

research. While the focus company is Finnish, the B2B communication and social media 

audience are international. 

All in all, the academic debate would benefit from an in-depth investigation of the 

advantages related to the introduction of social media marketing tools in B2B services 

(Buratti, Parola & Satta, 2018). A fairly new study by Buratti, Parola and Satta (2018) 

encourages future academic works to explore different B2B sections and to compare the 

findings to theirs. In this study, a similar method will be used in the case of a traditional 

design industry. As Buratti, Parola and Satta (2018) state, extant studies in the subject 

have focused on innovative or high-tech business while more conservative industries 

remain under researched (Buratti, Parola & Satta, 2018). Even though design industry is 

in a sense an example of a creative field, it is not agile as nature and hence still falls to 

the category of more traditional industries. Furthermore, as predicted in earlier studies, 

the application of social media via Web 2.0 is expected to foster B2B collaboration 

between brand owners, buyers and partners and therefore also support innovation and 

co-creation. (Jussila. Kärkkäinen. & Immonen-Aramo, 2013; Buratti, Parola & Satta, 

2018) This paper aims at proving this expectation through a case example. 

1.3 Purpose of the Study 

The aim of the study is to understand the usage of social media in B2B operations in 

design industry. The aim was reached by studying the social media actions of a Finnish 

case company focusing on the case company’s social media actions directly linked to 

another business. During the data gathering process, the aim was deepened to focus on 

a particular social networking site, Instagram. 

The aim of the study will be reached with the help of research questions. 

- How social media tools are adopted and used in B2B by a firm operating in design

industry?
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- How Instagram is used in B2B operations in design industry?

1.4 Limitations 

The research is conducted as a case study of a Finnish design house and fashion brand. 

It focuses on the company’s social media practices on social networking sites, particularly 

on Instagram, and optimizing the use of social media in B2B operations. Even though 

the case one focus company operating in a specific industry, this research is aiming at 

contributing to overall social media and B2B marketing research. It will predominantly 

use social media and B2B theory on the topic. Therefore, marketing research conducted 

by other disciplines will not be in the focus of this thesis. Additionally, as the focus of the 

study is on social networking sites, other social media tools such as wikis are left outside 

the scope. 

When it comes to the temporal coverage of prior empirical research, most contributions 

have been cross-sectional (Buratti, Parola & Satta, 2018). While a longitudinal analysis 

would provide additional insights, this study also focuses on a cross-section of one year 

(January 2018 to December 2018).  

The social media actions studied are that of a Finnish company and carried out from 

Finland. However, the overall audience on social media is global as it is one of the key 

characteristics of the medium (Kaplan & Heanlein, 2010). This means that the 

geographical area of the case company and therefore the study cannot be entirely limited 

to one specific country or region as in theory the content is available to anyone anywhere 

in the world. This is also the case with the language as the case company uses English on 

its social media channels. Furthermore, the imagery and use of logos in some of the posts 

are at least in theory understandable to even those who do not understand English. This 

speaks against a real limitation as well.  

Social networking sites – not all were chosen. Only the ones the case company used in 

2018. 

1.5 Definitions 

The key concepts used are defined in the thesis as follows; 

Actor to Actor (A2A):  an advanced and inclusive form of B2B that includes B2C as well 

as other actors (Vargo & Lusch, 2011) 
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Business to Business (B2B): firms working either directly or indirectly with each other to 

create value and make profit. (Vargo & Lusch, 2011) whereas Business to Consumer 

(B2C) refers to firms creating value directly to and with individual consumers. 

Social media: A group of Internet-based applications to create and exchange user-

generated content that build on the ideological and technological foundations of Web 

2.0. (Kaplan & Heanlein, 2010) 

Social networking site: A type of social media applications that allow users to build 

personal web sites or profiles accessible to other users for exchange of personal content 

and communication. (Kaplan & Heanlein, 2010) Example of a social networking site are 

Facebook and Instagram. 

Web 2.0: Technologies that enable users to interact with each other via communities, 

social networks and virtual worlds (Kaplan and Haenlein, 2010) which emphasizes the 

power of users to select, filter, publish and edit information, and co-create value 

(Tredinnick, 2006). 

1.6 Structure of the Paper 

The paper is divided into six main parts: 

The first chapter is dedicated to providing the reader with an introduction to the topic. 

The chapter also includes information on the purpose and the scope of the research as 

well as definitions of relevant concepts predominantly used in the thesis. 

The second chapter presents the theoretical framework which focuses on social media, 

the concept of business-to-business and how the two overlap. This creates the theoretical 

basis for the study. The theoretical discussion starts from a general level and flows to a 

more detailed presentation of previous research on the key elements within the concepts. 

It is to be noted here that the term key elements refer to sub-concepts such as social 

networking sites in social media. The chapter is concluded with an analysis of previous 

research on social media in B2B to provide a comprehensive understanding of the 

research gap in the subject.  

The third chapter describes the methodology used in the research, from the underlying 

research philosophy, through the research approach to concrete research methods. The 
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choice of the particular methods will be discussed and the two-step data collection 

method will be presented in detail. 

The fourth chapter presents a brief background information on the case organization as 

well as the findings of the data collection in separate sections, each focusing on the 

specific source of data. This refers to different social networking sites the case company 

uses and the data was gathered from. The latter section of the findings will focus on 

presenting the data segments corresponding with the themes present in the theoretical 

framework. 

The fifth chapter is dedicated for the discussion of the results, answering the research 

questions presented in section 1. This chapter aims to explain and discuss the collected 

data by connecting it to the case specific context. Finally, the sixth chapter concludes the 

findings of the thesis and contrasts the analysis with the initial research purpose. The 

theoretical and managerial implications are presented along with suggestions for further 

research. 
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2 SOCIAL MEDIA & B2B 

In this chapter the underlying literature review of the thesis will be presented. Two 

different sets of theories have been chosen in order to provide a deeper understanding of 

the case study. The first section describes social media while the other concerns business-

to-business. Both theories are structured to start with the umbrella term and its 

definition which is followed by a more focused view on the aspects concerning this paper 

and the aim of this study. Lastly, the theory is summarized and the importance of the 

study is motivated by presenting a summary of the research gap this study aims at 

tackling. 

2.1 Social Media 

The number of active social media users around the world is merely statistics but it 

already shows the relevance of understanding the phenomenon: what it is, where it 

happens and how it is used. Over the past few decades, these questions have been studied 

by researchers worldwide. In the following, the findings of the most relevant studies to 

this paper are discussed. Furthermore, they are used in order to build the first pillar of 

theoretical basis for this study. 

Historically speaking, companies have been able to control the information available 

about them. Still in the early 1990s, they could quite easily manage their image and even 

reputation through marketing and public relations actions such as strategically placed 

press announcements. (Kaplan & Heanlein, 2010) It was possible to highlight good deeds 

and hide the not-so-good ones. Today, however, social media and the Internet in general 

have relegated companies more to the sidelines by transforming the scenario of 

interaction from a lecture to an open discussion forum (Wathieu et al, 2002). 

In the late 1990s, the Internet started out as nothing more than a big board system that 

allowed users to exchange software, data, messages, and news with each other. This 

background is relevant to understand as the basis of social media which grew from a 

popularity surge in homepages in the late 1990s. (Kaplan & Heanlein, 2010) As Kaplan 

and Heanlein (2010) put it, the current trend toward social media can be seen as an 

evolution back to the Internet’s roots because it merely retransforms the World Wide 

Web to what it initially was: a platform to facilitate information exchange between users. 

(Kaplan & Heanlein, 2010, pp. 60)  
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Since social media grows from the basic idea of the whole Interne itself and the WWWs, 

it shares certain characteristics with other similar concepts such as Web 2.0. According 

to Kaplan and Haenlein (2010), Web 2.0 refers to technologies that enable users to 

interact with each other via communities, social networks and virtual worlds. This 

definition can be seen to be linked to that of Tredinnick’s (2006) in which the power of 

users to select, filter, publish and edit information is highlighted in addition to 

participation in the creation of content in social media. In a more recent research, 

Buratti, Parol and Satta (2018) define social medias to be an advent of Web 2.0. 

As the above shows, the definition of social media roots from Web 2.0. As a matter of 

fact, when Jussila, Kärkkäinen & Aramo-Immonen (2013) define social media prior to 

their research, they use the definition of Kaplan and Haenlein’s (2010) in which social 

media is characterized as a group of Internet-based applications that indeed build on the 

ideological and technological foundations of Web 2.0. (Jussila, Kärkkäinen & Aramo-

Immonen, 2013) Furthermore, they state that the creation and exchange of user-

generated content is in the core of social media (Jussila, Kärkkäinen & Aramo-Immonen, 

2013). 

The definition of social media by Kaplan and Haenlein (2010) can be divided into three 

parts: foundation, expression and utilization. While the foundation refers to Web 2.0 and 

how social media shares the same ideological and technological basis as Web 2.0, 

expression is the where and utilization the how in the previously mentioned questions of 

social media. In terms of expression, social media is an umbrella term for a group of 

Internet-based applications. (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010) This approach is also supported 

by Lietsala and Sirkkunen (2008). They continue that under this term various and very 

different types of cultural practices take place in relation to the online content and the 

people involved with that content (Lietsala and Sirkkunen, 2008). This can be identified 

as utilization of social media which in other words includes the creation and exchange of 

user-generated content (Jussila, Kärkkäinen & Aramo-Immonen, 2013; Kaplan & 

Heanlein, 2010). In the following, the expression of social media and the utilization in 

terms of different applications are discussed in more detail.  

2.1.1 Expression & Utilization: Social media applications 

Social media includes different applications. While a number of generically different 

types of them can be identified and some characteristics do overlap (Cooke & Buckley, 

2008; Warr, 2008), it as whole is far from a unified and well-defined set (Jussila, 
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Kärkkäinen & Aramo-Immonen, 2013). However, all of them do play an active role in 

generating and sharing content (Siamagka et al., 2015) meaning that they all share a 

utilization that, as mentioned previously, is based on the Web 2.0 idealogy. In order to 

understand the differences between different applications and therefore the overall 

expression of social media, a set of the defined ones are presented in this chapter. 

It is to be noted here that the list is not complete nor is it an exclusive one. Furthermore, 

the literature of the applications in the focus of this study are highlighted in comparison 

to the ones that are not. In terms of clarity in understanding social media, however, even 

these applications are presented because they are involved in the expression of social 

media. 

While the definition of social media, as general as it may be, is currently quite clearly 

agreed on, the list of social media applications that in one way or another contribute to 

the utilization of social media is slightly different between different studies depending 

on which applications are in focus (Keinänen and Kuivalainen, 2015). This is also noted 

by the researchers of these studies themselves (e.g. Keinänen and Kuivalainen, 2015, pp. 

712). Jussila, Kärkkäinen and Aramo-Immonen (2013) use the list of applications by 

Cooke and Buckley (2008) and Warr (2008) that includes seven applications (wikis, 

blogs, microblogs, social networking sites, social content communities, intermediaries 

and virtual social worlds). Buratti, Parol and Satta (2018) on the other hand identify 

social media through the study of Keinänen and Kuivalainen (2015) which identifies 

social media applications to include blogs, microblogs, social networks, social 

communities, forums/bulletin boards, and content aggregators. 

Despite differences in the terms, what the above shows is that not one of the studies 

conducted in the past 10 years claims to define a complete set of applications. The lists 

are merely examples of what social media applications include, not what they are. This 

indicates that there indeed is no exclusive and complete list of where the act of social 

media, generating and sharing content, happens. Furthermore, what seems to differ 

between the two sets of listings of social media applications is the depth of definition, not 

really the definition itself. For example, while Cooke and Buckley (2008) and Warr 

(2008) identify social networking sites and social content communities, Keinänen and 

Kuivalainen (2015) talk merely about social networks and social communities leaving the 

term a bit more vaque. However, a closer look at these definitions show that they mean 

the same sites: both social networking sites (Cooke & Buckley, 2008 ;Warr, 2008) and 

social networks (Keinänen & Kuivalainen, 2015) refer to websites such as Facebook 



10 

where people share direct links to each other. Social content communities (Cooke & 

Buckley, 2008 ;Warr, 2008) and social communities (Keinänen & Kuivalainen, 2015) are 

both definitions for applications such as YouTube but also Facebook. The definition 

simply depends on what aspect of the application is observed.  

The definition used for social media in this thesis is based on the statements from 

previous research discussed above. Social media refers here to a global matrix of online 

applications where both natural and artificial actors create and consume content 

simultaneously. This definition is chosen because instead of a simple group of 

applications as defined by both Jussila, Kärkkäinen & Aramo-Immonen (2013) and 

Kaplan & Haenlein (2010), the flow of simultaneous actions happening constantly on 

social media, the variety of interactions and the complexity of networks create more like 

an environment or even an organism. This is linked to the cultural practices taking place 

in relation to the online content and the people involved with that content that Lietsala 

and Sirkkunen (2008) talk about. Furthermore, the earlier definitions leave out the users 

of the applications that can be both human or groups of people (=natural) or 

organizations and even bots (=artificial). This study however does not aim at distincting 

the two user types but rather acknowledges their existance. 

Before moving to the focus applications of social media in this study, social networking 

sites that is, there are theories that help to characterize and categorize them. This way 

they also create a basis for identifying the social networking sites where data was 

collected from to carry out this study. These theories are social presence theory and 

media richness theory which are presented next. 

2.1.1.1 Social presence theory 

According to Kaplan and Heanlein, (2010) social presence theory created by Short, 

Williams, and Christie in 1976 can be used to identify social media platforms. Based on 

the theory, a media can differ in the degree of social presence that allows two 

communication partners emerge (Short, Williams & Christie, 1976). The presence is 

furthermore influenced by the intimacy (interpersonal vs. mediated) and immediacy 

(asynchronous vs. synchronous) of the medium (Kaplan & Heanlein, 2010).  For 

example, a discussion on Facebook is synchronous instead of asynchronous as it would 

be if it happened through email.  The intimacy on the other hand is less interpersonal on 

Facebook as it would be face-to-face but more so than via email. 
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The level of intimacy refers to how close and intimate the parties involved in the 

communication medium are. This includes factors such as personal topics of 

conversation, physical distance and eye contact (Argyle and Dean, 1965) which, however, 

do not normally play a role in social media applications. This is because for example a 

Facebook connection does not depend on the physical distance of the parties neither can 

the opposite sides physically see each other. However, for example the development of 

emojis can be seen as an effort to increase the level of physical intimacy to a more 

interpersonal level also in social media applications.  

The factors of intimacy in social presence theory can be seen to be linked and this way 

make them relevant in social media applications and networking sites even though they 

might not be from the first look. Take physical distance for instance. While the distance 

of parties does not directly affect the intimacy, it does so indirectly. A characteristic of 

particularly social networking sites is choosing the persons, organizations, etc. we want 

to be in the network with (Buratti, Parola & Satta, 2018). This creates bubbles of likely 

like-minded people and organizations, and quite often so in the area we live in. In these 

bubbles, the topics of conversation can be more personal as the relationships can be 

closer. This means that while physical distance is not necessarily relevant in terms of 

direct sense of intimacy, its effect is indirect. 

In terms of immediacy, the social presence theory refers to how synchronised the 

exchange of information is (Short, Williams & Christie, 1976). Synchronous 

communication refers to interaction that happens at the same rate, just like in a live chat 

for example (Kaplan & Heanlein, 2010). Opposite to this, asynchronous interaction 

happens in wider pulses (Kaplan & Heanlein, 2010). This is why an email that is received 

a moment after it is sent is an example of asynchronous immediacy in the digital world. 

While the time between the pulses of sending and receiving is very short compared to 

traditional mail, one’s email box needs to be refreshed to receive an email. This creates a 

pulse that does not exist in live chatting.  

2.1.1.2 Media richness theory 

Another theory that Kaplan and Heanlein, (2010) bring up to help identifying social 

media applications and, in terms of this study, in differentiating social networking sites 

from other applications is the theory of media richness by Daft and Lengel (1986). This 

theory uses the goal of communication as the resolution of ambiguity and the reduction 

of uncertainty (Daft and Lengel, 1986). In other words, media differ in how much 
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information they allow to be transmitted in a given time spectrum making some media 

more effective than others in resolving ambiguity and uncertainty. (Kaplan and 

Heanlein, 2010) Applied to the context of social media, this explains the richness of the 

medium. 

By combining the two theories, the different social media applications can be classified. 

Furthermore, Kaplan and Heanlein (2010) put these theories together in comparison to 

the levels of self-presentation and -disclosure in the media. Based on this comparison, 

different social media applications can be differentiated. The table by Kaplan and 

Haenlein (2010) is presented below in Figure 1. 

 

 

Figure 1 Classification of Social Media by social presence/media richness and self-
presentation/self-disclosure (Kaplan & Heanlein, 2010) 

 

In order to create as clear as possible a definition of the social networking sites and 

communities, a step towards a more focused approach is appropriate. Therefore, social 

networking sites and communities are discussed next. The theories of social presence 

and media richness are used to reflect the different definitions and different social 

networking sites in order to create an academically solid foundation for this study. 

2.1.2 Social networking sites 

Keinänen and Kuivalainen (2015) identify social networks as applications that allow 

users to build personal web sites or profiles accessible to other users for exchange of 

personal content and communication (Keinänen & Kuivalainen 2015). As far as this 

group of applications goes, they use Facebook as an example.  



 

 

13 

What seems to rise from the previous research and different definitions for networking 

sites is the term personal. In comparison to for example wikis such as Wikipedia, social 

networking sites are subjective: they are often created by the persons or organizations 

themselves while wikis are mainly created by one or many external and anonymous 

contributors. (Cooke & Buckley, 2008; Warr, 2008; Keinänen & Kuivalainen (2015) 

Wikipedia even expressly forbids the participation of firms in its online community. 

(Kaplan & Heanlein, 2010) 

While there is no systematic way in which different social media applications can clearly 

be categorized (Kaplan & Heanlein, 2010) and they can and do overlap (Keinänen & 

Kuivalainen, 2015), there are still certain characteristics that can be used to differentiate 

social networking sites from other applications. These were identified through two 

theories in the previous chapter. What can additionally be understood from the above, 

sites such as Facebook and Instagram are different from other social media applications 

based on the level of personal participation and interaction in the application. This is in 

line with the theories brought up by Kaplan & Heanlein (2010). To conclude, the richness 

of a medium and the degree of social presence it allows helps to identify social 

networking sites and therefore differentiate social networking sites from other 

application. This is not however enough as the aspect of personal needs to be taken into 

consideration as well. This can also be seen in Figure 1, where Kaplan and Healein (2010) 

classified social networking sites in comparison to other social media applications with 

the help of the theories and the level of personal or self-presentation. As the Figure 1 

shows, social networking sites are in the center of all social media applications in terms 

of social richpresenceness and media richness yet high when it comes to self-

presentation. 

While Kaplan and Heanlein (2010) characterize and classify different social media 

applications, they do not do so with different sites that fall under the category of social 

networking sites. Based on their theory and classification of social media, Figure 2 was 

created to visualize the social networking sites in focus in this study.  



14 

Figure 2 Social networking sites in focus of the study 

The set of social networking sites studied here was a limited one as discussed earlier in 

the paper. In the following, all the sites are briefly presented to gain a better 

understanding of their characteristics and main value propositions. 

2.1.2.1 Facebook 

Facebook is the largest and one of the most popular social media and social networking 

sites. One of the underlying functions on Facebook is the widely used one-click social 

plugin, “Like” (Swani, Brown & Milne, 2014) which has over the past few years evolved 

to include also different types of reaction possibilities from “Love” or “Hate”. This plugin 

can be seen as one of the main reasons for the popularity of Facebook as it is the most 

diffused one-click social plugin in the social media space (Buratti, Parola & Satta, 2018). 

As a matter of fact, almost every website has integrated “Facebook” functionalities in 

their interface.  

Buratti, Parola and Satta (2018) gathered the latest studies on social media and B2B. As 

it can be seen on the list of these studies (Buratti, Parola & Satta, 2018), almost all of 

them have included aspects regarding Facebook in their main findings. This indicates 

that Facebook has a special role also in the academics. In terms of B2B services, 

companies are likely to benefit when users like the content shared by companies, as this 

way customer-customer and firm-customer interactions are encouraged (Buratti, Parola 

& Satta, 2018). The dynamics of Facebook also increase the popularity of companies’ 

posts and allow users to provide their personal endorsements (Godes and Mayzlin, 
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2009), thus supporting interaction and brand engagement (Buratti, Parola & Satta, 

2018). Facebook fans can furthermore engage with company’s wall posts or messages, by 

liking, commenting or sharing (Swani et al., 2017), thus affecting the company brand, 

reputation and word-of-mouth (De Vries et al., 2012). 

2.1.2.2 Twitter 

Twitter is a social networking site launched in 2007. It is a free service where people can 

communicate in real time with followers and other users by using a number of devices, 

mainly smartphones (Buratti, Parola & Satta, 2018). This makes it a rather active 

platform where users tend to be rather active in engaging with others – both companies 

and individuals (Buratti, Parola & Satta, 2018). Twitter is furthermore a form of group 

instant messaging, which particularly in a business context permits to generate real-time 

word-of-mouth (Huotari et al., 2015; Swani, Milne & Brown, 2013). In other words, when 

users send posts known as tweets, it may generate instant feedback. Another aspect of 

tweets is their fleeing nature and the culture of fast sharing, knowns as retweeting 

(Highfield, 2015) which potentially is another reason to the high user rate of Twitter.  

2.1.2.3 LinkedIn 

LinkedIn is a social network for businesspeople, which enjoyed a rush of popularity in 

late 2007 (Buratti, Parola & Satta, 2018). As with other social networking channels both 

individuals and companies can create own profiles on LinkedIn. Members can also 

search other contacts and connect with business contacts, known business persons as 

well as use those people’s connections to find other members and increase their network 

(Keinänen & Kuivalainen, 2015).  

2.1.2.4 Instagram 

The fastest growing social networking site (Wagner, 2015), Instagram is an online 

platform used on smartphones to share photos and videos (Sheldon & Bryant, 2015). In 

other words, it is a social networking site focused on visual content (Frommer, 2010; Hu, 

Manikonda, & Kambhampati, 2014). Despite being the fastest growing SNS, there is still 

rather little research done on Instagram.  (Sheldon & Bryant, 2015; Hu, Manikonda, & 

Kambhampati, 2014) While searching for overall academic studies on the SNS, it is also 

evident that the research that does exist is from the latter half of 2010s. 
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In comparison to the other social networking sites listed above, Instagram is the only one 

that puts visual content first (Sheldon & Bryant, 2015). This even though other ones also 

include the culture of sharing visual content through images. Instagram, however is built 

on a unique way to post pictures and videos using smartphones and applying different 

manipulation tools, filters, to change the appearance of the imagery (Hu, Manikonda, & 

Kambhampati, 2014). Instagram was the first SNS to create filters to be used in images. 

These filters allow users to change the look of any picture through a range of colours and 

resolutions before they are posted. (Sheldon & Bryant, 2015) 

Another aspect characterizing Instagram is the hashtag (#). Therefore, it not only also 

allows users to add captions but also a hashtag to describe the pictures and videos in 

addition to a tag or mentioning of other users by using the @ symbol. (Hu, Manikonda, 

& Kambhampati, 2014) With this the user is able to link another user to their own posts. 

While other social networking sites also use the hashtag, the idea behind particularly 

Instagram was to share pictures and videos with a hashtag or a number of hashtags so 

that other users can find the photographs easier as well as group imagery sharing similar 

attributions together (Sheldon & Bryant, 2015). The use and practice of hashtags is also 

a way of measuring social engagement on the site in academic studies (e.g. Highfield, 

2015; Sheldon & Bryant, 2015)  

Beyond the practical characteristics of Instagram, the SNS is used strongly for brand and 

brand identity purposes. This means that Instagram is used to create, identify and 

communicate brands – both personal and organizational. Hence Instagram plays a 

central role in overall brand building. (Carah & Shaul, 2016) 

In the above, the concept and characteristics of social media and social networking sites 

were identified and discussed through previous research. In the following, the same is 

done in terms of business-to-business. 

2.2 Business-to-Business (B2B) 

The foundation of the second part of the theoretical framework of this study circles 

around the concept of B2B. The theory starts with a peek at how interactions between 

businesses have been viewed in the academics leading up to explaining how B2B is 

identified in this study and viewed in relation to the rest of the world with the help of a 

concept known as A2A. It is to be noted that a closer interaction of social media in 

business is intentionally left to minimum in this chapter in order to at first draw a clear 
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picture of B2B. Only after this, in chapter 2.3, social media is brought back to the picture 

and discussed in relation to B2B.  

Business-to-business, or B2B, is generally used to refer to the interaction or trade 

between firms and organizations. Traditionally speaking, stakeholders in B2B 

interactions aim to create bonds with their partners in order to overcome economic 

ambiguities and to establish profitable and long-lasting affiliations (Samiee and Walters, 

2003). In other words, parties in B2B aim at creating value for their partners that will 

furthermore create value for them. However, this type of definition of B2B has faced 

criticism for being too narrow (e.g. Fern & Brown, 1984; Cova & Salle, 2008; Gummesson 

& Polese, 2009; Dant & Brown, 2008). A trend of co-creation is gaining ground in 

research and also questioning what the definition of B2B actually includes (e.g. Vargo & 

Lusch, 201; Hein et al., 2019). Because of the nature of this paper and the ultimate aim 

of the managerial implications to truly build tools to co-create value, a more inclusive 

definition of B2B is appropriate. In other words, inclusivity refers to understanding the 

two main forces in B2B: business and people – not one without the other. 

As stated earlier, the traditional approach to B2B has been to view the operations solely 

between businesses – people and their human factors excluded (Samiee and Walters, 

2003). Lately however, the ultimate value proposition in B2B has grown to consist of two 

parts: understanding the business and its needs while also acknowledging the person 

(Ferguson, 2009). In other words, the people in business are taken into consideration 

when discussing B2B. The core of this is the very idea that even in B2B business is not 

only about businesses but also people as different stakeholders in the equation (Hein et 

al., 2019). 

As people are involved, so are their humane sides: customs, opinion, emotions even.  

Ferguson (2009) continues that while most small business owners claim they base their 

decisions on their heads and logic, they either consciously or subconsciously still strongly 

rely on their hearts and emotions (Ferguson, 2009). Even though human tendencies are 

not in focus of this study, they are important to take into consideration as drivers of 

behaviour that also reaches the ways businesses operate.  

While bigger corporations tend to have procedures, bureaucracy and more people 

involved in complex decision making processes (Hein et al., 2019), they are people, too. 

Based on this, it could be claimed that Ferguson’s (2009) findings do not only end in 

small-businesses but are applicable also in a larger B2B setting. Furthermore, they can 
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be seen relevant to all types of organizations working in B2B to acknowledge and ideally 

use both economic value and emotional appeal. These two forces and their relation is 

also known as the “B2B challenge”. (Ferguson, 2009) This challenge is in the core of the 

setting of this paper as knowing and understanding the customer on a deeper, even 

emotional level, is a relevant part of modern-day marketing (Kotler & Keller 2012) also 

in B2B (Ferguson, 2009). Furthermore, it is the scenario where social media can be 

particularly useful (e.g. Ferguson, 2009; Buratti, Parola & Satta, 2018)  

The inclusion of humane characteristics and the person behind business is not the only 

aspect of B2B that has changed in how B2B is generally viewed. In the bigger picture, 

passive definitions of parties involved in business and the overall distinction between 

B2B and B2C have been criticised for centuries (e.g. Fern & Brown, 1984; Cova & Salle, 

2008; Gummesson & Polese, 2009; Dant & Brown, 2008). It is, however, challenging to 

identify and characterize complex phenomena with terminology and ideology that are 

firmly rooted in black-and-white views (Vargo & Lusch, 2011). A basis for viewing the 

relationship or link between B2B and B2C is discussed next which additionally includes 

the way B2B is identified in this study. 

2.2.1  Actor-to-actor (A&A) 

Vargo & Lusch (2011) give an alternative to the term B2B by distancing the terminology 

from the exclusive terms that define business as a producer and consumer as a passive 

receiver, and seeing all the parties as actors (A). (Vargo & Lusch, 2011) Based on this, the 

exchange we know as business would actually be an exchange between actors who co-

create the value.  This view would furthermore make every exchange fall into a large 

category of actor-to-actor (A2A) (Vargo, 2009). 

Instead of completely harnessing the term A2A, Vargo and Lusch (2008; 2011) use it and 

B2B as synonyms. In a big picture, B2B is differentiated from the traditional definition 

that has indicated B2B to be separate from or is even an opposite to B2C. It can also be 

seen that B2B in “it’s all B2B” (Vargo & Lusch, 2011) is an advanced form of B2B that 

includes B2C. In other words, this is B2B 2.0, where producers, consumers and all in-

between are resource integrators known as actors (Vargo & Lusch, 2011).  

The inclusive, cooperating and active world of B2B created by Vargo and Lusch (2011) is 

the basis of B2B theory in this study. It is the term of choice used to refer businesses 

creating value together and consumers being an active part of it. However, while this 
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paper roots from and hence strongly supports the idea of actors co-creating value in an 

inclusive network, it is for the sake of clarity to identify and understand the individual 

roles of the two actors in the focus of this study. To distinguish the two, terms have been 

harnessed based on the study’s main actor groups in relation to each other as well as the 

main roles they possess in the whole supply chain network and in reflection to each other. 

The two actors, resource integrators, are known as brand owner and collaborator. They 

are discussed next.  

2.2.1.1 Resource Integrators 

The theory of different actors co-creating value does not mean that all actors are the same 

(Vargo and Lusch, 2011). If this was the case, there would be nothing one actor could do 

for others hence collapsing the whole concept of business interaction and value exchange 

(Samiee and Walters, 2003) that still is the root of B2B. Contrarily, different resource 

integrators are needed to bring together the resources needed for value creation (Vargo 

and Lusch, 2011). The resource integrators create together a network that can be viewed 

as a supply chain. 

There are many types of supply chains and similarly different resources are used and 

needed in different chains and different parts of them. What can be viewed as common 

for all the actors in all types of supply chains is that ideally each brings some type of 

resource to the table that they together integrate to co-create value. (Simatupang & 

Shridharan. 2002) In other words, by corresponding these resources as well as processes 

and competencies, suppliers can support their customers’ business effectively and this 

way enable both the customers and themselves to create incremental value. (Grönroos & 

Helle, 2011) 

The roles of different resource integrators from suppliers to producers to brand owners 

depend on which actors in what part of a network are viewed and how they are related to 

one another (Vargo and Lusch, 2011; Grönroos & Helle, 2011). This means that while 

actor A co-creates value as a supplier with actor B, the role of actor A can be completely 

different in value co-creation with actor C while it still is linked to the value in interaction 

with actor B.  On of such resources is a brand or ownership of a brand.  
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2.2.1.1.1. Brand owner 

Brand owners can quite self-explanatorily be understood to refer to actors that officially 

own a brand. However, as can be seen in the overall evolution of highlighting discussion, 

co-creation and two-way interaction (e.g. Grönroos & Helle, 2011; Hein et al., 2019) 

brought up above, it is not so that brand owner would only distribute their brands and 

those consuming the brand would only be listeners. Particularly in today’s world, brand 

owners do not simply create and tell brand stories but co-create brand performances 

together with other everyone who consumes the brand from suppliers to end-customers. 

(Sign & Sonnenburg, 2012) 

Brand owner collaborates with an actor that has its own role in the chain. It can be for 

example a retailer selling products forward or a buyer that indirectly serves the brand-

owner’s creation to an end-customer. This relation is illustrated in Figure 3. The arrow 

from brand owner to buyer resembles a sale of a product or service. The arrow from the 

buyer to the brand owner is the purchase. It is to be noted here, that the arrows do not 

present the co-creation of value taking place in the exchange but is a simplified 

presentation of the transaction. This is done intentionally to clarify the relationship 

between the two actors. This transaction creates a simplified presentation of B2B marked 

red in the Figure.  

Figure 3  B2B and B2C in A2A (based on theory by Fargo & Lusch, 2011) 
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2.2.1.1.2. Buyer 

There are multiple different ways to characterize buyers and their relationships with 

sellers or brand owners (Cannon & Perreault, 1999). It is not however the intention of 

this study to dig deeper to the different definitions and types of buyers but rather look it 

from a pragmatic, case-industry-specific point of view. Hence in this paper, buyers are 

identified as actors that in simplified forms of the design industry supply chain buy 

apparel to either have them used by their own customers or to offer the apparel to be 

furthermore bought by consumers. The latter type of buyers is generally known as 

retailers (Sen, 2008). 

A buyer’s role between a brand owner and an end-customer is simplified and illustrated 

in Figure 3. Here, retailer purchases a service or a product from a brand owner and sells 

it further to an end-customer or alternatively has the consumer use it for the buyer’s 

benefit. It is to be noted that the purchase process where the arrow down shows the 

action of sales and arrow up the action of buying is a business exchange. 

Whether in the virtual or real world, everyone is just a person going about the business 

of one’s daily life in the process of trying to improve it in one way or another. Firms are 

all similarly collectives of people and are created by them to provide necessary structures 

for carrying out activities. These structures connect actors, provide their context and 

hence become actors themselves. (Vargo & Lusch, 2011) Therefore, in order to 

understand the current world of B2B, also the context should be seen as an actor. Social 

media is a relevant context in this study. Therefore, the link between the theories of social 

media and B2B are discussed in the following section. 

2.3 Social media & B2B 

The development of social media has touched all aspects of life. This is also the reality in 

the business world. The link between the two is related to their very characteristics. As 

learned in the previous section, actors in B2B are all somehow linked to individuals 

whether by being them or created by them (e.g. firms, societies) (Vargo & Lusch, 2011). 

From a more practical point of view, all business persons are eventually individuals 

affected by the same factors that affect them as consumers (Ferguson, 2009). Because of 

this, social media usage extends beyond individual settings and is more and more 

apparent in the communities of businesses (Rapp et al., 2013; Sheldon & Bryant, 2015; 

Hein et al., 2019). This development supports the idea that particularly in terms of social 
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media, B2C and B2B should not be seen as two separate worlds but rather as intertwining 

ones. For example, in 2011, more than 93% of B2B marketers used one or more forms of 

social media to interact with their customers (Holden-Bache, 2011).  

Certain social media applications rise above others in B2B. While study by Holden-Bache 

(2011) does not divide different social media approaches from each other, similar results 

are supported by other studies. According to Jussila, Kärkkäinen and Aramo-Immonen 

(2013), the most commonly used social media application in B2B is social networking 

sites, particularly in customer interface. This is the case also in the most commonly used 

approach in terms of partner interface. (Jussila, Kärkkäinen & Aramo-Immonen, 2013), 

The same story continues in branding. In 2013, the usage rate of social networking sites 

in branding by small and medium enterprises is about 27% (Jussila, Kärkkäinen and 

Aramo-Immonen (2013). As with trends in social media in general, the number can be 

believed to only have risen. Based on this, social media and more importantly social 

networking sites are indeed relevant in the world of B2B.  

The reason for the success of social networking sites can be seen in the very definition of 

them presented in the chapter 2.1.2. Individual profiles on social networking sites are 

created by individuals or organizations behind their own profiles (e.g. Keinänen & 

Kuivalainen, 2015). This gives power over one’s own site and creates a channel where, in 

terms of B2B, organizations can directly communicate to and with other parties. Also, as 

discussed in the previous section, businesses are eventually created and run by humans 

(e.g. Vargo & Lusch, 2011 & Ferguson, 2009). Hence, because social networking sites are 

such a crucial part of everyone’s personal lives and their interaction with the rest of the 

world, they are also the ones people in B2B are likely most familiar with. Based on the 

same idea, networking sites are also the ones where everyone most likely has the easiest 

access to. Furthermore, the bubbles of users with similar values etc. (Buratti, Parola & 

Satta, 2018) create a fertile ground for strengthening brand image by being in the same 

social networking bubble with similar or superior brands.  

Social networking sites being popular both among companies and individuals means that 

they are also connecting the different actors in ways no application or channels has 

before. This connection is presented in Figure 3. 
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Figure 4 Social networking as a link between different actors in a supply chain.  

 

Social media and networking sites in particular have shifted the role of consumers from 

passive recipients to active co-creators (Hanna et al., 2011) which is in line with the 

development of interactive business exchange discussed in the previous sections. This 

similarity in trends on both sides, marketing and B2B, is uncanny and makes the subject 

not only interesting but very current, too. It also shows how the world of consumers or 

people as private individuals and businesses or the professional world are not exclusive, 

on the contrary. They are reflections that affect and are affected by each other. 

2.4 Summary of Theory 

In the first part of the theoretical framework, the concept of social media is presented 

with the identification of its foundation in Web 2.0 (Jussila, Kärkkäinen & Aramo-

Immonen, 2013) as well as expression and utilization. Expression of social media refers 

to where and utilization how social media is used. In terms of expression, social media is 

an umbrella term for a group of Internet-based applications (Kaplan & Heanlein, 2010). 
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Out of these applications, social networking sites are in the focus of this study. 

Furthermore, they are differentiated from the rest of applications such as wikis with the 

help of social presence (Short, Williams & Christie, 1976) and media richness theories 

(Daft and Lengel, 1986). (Kaplan & Heanlein, 2010) Based on these theories, social 

networking sites are high in social presence and medium rich in the amount of 

information that is allowed to pass through. 

The second part of the theoretical framework focuses on B2B. In this study, B2B is 

identified as an inclusive term for resource integrators voluntary exchanging applied 

skills and competences (Vargo & Lusch, 2011) with a value proposition of understanding 

both business needs and personal aspects (Ferguson, 2009). These resource integrators 

mainly refer to firms and organizations co-creating value together in the exchange but 

that are still strongly linked to other actors such as individuals, consumers. In this sense, 

the theory of A2A is presented as an umbrella term under which both B2B and B2C fall 

and are in influence with each other. (Vargo & Lusch, 2011) This link between B2B and 

B2C under A2A is illustrated in the right side of Figure 3 that presents the study cases in 

reflection to the theoretical framework. 

The third and last section reflects social media and B2B with each other. In this section, 

it is discussed that both worlds are strongly linked. Furthermore, the development of 

social media has affected the world of B2B and it can be seen to have pushed this world 

towards even more interaction within and with individual organizations and actors. 

(Hanna et al., 2011) In other words, social media has become an actor in A2A and 

therefore also in B2B. This is supported by results of numerous research presented in the 

section. Furthermore, social networking sites are the most popular social media 

applications in B2B (e.g. Buratti, Parola & Satta, 2018). A reason for this can be explained 

for example by the networking affect. However, also the concept of A2A or all being B2B 

can be seen to be a reason for this development: “All is B2B” (Vargo & Lusch, 2011) could 

be understood to mean that people are eventually behind decision-making both in 

traditional B2B and B2C.  

Social media is a connecting factor in A2A because it is connecting companies and 

individuals. In other words, co-creation of the value of a service happens strongly in 

social media as it is harnessed by companies and used by consumers. This relation is 

illustrated in the left side of Figure 5 that combines the theories presented in the chapter 

under one illustration. 



 

 

25 

 

Figure 5 The role of social networking sites within A2A.  

 

All in all, the theoretical framework shows that all is connected. The aim of this study is 

to make sense of specific connections in the big picture and how they affect each other. 

The focus is to understand the usage of social media in B2B operations between a case 

company and its business partners, particularly buyers, in the international design 

industry. How this aim was reached, how it changed and what actions were taken to gain 

more understanding of the subject are discussed next in the following chapter.  
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3 METHODOLOGY 

In this chapter, the research methodology of the study is presented. Broader than 

methods that mainly refer to different approaches in collecting and analyzing data 

(Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill 2012), methodology demonstrates the general process and 

procedure of the whole research (Ponterotto, 2005; Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill 2012). 

Therefore, the aim of this section is to discuss the research approach and process in 

detail.  

First, the underlying research philosophy is presented which is followed by discussion 

on the research approach. The third section of the chapter describes the research 

methods used in the study. Then, the data collection and analysis are presented and the 

whole chapter is concluded with a discussion on trustworthiness of this study. 

3.1 Research philosophy 

Research philosophy refers to the underlying beliefs and assumptions of a researcher 

regarding the development of knowledge (Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill, 2015). These 

sometimes even unconscious assumptions consist of concepts such as ontology, 

epistemology, axiology and methodology (Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill, 2015).  While 

ontology refers to assumptions about the nature of reality (Ponterotto 2005) and the 

nature of social beings (Hudson & Ozanne, 1988), epistemology means assumptions 

people make about knowledge and what is accepted as valid knowledge (Saunders, Lewis 

& Thornhill, 2016). Axiology on the other hand means assumptions about the role and 

place of values. Methodology is the process and procedures of the whole research. 

(Hudson & Ozanne 1988). In other words, methodology is not only about gathering data 

and the process, but also about research design, analysis and reporting. 

Research philosophies can be distinguished based on the research’s assumptions take an 

objective or subjective viewpoint (Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill, 2015). Out of the two, an 

objective viewpoint known as objectivism focuses on realism. It encourages viewing 

entities in their own reality external of a social actor. (Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill, 2015) 

This implies that social phenomena are independent of all social actors’ existence and 

are in terms of ontology meaningful as their own. Subjectivism turns this view upside 

down perceiving that social entities are developed from the perceptions of social actors 

(Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill, 2015). Radically speaking, subjectivism claims that 

nothing exists without someone’s interpretation (Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill, 2015). 
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The meaning associated to social entities is produced through a social actor’s interactions 

with others and because social actors redefine their interpretations, the meaning changes 

over time as well as between actors (Bryman & Bell, 2015).  

Epistemologically speaking, objectivism views knowledge from a generalizing approach. 

This means seeking abstract laws that could be applied to an infinitely large number of 

phenomena, people, settings, and times. (Hudson & Ozanne 1988). In other words, 

objectivist knowledge is strongly about universal facts, numbers and law-like 

generalization (Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill, 2015). In subjectivism, knowledge is 

viewed through a more particularistic approach (Hudson & Ozanne 1988). Instead of 

universal, generalized facts, subjective research seeks motives, meanings, reasons, and 

other subjective experiences that are also time- and context-bound (Hudson & Ozanne 

1988; Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill, 2015). 

In an objectivist world, social entities and social actors exist independently of each other. 

Furthermore, objectivist research aims at explaining or predicting a phenomenon 

(Hudson & Ozanne 1988). Because of this, objectivist research is ideally free of subjective 

values (Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill, 2015). Opposite to this, the primary goal of 

subjectivist research is to understand behavior, not predicting or generally explain it 

(Hudson & Ozanne 1988). Hence, axiology in subjectivism is integral and reflexive by 

nature (Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill, 2015).  

As this study focuses on social networking sites, social interaction and subjective 

interpretations cannot be ignored. Furthermore, the aim is not to predict a specified 

phenomenon or to create a universal explanation but to understand it with a rather 

particular approach. The research and its results are also time-bound acknowledging that 

they may differ in time. Lastly, the researchers own experiences are taken into 

consideration in the analysis of the results. Even though the researcher’s values are not 

actively seen to affect the results of the study, they are neither fully excluded. Based on 

these aspects, this study takes a subjective viewpoint on research philosophy. 

3.2 Research approach 

Research approach describes how theory is used in a study (Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill 

2009) and is determined by the purpose and the way the research connects to existing 

theory. A deductive approach assumes that research is made to test a previously formed 

theory, and is often used in scientific research (Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill 2007). An 
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opposite to this approach is an inductive one. An inductive approach focuses on forming 

theory based on research (Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill, 2009). In other words, induction 

is a theory building research approach. This is commonly used in social sciences. 

(Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill 2007)  

Deduction has been criticized among social science researchers who claim that human 

behaviour cannot be studied in a too strict nature scientific way. (Saunders, Lewis & 

Thornhill 2007) Based on this criticism, respondents should not be viewed as research 

objects responding in a robotic way to certain circumstances. The interest in an inductive 

study on the other hand is on understanding the nature of phenomenon without 

assumptions or hypothesis in advance. The purpose of the inductive approach is to make 

sense of the data material, analyse the data and finally to formulate a theory based on the 

findings. (Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill, 2009) 

This study aims at forming theory and managerial implications based on the research 

and contributing to the existing theories of the key subjects. Existing theory from 

previous research is used for a pre-understanding of the concepts researched in the 

thesis. In other words, this pre-understanding guides netnography as an empirical 

investigation that follows an inductive analytical approach. 

3.3 Research methods 

Research methods refer to the methods used to gather data. The consistency of the 

strategy and data gathering methods is paramount regarding the outcome of the 

research. (Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill 2007) This study is a qualitative one since the 

data was gathered through qualitative observations and investigations. The data-

gathering method is aligned with the inductive research approach.  

There are several techniques to collect data in a qualitative study. One set of techniques 

includes different types of observations which can be used to collect both primary and 

secondary data (Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill, 2009). In case of observations, primary 

data refers to what happens or how while secondary observations mean observer’s 

statements concerning what happens (Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill 2007). One 

participant observation technique is ethnographic observation from which Kozinets 

(2002) derived a technique suitable for online environment such as social media or SNS. 

This technique known as netnography is used in this study and presented next. 
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3.3.1 Netnography 

Netnography is a form of ethnographic research that is especially adapted to the 

computer-mediated contingencies of today’s world (Kozinets, 2009). In other words, it 

is a methodology for conducting ethnographic research online (Saunders, Lewis & 

Thornhill, 2015). It is used in this study to identify how social media is adapted in B2B. 

The data is gathered and analysed through reflections between the results of the 

netnography and relevant theory. 

The netnographic data gathering in this study is partly covert reducing the risk of 

contaminating the field (Silverman, 2011). This means that the researcher is not included 

in any registrations, postings or interaction with the posters. Instead, the case company’s 

profiles were visited anonymously to gather data and step out. Due to the overall 

timespan of the data gathering (12 months) this won’t have a significant effect in the 

results as the posts have also been done and published without knowledge of them being 

studied later on. In other words, the posts have been made based on the company’s rules 

and instructions completely unaware of the study.   

3.4 Data collection 

 

The data was collected through ethnographic observations online. The theory behind the 

method also known as netnography was explained in the previous chapter. The practical 

implications regarding the data collection in this study are discussed next. The overall 

process included looking at the case company’s profiles on specific social networking 

sites and collecting data on certain actions on these sites over the timeframe of one year. 

First, the sample is presented as well as its link to the theoretical setting and framework 

of the study. This is followed by a presentation of the variables studied in the sample. 

3.4.1 Sample 

Four social networking sites were chosen based on their general popularity and relevance 

discussed in the earlier chapter. Choosing three of the sites, Facebook, Twitter and 

LinkedIn was furthermore supported through the study by Buratti, Parola & Satta, (2018) 

in which the use of these sites were similarly studied in another B2B context. There 

Instagram was, however, left out of the scope due to the use of “images and pictures as 
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key contents” (Buratti, Parola & Satta, 2018, p. 510). The case is different in this study. 

Because images, pictures and other visual content are relevant in the design industry, 

Instagram is intentionally taken into consideration as fourth of the social networking sites 

in focus. Furthermore, it is one of the most popular social networking sites at the moment 

with 1 billion active users as stated in the introduction. Based on this, the four social 

networking sites create the sample of the study. This is illustrated in Figure 6. The 

variables included in the highlighted part of the Figure 6 are opened in more detail later 

in Table 1. 

 
 

 
Figure 6 The sample of the study in relation to the framework of the study. 

3.4.2 Variables 

The scope of themes and actions as focus of the observation was determined based on the 

methodology of Buratti, Parola and Satta (2018), and modifying it to meet the 

characteristics of Instagram. The final scope was also affected by the researcher’s 

professional experience in marketing, which consists of three years in supporting 
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marketing roles in tech and design as well as about a year of experience in a senior-level 

role. Through this experience I had firsthand experienced what variables to look at. The 

aim was to create a set of specific questions to be used in data collection. Furthermore, 

the data was collected through similar variables on all the different sites in order to make 

it possible to compare the use or popularity of different sites to each other. In the 

following, the variables are presented more in detail. 

 

After the selection of the sample and variables, the case company’s social media profiles 

were observed. In this part, the aim was to collect data on the chosen themes of actions. 

All the sites were studied separately and the key variables listed in Table 1.  

 

 

Table 1 Main groups of variables: Overall & specified 

As can be seen in the table, there are two main groups of variables: genera variables 

concerning the overall level of activity and popularity on the site and timeframe specific 

variables concerning the level of activity and popularity more specifically. Furthermore, 
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other observations were made continuously in order to create a coherent picture of the 

company’s actions on these sites in a B2B context. These findings which were not directly 

listed among the key variable but were written down on a separate form. These findings 

can be found in tables 2-5. It is to be noted here, that these findings were primary ones 

and should not be mixed with the results of the study. The primary findings were done 

during the data collections and therefore should be viewed as raw data. Only by 

combining the key variables with the primary observations were the actual findings 

retrieved.  

 

The main variables, such as the year of joining a specific SNS or the number of followers 

were the same throughout the sample. However, as discussed in the theoretical part of the 

study, there are individual characteristics differentiating the sites from each other. Due to 

these differences, some of the variables were studied with slight modifications in order to 

retrieve data on similar aspects despite the differences. This was done to strengthen the 

comparability of the data. Such variables were for example the number of tweets on 

Twitter, the number of photos and videos on Facebook and the number of posts on 

Instagram.  

 

In addition to the general variables studied on all the four sites, a range of variables on 

Instagram were studied more in depth. This is because during the observations, Instagram 

rose to be the most interesting of the sites to be studied as the focus company operates in 

a visual design industry. More importantly, Instagram is one of the least studied social 

networking sites in B2B despite being one of the most popular and influential sites in the 

world at the moment. This has created a great imbalance and gap in previous studied as 

explained in the Introduction. Based on this, the wider set of variables were included in 

the data collection concerning Instagram. 

 

The deeper focus and wider range of variables on Instagram resulted in reshaping and 

sharpening the aim of the whole study. The former aim was to understand the role of 

social media in B2B operations. The aim was modified to specify the approach in order 

to better respond to the current need of understanding more in-depth Instagram usage in 

a B2B context rather. Hence the aim of the study became to understand the role of 



 

 

33 

Instagram in B2B operations in design industry. Being sharper than the old one, the new 

aim also makes it possible to retrieve more useful managerial implications form the data. 

This is, however, discussed in the end of the study.  

 

After collecting and constructing data on the two main groups of variables, the data in the 

latter group concerning the studied timeframe was furthermore specified in terms of direct 

B2B activity and popularity. This data is listed in tables 2-5. In addition to the data 

collected on all four sites, a more specified set of data was collected solely on Instagram. 

A comprehensive list of the more in-depth variables can be found in appendix 1.  

 

How the data collection was carried through on each of the four sites. All actions 

regarding data collection were done manually between 1.-31.1.2019. Furthermore, the 

researched timeframe refers to one year, more specifically 1.1.-31.12.2018. 

Facebook 

 
Table 2 Facebook 

The data concerning the case company’s general popularity and level of activity on 

Facebook was collected first. In practice, this meant the following variables: the year of 

the initial registration, the total number of followers as well as the total number of likes 

on the corporate page. In terms of the level of activity and popularity in the researched 

timeframe (one year), the following variables were looked at: the number of posts created 

in the researched timeframe, the average number of posts per day in the researched 

timeframe, and the average number of posts per day the last month of the researched 

timeframe. During the data collection, B2B-specific data was simultaneously retrieved 

concerning the variables on the specific timeframe. 

Twitter 
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Table 3 Twitter 

Data collection on Twitter followed the same guideline as on Facebook. First, a more 

generic set of data was collected regarding the year of the initial registration, the total 

number of followers, the total number of following, the total number of tweets, the total 

number of likes, and the total number of uploaded photos and videos. Then another set 

of data was collected concerning the level of activity and popularity over the researched 

timeframe. This included the number of posts, retweets and likes in the studied 

timeframe as well as the average number of tweets per day in the researched timeframe 

and in the last month of the researched timeframe. As with Facebook, B2B-specific data 

was simultaneously retrieved. 

LinkedIn 

 
Table 4 LinkedIn 

As discussed in earlier in the paper, LinkedIn is differentiated from the other three social 

networking sites studied in this paper as the only social networking site dedicated to 

business. This is acknowledged also in the data collection. Therefore, the variables on 

LinkedIn are not completely the same as on Facebook and Twitter. First, instead of 

looking at a specific year of registration, it was looked whether the company had adopted 

the tool to begin with. This is due to the very reason of the site’s existence: creating 

connections in the business world (see theoretical framework). Therefore, it can be seen 

that just having a profile means activity and contributes to the usage of social media in a 

B2B context. The popularity of the page was studied through collecting data on the 

number of followers, the number of company’s employees with a LinkedIn page, the  

Instagram 
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Table 5 Instagram 

The data collection concerning the last SNS of the sample, Instagram, started the same 

way as the previous ones. At first, data concerning the general level of activity and 

popularity was gathered in terms of the date of the initial registration as well as the total 

number of followers, posts and profiles following the case company’s profile is following. 

Then the researched timeframe was looked at and data collected on the number of posts, 

likes and comments in the researched timeframe out of which average numbers per day 

were calculated. In practice, the first step of data collection and analysis on Instagram 

followed the same structure as with the other social networking sites. This meant going 

through all the posts within the researched timeframe. 

During the observations on Instagram, it became evident that there were certain posts 

that included clear references to B2B operations. For example, some posts had direct tags 

of partner businesses, pictures of them or their products, or they indirectly presented a 

business collaboration through e.g. location tags. excluding the posts that in no way 

indicated to be directly linked with B2B. A list of all such examples can be found in Table 

6. The posts with no links to B2B were excluded from the deeper analysis hence are not 

present in the list. A more detailed description of the findings and B2B post 

classifications in chapter 4.  

Based on these observations, interest for a more in-depth research rose on Instagram. It 

also seemed that Instagram had most followers (24 000+) out of the researcher channels. 

Furthermore, the overall design industry heavily leans on visual content which is also the 

main component and differentiating factor of Instagram compared to the other social 

networking sites. Together with the negligent gap in research concerning the use of 

Instagram in B2B discussed earlier, these realizations led to the decision in adding to the 

whole aim of the study a sharper focus on Instagram. Based on this, everything the case 

company had posted on Instagram in the researched timeframe of one year were 

individually observed. Through these primary observations, a third set of data was 

collected on the following variables: number of likes on the post, number of comments 
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on the post, post done with an influencer, post done directly with a type of a business 

(not-influencer). A list of the posts including this data can be found in appendix 1.  

After this, the posts that could be objectively observed to have been done directly with 

another business, were excluded from the data and categorized based on the type of 

collaboration as can be seen in Table 6.  The type of collaboration was determined based 

on the following attributes: the text the case company had included in the post including 

hashtags, the type of business the case company was promoting and the brand the case 

company was promoting and how.  
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Table 6 B2B focused Instagram posts 
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The attributes that rose from the results are discussed in the next chapter after the 

presentation of trustworthiness of this study. 

3.5 Trustworthiness 

Any research approach requires ways to assess the trustworthiness of the study at hand 

(Wallendorf & Belk, 1989). The specified ways to evaluate the trustworthiness do 

however vary depending on the research philosophy and methodology within which the 

research operates (Wallendorf & Belk, 1989). All in all, the evaluation of a study’s 

trustworthiness comes through understanding credibility, transferability, dependability, 

confirmability (Lincoln & Goba, 1985) and integrity of the research (Wallendorf & Belk, 

1989). Here, the trustworthiness of this study is analysed through these factors. 

Credibility refers to adequate and believable representations of the constructions of 

reality studied (Wallendorf & Belk, 1989). In other words, one must consider what has 

been done during data collection, in the formation of an interpretation, and in the 

presentation of the final interpretation to readers (Wallendorf & Belk, 1989). A key factor 

affecting the credibility of this study is understanding the research method netnography. 

In netnographic research the nature of observations is altered compared to traditional 

ethnography (Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill, 2015). Furthermore, the type of engagement 

a researcher has with the online community affects the scope and existence of informal 

discussion and potential interviews (Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill, 2015). Furthermore, 

netnographic research conducted solely online lacks the access to observe factors such 

as facial expressions and tone of voice which would assist the interpretation of 

interactions. However, the nuances can be detected through reflections and analysis of 

the text and imagery and their links (Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill, 2015). This is precisely 

done in this study which is also illustrated in the final results and analysis to enhance 

believable representations of the constructions of reality studied. 

Transferability is the extent to which working hypotheses can be employed in other 

contexts depending on the assessment of similarity (Wallendorf & Belk, 1989). As 

Wallendorf and Belk (1989) put it, transferability is not simply a matter of stating a 

hypothesis and formally testing it. Instead, it includes the concept of emergent designs 

which implies continual refinement (Wallendorf & Belk, 1989). Transferability in this 

study is reached indeed through continual refinement. This can be seen for example in 

how the initial boundaries were expanded to dive deeper into the usage of Instagram in 

design B2B instead of remaining more general. Furthermore, the variables of the study 
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and the approach acknowledge the similarities of a previous study in the usage of social 

media in B2B operations by Buratti, Parola and Satta (2018). This also enhances 

transferability. Lastly, the overall study process has been completed in a transparent 

manner; the statistics, pictures and documents retrieved for the study can be provided 

on request (Rowley, 2002). Some are already included in the final paper.  

As Wallendorf and Belk (1989) put it, dependability addresses the extent to which 

interpretation is constructed in a way that avoids instability other than the inherent 

instability of a social phenomenon (Wallendorf & Belk, 1989). In other words, 

dependability is a parallel criterion to reliability of a study. Particularly in a subjectivist 

research, the research focus is likely to be modified as the research progresses. 

(Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill, 2015) Wallendorf and Belk (1989) suggest the use of 

revisits to the gathered data over time which provide a more dynamic opportunity to see 

whether the changes which have occurred are still consonant with the original theory 

(Wallendorf & Belk, 1989).  This longitudinal approach is used in this study as the sites 

where the data was gathered in January 2019 have been visited continuously over the 

following 8 months. At first, all data collected in January 2019 was marked down and 

presented in Tables 2-5. The revisits were done to detect whether the changes would be 

significant enough to affect the results. This is because the data of different likes and 

comments has a potential to vary over time as anyone who has liked a post can dislike it 

anytime. Because no significant changes were detected during the revisits, the changes 

occurred are still consonant with the original theory. This supports dependability of this 

study.  

The ability to trace a researcher’s construction of an interpretation and doing so by 

following the data and other records kept is known as confirmability (Wallendorf & Belk, 

1989). As with the other criterion, there are different ways to assess confirmability of a 

study. One of such tools is triangulation which in terms of confirmability refers to the 

sense of collecting data by multiple members of a research team or diversity of data 

collection methods (Wallendorf & Belk, 1989). Because this study is conducted by one 

researcher, triangulation in terms of the number of researchers is not applicable in this 

study. Triangulation is however present in the data collection methods and for example 

imagery was strongly used in the data collection and analysis. This is because comparing 

photographs to field notes is supported by Wallendorf and Belk (1989) to have 

triangulation over data collection and thus enhance confirmability of a study.  
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Integrity is the fifth criterion added by Wallendorf and Belk (1989) to the criteria for 

research trustworthiness by Lincoln and Goba (1985). It refers to the extent to which the 

interpretation of a study is unimpaired by lies, evasions, misinformation or 

misrepresentations (Wallendorf & Belk, 1989). In terms of a research with a subjectivist 

viewpoint, the lack of integration may arise from a potential conflict between the 

researcher and informants, rather than from the temptations that may present 

themselves to the researcher (Wallendorf & Belk, 1989). Because this study does not 

include interviews with informants and the data is collected without the informants’ 

awareness of them being part of the study, there is little to no risk for integrity issues. 

Furthermore, the researcher does not have any personal links with the case company and 

the overall subject of the study is not sensitive in terms of personal or organizational 

issues. Additionally, all the data is openly available to everyone. 
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4 ADOPTION & USAGE OF SOCIAL NETWORKING SITES IN 
B2B 

The presentation and analysis of the results start from a generic level and focuses on the 

first research question about the overall adoption of social media tools in design B2B. 

This is followed by more focused results on the use of Instagram in design B2B aimed 

towards the second research question about how Instagram is used in design B2B. The 

analysis is done after each result presentation and is conducted in relation to the 

theoretical framework presented in chapter 2.  

4.1 The general adoption of social networking sites in design B2B 

Social media tools are used in design B2B. As can be seen in Tables 2-5, all social 

networking sites chosen based on the theoretical framework were adopted by the case 

company. Furthermore, all the sites were used in B2B operations even though the scale 

on almost all sites leaned heavily towards generic posts and B2C audience rather than 

directly B2B. For example, on Facebook, out of 297 posts the case company had put out 

in 2018, only 18 could be viewed as direct B2B posts. On Twitter the same numbers were 

5 to 32 and on Instagram, 37 to 351. An exception to this is LinkedIn which as explained 

in theoretical framework is all about the business world and communications between 

or heavily linked to businesses. Therefore, the mere adoption of the tool can as itself be 

seen as a proof of adopting social media tools in B2B operations. All in all, however, the 

results on other researched channels (e.g. Instagram with 37 B2B posts out of 351 in 2018 

and Twitter with 5 out of 32 posts in 2018 being B2B) indicate that social media tools are 

used in design B2B yet with minor attention compared to B2C  

These results support those of previous research that social media tools are indeed used 

for B2B purposes but the focus is still mainly on individuals and B2C. However, since the 

two worlds of B2B and B2C do not exist exclusively, neither is the use of social media 

exclusive to one or the other. In other words, the results support that social media exists 

as a link in the A2A ecosystem bringing together different actors. This could indicate that 

when researching social media in B2B, the concept should be viewed from a broader 

perspective of A2A as done in this research.  

When it comes to the number of likes as a measurement of engagement, the results do 

not show a coherent pattern. While B2C, or other than directly B2B posts are slightly 

more popular on Instagram (384 likes,1 likes per post on average compared to 355,4 on 
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B2B posts) Twitter is the opposite. The case company tweeted 32 times in 2018 out of 

which 5 were directly about B2B. The overall number of in the same year was 72 with 27 

aimed at B2B tweets. This means that general tweets received in average 1,667 likes while 

B2B tweets engaged the audience with average 5,4 times. Based on these results, it 

cannot be directly pointed out that either types of posts would be more popular the other. 

What could affect this is the follower base and channel type. While Twitter is more 

neutral a channel in terms of the variety of followers and tends to have both companies 

and individuals engaged with a rather low threshold to react on different posts, the case 

is slightly different on Instagram. As explained in the theoretical framework, Instagram 

is more about visual content and inspiration where level of engagement through likes 

may not be as high.  

4.1.1 B2B in posts 

To move from the question of if social media tools are adopted in design B2B to how they 

are used, a closer look at the case company’s social media actions is at place. This is done 

by viewing some B2B posts by the case company collected within the researched 

timeframe. These posts presented in Figures 7-20 were chosen randomly after the 

analysis to draw a coherent display. Together with a summary of other types of observed 

actions, they show in practice how social media tools are enhanced in B2B by the case 

company. 

4.1.1.1 Facebook 

The first of researched SNS is Facebook. In comparison to the other channels researched, 

Facebook was the second biggest in terms of follower base (22 788) and well as posts 297 

of the case company in 2018. This was also the case with B2B activity on the site with 18 

B2B related posts. Together these findings indicate that Facebook is indeed used in B2B 

also in the design industry following the findings of previous research. Different to some 

claims by research presented earlier the results also show that Facebook is still a relevant 

social networking site.  

Direct B2B links on posts can also be found in the location tags and mentions. In Figure 

7, the case company has not only tagged a specific hotel in which their photoshoot is 

taking place but also promotes the hotel’s suites and location. According to the case 

company the suites are “built on a calm hill with a breath-taking view to the blue sea over 

the [location’s] capital”. The pictures on the post also include the logo of the hotel as well 
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as some exterior decorations with what seem to be products of the case company in 

harmony with the exterior decorations. Even though the products are not tagged on the 

pictures, the writing on the post mentioning that the case company’s summer story is 

located at the “beautiful” hotel.  

 

Figure 7 Post with a B2B location tag and promotion of the location 

 

What the post on Figure 7 does not mention or indicate is whether the collaboration 

between the two businesses is only temporary meaning just over the photoshoot or a 

long-term one as for example between a brand owner and a buyer. These types of 

collaborations are presented in Figure 8 where the case company directly mentions that 

their products can be purchased through the buyers. 
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Figure 8 Posts with a B2B tag and mention about the collaboration 

 

The posts on Figure 8 do not stop in tagging and mentioning. They also give information 

about how to purchase the case company’s products through this specific buyer. This fits 

to the theory about social networking sites in which also actual information is 

communicated through the channels on top of interaction and sharing of content 

Keinänen & Kuivalainen 2015).  

Interestingly both the buyers in the posts on Figure 8 are traditional and well-known 

Finnish brands with associations towards aspects such as luxury, sophistication and 

wealth. In reflection to the theory, social media channels are generally used to 

communicate brand image. It could also be seen as a form of intimacy as in social 

presence theory presented earlier. As discussed earlier in relation to the theory, a 

characteristic of particularly social networking sites is choosing the persons, 

organizations, etc. we want to be in the network with (Buratti, Parola & Satta, 2018). 

Therefore, social networking sites tend to have bubbles of likely like-minded people and 

organizations – or the ones we desire to be in the same bubble with. On the other hand, 
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the bubbles can also be target segment and intentional due to planned targeting. In terms 

of the posts and the scale brands included in the posts in Figure 8 it would seem that the 

case company is doing exactly what the theory suggests. 

The findings on Facebook also support the presented theory about interaction and 

engagement between not only companies and individuals but also businesses 

engagement (Buratti, Parola & Satta, 2018). In Figure 9, the case company has posted a 

picture with a location tag of a resort in Lapland, Finland. Even though this resort/hotel 

is not otherwise mentioned, it already indicates a B2B collaboration between the two 

actors.  

 

Figure 9 Post with a B2B location tag & a B2B comment by another business 
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When looking at the comment section in Figure 6, it can be seen that the tagged hotel 

has also commented on the picture. The comment, stating that “[The case company’s] 

blankets fit [at the hotel] as well as the snowy trees fit the view”, is a direct statement that 

the two businesses are indeed in some type of collaboration – most likely that of a brand 

owner and buyer. This however cannot be fully confirmed based on the comment. 

Furthermore, the comment has been liked twice with one like from the case company 

itself. This is a clear example of B2B interaction merely on social media which, based on 

theory, enhances the relations between the two companies as well as their brands with 

both potentially being on a more luxurious side. This can be understood from the 

partner’s name including the word boutique that tends to indicate quality and opulence 

over quantity and affordability.  

4.1.1.2 Twitter 

Twitter is a significantly less used SNS than Instagram or Facebook when it comes to any 

adoption of social media in the case company. While the number of followers exceeds 

over 20 000 on both Facebook and Instagram, the number of followers on the case 

company’s Twitter profile in 2018 was 387. In terms of posts, Twitter is also way behind 

with less than 0,1 tweet a day in 2018 while the same number is 0,8 on Facebook and 

even 1,3 on Instagram. The percentage of direct B2B posts, or tweets, is however slightly 

higher on Twitter than on the other two. While the percentage of B2B posts out of all 

posts in 2018 were 6,06% on Facebook and 10,5% on Instagram, over 15% (15,625 %) of 

all tweets in 2018 could be directly viewed as B2B-related. While the significance of the 

percentage is debatable, it still shows a slightly higher focus on using tweets for direct 

B2B purposes. Next the results on different types of B2B tweets are presented and 

analysed.  

Own tweets about collaborations seem to be the most direct version of using Twitter in 

B2B marketing and communications. In Figure 10, there is a tweet about the case 

company’s collaboration with a business partner. In this tweet, the case company 

strongly links the two brands together. First, it promotes how “proudly” the company is 

collaborating with the partner by using the term “flying”. This could be understood to 

indicate not only a collaboration between the two brands but also the case company 

promoting the services of its partner which happens to be an airline.  Second, the picture 

in the post seems to be a direct picture of the partner company’s add with its visuals 

including also other brands in it. Third, the case company is giving instructions to how a 
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customer can purchase its products through the partner company’s service. Lastly, the 

tweet includes hashtags of both the case company and the partner company. Based on 

this, the collaboration between the two brands is very strongly messaged through a single 

tweet.  

 

Figure 10 Tweet about a partner collaboration  

The tweet on Figure 10 looks similar to a Facebook post on Figure 8. This is an example 

of cross-channel usage of social networking sites, a phenomenon mentioned also in the 

theoretical section of this paper. Based on a closer look on the Figures 8 and 10, we can 

see that the Facebook post and the tweet are indeed almost identical. While the number 

of characters is not really comparable as the languages used in the posts are different 

(Finnish on Facebook and English on Twitter), translation shows that the message is the 

same by word. Hence the analysis on Figure 8 is applicable also in terms of Figure 10. 

Furthermore, the existence of the two posts supports the usage of social media not being 

exclusive to one message on one channel but a flexible use of different channels on 

similar purposes.   

There are also exclusive characteristics of different social networking sites that are 

brought up earlier. In terms of Twitter, one of the distinguishing characteristics is the 

possibility and culture even to share easy and fast. This is known as retweeting. 

(Highfield, 2015). When Figure 10 and Figure 11 are compared, it can be seen that the 

tweet by a collaborator is indeed a retweet of the case company’s original tweet in Figure 
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10. As discussed in terms of a similar post on Facebook in Figure 8, the original tweet in 

Figure 10 is about a collaboration between the case company and a retailer selling further 

the case company’s products. This relationship can be also seen in the study’s framework 

presented e.g. in Figure 6. Hence Figure 11, with a retweet by a collaborating retailer of 

the case company’s tweet (original presented in Figure 10) about the collaboration of the 

two brands, is a resemblance of the link created between a brand owner and a retailer 

through social networking channels that is visualized in Figure 6. 

 

 

Figure 11 Partner’s retweet of the case company’s collaboration tweet  

The unique role of social networking channels in B2B communications is present even 

more in depth in Figure 12. While Figure 11 shows the link between a brand owner and 

retailer communicated through social networking sites, Figure 12 adds the end-customer 

to the equation. As in Figure 6, social networking sited do not only link the business solely 

in a B2B world more together, individuals and hence potential end-customers move in 

the exact same waters as the businesses do. This setting is based on theory discussed in 

the theoretical framework as well as explained why it also means that B2B and B2C 

worlds are linked to each other. The term A2A is used to explain the complex network of 

different actors. Furthermore, the link relevant for this paper and study is visualized e.g. 

in Figure 6. Now in Figure 12, we can see what seems to be a private Twitter account of 

an individual tweet about purchasing the case company’s product through the very same 

retailer mentioned in Figures 8 and 10 and furthermore the one behind the retweet in 

Figure 11.  
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Figure 12 Individual person’s tweet about a collaboration 

A retweet is a form of action synonym to sharing on Twitter as presented previously. Also 

this tool seems to be in use when it comes to design B2B. Figure 13 shows an example of 

a retweet where the case company has retweeted, or shared, a post by a national media 

about what seems to be a collaboration event. The parties tagged in the post are both 

other businesses and individual profiles. This yet again shows that on social media and 

even when using it for B2B purposes, individuals are in the same picture. This is strongly 

in line with the findings of previous research on both the global characteristics of social 

media and businesses operating in a A2A environment presented and discussed in the 

theoretical framework.  

 

Figure 13 Retweet about a collaboration event 
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Figure 14 shows another form of Twitter use when it comes to B2B. On the tweet, the 

case company has shared an article by a third party that discusses holistic marketing in 

the case company to help “partners to understand [the case company’s] operations on a 

deeper level.” While no partner is directly mentioned as in Figure 6 or tagged as in Figure 

9, the content indicates at least to some extent collaborations with other businesses. This 

makes it a B2B tweet hence yet again shows the variety of usage of social media in design 

B2B. 

 

Figure 14 Tweet about an article discussing partner relations 

 

4.2 The usage of Instagram in design B2B 

The results of the case company’s B2B-related actions on Instagram are presented and 

analysed next. As explained in the previous chapter, Instagram rose to be the SNS that 

this study takes a closer look at. How this was concluded with the reasons and steps 

leading to this have also been explained in the method section of the paper. Hence here 

the results and analysis of the results are in focus. 

In terms of the comparable data collected on Instagram similarly to the other social 

networking sites, the number of followers is highest here (24 000). This is also the case 

with the activity level: In 2018, the case company posted 351 times on Instagram while 

the same number in the second most used SNS Facebook is 297. In terms of direct B2B 

posts, the case company posted something B2B related on Instagram 37 times in 2018. 

This makes the percentage of B2B posts 10,5% on Instagram when again the equivalent 

percentage on Facebook is 6,0% (18 out of 297). This means that the case company 
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posted almost twice as often something B2B related on Instagram than on Facebook, 

which is only about 1 000 followers behind Instagram. 

The engagement indicators also support the view of Instagram being the most popular 

SNS in terms of the case company’s actions and usage of as well as its audience on the 

sites.  The average number of likes on a general tweet is 72 and 27 in terms of direct B2B 

tweets. This means 2,25 likes in average and 5,4 on B2B tweets. On Instagram, a general 

picture or post collected 384,1 likes in average and B2B ones 355,4. It is to be noted that 

the number of followers on Twitter is significantly lower as mentioned earlier which 

affects the results. However, when identifying the different SNS characteristics, it was 

noted that one is still likely to see tweets by actors they are not following. On Instagram 

this is not the case.  

The general results show that in terms of the overall usage of Instagram in B2B and 

otherwise, it is the most popular SNS of the case company and amongst the case 

company’s audience. Whether this is a solely thanks to the actors or a common outcome 

and a law of subordination within the whole design industry is debatable. As however 

discussed earlier, design industry is heavily visual as is Instagram which would make it 

very likely that the phenomenon is a characteristic of the whole industry. This is not in 

focus in this study, though, hence it is simply accepted as a neutral factor.  

The second set of results retrieved on Instagram focuses solely on B2B posts. As 

explained earlier, these posts were retrieved based on observing all the case company’s 

posts on Instagram in 2018 which are listed in appendix 1.   The whole sample of B2B 

posts was then observed again with focus on different characteristics. Here three 

different types of usage could be detected. These categories are listed in table 6. Each 

category is presented next and furthermore visualized with example posts retrieved from 

the overall data. This is followed by the presentation of sub-categories that could be 

identified based on the observations and analysis of them. 

4.2.1 Collaboration types 

Each of the 37 B2B posts the case company put out in 2018 could had certain similarities 

beyond them being directly B2B related. Based on the similarities among the posts, three 

main collaboration types could be identified and classified in terms of how Instagram 

was being used in B2B operations. The similarities between the different types could be 

found in the images, the captions or both. Tags and hashtags, phenomena presented 
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earlier, were furthermore indicators of B2B collaborations. Together these factors made 

it possible to classify the different types. 

As mentioned, all the types are listed in table 6. Based on these results, table 7 shows a 

summary of the different categories in terms of the number of occurrence as well as 

different subcategories. A similar method of identification and classification was used 

also in subcategories including observations of image content, captions, tags and 

hashtags. Table 6 includes also additional information about the subcategories, for 

example the names of different businesses (e.g. Finnair, Stockmann) or more in detailed 

a description of the embodiment of in which form the collaboration took place. This 

information is not however in the main focus of this study as much as the overall 

comprehension of how Instagram is used in B2B. Hence this information is not included 

in Table 7 

Table 7 Overview of the categories & sub-categories of B2B focused Instagram posts 

The different categories that could be identified are brand collaborations, event posts 

and logistics/work collaborations. As is shown in Table 7, most collaborations that the 

case company posted about on Instagram in 2018 are brand collaborations (25 out of 37). 

This is greatly over a half of all B2B posts. While no direct conclusions can be drawn from 

this result in terms of brand collaborations being the case company’s most popular B2B 

operations, it does indicate that Instagram is used mostly to promote indeed brand 

collaborations or branding actions in general. This would be in line with the social 

networking site’s characteristics introduced earlier: Instagram is used to strengthen the 

brand of the actor posting on the platform (Carah & Shaul, 2016). On the other hand, co-

branding is  

The two other categories, event and logistics/work collaborations, occurred almost 

similarly often. As can be seen on table 7, there were 5 B2B-related event posts in 2018 

and 7 in terms of logistics/work collaborations. While these posts could be identified to 

slightly differ from brand collaboration posts, brands do still play a part in them, too. 

What could be understood from the overall sample and as is also listed in table 6, the 

actors involved in event and logistics/work collaborations were often directly mentioned 

through a tag (profile or location) or a hashtag. This indicates that the brands the case 



 

 

53 

company collaborated with in terms of an event or logistics in the supply chain are still 

relevant to be communicated to the public. Furthermore, the event and logistics/work 

brands the case company mentioned in these posts can be seen to fit into the high-end 

cluster the case company operates in. Examples of these brands are for example NK, a 

high-end retailer or Maison & Objet, a major French trade fair in design industry. 

Together these results indicate that while the collaborations could be identified to go 

beyond simply brand collaborations, brand building is present throughout the usage of 

Instagram in B2B operations. This yet again supports the findings of earlier studies 

presented in chapter 2. Together these results do however raise the question if brand 

building is even more central in the usage of Instagram in B2B operations than 

potentially identified earlier. 

To gain a better understanding of the different B2B collaboration types occurring on 

Instagram, all the types are discussed next more in detail. Also different examples posts 

are presented in terms of the different sub-categories. 

4.2.1.1 Brand collaboration 

The biggest group of B2B posts on Instagram are brand collaborations. As explained 

earlier, this means posts that have another brand included in the post either through a 

tag, a hashtag or other mention on the caption or the image itself. What however 

differentiates these posts from of an event or logistics/work collaboration is that there 

are no indicators to show a link to an event or a role in the supply chain (logistics/work 

collaboration). This means that while event and logistics/work collaborations could be 

identified to be brand collaborations as well, the posts included in the brand 

collaborations cannot be included in event or logistics/work collaborations. Hence it is a 

separate category. Furthermore, the rather open identifying factors in brand 

collaborations can also be seen as one of the reasons for their popularity in the case 

company’s B2B related Instagram behaviour.  

An example of a brand collaboration on Instagram can be seen in Figure 15. Here, the 

case company has a picture from inside a boat with what potentially looks like the case 

company’s products. This is supported in the caption that mentions a collaboration 

between the two brands. The caption also includes hashtags of the partner company as 

well as grouping the products of the two brands, textiles and boating together. 

 



54 

Figure 15 Brand collaboration through a collaboration collection 

What is interesting with the collaboration presented in Figure 15 is the identification of 

the partner. The case company starts the text with grouping the two companies together 

under similar characteristics, “Two Finnish family run businesses got together…”. Here 

the brand-related link is very strong with not one but two similar factors connecting the 

two companies: nationality and type of the company. Both can furthermore be viewed as 

emotional characteristics as nationality and family are factors that tend to raise 

emotions. This makes the link particularly strong hence also strengthening the brand 

identities of both of the mentioned brands. Furthermore, both brands operate in 

luxurious bubbles as the case company designs and produces luxury textiles and the 

partner company manufactures boats. Neither of the two are available for everyone 

which is highlighted also in the caption through the usage of adjectives such as premium 

and quality and hashtags such as #yacht and #cruising. This is a very clear example of 

the brand building function as well as self-presentation in terms of social presence theory 

of Instagram in B2B.  

Another brand collaboration occurring on the case company’s Instagram account is 

through a hotel photoshoot. An example of such collaboration is present in Figure 16. 

Similarly, to a post on Facebook in Figure 9, the case company has tagged a hotel to be 

the post’s location. The hotel is not however mentioned otherwise but both the picture 
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itself and the caption are rather general. Without the location tag, the post could be seen 

as simply inspirational post or harmonic but with the tag it gives the post a B2B context.  

 

 
 
Figure 16 Brand collaboration with a hotel through a photoshoot 

 

Posts about brand collaborations with hotels make the biggest sub-category of the all 

brand collaborations (18 out of 25). This can be seen in table 7 where the sum of different 

categories and sub-categories are listed. Furthermore, in table 6, there are added also 

more information about some of the posts. While this section cannot be viewed as fully 

comprehensive as some posts lack notes about additional information, it still shows that 

most of the brand collaborations with hotels are photoshoots. This is yet again an 

element supporting the results of previous research on the importance and role of visual 

content on Instagram (Sheldon & Bryant, 2015). Photoshoots as such are all about 

images and Instagram is the number one social networking site to distribute different 

imagery (Hu, Manikonda, & Kambhampati, 2014). 

In addition to photoshoots in hotels and collaborations collections, brand collaborations 

include also posts about cooperation with an actor in the same industry and media. 

Examples of such posts can be found in Figures 17 and 18. In media-related posts, the 

case company mentions directly collaborating with the specified media. As can be seen 

in the example post in Figure 17, the case company strongly highlights the collaboration. 
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Interestingly the image itself is not as visually appealing as most of the other posts falling 

to a different category of B2B posts. Hence this does not go in line with the discussed 

visual importance. It is as if showing the collaboration is solely the reason for the post 

and not the visual appearance or beauty as seems to be at least in a bigger role in other 

B2B posts. 

 

Figure 17 Brand collaboration with a media 

 

Figure 18 Brand collaboration in cooperation with an actor in the same industry 

In terms of visual appearance, the case company follows its quality line in the posts about 

cooperation in the same industry. The case is however different when it comes to the tone 

of the caption and reference. Here, the post differs strongly from all the rest. As the 

example in Figure 18 shows, the mentioning of the cooperative actor is left to rather 
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minimum. Instead of hyping the actor whatsoever, the case company only mentions 

“[Products] by @[cooperative actor]”. It seems as if this could also be just a mandatory 

tag as the case company is using another actor’s products in its photoshoot.  In any case, 

the tag can be seen to be passive compared to posts in all the other categories where at 

least some adjectives are used in reference to the collaborative actor.  

4.2.1.2 Event 

The second category that could be retrieved from the case company’s Instagram posts 

related to B2B refers to events. Furthermore, the events are divided into two 

subcategories based on the case company’s role in them. The role is determined based 

on the case company’s caption of the event posts as well as potential tags. Based on this, 

4 out of 5 event posts are visits and 1 organized by the case company.  

While the post about the case company’s own event plays its role in its social media 

behaviour in relation to the B2B operations, the visit posts indicate a stronger B2B link. 

This is because the visit events group the case company together with the different actors 

also visiting the event – not only the event itself. Furthermore, the nature of the event 

also gives information about what type of B2B or overall image the case company wants 

to deliver. This is the case also with the post in Figure 19. 

Figure 19 Event visit in a charity show 
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In Figure 19, the case company has an image of a model wearing potentially the case 

company’s products. As such the image is not really communicating anything else. The 

caption however refers to the case company’s products being seen on stage at a charity 

event. This gives the post a completely different meaning: instead of a normal fashion 

show, the case company is communicating that it is cooperating with an actor in charity. 

It is a different discussion whether the collaboration is something that truly 

communicates the case company’s values or merely a PR stunt is a different conversation 

that is not held in this study. The post however indicates that the case company works 

with a charity that also is a business at least occasionally and is grouped with other 

businesses also involved in the event.  

While a charity fashion show is its own subcategory in the event collaboration posts, the 

characteristics are the same in terms of the other events the case company has posted on 

Instagram about. First, the case company is in cooperation with a business putting 

together an event and second, the other actors and businesses involved in those event 

are through their presence also linked to the case company. The brands the case company 

is collaborating with through the event participation can be hence linked to also the case 

company’s brand. This can be seen as a similar brand clustering phenomenon as 

discussed earlier in relation to collaborating with different businesses present in Figure 

8. 

4.2.1.3 Logistics/Work collaboration 

Logistics and work related collaborations between businesses is present also on social 

media, social networking sites and Instagram. In terms of this study, the case company 

posted twice in 2018 something on Instagram that could be identified as a work or 

logistics collaboration. Present in Figure 20 is a post about the case company 

collaborating with another business that retails the case company’s products.  
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Figure 20 Work collaboration with a retailer 

In Figure 20, the case company has not only included a picture of the partner’s catalogue 

but also mentions the collaboration in the caption. It also includes the case company 

mentioning how it is “proudly flying with [the retailer]”. Together these details the post 

makes the two businesses appear to be very closely associated with each other. Compared 

to all the other posts presented and analysed in this study, Figure 18 seems even 

advertising rather than a sincere post on a company’s Instagram account. It pops up. 

Whether this is good or bad is unimportant in this study. 

4.3 Summary 

Social networking sites are used in B2B operations and marketing in the design industry. 

In comparison to the previous research and results from other industries, design 

industry seems to follow similar patterns in terms of adopting multiple social networking 

sites and channels (e.g. Buratti, Parola & Satta, 2018) and using them to promote and 

strengthen their own brand in the eyes of both other businesses and individuals (w.g. 

Iankova et al., 2019).  The results show that all of the sites in focus of this study are indeed 

adopted and also used for B2B purposes as all sites could be detected to have B2B related 

posts. The level of usage does however differ between different sites. Especially when the 

number of B2B posts is compared to all the other posts by the case company, the usage 
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of SNS in B2B operations is still significantly less than for other marketing, branding and 

communications purposes.  

While the number of B2B related posts is less than other types of posts, the results show 

that the use still has layers and different approaches from direct references to indirect 

collaborations. Hence there is no one way of adopting and using social networking sites 

in B2B but rather a group of actions to choose from. These are for example having a direct 

reference to a business collaboration in the picture, caption and tags or an indirect 

location tag. In terms of Instagram, the different categories of the medium’s usage in B2B 

were categorized to be either brand collaborations, event collaborations or logistics/work 

collaborations. Each of these categories had furthermore own sub-categories based on 

the analysis of different category types. All the categories and subcategories had 

similarities in use, such as indicating an overall cooperation with another business but 

also differences for example when it came to the tone, number or content of tags used 

and the quality or appearance of the used imagery.  

There are differences in how imagery and text are used in B2B posts. The emphasis 

differs in accordance to the type of a posts. Difference in tone can be viewed to be either 

passive, for example tags on hotels (brand collaboration with a hotel) or simply 

mentioning that something is by another actor (brand collaboration in cooperation in the 

same industry), or even strongly positive or otherwise spiced up with a positive 

intonation. This is for example the case with the work collaboration with a retailer 

presented in Figure 18 and the adjectives associated with the retailer by the case 

company. In terms of imagery some posts can be viewed to emphasize appearance while 

others can be understood to be secondary in importance – the caption comes first. This 

is particularly the case on Instagram which is the only SNS in this study that requires an 

image or a video in a post. 

Throughout the social networking sites studied here, the case company seems to lift only 

those B2B collaborations that fit to the brand image or even strengthen it. Because this 

type of behaviour or usage is not separately mentioned in previous research on social 

media adoption in B2B, it could be understood to be a characteristic of design industry 

or similar industries where consumer brands work together with other consumer brands. 

This is however only speculation.  

To summarize, Figure 21 shows the case company, its collaborating companies as well as 

the end customer in the framework of the study. The results of the data collection in 
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terms of the number of posts on each SNS studied are also added on the left side of the 

figure. It illustrates the key finding in terms of the distribution of SNS in B2B usage that 

Instagram is used the most out of the studied social networking sites.  

Figure 21 The key findings in relation to the theoretical framework 



62 

5 DISCUSSION & CONCLUSIONS 

Social media is adopted in B2B operations and it is no longer a new phenomenon even 

in the world of B2B. This study provides some basic understanding of how social 

networking sites and hence social media are adopted and used in B2B context. The 

results shed light on these tools in B2B operations including marketing and 

communications. Generally, the findings suggest characteristics of social media adoption 

and usage in B2B with additional focus on Instagram. Furthermore, the fact that 

Instagram is used the most out of the studied social networking sites suggests the 

potential of the platform for B2B usage particularly in the design industry. This would 

indicate its potential also in other industries with focus on the ones that also rely on 

visual content. The results also prove the possible effectiveness of the platform including 

the strengthening own brand through brand clusters and co-branding. 

Some of the collaborations, for example the one with a Finnish airline, is present across 

all the social networking sites. The same collaboration even with the same imagery is 

present on Facebook as seen in Figure 8, on Twitter as seen in Figure 10 and on 

Instagram as seen on Figure 20. The captions are also similar on all platforms. Even 

though the sites differ in some areas, this indicates that they do have strong similarities 

as well. Hence the results suggest that the sites are not indeed exclusive but used to take 

advantage of cross-channel.  

While imagery is important also in B2B-related Instagram posts, it is often the other tools 

and characteristics of the SNS that give the posted picture meaning in a B2B context. 

While some imagery already delivers the message, for example in Figure 20, the analysis 

of the results show that what makes an Instagram post a B2B post is often a mention, a 

tag or a hashtag of another business actor. Hence, while imagery is indeed important in 

also B2B-related Instagram posts, it is not necessarily or even likely the number one 

factor in the usage of the tool in B2B purposes. Instead the posted picture can often be 

seen as a mean to an end.  

Out of all the different B2B actors the case company has included in its B2B posts across 

the channels, only a few can be understood to be the case company’s retailers. This is the 

case for example with the partners present in posts presented in Figure 8. With the rest, 

the relationship is either partly unclear or something completely different. For example, 

with the hotels mentioned or tagged in the posts, none of them can be understood to 

directly sell the case company’s products. Neither would this be a regular case when it 
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comes to what can generally be seen as a normal business model of hotels. This even 

though this study does not focus on the hospitality industry. The results of the various 

types of businesses the case company communicates on social media to collaborate with 

indicates that the relationships are more complex than solely brand owner-retailer 

relationships. Therefore, while this indeed is one form of a relationship between two 

actors, the Figure 5 visualizing the relationships being studied in this study is inadequate. 

Hence, a more inclusive term for the businesses a brand owner collaborates with is at 

place to be modified. This is illustrated in Figure 22 which shows the usage of social 

media in B2B.  

Figure 22  Final framework after adjustments of the actors and their relations through 
social networking sites based on the results 

While this study has focused on the relationship between a brand owner and business 

collaborators through social networking sites, the end customer is constantly in the same 

equation. As Figure 22 shows, the end customer is linked to the business collaborators 

and brand owner through both the A2A environment where B2B and B2C are in relation 

to each other but even more practically so through social media. As mentioned earlier, 

everyone can be involved and present in the social networking sites studied here. All the 



64 

posts the case company put out in 2018 and keeps putting out are present in the same 

reality as the brand owner’s end customers are. Therefore, the collaborations and brands 

the brand owner collaborates with on social networking site are not only part of the case 

company’s image and brand in the eyes of other businesses but also individuals.  

In terms of the relationship between the three actors on social networking sites, the 

results indicate an imbalance. As described earlier, there is an average of 384,1 likes on 

a regular Instagram post and 355,4 on B2B. However, a closer look at the type of these 

likes reveals that most are from private individuals. For example, the post in Figure 20 

that is one of the most directly B2B-related posts analysed in the study has 190 likes. Out 

of these likes, seven are by profiles that can be classified as other businesses. This means 

that over 95% of the likes are by end-customers or potential end customers. As explained 

earlier, likes indicate a level of engagement on a social networking site (Buratti, Parola & 

Satta, 2018). Hence likes and the level of engagement by other businesses makes in 

average 3,06% of all the engagement on the case company’s B2B posts on Instagram. The 

rest is that of individuals. Because other businesses are either current business 

collaborators or potential business collaborators of the case company, the link to 

business collaborators through social networking sites is weaker than that of to and from 

the brand owner and end customers. This relation is also illustrated in Figure 22. 

5.1 Managerial Implications 

Social networking sites are an effective way to be present among both businesses and 

individuals. In a way, they have become another dimension to communicate and interact 

in. Their role is unquestionable as this study also shows hence all companies should be 

present on social networking sites. However, the adoption of the sites and the usage 

should be in line with the company’s characteristics, field, cluster and industry to name 

some in order to maximize the potential. As with the case company and hence the design 

industry, Instagram is a strong tool to strengthen brand identity among both other 

businesses and individuals as well as communicating with a range of stakeholders.  

The results of the case company’s operation on Instagram show that the SNS is useful 

not only in distributing inspirational and appealing visual content but also to strengthen 

one’s own brand by linking own operations with other brands sharing e.g. similar 

customer segments. This is the case also with other social networking sites, not only 

Instagram. There can also be risks in this: if a company too strongly highlights another 

brand or collaboration on social networking sites, it can start seeming like basic 
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advertisement. There is nothing necessarily wrong with this either, but it may not suit all 

brands or follower bases. Additionally, the dependence of visual content of Instagram 

does not necessarily mean that companies operating in B2B should ignore other types of 

communications such as captions and tags or other social networking sites. 

The theoretical contribution of this study is the combination of B2B and social media. In 

doing so, the study shows that social media usage is strong for brand owner and end 

customer but less so in retailing. 

5.2 Research Limitations & Suggestions for Future Research 

Any research has its own limitations and hence creating room for future studies and 

study suggestions. In this study, there are three two main limitations. Firstly, the study 

focuses on one case company and its adoption and usage of social networking sites in 

B2B. While this does give insights on how social networking sites are being used it does 

include a one-sided look on a complex factor: links. Both social media, or social 

networking sites and B2B are complex phenomena that include networks and webs of 

different actors interacting. While this is the very reason for simplifying the phenomena 

in order to be able to study it, it does leave a great set of different actors outside the scope. 

The links within both social networking sites and B2B or A2A even as well as in 

comparison to each other on a larger scale would be beneficial to continue building the 

big picture of the two worlds and their links. This study is a piece in it.  

Secondly, the study has a deeper focus on only one social networking site. As the results 

on different sites show, there would still be potential in taking a deeper look at for 

example Facebook or LinkedIn. This way a more coherent understanding could be built. 

Furthermore, it could shed light on different phenomena that in this study is not in focus. 

Also a more comprehensive comparison between different sites in terms of adoption and 

usage could be beneficial.  

5.3 Conclusion 

Social media and social networking sites don’t seem to be going anywhere. Within only a 

decade, they have strongly rooted in the ways we exist and the ways the whole A2A 

ecosystem works. Hence understanding them is crucial in order to understand ourselves 

and the links we share. This study aims at shedding light on how a piece of this 

phenomenon is used in a specified company operating in a specific industry. While this 
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study is as such limited even beyond its main limitations mentioned earlier, it is an 

important piece in the mosaic of social media cognizance. 
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SVENSK SAMMANFATTNING 

 Sociala medier och sociala nätverkssidor påverkar nästan allt man gör i livet. Medan 

det finns många studier om sociala medier inom konsumentbeteende och interaktion 

mellan individer och företag (B2C), saknas det forskning om hur sociala medier 

används inom B2B och överlagt i kommunikation och marknadsföring mellan företag. 

Denna studie har för avsikt att bidra till att fylla denna lucka. Studiens syfte är att förstå 

om och hur man använder sociala medier inom B2B-operationer i designindustrin och 

hur det görs speciellt på Instagram. Syftet uppnås genom att undersöka användning av 

sociala nätverkssidor av ett fallföretag och dess handelspartner inom designindustrin.

Studiens referensram presenterar, kännetecknar och undersöker sociala medier och 

B2B samt deras relation på basis av tidigare forskning. Som slutsats av referensramen 

byggdes upp ett ramverk som visar relationer och länkar mellan olika aktörer från 

fallföretaget, dess handelspartner och slutkonsument samt de fyra sociala nätverkssidor 

som undersöks i studien. Detta ramverk används som utgångspunkt för hela studien.

Data som används i studien samlades in genom netnografiska observationer på fyra av 

de mest populära sociala nätverkssidor. Netnografiska observationer eller netnografi 

betyder etnografiska observationer som görs på nätet. I tillägg till data från observation, 

utnyttjades också forskarens anteckningar i kvalitativ datainsamling och analys.

Undersökningens resultat bekräftar att sociala nätverkssidor och därmed sociala medier 

verkligen används i B2B-relaterande operationer, kommunikation och marknadsföring 

inom designindustrin. Dessutom visar undersökningen att det finns olika sätt att 

använda sociala nätverkssidor i B2B. Av de fyra sociala nätverssidor som undersökts 

används Instagram mest inom designindustrin för att kommunicera varierande typer av 

kollaborationer. Av dessa är kollaborationer med varumärken som bygger upp och 

förstärker fallföretagets varumärkesimage mest populära. Däremot visar resultaten att 

det finns en obalans i engagemang mellan olika aktörer. Med andra ord är de länkar 

som sociala medier skapar mellan fallföretaget, handelspartner och slutkunder inte lika 

starka.

Även om handelspartner är dem som oftast nämnas i fallföretagets B2B inlägg, är det 

mest individuella människor som engagerar sig i dessa inlägg. Sammanfattningsvis 

konkluderar undersökningen att sociala nätverkssidor är ett nyttigt verktyg för att 

förstärka varumärkesidentitet och generellt kommunicera med alla aktörer inkluderade 

i A2A, dvs. både B2B och B2C.
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APPENDIX 1 INSTAGRAM 

No. Likes Influencer No. Comments B2B 

January 
Total: 29 693 1 1 

379 1 1 
509 
651 6 
487 1 2 
564 
327 1 
530 4 

525 2 
953 6 
422 2 
239 1 
352 1 
518 4 
256 1 1 
313 1 
374 
388 1 
500 4 
281 1 1 
717 2 
290 
503 
348 

1052 3 
377 1 
506 4 
595 1 
502 2 

February 
Total: 26 243 

636 1 2 
496 1 
880 1 2 
870 1 11 
285 
553 1 2 
193 



75 

577 
297 1 1 
432 6 
694 3 
288 
515 
293 
805 1 7 
314 
277 
563 1 
311 
587 1 
388 
552 1 1 
153 
573 1 
160 

March 
Total: 29 338 3 

569 1 
374 5 
605 6 
426 2 1 
604 1 2 
528 1 
277 2 
319 1 1 
785 3 
225 1 1 
312 2 
534 1 1 
372 3 
337 1 
354 3 1 
324 
438 1 
312 
556 1 4 
592 3 1 
453 2 
936 1 
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421 
301 1 2 
361 1 
382 3 
597 3 
813 

April 
Total: 25 467 1 7 

700 2 
386 1 
372 
245 1 
332 1 2 
356 1 
497 1 
232 
500 n/a 1 
440 11 1 
208 1 
431 3 

340 1 1 

264 1 1 
242 1 1 
289 1 
179 1 
520 1 
232 1 
741 14 
423 1 
424 1 1 
421 
843 1 3 

May 
Total: 40 619 

254 
254 3 1 
990 n/a 
165 1 1 
395 
208 1 
136 
249 1 2 



77 

402 1 
302 1 
426 
269 1 
249 1 
409 1 
142 1 
321 1 
304 1 1 
424 1 2 
260 1 2 
462 1 3 
479 1 2 
269 1 
468 4 
209 1 1 
492 1 1 
738 1 1 
148 3 
221 1 1 
286 
93 

214 1 1 
250 1 3 
263 1 
621 2 1 
430 1 2 
557 1 
496 3 
242 1 3 
225 

June 
Total: 26 127 1 

224 
502 
289 1 
241 1 3 
348 1 
509 13 
471 1 3 
221 2 
344 1 



78 

282 
306 1 
345 1 
302 1 

v 136 1 1 
258 1 
261 1 
215 
454 1 
386 1 1 
643 1 1 
283 1 
391 1 
239 1 
265 1 
330 3 

July 
Total: 21 428 1 

210 1 
328 
456 1 2 
231 
699 1 1 
242 1 1 
247 1 
576 1 
313 1 3 
366 1 
219 1 
352 
300 1 
291 2 
330 3 
327 
193 
244 
245 
347 

August 
Total: 21 270 1 

192 
364 2 
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462 
239 2 
161 1 
521 1 3 
290 1 
795 5 1 
288 1 
581 1 2 
302 
504 1 
239 1 
293 
452 4 
345 1 1 
261 2 
411 1 

1400 13 
720 1 10 

September 
Total: 23 433 3 

437 
400 1 3 
536 6 
639 1 1 
407 1 1 
319 
356 1 1 
426 1 1 
601 11 
427 1 
456 1 3 
404 2 
382 2 
426 3 
414 
483 1 
408 
734 1 6 
481 1 1 
260 2 
272 1 
681 1 2 
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October 
Total: 28 178 

201 
563 1 2 
347 2 
381 1 1 
312 1 1 

v 191 
454 4 
454 1 1 
279 1 1 
318 
367 1 1 
229 1 
501 1 1 
164 
875 1 6 
351 2 
264 1 
339 1 
720 1 4 
541 1 1 
356 1 1 
437 
138 
371 1 4 
691 1 2 
217 1 
207 1 

November 
Total: 22 425 

443 1 3 
538 3 
262 
634 1 
778 1 1 
319 
208 
392 1 
315 1 
190 1 1 
243 



81 

371 1 1 
458 1 
429 
247 
377 1 
403 1 
294 
310 1 3 
293 
319 1 1 

December 
Total: 61 380 5 

252 1 3 
413 1 
275 
329 2 
154 
510 3 
183 
210 
693 1 
552 3 
246 
493 1 
217 

270 
240 1 
220 
433 1 
193 1 
310 1 1 
154 
205 
475 1 1 
228 1 
336 1 
190 

v 92 
116 
317 
416 1 
173 
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253 
138 
209 
120 
410 2 
191 
566 1 2 
595 
178 
465 1 
402 
137 1 
351 
236 
186 
226 1 
268 
187 
196 
461 
254 1 
229 
326 

v 89 1 
256 
208 
330 
262 1 1 
445 1 
347 

351 134834 113 458 37 
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