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Abstract 
 

This paper explores the perspective of online networks in relation to firms‘ Social Networking 

Sites activities. The following research question was posed: How can firms’ Social 

Networking Sites activities generate value to offline business operations based on a network 

perspective?  Three concepts were identified as vital in the network theory; learning, business 

opportunities and trust. These concepts were through a qualitative research with semi-

constructed interviews explored in relation to Social Networking Sites. The findings support a 

connection between Social Networking Sites and the network theory and underline the 

potential that lies in using these sites as online networks. By incorporating Social Networking 

Sites as a part of firms‘ network and overall strategy more value can be generated and 

competitive advantages can be developed and sustained.   

 

 

Key words: Social Networking Sites, Network theory, Offline networks, Online networks, 

Learning, Business opportunity creation, Trust.   
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1. Introduction 

 “Social Media is about the people! Not about your business. Provide for the people and the 

people will provide for you.”  

Matt Goulart 

Massive discussion is nowadays surrounding the great and undiscovered potential of Social 

Networking Sites usage for businesses (Colliander and Dahlén, 2011; Taylor et al., 2011). 

However few articles or spokespeople can provide the business world with precise orients on 

how to actually generate long term value for business from the company‘s Social Networking 

Site‘s activities. Nevertheless one fact can no longer be ignored by the business world: Social 

Networking Sites are a part of many people‘s daily life changing the paradigms of 

relationship building. 

The Social Networking Sites started to gain popularity among the general public at a massive 

scale recently but with an astonishing speed. At the beginning of the 2000ths Social 

Networking Sites became wide spread with the Facebook launch in 2004. As of March 2012, 

the largest Social Networking Site Facebook had over 900 million active monthly users with 

the site being available in more than 70 languages (Facebook Statistics, fb.com). It is apparent 

that Social Networking Sites have a great influence on peoples‘ both personal and 

professional life.  

This massive presence of potential consumers on Social Networking Sites attracts attention 

and presence of numerous companies (McAfee, 2009; Kaplan and Haenlein, 2010; Colliander 

and Dahlén, 2011; Premazzi et al, 2010). The success of businesses on Social Networking 

Sites has been mostly measured by the number of followers, however as Jay Baer stated, a 

true success should nowadays be measured by the number of active followers, only this 

number can influence the value brought to the company. Companies may join Social 

Networking Sites due to various reasons: supporting their global processes (Bih-Ru et.al, 

2006), strengthening reputation and brand (Hogg and Adamic, 2004; Bih-Ru et.al, 2006), 

stimulating online commerce (Bih-Ru et.al, 2006) or job recruiting (Sherry J. Roberts, 2009). 

However, as business theories teach us there always needs to be value behind every business 

activity. The ability to continuously improve and develop competitive advantages is one of the 

foundations for any successful and sustainable business, and Social Networking Sites can be 
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seen as a great alternative in order to do activities more cost and time efficiently (Porter, 

1996; Premazzi et al, 2010). However, no matter what value the company is trying to pursue 

online, due to the fact that Social Networking Sites are demanding a new way of 

communication from the companies few understand how to actually achieve their goals on 

SNS (Mangold and Faulds, 2009). 

Because of the great presence of these Social Networking Sites in todays‘ business 

environment, as well as the limited understanding of how and what value actually can be 

derived from them, it is essential to explore these online platforms in relation to business 

operations further. This paper will hence have an alternative look on the Social Networking 

Sites, based on the perspective that Social Networking Sites are first of all networks of human 

relationships, taken to an online platform. This view is supported by a number of more recent 

studies, but has not been thoroughly investigated in relation to firms‘ value creation on Social 

Networking Sites (Bretonés et al, 2010; Garg et al., 2011). This paper will therefore with the 

help of established theories of the offline networks have a thorough and qualitative look upon 

the newly emerged Social Networking Sites. 

 

1.1. Purpose  

In order to understand the full potential of social media usage and how companies can create 

competitive advantages through Social Networking Sites this paper aims to explore a new 

perspective of Social Networking Sites in relation to business operations. By using the offline 

network perspective one could find new ways to use and derive value from Social Networking 

Sites activities.   

We will explore whether the processes described in the grounded theories of offline networks 

also holds for online networks in Social Networking Sites. If the concepts and processes in the 

offline network theory are applicable in Social Networking Sites we will be able to suggest a 

new and broader way of looking upon, and utilizing online activities than what is the case 

today. Moreover, by understanding the processes on the online networking the companies 

could better understand how to generate a synergy through combining the offline with online 

networking into a unified and interconnected process, providing the firm with valuable 

competitive advantages. 



6 
 

The purpose of the paper can be summarized by the following problem formulation;  

How can firms’ Social Networking Sites activities generate value to offline business 

operations based on a network perspective?   
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2. Literature review 
 

In this chapter the most relevant literature relating to the purpose of the paper will be 

reviewed. Starting with a discussion concerning the concept of Social Networking Sites it is 

followed by a presentation of the Network theory as well as literature concerning online 

networks. The chapter will be summarized by a discussion concerning proposed theoretical 

relationships.  

 

2.1. The rise-up of Social Networking Sites. 

In a research concerning source credibility by Ipsos MORI (commissioned by Marketing 

Week) it was found that internet users across Europe deem blogs to be the second most 

trusted information source after newspapers (Ipsos MORI). With 24% of respondents 

considering blogs to be the most trusted source, they were well ahead of television advertising 

(17%) and e-mail marketing (14%) (Jo Brown et.al, 2007). These numbers show the 

importance of a human and personal advice or a Word-of-Mouth (WOM) approach in 

commercial information communication as opposed to the traditional one. 

The Word-of-Mouth industry is experiencing massive growth; since 2004 the Word of Mouth 

Marketing Association (WOMMA) has grown from three to 350 corporate members 

(WOMMA, 2007) (Jo Brown et.al, 2007). According Trusov (2009) Word-of-Mouth 

marketing has a much stronger and longer lasting effect as compared to traditional marketing 

exposure. This fact explains why so many companies are looking towards Social Networking 

Sites as an alternative way for marketing campaigns. (Trusov, 2009). 

Social Networking Sites is by Boyd and Ellison (2007) defined as a web-based service that 

gives individuals the possibility to create a somewhat public profile within a limited system. 

Members can connect with other users, as well as view and go through lists of the connections 

of other users. A distinctive feature of Social Networking Sites is the fact that they make 

individuals‘ social networks visible (Boyd and Ellison, 2007). This enables connections 

between different networks that would not otherwise have been made and in turn exposes 

members to a large variety of different people and new perspectives (Boyd and Ellison, 2007). 

In June 2012, according to Alexa.com the Global ranking of mostly visited sites daily among 

TOP15, Social Networking Sites occupied five positions. Based on statistics from Alexa, the 
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combined daily reach of Facebook and Twitter was 50 percent of daily Internet consumption 

in February 2011. While the growth of online social networks suggests a significant effect on 

online community members, empirical research is only beginning to analyze how online 

social communities help users discover and diffuse new content (Garg et al 2011).  

A number of researchers have however already proved the positive influence of the Social 

Networking Sites‘ usage on the higher education, college and research environment (K. 

Lewis, 2008; N. B. Ellison et.al. 2007; S. Valenzuela et.al. 2009). Social Networking Sites are 

also largely used by individuals and companies nowadays to create reliable reputation (or self-

banding) by acquiring a large number of online connections which create a strong online 

network position (T. Hogg, L. Adamic, 2004). Social Networking Sites are now also being 

used as reference checks by human resource (HR) personnel to look for potential job 

candidates. This trend has spurred the response from the users‘ side by starting to use the 

Social Networking Sites not only as a leisure time spending, but also from a career and 

business opportunity seeking (Sherry J. Roberts, 2009). 

The Social Networking Sites‘ numerous members is a good indication of people shifting to 

online platforms, where they can express their opinion towards different content. Such a 

massive landscape of potential customers unavoidably attracts companies to be present on 

Social Networking Sites. However these companies now should learn the new rules of 

advertising, customer relationships‘ development and general branding on Social Networking 

Sites. And the new question is now on top of list of many managers: How to generate 

business value from the Social Networking Sites activities? (E. Van Heck, 2007; Bretonés et 

al., 2010) We will now have a closer look at the research which has been done around how 

companies are using and engaging on Social Networking Sites. 

 

2.1.1. Looking for Value through Social Networking Sites  

The change which is happening today in the business world has been well described by E. 

Van Heck (2007): organizations are moving, or must move, from today‘s relatively stable and 

slow-moving business networks to an open digital platform. Here, business is conducted 

across a rapidly formed network with anyone, anywhere, anytime despite different business 

processes and computer systems (E. Van Heck, 2007). Premazzi (2010) also highlights the 
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possibilities for online communication to take place regardless of geographical distance by the 

use of online activities. 

Social Networking Sites indeed have something to offer to the business world; without the 

physical boundaries of traditional social networks, the online social networks impart and 

enhance benefits of traditional social networks across time and space and accelerate and 

globalize the process (Bih-Ru et.al, 2006). The use of computer-mediated social networks 

provides opportunities for users to share information about the wide variety of products 

offered, costs or prices, and quality of the services to increase the popularity of the business 

site and the services they offer. eBay is one example of virtual community (virtual 

marketplace) where millions of users worldwide buy and sell products, discuss the products, 

share common interests and best practices, get help and feedback from others, and advertise 

the products that helps enhance reputation. (Hogg and Adamic, 2004; Bih-Ru et.al, 2006)  

The study by Bih-Ru et.al (2006) documents that the design and initial deployment of 

activities on Social Networking Sites are able to stimulate commerce and collaboration 

through the activities as well as create the linkage between discovery and societal benefits, 

and consequently to enhance business networks. 

However today‘s research literature indicates that companies are primarily using Social 

Networking Sites as a marketing tool; to gain information about customers‘ preferences, get 

ideas for innovations and start a two-way communication with the customers (Porter et al., 

2011; Wilson et al., 2011; Yan, 2011). Therefore, the research by Bih-Ru et.al. (2006) points 

to much greater Social Networking Sites opportunities and potential value as compared to 

how these networks are used today by the companies. Subramani (2003) draws even a greater 

attention to the potential use of Social Networking Sites by stating that while the potential of 

viral marketing to efficiently reach out to a broad set of users is attracting considerable 

attention, the value of this approach is also being questioned. There needs to be a greater 

understanding of the contexts in which this strategy works and the characteristics of products 

and services for which it is most effective.  The success hinges upon the recognition of the 

strong need for influencers to be viewed as knowledgeable helpers in the social network 

rather than as agents of the marketer who is influencing the knowledge-sharing acts. (M. R. 

Subramani, 2003) 

More recently there have been connections made between these online platforms and offline 

business networks (Peters et al. 2010; Bretonés et al. 2010). Based on the various ways of 
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looking upon the Social Networking Sites and their value for business operations, we would 

like to take off from here by stressing that Social Networking Sites are first of all representing 

networks taken to the online space, therefore we would like to take a more thorough look into 

how the online network diverse usage could enhance the offline business networks of a 

company and generate value for the business. 

Some studies highlight the fact that new types of networks are being created in organizations 

(Bretonés et. Al, 2010; Peters et al, 2009). Peters et al. (2009) argues that the traditional 

boundaries of networks have started to blur and new types of networks and relationships are 

being created within organizations. Bretonés et al. (2010) discussion goes in line with this 

argumentation and their study focus on the so called ―bridge‖ between offline networks and 

business networks. Virtual networks, such as Social Networking Sites, can according to the 

authors be used to make processes more efficient as well as create new value for companies 

(Bretonés et al., 2010). Recent studies hence support a connection between online activities, 

such as Social Networking Sites, and the network theory.  

Because of this connection one could identify new ways to leverage firms‘ activities on Social 

Networking Sites by looking into the theory of offline networks. The knowledge about offline 

networks could possibly be utilized in the online environment in order to develop companies‘ 

online activities and bring more value to the company. Based on this reasoning literature 

concerning the network theory view will be presented in the following section.  

 

2.2. The Network theory  

The network theory is one of the most influential theories in the business world and focuses 

on the relationships between different actors on the market (Parkhe et al. 2006; Forsgren et al. 

2005; Johansson and Vahlne, 2009). The network theory describes companies as not single 

firms, but consisting of a large number of different business actors (Forsgren, 2008). 

Companies often have long lasting relationships with a large amount of actors on the market 

and these relationships are according to network theory important intangible assets for the 

focal firm (Forsgren, 2008; Andersson et al. 2002). Within each business partner specific 

knowledge and resources reside and by interaction and collaboration within a network the 

focal firm can access capabilities from outside the organization (Andersson et al. 2002). The 

firms‘ networks are hence seen as the driver for development of the firms operations and 
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competitive advantages. Establishing and developing these relationships requires both 

investments in terms of time and resources (Forsgren, 2008).  

The network theory argues that different actors adapt to each other within business 

relationships, which in turn can lead to new business opportunities and competitive 

advantages (Forsgren, 2008; Andersson et al., 2002). This adaption is described as a process 

in which the business partners learn about the others‘ activities and through this learning 

process they can shape their operations in a way that is more efficient and beneficial 

(Forsgren, 2008; Andersson et al., 2002). The process of knowledge exchange and 

accumulation is however not always a clear process in these networks. The network theory 

argues that actors in the business network are not always aware of which knowledge they lack 

and where specific knowledge exists (Forsgren, 2008).  The process of learning and adaption 

can therefore progress even when the different business partners are not aware of it. This 

aspect goes in line with Peters et al. (2010) more recent study concerning learning and 

collective collaboration within networks. Peters et al. (2010) describes the process of 

knowledge exchange and adaption mentioned in the network theory as collective learning; 

meaning that business partners learn from each other by collaborating. Peters et al. (2010) 

further argues that this collective learning can happen at any level of the value chain and 

appear in any business relationship in a network. Learning is throughout network literature 

seen as one of the grounding concepts in the network theory when describing the outcomes 

and benefits of business networks (Forsgren et al., 2005; Forsgren, 2008; Andersson et al., 

2002; Peters et al. 2010; Kim and Park, 2010; Westerlund and Rajala, 2010).  

One of the grounding arguments in the network theory is that knowledge and information 

exchange is a consequence of interaction among different partners of a network (Forsgren et 

al., 2005). Since business networks consists of a large amount of different actors, 

differentiated knowledge and resources reside within the network.  

A business network consists of several different levels; from the individuals, group to 

organizational level (Peters et al., 2010). These levels are all interrelated and knowledge 

exchange in any area will depend on the knowledge and competencies residing in the wider 

network (Peters et al. 2010). The IP model, as the most established theories describing the 

phenomena of internationalization integrates the network theory to a large extent and should 

also be mentioned in this context (Pedersen and Petersen, 2004; Chetty and Campbell, 2004). 

The IP model highlights experiential learning which concerns learning from experiences, i.e. 
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by being active in the new market and interacting with business partners (Johansson and 

Vahlne, 2009). Johansson and Vahlne (2009) also argues that most important knowledge is 

retained by individuals in the focal firm which has been exposed to relevant experiences in a 

new market or relationships (Johansson and Vahlne, 2009; Forsgren, 2002). Prior knowledge 

and experience is hence a determinant of which new knowledge will be created.   

Peters et al. (2010) describes the process of collaboration and knowledge transfer within 

networks leading to the creation of new value for firms. By learning and adapting among 

business partners, as the network theory suggest, new capabilities will be developed which 

leads to competitive advantages being sustained (Peters et al., 2010). Network collaboration is 

according to Peters et al. (2010) to a large extent connected to organizational learning. This 

discussion goes well in line with Westerlund and Rajalas (2010) argumentation. They propose 

that the purpose of collaborative relationships mainly is to learn from each other and 

consequently acquire new knowledge in the organization. This learning process is according 

to Westerlund and Rajalas (2010) one of the main factors influencing the competitiveness of 

the firm.  

A large amount of researchers argue that the aim of learning in organizations mainly is to 

identify and create new business opportunities in order to develop and sustain competitive 

advantages (Peters et al, 2010; Westerlund and Rajala; 2010; Forgren et al., 2005). Identifying 

and creating new business opportunities is hence a consequence of learning and also one of 

the main concepts in the network theory (Johansson and Vahlne, 2009; Forsgren et al., 2005).  

When discussing business opportunity creation in relation to international businesses, these 

consist of a geographically dispersed business network which is seen as a competitive 

advantage for these multinational organizations (Goshal and Bartlett, 1990; Andersson et al., 

2002). As multinationals gets exposed to different environments they will be faced with 

varied perspectives, new knowledge, as well as new opportunities (Andersson et al, 2002). 

With these networks firms can identify opportunities and ways to improve the respective 

businesses in the relationship (Johansson and Vahlne, 2011). Johansson and Vahlne (2009) 

use the network view in relation to the internationalization process and argue that learning is 

essential in order to identify opportunities to further internationalize.  

Mainlea (2012) describes networks as “a social and culturally embedded process in which 

opportunities are created through a continuous dialog.” (Mainlea, 2012, pg. 230).  It is 

through interacting and communicating with different members of a networks business 
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opportunities will arise, which goes well in line with earlier network studies (Forsgren, 2005; 

Johansson and Vahlne, 2009).  By combing different knowledge, capabilities and resources 

firms will be able to create these business opportunities which are so important to 

continuously develop firms‘ business operations. Tolstoy (2010) also highlight these 

possibilities; through the development of relationships in a networks and the combination of 

differentiated knowledge residing in the different partners, new insights resulting in the 

creation of new business opportunities will be facilitated (Tolstoy, 2010).  Tolstoy further 

connects firms‘ combination of knowledge in the pursuit for new opportunities with the 

development of competitive advantages (Tolstoy, 2010).   

 

Kim and Park (2010) distinguish between two different sources for innovation in firms; 

internal development and external collaborations. The authors‘ discussion goes in line with 

the argument that by interacting with external business partners in a network new 

opportunities will arise (Kim and Park, 2010). Vasilchenko and Morrish (2011) further argue 

that the social networks in the firm are what will lead to the exploration of new opportunities. 

The networks also to a great extent influence the decision making and firms‘ development 

(Vailchenko and Morrish, 2011).  Vasilchenko and Morrish (2011) highlight the possibilities 

of through networks establishing new relationships, continuing the process of acquiring new 

knowledge as well as new opportunities for business development.  

 

A concept that is widely used in relation to social networks and business opportunities is 

social capital (Blanchard and Horan, 1998; Putnam, 2005; Johansson and Vahlne, 2009). 

Social capital is defined by Putnam (1995) as networks, norms and social trust which facilitate 

cooperation and coordination for mutual benefit in a social organization. The concept of trust 

is in turn a continuously recurrent and highlighted topic in relation to learning and business 

opportunities in networks. Trust is seen as an important aspect in order for interaction among 

networks to lead to business opportunities (Johansson and Vahlne, 2009; Premazzi, 2010; 

Chetty and Agnal, 2007). Johansson and Vahle (2009) argue that trust building is essential in 

order for partners in a business network to commit to each other, which will determine 

opportunities and outcomes of a firms‘ position in the network. Premazzi et al (2010) further 

argue that trust will influence members‘ willingness to share and receive information in online 

communities, which would indicate that it is an important aspect in terms of information 

exchange and business opportunity creation. Trust is argued to be one of the main building 

blocks in order for value to be created within networks. A large amount of studies highlight 
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the fact that trust will affect the extent to which a company can acquire resources through 

their networks (Johansson and Vahlne, 2011; Chetty and Agnal, 2007). When a relationship 

contains trust and strong ties, interactions within the network will result in innovations 

(Chetty and Agnal, 2007). This goes in line with Johansson and Vahlne‘s (2009) 

argumentation concerning opportunity development through interaction between partners in a 

network. Madhok (1995) also argues that trust will bring flexibility into relationships and 

have positive effects on efficiency.  

 

2.3. Online networks 

A large amount of more recent studies has broadened the perspective of business networks, 

taking in social networks and its effect on organizational learning as well as connecting the 

network view to online activities (Peters et al., 2010; Premazzi et al, 2010; Garg et al, 2011; 

Bretonés et al; 2010; Parkhe et al., 2006). Social Networking Sites can according to this be 

seen as business network, taken online. Hence the literature concerning online networks has to 

be further understood.  

In terms of general knowledge accumulation, Gardner (1993) distinguishes between 8 

different areas of knowledge; spatial, linguistic, logical-mathematical, bodily-kinesthetic, 

musical, interpersonal, intrapersonal and naturalistic. Gardner (1993) suggested that people 

can actually develop these multiple intelligences with the proper knowledge acquired from the 

specific knowledge areas. Goldman-Segall (1998) suggests that especially young people can 

utilize social networks to create a learning environment, where people generate knowledge by 

the use of their multiple intelligences. This implies that Social Networking Sites is a great 

place for learning and knowledge exchange. Baird (2005) discusses these online activities in 

relation to student learning.  Baird (2005) calls this learning environment an information 

space through which people can communicate by sharing their knowledge in a pool. Learning 

on Social Networking Sites does hence happen in ‗a pool‘ since knowledge is exposed 

towards the pool members, rather than on ‗one-to-one‘ basis. Baird further emphasizes the 

possibilities to use these emerging technologies and social networking in a way to improve 

students learning process.  

A number of researchers have investigated the use of Social Networking Sites in relation to 

more efficient learning (Baird, 2005; Yan Yu, 2010; Sylvester, 2007). Bretonés et al (2010) 
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earlier mentioned study argues that the use of the virtual world and Social Networking Sites 

has positive effects on training activities. The authors argue that through these online 

activities new capabilities and tools has been developed which could be used more 

extensively in teaching environments. Especially through utilizing it in terms of collaborative 

work it could make learning processes more efficient (Bretonés et al., 2010).   

Garg et al. (2011) connects online social communities to information diffusion which also is 

an important aspect of learning. Online social communities such as Social Networking Sites 

are a new channel for information diffusion which is unique because of the massive amount of 

information being present on these platforms. Besides the extensive information, these 

communities also retain a large amount of people which can propose new channels in relation 

to measuring and assessing the information diffusion in these networks (Garg et al., 2011). 

Premazzi et al. (2010) connects to the discussion of learning in online networks in relation to 

the internationalization process. By using online activities Premazzi et al (2010) argue that 

communication in an internationalization process can be both facilitated and made more 

efficient. The network theory mainly describes the process of learning and creating 

relationships as rather costly and time consuming, which could according to Premazzi et al 

(2010) be overcome by utilizing online activities.  

Blanchard and Horan (1998) argue in an early study that online communities can enhance 

social capital in organization. This is not specifically directed at Social Networking Sites, but 

is however an important and strong indicator that also Social Networking Sites can be used in 

the process described in the network theory concerning business opportunity creation.  

Bretonés et al. (2010) study concludes with the importance of managers being aware of the 

potential benefits and values that can be derived from online activities. They also highlight the 

potential of deriving competitive advantages compared to competitors by leveraging these 

activities (Bretonés et al, 2010).  

 

2.4. Theoretical relationships 
 

The theoretical review concerning Social Networking Sites clarified the importance of these 

platforms in todays‘ business environment, as well as the potentials that lie in using this cost 

and time efficient platforms. However, research is limited in terms of defining how firms can 

actually generate value from these activities beyond the marketing aspects. Newer sources 
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have started to identify the possibilities of utilizing the online networks that these Social 

Networking Sites possess, especially in terms of learning. In order to find new ways to utilize 

and create value through Social Networking Sites we hence argue that it is essential to 

understand the basis of the network theory.  

Within the network theory we identified three concepts that played a fundamental role in the 

offline networks: learning, business opportunities and trust.  Learning can be seen as the main 

advantage steaming from networks. Why learning is essential, has first of all to do with the 

possibility to create and identify business opportunities in order to continuously develop 

competitive advantages. However, for the learning process to lead up to business opportunity 

creation trust appeared to be a prerequisite.  

In terms of online research several sources were found in terms of learning, however the 

ability to generate business opportunities through Social Networking Sites has not been 

studied to the same extent as in terms of offline networks. Here is hence a gap in the theory.  

The connection between activities on Social Networking Sites and actual business opportunity 

creation in offline has not been made. This was what drove us to decide to explore whether 

the process of learning in networks which consequently leads to business opportunities if the 

relationships in the network are based on trust in offline networks, also can be applied to 

online networks in Social Networking Sites. Especially Bretonés et al (2010) support this 

connection between offline networks and online networks, although not taking it as far in 

terms of business opportunity creation as this paper aims to do.  

If firms are able to deploy their activities on Social Networking Sites in the same manner as in 

offline networks this can be a way to create value and develop competitive advantages by 

generating synergies from the offline and online networks. Based on this the perspective from 

the network theory could be leveraged in a way to develop companies‘ online activities in a 

new and more beneficial way. It is therefore of essential importance to explore the connection 

between the network theory and Social Networking Sites with a focus on the main concepts; 

learning, business opportunities and trust.  

This argumentation leads up to the exploratory problem formulation presented in the 

introduction;   

How can firms’ Social Networking Sites activities generate value to offline business 

operations based on a network perspective?   
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3. Method 

This paper uses qualitative research due to several reasons. First of all this paper has as 

primary purpose to connect the two important research areas within the research on networks: 

online (represented by the Social Networking Sites) and the offline networks. The functioning 

of the Social Networking Sites has been primarily researched with the help of social studies 

and psychology concepts before (S. Livingstone 2008; L. E. Buffardi, W. K. Campbell 2008). 

These concepts are merely impossible to be fully represented by numbers or mathematical 

formulas, while a qualitative research could better grasp the complexity of the network 

perspective in this sense.  

Secondly, a qualitative research enables us to conduct an in depth analysis of whether the 

concepts of trust, learning and business opportunity creation could be applied to the online 

networks in the same sense as in terms of the offline networks (Saunders et al., 2007). 

And thirdly, this approach can be described as action research and is made in order to gain 

insights relevant for various contexts and get a balanced picture of the topic explored 

(Saunders et al., 2007). When conducting exploratory research it is important to be flexible 

and adapt to different perspectives and insights (Saunders et al., 2007). Based on this, we 

made semi-constructed interviews which allowed us to go deeper into the different areas of 

expertise. 

Based on this reasoning we have identified the three main areas of expertise from which we 

would need insights for reliable and relevant information: experts in the field of Social 

Networking Sites; firm‘s view on the Social Networking Sites value generation as well as 

experts in terms of the theoretical view of network value creation. Due to the different 

backgrounds of the interviewees the questions were adapted to gain a better focus on the area 

of the expertise of the interviewed person. This allowed us to gain as deeper insights into the 

discussed concepts. The interview guides can be found in the appendix.  

Three of the interviews were made face-to-face, one over video skype, and one over the 

telephone. The interviews were conducted in English to ensure that no answers would be 

distorted by the authors‘ translation. All respondents speak English in their professional- 

and/or their personal life and were hence comfortable and confident in performing the 

interviews in the language. The interviews lasted for in between 30-60 minutes and all 

interviews were recorded and transcribed to make sure that no important information would 
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be overlooked. The interviewees were not exposed to our purpose of study before the 

interview and the interviews were based on broad and open questions relating to the different 

variables in order for the responses not to be biased. However we stated in the beginning of 

the interviews that the focus of our study is on Social Networking Sites, but the interviewees 

often used the term social media as an equivalent to the Social Networking Sites. We did not 

perceive any of the interviewees to differentiate between the two terms. 

 

3.1. Data collection  

The firm view on the Social Networking Sites value generation was based on Oriflame 

Cosmetics Company. This company was chosen as a representative for this view for a number 

of reasons. Oriflame is a company that operates both in the B2B and B2C business, which are 

two different areas  that are extensively active on Social Networking Sites with B2C being 

more active, but less present on Social Networking Sites (Social Media Marketing Industry 

Report, 2012). Oriflame operates in over 60 countries and has a wide variety of cosmetic 

products. The company is utilizing the selling direct concept, meaning that all companies‘ 

products are marketed and sold through 3,6 million independent consultants all over the 

world. In this type of business business opportunity creation lies in the heart of the business 

and serves as a driver to higher profits (Oriflame‘s Annual Report 2011).   

We see this company as a good representative example of an international firm which has a 

priority focus on the business and customer relationship building. Oriflame is also extensively 

utilizing the offline networking ties by arranging constant meetings of various sizes in each 

country to keep the motivation high and relationships active. We see Oriflame as a good 

representative company, which already has an extensive experience within offline network 

building, and has now started active online network and Social Networking Sites usage. We 

will try to identify how Oriflame views their online activities on Social Networking Sites in 

connection to their offline network and operations, which will contribute to an understanding 

and help us fulfill the purpose of the paper.  

Oriflame Cosmetics Social Media Manager Pernilla Erixon was interviewed to gain insights 

from a practitioner in terms of Oriflame‘s social media strategy and experience. The interview 

was conducted face-to-face and lasted for about 60 minutes. These were good conditions to be 
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able to get the most out of her knowledge about Social Networking Sites activites in Oriflame, 

and we were able to ask follow-up questions and get elaborate answers.  

Natasa Vuletic, the Global Sales Support Director of Oriflame was also interviewed. Vuletic 

is responsible for the communication with the independent Oriflame Consultants across 

borders and gives hence the perspective of corporate strategy and the use of Social 

Networking Sites in a context relating to internationalization and overall strategy. The 

interview with Vuletic was made over telephone and lasted about 30 minutes. This could have 

an affect the amount of information that we were able to acquire through the interview. Since 

we did not meet face to face we could not see her body-language and this can sometimes limit 

the communication and understanding between the interviewer and the respondent.  

We argue that by combining the view of the head of Oriflames Social Media activities, as well 

as a corporate representative working more closely with the overall strategy, we gained valid 

insights to the connection between Social Networking Sites activities and the offline networks 

in Oriflame.      

Social Networking Sites expertise came from two representatives from Whispr Group Inc. 

These interviewees were chosen based on their extensive experience in the field of Social 

Networking Sites in order to provide a broad view of its current use and future trends. Whispr 

Group Inc. is a consulting service company, providing services for companies to shape their 

strategies in Social media and achieve the desired aim on Social media presence. Whispr 

Group has been previously consulting such companies as Disney, Groupon, H&M, Unicef etc. 

Daniel Chow is a senior Digital Strategist at Whispr Group and Sofia Sunnerlöf is an Account 

Manager at Whispr Group. Both Chow and Sunnerlöf have extensive relevant experience 

from various industries and companies in different sizes which are of great relevance for the 

purpose of the paper. Both representatives were interviewed face-to-face and the interviews 

lasted for about 60 minutes. These interviews were also made in manner that allowed follow-

up questions and elaborate answers. The respondents made their own connection between the 

concepts that were brought which gave us unbiased insights about corporate Social 

Networking Sites usage.   

In terms of the theoretical perspective of networking value creation, Robin Teigland, an 

Associate Professor at the Center for Strategy and Competitiveness at the Stockholm School 

of Economics, was interviewed. Teiglands research field involves knowledge creation through 
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social networks, where social media and the virtual world are explored. Teigland has 

published a large amount of articles in academic journals and international books and 

provides based on her experience relevant insights to the research. The interview was made 

over video-skype and lasted for about 45 minutes. We believe that this interview was as close 

as possible to the face-to-face method, as the video connection allowed us to better interpret 

Robin‘s answers and generate an interactive discussion around the questions. Also in this 

interview the respondent herself made connections and elaborations between brought up 

concepts, which provided interesting insight.  

One can argue that the variety of the respondents‘ experiences makes it hard to draw general 

conclusions. However, as this is an exploratory research trying to add a new perspective of 

established concepts, we argue that the broad spectrum of fields that is covered is the best way 

to identify whether the proposed relationships exist. An important aspect for the credibility of 

this research was to have respondents with the right knowledge and experience in order to add 

relevance insights to the paper. Therefore a limited amount of respondents were chosen so 

that we could go in depth and fully explore their different perspectives on the topic.  

 

3.2. Operationalization   

As previously mentioned, the primary purpose of this paper is to explore the connection 

between the network theory and firms‘ Social Networking Sites activities, and how firms 

could generate value by incorporating this perspective. This perspective is a rather unexplored 

area which made restrained us from finding earlier research operationalizing the combination 

of our explored concepts. We therefore tried to make the questions as general as possible in 

order to obtain the respondents own opinion; letting them as much as possible draw their own 

connections and conclusions. First of all it was important obtain the interviewees‘ general 

perspective on the usage of the Social Networking Sites by the corporate world. By first 

asking broad questions we have been able to give the interviewees an opportunity to present 

their position towards today‘s Social Networking Sites‘ usage. Further, theory connects the 

concepts of trust and learning in business networks to interaction and communication among 

business partners (Johansson and Vahlne, 2009; Forsgren, 2008; Premazzi et al., 2010). 

Therefore we have proceeded with asking about communication and how members interact on 

Social Networking Sites. In case the concepts of trust, learning and business opportunity 

creation were mentioned this early in the interview they would be considered more important 
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than if mentioned after being asked more specific questions. We then asked the respondents to 

describe the role of these concepts (trust and learning) in the context of Social Networking 

Sites to get their reflection of the importance of the concepts (Forsgren et al., 2002; Yamin et 

al., 2006). At this point the interviewees could themselves interpret the meaning of the 

concepts and we this way received varied and broad answers. However, as this is an 

exploratory research our aim was to make sure to get their unbiased view of the relationships 

between the different concepts (Saunders et al., 2007). Depending on the answers we then 

asked more specific questions concerning how trust would affect activities in online networks 

as well as its effect on communication and learning to see whether the respondents consider if 

there is any relationship between the concepts (Forsgren et al., 2002). Learning was connected 

to the ability to create and identify business opportunities through online networks, as theory 

suggests in offline business networks, to get a clearer view of the respondents‘ perspective of 

this relationship (Johansson and Vahlne, 2009; Forsgren, 2008). The fact that the questions 

were not developed based on earlier research questions could be seen as a limitation. 

However, as it was semi-constructed interviews the respondents themselves steered the 

interview and the discussion, which indicates that conclusions still can be drawn based on 

their answers.  
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4. Analysis 

This section will discuss our findings in relation to the theoretical relationships that were 

presented in the end of the literature review. The findings will be presented in relation to the 

presented concepts Social Networking Sites as online networks; learning in Social 

Networking Sites; Business opportunity creation through Social Networking Sites and trust in 

Social Networking Sites. As it is an exploratory research connections between the concepts 

have been made and the implications of our findings in relation to the different concepts will 

be discussed.  

 

4.1. Social Networking Sites as online networks 

The fundamental argumentation of our paper is that Social Networking Sites potentially could 

generate more value to firms‘ offline operations by treating and using Social Networking Sites 

as networks online. Based on theory concerning offline networks, Social Networking Sites 

could be used to develop and sustain firms‘ competitive advantages by understanding how 

they work and how to use the networks that they contain. By using the network perspective 

companies could better reap the benefits from the Social Networking Sites activities. This 

basic argumentation goes well in line with our findings. Coherent throughout our interviews 

was the opinion that very few companies have realized the potential of Social Networking 

Sites, as well as how to generate value from these online activities.  

In terms of firms general Social Networking Sites‘ activities both theory and our findings 

highlight its ability to cut costs as well as span time and space. These benefits are well 

grounded and something that came up in all our interviews. Newer studies have, as 

mentioned, started to make correlations between Social Networking Sites and offline 

networks and other benefits except the time and cost aspects have started to come to surface. 

In our findings this shift is also pointed out. P. Erixon does for instance draw correlations 

straight to the network aspect of their social media activities; 

 “Our business is all about networking and that’s the fundamentals of social media. For that 

reason it’s a good way for our consultants to communicate. They take what they do offline to 

an online world instead.”  P. Erixon.  
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This quotation depicts the obvious connection between social media, which Social 

Networking Sites is a part of, and the network theory. It also highlights the fact that networks 

are important to a company like Oriflame which has a large amount of small business partners 

all over the world. As discussed in theory concerning online networks, online networks and 

Social Networking Sites can very well be connected to the offline business at least when 

viewing the case of Oriflame. P. Erixon further stresses the importance of getting their 

consultants to use the Social Networking Sites more, and communicate what they do offline 

also online. She makes a clear connection between the importance of these online activities to 

the company as a whole. Online networks and Social Networking Sites should according to P. 

Erixon be a larger part of, and incorporated in, their everyday business activities which is 

something that has started to be discussed also in theory.  

Teigland confirms the perspective of Social Networking Sites as online networks and a part of 

companies‘ offline operations.  

“It’s really just one more channel for networking that improves what you have already been 

doing, but you can create a bigger dialogue forum.” Teigland.  

Teigland argues that there are possibilities to exploit the online networks for development of 

firms‘ offline networks which is one of the main points made in the theory. The Social 

Networking Sites can hence be seen as a natural expansion of the offline networks, but with 

the ability to have a more extensive reach and involve a larger amount of business partners. 

This connection can very well be related to the bridge between offline and online networks 

that is described in theory concerning online networks.  

When discussing benefits from Social Networking Sites in terms of a company perspective, P. 

Erixon mentions that Social Networking Sites are crucial for Oriflame‘s business because the 

most active consultants always want to be up to date. This is important since the consultants 

must provide recent and valuable information to their clients, and also because there is a 

certain level of competitiveness among the consultants themselves since they are operating in 

the same market. Sunnerlöf and Chow also lift out the advantage of the speed that Social 

Networking Sites brings about. Sunnerlöf and Chow argue that it is highly important for a 

firm to have a real time communication with its partners to be able to address any issues or 

information in real time. This reasoning goes in line with the discussed theories and the well-

grounded advantages of Social Networking Sites in terms of cost and time efficiency.  
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In terms of these advantages it is also pointed out in our findings that large corporations are 

the ones that can utilize these efficiency gains to the greatest extent. When having a 

geographically dispersed business networks, Social Networking Sites and online networks 

will facilitate communication and make interactions much more efficient. This view is 

coherent in theory as well as our findings.  

 

4.2. Learning in Social Networking Sites 

In network theory learning is one of the main concepts; hence would learning be one of the 

main advantages steaming from Social Networking Sites when viewing them from a network 

perspective. Network theory argues that when business partners interact, a learning process 

and information exchange takes place. It was therefore explored whether the same process 

takes place in Social Networking Sites. 

Our findings highlight the importance of knowledge in large organizations, as well as the fact 

that Social Networking Sites has a great ability to spread this knowledge. These findings go 

well in line with the theoretical argumentation from the network theory as well as concerning 

online networks. As Chow describes it; 

“I would say for any organization where there is a component of being knowledge driven that 

is a hugely important factor that you can draw from social media. Having people talk to each 

other on a more or less public space, spanning geography, time and things like that. I think 

that people can learn from.” Chow.  

The view of Social Networking Sites as a means for knowledge sharing was consistent in our 

interviews. This can be related both to online networks ability to create information diffusion 

as well as the discussion concerning an ―information space‖ in social networks that is 

described in theory. Information sharing and communication is described as an important part 

of Social Networking Sites, which hence creates this kind of information pool that be utilized 

by firms in a learning process.  

The view that a learning process is present on Social Networking Sites is supported 

throughout the interviews; however it seems to be difficult to describe how this process goes 

about. Chow and Sunnerlöf emphasize the complexity of communication on Social 

Networking Sites. How communication happens on Social Networking Sites is highly 
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individual and context specific, which makes it impossible to describe with a process. This 

discussion correlates to theory both in terms of how learning is described in the network 

theory as well as within online networks. According to network theory business partners are 

not always aware of what and how they learn; it is rather a process of adapting to each other 

and by exchanging knowledge they acquire. Theory concerning Social Networking Sites 

emphasize that learning is highly determined by the context and who are involved in the 

online network and what their purpose of being there is. This correlation also supports the 

connection between the offline network theory and Social Networking Sites.  

When discussing how to support a learning process, and the prerequisites for such a process, 

our findings do however give us some pointers. Teigland gives a general description of a 

learning environment on Social Networking Sites in the following quote; 

“If people are allowed to tell stories about what went well and what didn’t.  If it only becomes 

a projecting of positive things, then you have very limited learning, it has to be a forum for 

dialogue for learning. This goes back to the culture of the organization, in terms of what type 

of organization, do they have a learning culture, a knowledge sharing culture…// But yes, 

they can definitely use it for learning.” Teigland. 

This view connects the concept of learning to the company‘s culture, not only online but also 

the offline culture. To trigger a learning process in online platforms, the company has to 

provide a foundation in the organization that is in line with knowledge sharing. It is hence 

important to have an organizational culture that goes in line with the aim of the online 

activities.  

It is further important for companies to engage their members of Social Networking Sites for 

a learning process to take place. They need to create an environment that encourages members 

to contribute. However, it does not seem to be wise to control the conversation or try to make 

members interact only in terms of company specific content. As Sunnerlöf puts it; 

“I would say that I don’t believe in controlling the conversation..//.. if people actually start 

talking about private stuff and stuff that are not related to the brand, it indicates a certain 

level of trust, that they feel comfortable in that zone.” Sunnerlöf  

In terms of learning our findings do further point towards the learning aspect of large 

corporations and international businesses. Teigland do for example bring up the possibilities 

to exploit Social Networking Sites in terms of acquiring information about foreign markets.  
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By exchanging knowledge about the trends and what customers are asking for in different 

markets, companies can develop products for that specific market in a matter that will better 

fit the market demand. In terms of learning our findings support a connection between the 

learning aspect in offline networks and Social Networking Sites. The online networks could in 

this manner actually help and make the information exchange more efficient. In the case of 

online social networks members can exchange experiences informally in a way that is more 

efficient, but could provide similar insights to the organization as in the case of offline 

experiential learning described in the network theory.  The discussion concerning information 

diffusion and knowledge exchange in theory concerning online networks can clearly be 

related to Teiglands argumentation.  

In theory the concept of learning is rather broad and it contains several different perspectives 

and processes. Our findings also suggest different perspectives of looking upon the concept of 

learning; learning about the products that the company is selling, and learning in a matter to 

improve processes and identify new opportunities. Erixon highlights the importance of 

knowledge among consultants who sell their products, the more knowledgeable they are, the 

more they can sell, and the greater is, their, and the company‘s, wellbeing. This kind of 

learning can according to Erixon be facilitated with the help of Social Networking Sites. 

Oriflame‘s hence aims to through Social Networking Sites provide their consultants with first-

hand and reliable information. The other interviewees also point out the ability for small 

business partners to exchange experiences and learn from each other through Social 

Networking Sites. As network theory suggests, firms can leverage their business relationships 

and gain knowledge from outside of the actual firm. According to our findings this is 

something that to a large extent can be utilized by firms in online social networks. Since 

Social Networking Sites combine such a variety of members on a common platform where 

extensive information exchange and communication takes place, firms can learn from 

business partners and consumers alike. This view supports a connection between Social 

Networking Sites and offline business networks, through these online networks they could 

learn and exchange even more information.  

 

4.3. Business opportunity creation through Social Networking Sites 

One of the essentials of the network theory is the fact that business opportunities can be found 

in the interactions within business networks. The fact that business opportunities can also be 
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found within the online networks like Social Networking Sites is mentioned several times 

throughout the interviews. The view that companies can gain a large amount of new ideas 

through online platforms is hence supported by our findings.   

Erixon mentions several different ways of using social media; for branding, but also in terms 

of generating value with a long term perspective. This could be done since Social Networking 

Sites can be seen as “the HUB of information” and a way to identify business opportunities 

among members of Social Networking Sites. Even though these objectives are not stated in 

Oriflame‘s strategy, this is a perspective that could be developed and related to the theoretical 

argumentation that the network theory proposes. 

The fact that the possibilities of social networks online have a wide reach is apparent in the 

other interviews. Teigland emphasizes the wide area of possibilities within social media and 

that there are endless ways for companies to use these platforms depending on what their 

goals and strategy are.  

“It can be for anything, if you think about the whole value chain it could be for talking with 

your suppliers, developing new products, recruiting, talking with your customers and 

customer service. I mean you’ve got the whole span.” Teigland.  

Chow describes a shift of focus in terms of corporate Social Networking Sites‘ usage. This 

shift of focus can be connected to the more recent studies concerning online networks. He 

argues that the main purpose of these online activities has been branding earlier, however 

more mature industries like Fast Moving Consumer Goods‘ (FMCG) now are paying more 

attention to the potential of Social Networking Sites in other areas. Raising productivity and 

having more efficient communication and planning are some of the benefits that online social 

networks can provide according to Chow. Chow further argues that it is important that the 

whole organization is a part of these online networks;  

“Everybody does not have to be out there talking to the customers, but they need to 

understand what their part in the process is so that they can actually add value to that 

process also internally.” Chow. 

It is essential that the online activities are incorporated more extensively into the overall 

strategy than what is the case in most large organizations today. This view is confirmed by 

both Teigland and Sunnerlöf, who highlight the importance of understanding the potential that 

lies in Social Networking Sites. Social media can add value in many areas of an organization 
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if it is used in the right way with incorporated feedback and stimulation of the engagement 

that can be found in these online platforms.  

“If you go out to use it for pushing out their brand, then I don’t think that you would be very 

successful, because then you don’t really understand the benefits of social media. Companies 

that are doing this and doing it well are more talking about engagement, creating that 

dialogue with customers or with employees.” Teigland. 

This is something that comes up several times in our findings; to get the most value out of 

Social Networking Sites it is important that the organization has an attitude that allows and 

encourages these activities and the generation of new ideas. It is also not only a matter of 

engaging in social media, but it is essential that these engagements are aligned with the 

company‘s strategy and are used in the right way. This discussion has not been brought up as 

much in the literature review, neither in the network theory nor concerning online networks. 

However it can be seen as a pointer that the Social Networking Sites are nowadays often 

viewed as a stand-alone activity and has not been incorporated into the organization in a wider 

sense. When relating this to the theoretical discussion this makes the proposition that by better 

combining the online networks on Social Networking Sites and the offline business, more 

value could be brought to the firm overall.   

Social Networking Sites are demanding a two-way communication from companies today, 

where all opinions are welcomed, addressed and considered, not only from the company 

itself, but from the rest of the network members as well. This is an important aspect and 

implies that companies need to reconsider their usual way of pushing products on the 

customers, and rather develop a dialogue with network members.  

This consideration is interesting in connection to the case of Oriflame, where the long term 

advantages of Social Networking Sites‘ activities are not really developed and incorporated in 

their strategy.  Erixon does acknowledge that there are other possibilities than branding, 

however since these are not stated and considered in relation to the strategy it is difficult to 

exploit the opportunities. By understanding the alternative uses of Social Networking Sites 

and trying to align these with the overall strategy Oriflame‘s operations could hence be made 

more efficient.    
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Teigland states;   

“The issue of strategy is extremely important, what is the company’s strategy, what do we 

want to do, who are our competitors, what are our products, what is our competitive 

advantage? The more you signal what that is and make that open so that all of your 

employees and partners know that, the better decisions they can make and they can be 

involved in the right networks.” Teigland.  

The importance of companies having a knowledge-sharing culture to be able to utilize the 

possibilities within these online networks is further emphasized. More traditional companies, 

that existed before Social Networking Sites might have to change their attitude towards 

communication both internally and externally which means both changing routines and 

organizational structures. This can be a difficult task, and takes time. However by 

incorporating the online networks in the overall strategy our findings suggest more business 

opportunity creation.     

Just having a limited focus can lead to companies missing out on a wide range of 

opportunities that lies in Social Networking Sites‘ activities. Being successful in these online 

social networks is based on an understanding of Social Networking Sites and utilizing it in a 

way that can benefit the company beyond being another forum for projecting the brand, as TV 

or printed media.  

As the discussion implies, our findings do support the fact that business opportunities can be 

found and created in online network, as in the offline network theory. There are several 

considerations that companies have to think about to make the most out of their activities on 

these platforms, the main considerations seem to be to incorporate the activities more widely 

into the organization and leverage the online networks in the overall strategy.  

 

5.4. Trust in Social Networking Sites 

The last main concept brought up in the network theory was the concept of trust and trust-

building. In offline networks trust serves as a basis for developing business opportunities 

throughout the networks. In line with theory, all of our interviewees highlight the importance 

of trust in business relationships; in offline as well as online. It is according to our findings an 
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obvious and essential variable in any network and hence also in Social Networking Sites. As 

Chow states;  

“I would say that trust is one of the fundamentals for having a successful network.” Chow 

When discussing whether it is possible for companies to influence the learning process on 

Social Networking Sites there is immediate connections back to the concept trust. Chow and 

Sunnerlöf argue that a level of trust, or comfort zone, is a prerequisite for members to engage 

and exchange information. This view is clearly depicted in the following quote: 

“..people need to feel secure and people need to feel that they can lower their shield so to say, 

so that they can actually receive information.” Chow.  

Teigland confirms this argumentation and gives even more importance to trust as a basis for 

interaction and the valuable knowledge sharing.  

“In all of these networks you have to have trust, trust is extremely important. If you don’t 

have trust, you don’t have knowledge sharing.” Teigland 

However, the view of the concept trust was not always coherent in our findings, and it was 

apparent that the theoretical and the practical perspective are diverging in this area. Erixon, as 

well as Vuletic, sees trust as something as fundamental to any relationship that it is not 

something that they have actually considered.  Erixon argues that it is an important aspect, 

especially in terms of Oriflame‘s operations since they sell through consultants. The firm has 

to reflect a trust-worthy brand, which in turn will affect how the consultants are perceived and 

how much they are trusted by the clients. It is according to Erixon and Vultetic important that 

the company itself builds a trustworthy brand image, which is utilized by the consultants to 

establish a personal trust towards them. Trust building does on the other hand not seem to be 

an aspect that the corporate representatives in our interviews consider in their daily 

operations. In their opinion trust rather just has to be there for the business to function at all. 

Chow and Sunnerlöf have a somewhat different perspective. Chow differentiates between 

different relationships and mentions that when it comes to users of Social Networking Sites it 

is important that they feel comfortable on the site so that they can express themselves. In 

terms of business partners interacting on Social Networking Sites, the trust takes another 

shape and has more to do with whether or not one trusts the other to help them, which Chow 

relates more to an organizational trust. Sunnerlöfs argumentation goes in line with this and 
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she highlights the fact that the company has to transmit a positive environment on their Social 

Networking Sites in order for their members to feel comfortable.  

“..if they go into a community and they see hatred and people being mean, or bad words, they 

get a feeling that nobody is controlling this and nobody is managing the comments. Then 

maybe they won’t be so positive in contributing to the conversation.” Sunnerlöf.    

What one can draw from the findings is that there needs to be a basic level of trust on Social 

Networking Sites, otherwise members would leave or not contribute. This can be related to 

how trust is described in theory. How and which type of trust that generates what value is not 

developed in theory, trust is rather seen as a basis for business partners to commit to each 

other. If there is no trust towards the company, or members do not feel comfortable on the 

Social Networking Sites, there will hence be no creation of business opportunities. However, 

trust seems to be so fundamental that it does not in itself create business opportunities among 

online business networks; it is rather a basis for there to be a business relationship in the first 

place. In the network theory the process of building trust is described and seen as a costly and 

time-consuming process. This process does not seem to be fully coherent with our findings 

concerning online networks. In online networks the process of trust-building seems to be less 

complicated and its effect on the outcomes of communication through the Social Networking 

Sites not as definite as theory describes in terms of offline networks. As the members of 

Social Networking Sites communicate online it can be viewed as a more rapid and not as 

complicated process to build trust in these online networks. 

The findings can be summarized by the fact that there are several correlations between the 

network theory and firms Social Networking Sites activities. Social Networking Sites can 

according to our findings be seen as a part of firms‘ online network, which can be combined 

with their offline network. Learning is apparently a large part of Social Networking Sites, and 

through our interviews we found a number of ways that firms could utilize this learning and 

create business opportunities and more efficient processes. This goes in line with theory 

concerning offline networks. In terms of trust our findings however point at some divergence 

when it comes to Social Networking Sites compared to offline networks. Despite this, the 

findings clearly support a connection between Social Networking Sites and firms‘ offline 

networks.   
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5. Conclusions 

The purpose of this paper was to explore whether Social Networking Sites can be used to 

generate value for firms by using these sites as online networks. By analyzing our findings in 

combination with earlier literature there is a clear indication that online networks are an 

important concept in relation to Social Networking Sites and businesses today. Social 

Networking Sites could very well be used in the same way as offline networks and leveraged 

in a way to generate value and business opportunities to firms. 

Social Networking Sites can be utilized by companies in a variety of areas; in order to 

develop business operations, facilitate communication and learning, as well as identifying 

business opportunities more efficiently. Learning and knowledge-sharing is one of the main 

concepts in the network theory and these network learning processes could to a great extent be 

incorporated into Social Networking Sites and made much more cost and time efficient. This 

was clearly supported by our findings. In offline networks learning consequently leads to the 

creation and identification of business opportunities, this can according to our findings to a 

great extent also be a consequence of the learning process on Social Networking Sites. When 

it comes to the concept trust which is vital for network interaction to lead to business 

opportunities, there seem to be some divergence between online and offline networks. 

Although trust is argued by our findings to be essential in all business relationships, trust does 

not seem to have the same meaning and importance on Social Networking Sites as in offline 

networks. When analyzing the concept in relation to Social Networking Sites trust is 

discussed in terms of creating an environment without harassments and mean comments, and 

an environment that allows members to express their opinions. This welcoming environment 

is what will determine how the members of these online networks will communicate and what 

the outcome of these communications will be.  The view of trust building can hence not be 

directly transferred from offline network theory to online networks.  

Some important business implications can be drawn from the findings. When there is a 

learning culture both in the focal firm and in their online activities, the activities on Social 

Networking Sites can be used to develop the company‘s business relationships. Learning and 

business opportunity creation is not something that happens merely by being present on 

different Social Networking Sites; the companies must also understand the potentials and the 

wide scope of usage that these online networks provide. As stated in the analysis Social 

Networking Sites is just an extension of the firms‘ offline network, and hence have to be 
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viewed this way. It is crucial to consider the purpose of the Social Networking Sites and adapt 

the operations in accordance with this purpose to be able to reap the benefits from these 

online networks. The Social Networking Sites activities have to be in line with the overall 

strategy, and the organizational culture should encourage and incorporate these online 

networks to generate value from them. When organizations use these Social Networking Sites 

in the right way they can create business opportunities at the boundaries of the firm in many 

different senses; by new ideas, by improving current operations, making less mistakes and 

cutting costs. By this firms can develop and sustain their competitive advantages.  

It is obvious that within Social Networking Sites a massive amount of different knowledge 

resides and members of these online networks can communicate and exchange this knowledge 

at real time, spanning geographical barriers. When companies understand that these Social 

Networking Sites are a part of their network and start listening to, and incorporating, the 

knowledge that these online networks retain they will be able to generate more business 

opportunities, which in turn can make a great difference to the business. Based on the 

exploration of this network view in relation to Social Networking Sites, we further see that 

firms‘ development most likely to a greater extent will be based on their network and how 

they will be able to utilize the opportunities that it contains. The sooner companies understand 

that Social Networking Sites is a great tool for making use of their network, the better 

competitive position they will consequently hold in relation to their competitors.     

 

5.1. Limitations and future research 
 

This study provides merely a starting point in combining the perspectives of the network 

theory and Social Networking Sites. A clear limitation of our study is the amount of sources 

that was used. As the perspective is a rather new one, we aimed to find the right sources in a 

variety of fields to get a broad picture of the ability to apply the network perspective to firms‘ 

Social Networking Sites activities. However, finding sources that had the acquired expertise 

was a difficult task. This is what made us use only five interviews, since we argue that using 

five trustworthy and knowledgeable sources we would gain more valid and reliable insights 

than with a larger sample without the same expertise. The small sample does however make it 

hard to draw any general conclusions. By conducting interviews the data collection may also 

have been exposed to subjective opinions which should be considered in the interpretation of 
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our findings.  The study was however exploratory and we therefore wanted to discuss the 

sources experiences and opinions; for this purpose semi-constructed interviews was the best 

choice. This exploratory purpose can also be seen as a limitation, since we merely discussed 

whether the concepts in the network theory also applies for Social Networking Sites, and not 

concretely how to trigger the value generation through these sites. We can conclude that 

Social Networking Sites can generate value by applying the perspective of the network 

theory, but conclusions concerning how to generate this value can hardly be made by as small 

sample. Since we were forced to develop the interview guides without the support of similar 

research, the structure of them can also be seen as a limitation. Some of our findings could 

possibly be undermined by this since the questions were wide and up for interpretation. 

Another limitation to the study is the combination of the concepts social media and Social 

Networking Sites. Even though our interviews did not indicate any difference between the use 

of the concepts, the respondents may have interpreted the meanings differently which could 

have an effect on our findings.  

In terms of future research we would first of all suggest to use a larger sample and ask more 

detailed questions concerning the concepts of trust, learning and business opportunity 

generation in relation to Social Networking Sites. How firms actually can generate value by 

applying the network perspective should be developed. The concept of trust in this context 

could be a subject for further research since this was where the offline network theory and 

online network findings were diverging. It is also interesting to see whether the use of Social 

Networking Sites differentiates between different industries or if the conclusions are 

legitimate in relation to any industry.  For the exploratory purpose of this paper a qualitative 

study was the best method, however quantitative studies relating to the topic are 

recommended in order to go further in discovering correlations between the different 

variables and provide more specified business implications.   
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Appendix 1 – Interview guide Whipsr Group Inc.  

1. What are your experiences in terms of Social media in organizations? 

2. From a company‘s perspective, what is the main purpose of using social media?  

a. What is the potential of the social media usage?  

b. Is it a short/medium/long term perspective of using the social media 

communication?  

c. What are the main features of online business networks within FMCG industry? 

d. What is important in online business networks within FMCG industry? 

3. Can you describe how communication happens in online business networks within 

FMCG industry? 

a) What is the potential of communication among online business partners? 

4. Do you believe that trust plays any role among members of a Social Networking Site? 

a. Do trust affect communication between members? 

5. Do you believe that learning between among online business partners is present on 

SNS? 

b) Do you believe learning is important in online business networks on SNS within 

FMCG industry? 

c) What are the prerequisites for learning to happen on SNS? 

6. How can a company endorse these prerequisites for learning between the members in 

online business networks on SNS within FMCG industry?  

7. Can a company trigger learning between the members in online business networks on 

SNS within FMCG industry? 

a) Are there any specific ―tools‖ to do that? 

b) Do these triggers depend on the context of the company or are there ‗universal 

rules‘? (Industry and market). 

8. Is it possible to measure whether a sufficient level of trust is present between different 

partners of online business networks on SNS within FMCG industry? 

a. Is it possible to measure whether a sufficient learning is present between 

different partners of online business networks on SNS within FMCG industry? 

9. How can a company make members of the online business network on SNS 

communicate on company specific content? 

a) What determines the outcome of members‘ communication? 
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10. In business networks members have different relationships with each other; these can 

according to theory be either strong or weak depending on how close the different 

business partners are. Do you believe that the strength of different relationships plays 

a role in online business networks?  

b) Should a company do anything to influence the strength of the relationships? 

11. Do you believe that the type of the relationship between members can affect the 

probability of business opportunity creation? 
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Appendix 2 – Interview guide Head of Oriflames Social media department 

1. What are your experiences in terms of Social media in organizations? 

2. What is the purpose of Oriflame‘s presence on SNS? 

3. What is the goal of Oriflame‘s activities on SNS? 

4. What are the main drivers of successful SNS communication? 

5. Do you believe that trust plays a role between Oriflame‘s consultants in online 

networks? 

12. Do you believe that learning between consultants is presents on SNS? 

d) Do you believe it is important in online between Oriflame‘s consultants in online 

networks? 

e) What are the prerequisites for learning to happen? 

6. How can a company trigger communication between Oriflame‘s consultants on SNS? 

7. How can a company trigger the learning on company specific information on SNS 

between Oriflame‘s consultants? 

8. How do you measure whether your objectives on SNS are achieved? 

9. What strategy have you been pursuing on SNS until now and how do you see it in the 

future? 
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Appendix 3 – Interview guide Corporate strategy representative at Oriflame 

1. What are in your opinion the largest barriers when establishing an operation abroad?  

a. How do you go about overcoming these barriers? 

2. What role in the process of internationalizing do Oriflame‘s consultants play? 

3. According to established theory trust and learning are main features in order to create 

beneficial business networks that can generate opportunities.  

a. What is your view on trust in Oriflame‘s consultants networks? 

b. What is your view on learning in Oriflame‘s consultants networks? 

c. What are the potentials of learning in Oriflame‘s consultants network? 

d. Do you invest in ensuring a learning process in the Oriflame‘s consultants 

Network?  

4. Can you think of any possible area/tool which could have helped the company to 

internationalize while ensuring the proper communication, trust and learning with all 

Oriflame‘s consultants abroad? 

5. In the current business world, IT and online activities are increasingly important. 

a. What is your view of online Oriflame‘s consultants networks?  

b. Does Oriflame‘s internationalization strategy take online networks into 

consideration?  

c. Do you see any potentials of using online platforms to create relationships with 

Oriflame‘s consultants? 

d. Do you see any problems with using online platforms to create relationships 

with Oriflame‘s consultants? 

6. In terms of identifying business opportunities; do you believe that online activities 

such as Social Networking Sites could play a role?  

a. What role? Advantages/Disadvantages? 
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Appendix 4 – Interview guide Robin Teigland 

1. Why do you believe that companies in general engage in Social media? FMCG, 

MNC:s.  

a. For which purposes do you believe that companies in the FMCG industry 

engage in Social Networking Sites? 

b. What are the advantages/disadvantages? 

2. In terms of learning on SNS;  

a. What is your view of the concept of learning in relation to SNS? Does learning 

take place among members on SNS? What type of learning?  

b. Can a learning process on SNS be of benefit for the company/be utilized by the 

company?  

c. Can information exchange and learning on SNS be triggered some way? By 

the company? 

3. Trust on SNS; 

a. Does trust play a role on SNS? In relation to members‘ interaction on SNS?  

b. Do you think trust will influence learning and information exchange on SNS?  

4. According to networking theory and established internationalization theory firms find 

opportunities to internationalize and develop their business in the interactions with 

different business partners in their network;  

a. What is your view on companies finding business opportunities in online 

networks/on SNS? 

b. Can Social Networking Sites play a role in this context? 

c. If yes, how can a company trigger greater opportunity creation among 

members on SNS? 

5. What do you think will determine the outcome of interaction between online business 

partners? (on for example SNS) 

 

 


