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Abstract

This paper extends current understanding of social media affordances within an
organisational context. Seven affordances were confirmed as being present within the
organisational management of social media. Subsequent exploration of the affordances led to
the construction of a framework to categorise the variations of application, into different
stages, which focused on the levels of maturity demonstrated by interview participants. This
framework is introduced as a social media affordances maturity scale. The implication for
management is the ability to classify current levels of social media affordances maturity and
understand the critical steps needed to move towards greater maturity, thus adopting
enlightened management practices in the challenging and changing environment of social
media.
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Introduction
The growth of social media networks has created challenges and opportunities for
organisations and considering the range and scale of social media, it is understandably
attractive for organisations, which are keen to use social media to engage with their
customers (Powers et al., 2012; Sashittal, Sriramachandramurthy and Hodis, 2012; Argyris
and Monu, 2015). However, many organisations have become spectators (Kaplan and
Haenlein, 2010), as control in corporate communications has transferred to the customers
(Kietzmann et al., 2011) as they fail to manage their social media application.

Whilst some organisations have succeeded in this quest to capture customer attention, others,
including major brands, have failed publicly (Gallaugher and Ransbotham, 2010; Labrecque,
2014). Whilst extant research into social media has considered different areas such as online
communities (Kozinets, 1999; Muñiz, Jr. and Schau, 2007; Adjei, Noble and Noble, 2009;
Wilcox and Stephen, 2013), user types in varied settings (Muntinga, Moorman and Smit,
2011; Tsai and Men, 2013; Whiting and Williams, 2013; Bulut and Dogan, 2017) and the
consumer experience (Pham, 2013; Lemon and Verhoef, 2016), the gaps in knowledge
concerning the application of social media by organisations is acknowledged by Lamberton
and Stephen (2016), who stated that there is still concern ‘in understanding how digital (and
particularly social and mobile) activity generates quantifiable marketing outcomes of value’
(p. 163).

Furthermore, Lamberton and Stephen (2016) observed that although in practice, digital
marketing had become crucial, there was a paucity in methods of management. Thus, the call
for more research into the domain of social media and its application to organisations
continues and the lack of empirical evidence within an organisational setting remains. There
is a gap concerning the benefits of social media marketing by organisations.

Additionally, there is a lack of instruments to manage the application of social media for
organisations and thus this paper presents a new construct. Firstly, considering benefits
through the lens of affordances theory, with evidence derived from on an online survey and
secondly, assembling the affordances within a maturity model, based on subsequent
interviews.

Literature review
The everyday application of social media by organisations has been less considered than the
practice of social media by individuals, which has been explored by several scholars through,
for example, the uses and gratifications framework (Shao, 2009; Muntinga, Moorman and
Smit, 2011; Whiting and Williams, 2013; Luchman, Bergstrom and Krulikowski, 2014).

As Fournier and Avery (2011, p. 193) presciently identified ‘Brands rushed into social media,
viewing social networks, video sharing sites, online communities, and microblogging sites as
the panacea to diminishing returns in traditional mass media.’ Whilst the opportunities were
identified, it was recognised that social media are both changing and challenging the
traditional business dynamic (Hanna, Rohm and Crittenden, 2011; Korschun and Du, 2013;
Rapp et al., 2013), whilst creating marketing contributions for organisations at many
asynchronous levels and further transforming organisational processes (Fulgoni and Lipsman,
2014; McTaggart and Benina, 2014). As a consequence, social media presents marketing
opportunities for organisations (Dollinger, 2015; Mills and Plangger, 2015). Consequently,
researchers have explored positive aspects of social media application for organisations
including: creating awareness and generating sales with existing customers (Järvinen et al.,
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2012; Qu et al., 2013; Tsimonis and Dimitriadis, 2014b); influencing purchase decisions
(Zhang, Craciun and Shin, 2010); launching new products and product placement (Dobele,
Steel and Cooper, 2015; Liu, Chou and Liao, 2015; Candi et al., 2018); brand promotion
(Jansen et al., 2009; Aladwani, 2015); customer relationship management (Hennig-Thurau et
al., 2010; Harrigan et al., 2015; Verma, Sharma and Sheth, 2015; Kumar et al., 2016);
customer services (Canhoto and Clark, 2013); and brand engagement (de Vries, Gensler and
Leeflang, 2012; Hollebeek, Glynn and Brodie, 2014). Yet how these benefits for
organisations are applied, remains unclear.

Affordances, a neologism divined by Gibson (1979) in the domain of ecological psychology,
although often attributed to Norman (1988), represent opportunities for action (Gibson, 1979)
and positive affordances provide benefits for business (Argyris and Monu, 2015).

Considered as a multivalent theory, the construct of affordances has been used in fields
including psychology (Gibson, 1979, 1986; Chemero, 2003), product design (Norman, 1988),
sociology (Hutchby, 2001), communication theory (Argyris and Monu, 2015; Nagy and Neff,
2015; Evans et al., 2017), tourism (Cabiddu, de Carlo and Piccoli, 2014), local and national
government practice (Klang and Nolin, 2011; Malsbender, Hofmann and Becker, 2014; Chen
et al., 2016), human computer interaction design (Pols, 2012; Zhao et al., 2013), and
technology (Gaver, 1991; McGrenere and Ho, 2000; Markus and Silver, 2008).

Furthermore, affordances as a lens has been used in aspects of social media, although largely
applied to individuals, concerning societal issues such as: digital activism (Earl and Kimport,
2013); micro-volunteering (Ilten, 2015); changing online behaviour (Wellman et al., 2006;
boyd, 2010; Rathnayake and Suthers, 2018); digital labour (Postigo, 2016); privacy (Trepte,
2015); and identity (Khazraee and Novak, 2018). Whilst affordances have been used in many
domains, led by ecological psychology, which witnessed the nominalisation, there are
differing perspectives concerning its construct. Those espousing the original work of Gibson
(1979, 1986), considered affordances as properties of the environment which provide
potential for action, and recognised the relational and contextual aspects of affordances. A
different, less complex and functional perspective of the features of the technology, was
originally proposed by Gaver (1991), which heralded the application of affordances as the
features of the technology. According to Treem and Leonardi (2013), this may be as the
utility of affordances explained ‘why people using the same technology may engage in
similar or disparate communication and work practices’ (p. 146).

Extracting the functional aspects of social media platforms to explicate affordances as
features of a technology that facilitated action, is a notion followed by several scholars
exploring social media (Treem and Leonardi, 2013; Ilten, 2015; Postigo, 2016; Karahanna et
al., 2018; Rathnayake and Suthers, 2018), as well as in other domains, where the materiality
and functionality of the features, without the connection to social impact, was investigated
(Ellison and Vitak, 2014).

A further categorisation of affordances was provided by Bucher and Helmond (2018, p. 12),
who considered ‘high-level and low-level affordances’, where the high-level represented
Gibson’s abstract definition, and the low-level comprised the functional features of
technology. Whilst this classified the two positions, the low-level emanated from the realms
of design and technology (Norman, 1988; Smets, Overbeeke and Gaver, 1994), where
practical action was sought. However, some scholars merged the two levels (Majchrzak et al.,
2013; McVeigh-Schultz and Baym, 2015; Khazraee and Novak, 2018; Rathnayake and
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Suthers, 2018), deeming affordances to comprise both the high-level properties of the
environment and its action potential, as well as the low-level functional features of a
technology that facilitated action.

Whilst affordances have been applied within several domains, including marketing, the
ontological debate concerning the nature of affordances remains, thus this paper seeks to
harness affordances theory, as applied to social media, within an organisational setting, based
on the high-level concept of the benefits found, rather than embedded functionality.

To date, there has been less exploration of affordances of social media by organisations.
Treem and Leonardi (2013), reviewed studies that considered the use of social media in
organisations and identified four affordances of social media: visibility, persistence,
editability, and association. Their notion of visibility concerned ‘the amount of effort people
must expend to locate information’ (Treem and Leonardi, 2013, p. 150); this is part of
Gibson's (1979), and Norman's (1999), original concept, that perceived affordances pertained
to vision. Thus for an affordance to exist, it must be visible, or when Gaver (1991), developed
the notion, be perceptible to auditory or tactile senses. Gibson and Norman asserted that an
affordance had to be perceived to exist and the level of effort would depend upon the agency
and the context. Thus attributing visibility as an affordance demonstrates a lack of
comprehension of the original texts – without some form of visibility there could be no
perceived affordance.

Another aspect to affordances is constancy, or remaining static, which was interpreted by
boyd (2010), and Treem and Leonardi (2013), who propounded that online content remains
available, once the user has left the platform and thus this second affordance of persistence
resonated with the notion of variance from Gibson (1979), and McGrenere and Ho (2000),
insomuch as the affordance was invariant and lacked the possibility to change. However, this
concept of always available content, an affordance termed ‘fixity’ by Graves (2007, p. 341),
fails to recognise the fluidity and malleability of online tools and thus affordances cannot be
static (Heft, 2003). For example, online content can be deleted by users (Rheingold, 1993;
Dean, 2010), which is a function made available through several platforms (Facebook Inc.,
2012; Schmidt and O’Connor, 2015), or erased by the platform (Langvardt, 2018), or
removed by request within a privacy framework (Verčič, Verčič and Sriramesh, 2015) and
thus can change. Whilst there are exceptions, such as deleted tweets from politicians which
can be immediately captured by online tools such as Politwoops (Meeks, 2018), there is
nonetheless, the possibility that online content is subject to alteration. Furthermore, several
social media platforms where content was present have been discontinued and access to the
content is no longer available (for example; Google Buzz - closed 2011, Gowalla - closed
2012, Friends Reunited - closed 2016, YikYak - closed 2017), removing the notion of all
online material being ever-present. Therefore identifying persistence within an online setting
as an affordance lacks validity.

Nagy and Neff (2015), claimed to introduce their notion of imagined affordance as being
dynamic and having the capacity to change, suggesting this had hitherto not been recognised
within affordances. However, Turvey (1992, p. 175), had earlier acknowledged the notion of
dynamism ‘there are no changeless things and there are no thingless changes; there are only
changing things’, as did Heft (2003, p. 171), who appreciated the potential of a changed or
altered state within affordances whereby ‘features of the environment can possess alternative
affordances at different times in the context of different encounters’. Comprehending
affordances outside a static state, Heft (2003) suggested that these intended or unintended
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changes could occur due to environmental, geographical, behavioural, or sociocultural
contexts. Thus it appears that the article by Nagy and Neff (2015), failed to consider earlier
pertinent work.

Editability was a further affordance proposed by Treem and Leonardi (2013), where users
could edit content before, or after, sharing in an online setting. They argued that the ability to
alter content enabled actors to manipulate shared information. Moreover, actors could focus
specific messages to certain groups and ameliorate the original content. This element of
publishing control is a long-recognised feature within several social media platforms that has
been recognised by others (Walther, 2011; Crowston and Fagnot, 2018). Thus editability
could be acknowledged as a functional affordance, although it is considered a key aspect of
social media (Knobel and Lankshear, 2007; Palfrey and Gasser, 2008; Vuori and Jussila,
2016).

The final affordance promulgated by Treem and Leonardi (2013), was association between
individuals. This element of connection or tie strength (Granovetter, 1973), was one of the
core attributes surrounding the relationships between actors. However, the notion of
connections is not an affordance, it is the raison d'être for many social media networks.

More recently Hauge (2018), addressed affordances within an organisational setting, linking
the concept to 'situated valuation' (p. 245), and observed that affordances had utility as ‘a lens
for understanding the influence of technology’ (p. 253), which validated earlier work from
Fayard and Weeks (2014), who considered that affordances offered a context for exploring
technology within different settings.

The construct of affordances lacks clarity, which has been acknowledged by several scholars
(McGrenere and Ho, 2000; Markus and Silver, 2008; Parchoma, 2014; Nagy and Neff, 2015;
Evans et al., 2017) and is perceived as having many meanings (Bucher and Helmond, 2018).
However, the obscurity is not surprising with scholars taking opposing views in their own
work, such as Gaver (1991, p. 79), who considered affordances as 'fundamental objects of
perception’ yet contradicted this notion by claiming that affordances were equally
independent of perception. Furthermore, Norman (1998), admitted that his own definition
lacked clarity and subsequently revised – or perhaps refined (following discussions with
Gibson) – his initial phraseology and stated that ‘there can be both real and perceived
affordances’ (Norman, 1999, p. 39).

This lack of clarity is compounded as affordances have been variously described as:

 niche – occupying a specific place based on social construction and agency (Gibson,
1979)

 false - they do not exist (Gaver, 1991)
 hidden - lacking materiality (Gaver, 1991)
 nested – they are dependent on other elements that are grouped or layered (Gaver, 1991;

McGrenere and Ho, 2000; McVeigh-Schultz and Baym, 2015)
 perceptible - demonstrating materiality and affected by agency and social construction

founded on the presence or absence of perceptible information (Gaver, 1991)
 imagined – similar to perceptible and combined with the expected affordance which is

linked to materiality (Nagy and Neff, 2015)
 vernacular – where the actors are involved with sense-making to gain the affordance

(McVeigh-Schultz and Baym, 2015)
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 constrained – where not all affordances are the same (Hutchby, 2001).

Associated with the lack of lucid articulation around the terminology is a further weakness
surrounding the absence of a coherent theory of affordances. Several scholars have attempted
to progress the theory (McGrenere and Ho, 2000; Michaels, 2000; Chemero, 2003; Evans et
al., 2017), yet many simply utilise Gibson’s original concept.

Whilst more work is required to better explicate the theory of affordances, this paper has
initially sought to elucidate the construct of affordances as a framework to locate social
media benefits for organisations. The next section will demonstrate how the different
application of affordances were categorised within a framework to better understand
opportunities for better organisational management of social media.

Method / conceptual framework
This paper is based on a mixed methods study, to gather different types of data and add
richness, adopting an explanatory mixed-methods sequential design process (Creswell and
Plano Clark, 2018), commencing with an online quantitative survey, followed by qualitative
interviews, as this offered: (i) the possibility to use major themes from the first research
phase; and (ii) the possibility to recruit a subset of participants for the qualitative phase from
the quantitative phase.

As the first research phase was to explain a situation, an online survey was deployed. These
have increased in popularity as the responses collected are simultaneously stored and ready
for analysis (Vehovar and Manfreda, 2008), and there is wide availability of cost-effective
online survey software systems (Hewson, Vogel and Laurent, 2016). However disadvantages
include the non-response problem (Vehovar and Manfreda, 2008; Park and Fesenmaier,
2012), as participants may choose not to respond or withdraw during the questionnaire due to
sensitive topics being raised or sensitive answers being required (Albaum, Roster and Smith,
2014).  The population of interest comprised those working in marketing and lists of closed
populations were accessed which represented a range of jobs roles, sectors, ages and skill
sets. Thus in the absence of traditional random selection this was considered as a non-
probability sample.

Adopting a mixed-methods approach, the quantitative survey results informed areas to
explore in the second research phase, following an explanatory mixed-methods sequential
design (Creswell and Creswell, 2005). Thus this qualitative approach was to add richness and
further investigate areas of significance or interest that were identified in research phase one.
The interview method was selected as ‘a conversation that has a structure and a purpose’
(Kvale and Brinkmann, 2009, p. 3).

Results
In the online survey (research phase one) a total of 756 surveys were returned of which nine
respondents (1.9%) did not consent to their data being used and were withdrawn as they were
thus ineligible. Fifty respondents (6.6%) did not use social media at work and were therefore
ineligible and immediately exited from the survey. Subsequently, 246 respondents (32.9%)
answered no further questions after question 3, thus providing 448 useable surveys. The 448
respondents represented a range of job roles, with 149 in the C-suite (chief executive, chief
marketing officer), 169 in manager roles, 55 specialists, 60 juniors and 15 academics. A
range of sectors were represented with the smallest being utilities and automotive with 6
respondents in each and the largest being professional services with 63 respondents.
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The online survey was used to ascertain the presence of the positive affordances that provided
benefits for business. Of the 448 respondents, between 94 and 410 confirmed that they gained
the following affordances: entertainment ( n=232), offers (n=239), interaction (n=410),
reviews (n=157), customer service (n=239), customer segmentation (n=122), brand
management (n=272). Thus these were designated to be explored further in the semi-
structured interviews.

For research phase two, there were 197 respondents who indicated that they would be willing
to help further. All participants were contacted by email and twenty-six semi-structured
interviews were completed where data saturation (Glaser and Strauss, 1967; Kvale and
Brinkmann, 2009; Bryman and Bell, 2011) was achieved. The knowledge of the participants
was informed through a broad selection of sectors, comprising: charity, construction and
materials, education, food and beverage, manufacture, media, professional services, retail,
software and IT, travel & leisure, and utilities. Most of the respondents were in more senior
roles: C-suite (n=12), manager (n=9), specialist (n=3) and junior (n=2). A range of sectors
was represented: professional services (n= 8), education (n= 4), charity (n=3), retail (n=2),
software and IT (n=2), travel and leisure (n=2), construction and materials (n=1), food and
beverage (n=1), manufacture (n=1), media (n=1), and utilities (n=1).

The participants in the interviews responded on behalf of their organisations and
demonstrated that they were at different stages of application of the social media affordances.
Some social media affordances were embraced and others were actively avoided. Table 1
shows a summary of where participants applied, avoided or adopted an inconsistent approach
towards the affordances.

Table 1 - Affordances and responses from participants in the interviews, concerning their
organisation

AFFORDANCES NO MIXED YES
To entertain customers 9 6 11
To provide offers 13 7 6
To interact with customers 3 23
To gain reviews 8 18
To deliver customer service 5 21
For customer segmentation 14 12
For brand management 1 25

Thus the participants confirmed seven affordances gained from social media for their
organisations, to varying degrees. Some participants avoided certain affordances or addressed
them at a basic level, whereas others had a more sophisticated and sometimes automated
approach. Table 2 shows examples of participant quotations concerning the different
affordances.
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Table 2 - Quotations from interviews concerning their application of affordances

AFFORDANCE PARTICIPANT QUOTATIONS
To entertain
customers

We have like a certain understanding of our customers’ kind of sense
of humour, so any time we would see kind of like a video from like
one of the big sites like (NAME) and stuff like that, that is maybe
relevant. We will kind of like take it and put our spin on it, that will
appeal to our users, and stuff like that can maybe get you know up to
50 per cent organic reach from our entire following. Whereas normal
posts will maybe have you know 10 per cent, it’s like you say it’s
quite a thing if they see something funny or amusing they will tag
their friends, or share stuff like that there. So they kind of do that, it’s
mostly cute things there. (Manager, retail)

To provide offers We do run various competitions at key times of the year. So that might
be Christmas, or in the summer, so we will run small competitions.
We don’t offer … yeah so it’s prizes and competitions as opposed to,
offering a discount on a rate or something. (Manager, professional
services)

To interact with
customers

It is very just sort of rudimentary like what’s working, what’s not
working and what sort of time of day are people interacting with us,
and things like that so we can kind of get some very basic data as to
what is going on. (C-suite, food and beverages)

Well we analyse, I analyse everything, I’m data-driven that’s kind of
how I have always operated. So one of these I am looking at, is I am
putting an online analysis pack every month, so we all look at all the
kind of posts we send out, what sort of engagement rating,
engagement score and put together a kind of report. (Manager,
manufacture)

To gain reviews A few months ago, we took away the review function from our main
page because it was just a place for people to rant about something
that had nothing to do with a review. (Junior, charity)

A lot of the time we would request that after a project has finished, as
part of our process, we would ask the client if they were happy, to
leave us a review on one of the sites, so we can build it into our
standard processes, especially with a new client, where we have
finished a project. (C-suite, software and IT)

To deliver
customer service

We don’t push our customer service via social channels, but it’s sort
of, if someone encounters us via our social channels, we can provide a
better level of service if we can. (Manager, travel and leisure)

We have standard responses and a bank of standard replies for
Facebook messages and emails and everything. (Junior, charity)
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AFFORDANCE PARTICIPANT QUOTATIONS
For customer
segmentation

We are in the process of doing that, as it happens. It is something we
have been aware of the possibility of doing, and we are looking at
doing, for example a Facebook advertising campaign for the first time,
which we have not done before. And part of the benefit of that is to be
able to control better who sees them and engages with what we want
to be seen and engaged with. So I would say we are kind of at an early
stage of that, but we are doing that. (C-suite, professional services)

For brand
management

Well one of the reasons that it’s there is that if somebody types in, our
company name I suppose because people are using social media in
their personal lives, it’s gone into their professional lives and they are
thinking of all the social media, we wanted them to see that we are out
there, that we are digitally aware, that we are … we are not stuck in
the dark ages. (Specialist, construction and materials)

From brand management I mean hopefully we are managing the
messages around the brand that we wanted to get out, as opposed to
going round and policing what other people may or may not have been
using our (organisation name) assets for, because that wasn’t really a
major concern. (C-suite, utilities)

The next section will discuss the affordances identified in the empirical research and the
levels of maturity demonstrated by participants in the second research phase, the interviews.

Discussion
Having confirmed the presence of affordances as positive benefits for organisations, the
interviews indicated different levels of application and understanding by the participants.
Thus a structure was created to categorise the variations of application, into different stages
which concerned the levels of maturity demonstrated by participants in the interviews.

Thus the levels of maturity were classified into six parts, ranging from no application, to fully
understood and well applied, demonstrating enlightened staff management practices.
The six levels commenced with Level 0, where there was no evidence of activity or if
application of this affordance was purposefully avoided. The next was Level 1, where there
was evidence of an attempted application of the affordance, although there was no process in
place. This was followed by Level 2, where the application was ad hoc and inconsistent.
Level 3, was applied where there was a limited, reactive or basic application of the
affordance. The final stages were Level 4, where there was evidence of a standardised and
proactive application of the affordance and Level 5, where there was clear evidence of an
integrated and agile approach to the application of the affordance. These maturity levels are
placed into a scale which considers the different affordances and the levels of maturity, this is
termed the social media affordances maturity scale and is shown in Table 3, which explicates
the categorisation of each level.
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Table 3 - Social Media Affordances Maturity Scale

AFFORDANCE

AFFORDANCES MATURITY LEVEL
0. No activity,
application
avoided

1. Attempted
application, no
process in
place

2. Ad hoc and
inconsistent
application

3. Basic
application

4. Standardised
and proactive
application

5. Integrated
and agile
application

To entertain
customers

Avoid use of
entertainment
online

No process in
place, trial and
error

Occasional use
of entertainment,
seasonal or
event-based

Limited use of
entertainment
on a manual
basis

Proactive use of
entertainment and
understand
customers’ humour

Creative use of
entertainment
and staff
empowered to
contribute

To provide offers No use of offers
online

No process in
place, trial and
error

Adding offers on
ad hoc basis

Limited
promotion, or
sharing offers
from other
organisations

Proactive promotion
of offers

Integrated and
automated
application

To interact with
customers

Avoid use of
interaction
online

No process in
place, trial and
error

Watching but not
fully interacting

Reactive
interaction

Proactive
interaction with
process in place

Integrated
application with
formal reporting

To gain reviews No intention to
seek reviews via
social media

No process in
place, trial and
error

Inconsistent
approach

Reactive
approach

Proactive approach
with process in
place

Integrated and
automated
application

To deliver
customer service

No customer
service issues
addressed
online

No process in
place, trial and
error

Ad hoc customer
service
management

Reactive
management
of customer
service

Proactive
management of
customer service

Integrated and
automated
application

For customer
segmentation

No application
of customer
segmentation
online

No process in
place, trial and
error

Ad hoc approach
to customer
segmentation

Reactive
approach to
customer
segmentation

Proactive approach
to customer
segmentation

Integrated and
automated
application

For brand
management

No application
of brand
management
online

No process in
place, trial and
error

Brand
management on
limited basis

Reactive
approach to
brand
management
online

Proactive approach
to brand
management online
and aware of brand
constructs

Integrated
application with
empowered
staff

To entertain customers
Whilst entertainment is recognised as a motivational factor for individuals in using social
media (Shao, 2009; Whiting and Williams, 2013; Hamilton, Kaltcheva and Rohm, 2016), the
literature review did not identify entertainment as a purpose for social media usage by
organisations. However, as the extant literature indicated the benefit for individuals, this was
included within the affordances to be investigated in the online survey and subsequently,
entertainment was confirmed as an affordance of social media in both research phases and
consequently this finding converged.

Furthermore, there were subtle variations such as understanding customers’ emotions and the
intertextual use of parody (Boxman-Shabtai, 2018). Whilst the use of parody by consumers
has increased (Schroeder, 2017), further research into the use of parody by organisations is
required as there is evidence of ‘negative effects on attitudes and behaviors toward the
parodied sponsoring brands’ (Sabri, 2018, p. 533), which may have managerial implications
for organisations.

The participants provided examples at all levels within the Social Media Affordances
Maturity Scale, from those who avoided entertainment to those who demonstrated an
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integrated and agile approach. Hitherto, entertainment as an affordance for organisations was
not identified in the extant literature.

To provide offers (sales cycle)
Within organisations, generating sales as an affordance of social media application, included
the provision of offers in the form of vouchers and reductions (Andzulis, Panagopoulos and
Rapp, 2012; Tsimonis and Dimitriadis, 2014a). This was supported in the extant research and
both studies.

Whilst the online survey confirmed offers as an affordance, the interviews provided a mixed
response that showed a lack of understanding of the concept of offers, which were variously
interpreted as promoting third-party campaigns, promoting the organisation’s own business,
providing competitions, or delivering an opportunity to make charitable donations. It may be
that rather than the perception of an offer as a discount or bargain – as is often used in social
media – for these participants in their organisations an offer constitutes a proposal or
recommendation instead. Furthermore, the participants provided examples at all levels within
the Social Media Affordances Maturity Scale and therefore offers – as part of the sales cycle,
are confirmed as an affordance for organisations.

To interact with customers
Interaction is a key element within social media marketing and was found within definitions
of social media (Hogan and Quan-Haase, 2010; Kent, 2010; Järvinen et al., 2012; Ryan,
2014; Carr and Hayes, 2015). Also termed engagement, this was acknowledged in the
literature (Shao, 2009; Muntinga, Moorman and Smit, 2011; Whiting and Williams, 2013;
Krishen et al., 2016), as well as an affordance for organisations (de Vries, Gensler and
Leeflang, 2012; Kietzmann et al., 2012; Hollebeek, Glynn and Brodie, 2014; Argyris and
Monu, 2015).

The use of interaction as an affordance of social media marketing was found in both studies,
therefore this finding converged. The interviews provided greater insights and demonstrated
recognition of the evolution of social media (Hooley, Marriott and Wellens, 2012), and how
interaction is growing. There was understanding of the scope of interaction situated within a
global dimension and within a ubiquitous always-on state (Lamberton and Stephen, 2016).
However, moving beyond simple transactional interaction, where the purpose is to increase
the audience, this interaction ranged from a semi-formal approach to share best practice, to an
informal conversation. The ability to share content (Shao, 2009; Muntinga, Moorman and
Smit, 2011; Whiting and Williams, 2013; Argyris and Monu, 2015), concerned interaction as
an exchange, which represents a primary purpose of social media.

Once identified in the online survey, the subsequent interviews provided examples of
interaction at all levels within the Social Media Affordances Maturity Scale. Looking back at
McQuail's (1983), mass communication theory, social interaction was identified as a key
factor which remains valid as social media enables a method of multi-way interaction,
sharing suggestions and providing feedback (Canhoto and Clark, 2013). The use of
interaction allows customers to seek and share content (Kietzmann et al., 2012; Abrantes et
al., 2013), is both a recurring theme in social media and a recognised phenomenon between
businesses and customers (Järvinen et al., 2012).
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To gain reviews
Reviews and testimonials where individuals add or read user-generated content, has been
recognised in the literature (Bruns, 2006; Muntinga, Moorman and Smit, 2011) and was
confirmed as an affordance in the online survey. This construct is further acknowledged as an
affordance of social media by organisations (Weinberg et al., 2013; Saboo, Kumar and
Ramani, 2016), as reviews represent brand-related content (Muntinga, Moorman and Smit,
2011), and can impact sales (Baird and Parasnis, 2011; Babić et al., 2015).

Thus the empirical research supported the extant literature. Participants within the interviews
provided evidence that their organisations were at different stages of obtaining reviews, some
of whom had fully automated systems, whereas others explicitly avoided online reviews.

Whilst it has been found that online feedback could provide insights for organisations
(Quinton, 2013), the application of online reviews may be based on the level of maturity of
social media affordances within the organisation.

Managing and responding to online reviews, termed Webcare (Ghosh, 2017), has become a
critical marketing function (Ahmad and Laroche, 2016), which can mitigate service failure
(Ghosh and Amar, 2018; Weitzl, Hutzinger and Einwiller, 2018), and reduce future brand
damage. Thus, there are managerial implications as the skill of managing online reviews will
need to be addressed by organisations, as the ability to post reviews, whether positive or
negative, is effortless (Shin, Song and Biswas, 2014). As noted by Lamberton and Stephen
(2016, p. 154), when discussing Era 2 of digital, social media and mobile marketing, using
the example of the online review site Yelp, ‘Between 2005 and 2006, the number of
reviewers skyrocketed from 12,000 to 100,000’ and this increased significantly to 157 million
by 2017 (Nakayama and Wan, 2018), and consequently the number of reviews is likely to
continue.

To deliver customer service
Online customer service presents individuals with the chance of being heard, gaining better
service from organisations and resolving complaints (Muñiz, Jr. and Schau, 2007; Dollinger,
2015; Istanbulluoglu, 2017), and for organisations, this can facilitate long-term customer
relationships (Canhoto and Clark, 2013). Thus customer service as an affordance was found
in the literature and as Canhoto and Clark (2013, p.523), commented ‘the change in how
people use the Internet has produced a new set of expectations’; part of this is customer
service. Identified in the online survey and subsequently in the interviews, all levels of the
Social Media Affordances Maturity Scale were found including Level 0, as some participants
purposefully avoided any form of online customer service.

According to Kietzmann et al. (2011, p. 249), customer service via social media has
highlighted that organisations are ‘no longer in control of the conversation’ and as social
media is increasingly used as a customer service tool (Gunarathne, Rui and Seidmann, 2018),
and is further driven by customers, this should thus form a cornerstone of organisations’
social media strategies. The challenge for smaller organisations is the ‘always-on’ state of
social media and the need to respond promptly. It may be that guidelines within a social
customer relationship management framework (Wang and Kim, 2017), are required.

Consequently, there are managerial implications for those at the lower levels of the Social
Media Affordances Maturity Scale.
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For customer segmentation
According to Jones, Shaw and McLean (2013), market segmentation is attributed to Smith
(1956), and this concept has developed into a marketing approach where individuals, groups
or organisations are classified when they demonstrate ‘one or more similar characteristics that
cause them to have relatively similar product needs and buying characteristics’ (Simkin et al.,
2016, p. 204). Canhoto, Clark and Fennemore (2013), argued that customer segmentation is a
recognised aspect of both marketing theory and practice and can be enhanced by social
media.

Customer segmentation was explored in the online survey and 122 out of 448 respondents
stated that they gained this affordance. The interviews sought explanations from participants
which found that the segmentation was either one aspect of demographics (age, gender,
geographic location), or psychographics (purchasing behaviour), or webographics (email
subscriber behaviour, preferred content). The challenge is that obtaining such limited
fragments of the segments does not lead to full persona development (Hendriks and Peelen,
2013). As noted by Canhoto, Clark and Fennemore (2013), segmentation processes and
application are not without difficulties within a social media environment. Whilst Facebook
Insights provides basic details regarding the number of those visiting the site, seeing the
articles and interacting, which can contribute towards digital metrics, there is little
opportunity to fully segment customers in this way. Similarly, using LinkedIn as a research
tool, or monitoring Twitter followers, enables the organisations to provide richer data for the
customer database, but does not segment customers. This concurs with research from Chen,
Lin and Yuan (2017, p. 580), who discussed these tools as being able to ‘monitor, analyze
and manage social media information statistics and the impact of social brands’, rather than
facilitating customer segmentation.

However, one element of segmentation that is partly offered within Facebook Adverts, is to
group audiences, which was employed by some participants. Although due to the platform’s
limited data sharing, they could not identify ‘key aspects of that segment’s typical customer’s
needs and experiences’ (Lemon and Verhoef, 2016, p. 73). Furthermore, this generic grouped
data cannot be attributed to specific individuals (Facebook, 2018), thus some segmentation
variables may be difficult to ascertain and there may be disparity between the programmes
used and associated customer identity. Moreover the associated customer identity information
from social media platforms is liable to change and users now control access to their data
(Constantinides, Henfridsson and Parker, 2018).

Thus whilst evidence of the process of customer segmentation was supported in the literature,
this was only partly explained in the empirical research. However, this was applied at
different levels of the Social Media Affordances Maturity Scale, with many participants
demonstrating a superficial understanding.

For brand management
Visibility and the need to be present on social media emerged from the participants in the
interviews and has been recognised as an extension of the notion of brand awareness. Argyris
and Monu (2015, p. 149), termed the notion as ‘presentability’ and managing the
organisation’s online image, which ‘has an influence on organizational perceptions in times
of crisis, buying preferences, and trust’ (Yang and Kent, 2014, p. 563). Having been
identified in the literature, this was supported in the empirical research. The online survey
found that 407 respondents (out of 448) stated that brand management in terms of brand
building and awareness was an affordance of social media marketing. This converged within
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the interviews as all participants used social media as part of their application of brand
management.

Conclusions
This paper has discussed the application of affordances which were confirmed as being
present in the online survey and further explored in semi-structured interviews, based on
gathering evidence from participants. Following the empirical research, post-hoc
development of the application of affordances was performed, which was based on the
participants’ abilities, described as maturity, in order to construct a social media affordances
maturity scale.

This research supports the agenda for a method that provides a mechanism to assess current
practice and identify the requirements to adopt better practice, rather than encouraging
organisations to ‘adopt new technologies as they emerge’ (Kannan and Li, 2017, p. 41). This
could enable organisations to optimise resources by focusing on the affordances of social
media.

There are implications for those managing social media within organisations. Hence,
organisations gain specific affordances from social media, beyond the functional and
intentional aspects of the platforms (such as connectivity and communication) which offer
positive benefits for organisations. The identification of affordances of social media
contributes towards the understanding of social media application within an organisational
setting, thus enabling managers to focus social media efforts on the areas delivering the
positive benefits. One of the affordances which generated many conversations in the
interviews, was concern over reviews amongst those who were unclear as how to manage
customer-created content, highlighting a skills gap. Another issue was managing customer
service within an always-on state. These areas may represent opportunities for further
training.

Furthermore, the application of the affordances has been applied to the levels of maturity
demonstrated through a scale from Level 0, where there is no evidence of activity, to Level 5,
where there is clear evidence of an integrated and agile approach to the application of the
affordance. Termed the Social Media Affordances Maturity Scale, this is a useful framework
which enables organisations to assess their current social media application and identify the
action required to move to the next level of maturity.

There are limitations to this study. The second research phase mainly concerned evidence
from those in the C-Suite and in management roles, thus the views of those in more junior
roles may have provided different evidence.

Furthermore, whilst this framework followed a ‘what works’ approach (Creswell et al., 2011,
p. 4), it may require further testing, although in this paper the knowledge production has
focused on solving practitioner problems (Hunt, 2007), and has therefore contributed to the
management of marketing.
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