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Abstract
Nowadays, organizations are experiencing revolutionary change due to the advent of Enterprise 2.0 or
enterprise usage of social networking tools. Practitioners and researchers are in their early stages
experimenting with social media in organizational contexts. The central concern is how the enterprise
usage of social media could be converted into the improved organizational performance. Organizational
learning has long been considered as one of the measures of organizational performance. In this paper,
we would like to understand how the enterprise social media could foster knowledge management
processes and further influence the organizational learning. Theories from sociology and strategic
management were used to build the hypotheses in the research model. An online survey was conducted
to empirically test the model. Our study results show that Enterprise Social Networking Systems usage
directly and indirectly influence organizational learning; and knowledge management processes
(knowledge creation and sharing) mediate the path between Enterprise Social Networking Systems
usage and organizational learning. The results give implications for both practitioners and scholars
who are interested in further studies on organizational social media research.
Keywords: Social media, Enterprise Social Networking Systems, knowledge creation, knowledge
sharing, organizational learning
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INTRODUCTION

Enterprise social media or Enterprise 2.0 is described as the use of emergent social software platforms
within companies or between companies and their partners or customers to help employees, customers
and suppliers collaborate, share, and organize information via Web 2.0 technologies (McAfee, 2009).
The major organizational purposes of employing social media tools include: spur innovation, access
new market, engage workforce, improve customer and supplier relationship, increase sales and
revenues, create brand awareness, and improve knowledge management initiatives (e.g., Mangold and
Faulds, 2009; Waters et al., 2009; Bradley and McDonald, 2011; Culnan et al., 2010, Kietzmann et al.,
2011; Sinderen and Almelda, 2011, Harden, 2012). Companies may use applications like wikis, blogs,
social tagging systems, social bookmarking systems, microblogs, and Enterprise Social Networking
Systems (ESNS) to perform various organizational functions. Regarding to the specific format of
enterprise social media, this research will only focus on the application of ESNS (e.g., Jive, Yammer,
IBM Connections, Socialcast, Chatter). ESNS are social networking systems implemented inside the
boundary of organizations with a major purpose to support social networking within the organization
and only organizational members can access these systems. ESNS focuses on knowledge exchange
through social interaction and collaboration among employees mediated by social media. It is believed
to be most relevant to the current research context since ESNS is directly related to knowledge
management processes, and many previous studies have shown that ESNS has a significant effect on
organizational consequences (Monge and Contractor, 2003; Fulk and Yuan, 2013).
Enterprise social media usage has positive effects on various work-related outcomes. Knowledge
management processes and workplace learning are among the most important two (Thomas and Akdere,
2014). Knowledge management is defined as a systematic and integrative process of coordinating
organization-wide activities of acquiring, creating, storing, sharing, developing, and deploying
knowledge, value information, and expertise by individuals and groups in pursuit of organizational goals
(Rastogi, 2000). Traditionally, knowledge management is a formal, collective, top-down organizational
process which allows employees to contribute and continuously retrieve the knowledge from knowledge
bases or knowledge repositories. Compared with knowledge management, enterprise social media usage
is more informal, personal, bottom-up and voluntary (Annabi and McGann, 2013). This paper treats
knowledge management and social media usage as different constructs and proposes that social media
usage is a significant enabler of knowledge management processes due to its low cost and interactive
nature. Enterprise social media not only promotes the knowledge activities, but also enhances
organizational learning directly and/or indirectly via the knowledge management processes. Learning
activities under social media context is believed to be an “informal learning” (Marsick and Volpe, 1999)
or “new social learning” (Bingahm and Conner, 2010). It is predominantly unstructured, experiential,
and noninstitutional that happens as employees carry out their daily work; it also encourages knowledge
transfer and connects people in a way consistent with how they naturally interact. The learning activities
with social media are the new generation of learning in the open organizations where social media is not
only used as a tool for communication or marketing purposes but also a means to improve organizational
learning (Huang, et al., 2010).
Based on the Knowledge-based view, knowledge management is identified as a critical capability
providing organizations with a source of competitive advantage (Sabherwal and Sabherwal, 2007). The
ability of continuous learning is one of the organizational advantages that knowledge management can
help to obtain. Learning is much more effective if a system (e.g., enterprise social media) is put in place
by which knowledge can be captured, shared, and understood. There are many knowledge management
processes in the literature, however, for the purpose of the current research, only knowledge creation
and knowledge sharing are included since they have been proved to be the most critical knowledge
management initiatives under the “social” context (Parise, 2009; Thomas and Akdere, 2014; Ray, 2014).
In sum, this research focuses on studying the effect of ESNS on the effectiveness of knowledge
management processes and organizational learning. Social media usage and knowledge management
processes are regarded as two distinctive factors leading to the effective organizational learning

independently and collaboratively. Several theories will be used to support the hypotheses in the
research model. The paper will be organized as below: in the next section, literature review of the key
concepts will be introduced first; this is followed by the discussions of the research hypotheses and the
research model. The data analysis and results discussions will be presented at last.
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LITERATURE REVIEW

For years, knowledge management has been tagged as a mechanistic process where people contribute
to the knowledge base, and retrieve it when needed. With the emergence of Web 2.0 or Enterprise 2.0,
knowledge management as a concept is being re-energized through people connecting, creating and
distributing user generated content via informal networks and communities. The concepts of enterprise
social media and knowledge management are therefore closely related with each other. Regarding to the
relationship between knowledge management and enterprise social media usage, recent studies have
dichotomic opinions on the “marriage” between the two knowledge related initiatives: some purport that
social media is the cure for knowledge management (e.g., Bradley and McDonald, 2011) and knowledge
processes are essentially social processes (Cross and Parker, 2004); some others argue that social media
and knowledge management are incompatible based on the differences in generational values (Rao,
2008), and tensions could arise (Ford and Mason, 2014). Due to the importance of social media usage
in enterprise and the ambiguity in the relevant literature, it is critical to investigate the possible impact
of enterprise social media tools on the formal knowledge management processes.
Learning is identified as a quantifiable improvement in activities, increased available knowledge for
decision-making or sustainable competitive advantage (Cavaleri, 1994). From the definition, it can be
seen that organizational learning is related to knowledge and knowledge management efforts. Prior
studies have addressed the contribution of enterprise social media usage toward spurring innovation,
accessing new market, engaging workforce, increasing sales and revenues and creating brand awareness,
et al. (e.g., Mangold and Faulds, 2009; Waters et al., 2009; Bradley and McDonald, 2011; Culnan et al.,
2010, Kietzmann et al., 2011; Sinderen and Almelda, 2011, Harden, 2012); however, few (Monge and
Contractor, 2003; Fulk and Yuan, 2013) of them intended to study specifically the effect of ESNS on
knowledge activities and learning internally.
In sum, though the prior studies have explored the impact of social media on knowledge management
and organizational learning, most of them investigate social media’s influence on the two dependent
variables separately, and most of such studies are qualitative or conceptual in nature (e.g., Wagner et
al., 2014; Razmerita et al., 2014; Jeon et al, 2011; Paroutis and Al Saleh, 2009; Roblek et al, 2013). Few
efforts were paid to understand the causal relationship between social media, knowledge management
and organizational learning. What is more, even few studies have tried to explore specifically the
influence of ESNS on organizational level of outcomes. For knowledge management processes, many
researchers pointed out that knowledge creation and knowledge sharing are the most critical factors
under the “social” context, however, few of them have tested the mediating role of knowledge
management between organizational social media usage and organizational performance. This research
helps to address the above gaps in the literature. It is among the first empirical studies to explore the
impact of ESNS usage on knowledge management processes and organizational learning; and to verify
the specific role of knowledge management in organizational learning or new social learning.

3

RESEARCH HYPOTHESES AND MODEL

3.1
3.1.1

Social media and knowledge management
ESNS usage and knowledge creation

Knowledge is socially constructed and meaning is created through ongoing social interaction
(Eisenhardt and Santos, 2002). Social capital theory, widely used to explain the importance of social
networks in influencing knowledge processes (Parise, 2009) is borrowed to explain the first hypothesis.

Creating and exchanging knowledge through social network could bring individual, structural, cognitive
and relational capital to the knowledge creator (Jones et al., 1997). The more the person creates and
shares knowledge, the more social resource he/she could get from the social relationships. Regarding to
the knowledge creation process, knowledge creation can be facilitated by understanding the knowledge
conversion processes between tacit and explicit knowledge. The socialization, externalization,
combination and internalization (SECI) model helps to understand this process (Nonaka, 1994). Under
the social media context, Wagner et al. (2014) investigated specifically how social media and their
affordances could affect the SECI model in the knowledge creation process. Their finding suggested
that these four dimensions of SECI are supported by different social media affordances under various
contexts. Similarly, Razmerita et al. (2014) proved that via using social media, personal and collective
knowledge can be connected in a symbiotic manner, and the integration can effectively encourage
knowledge creation at different levels.
H1: ESNS usage will be positively related to knowledge creation.
3.1.2

ESNS usage and knowledge sharing

The internal use of social media (via ESNS) can help employees fulfil their knowledge tasks in a
relatively informal way (Paroutis and Al Saleh, 2009). The unrestricted sharing of knowledge is one of
the good examples. Social media technologies allow knowledge sharing through the creation of informal
users’ networks, thus allowing users to collaborate with each other by freely expressing their own
opinions (Constantinides and Fountain, 2008). This kind of organization-wide knowledge sharing is
described by Majchrzak et al. (2013) as an online communal knowledge conversation instead of an
intermittent, centralized knowledge management process (in the traditional KM process). Social media
tools have been said to enhance intra-organizational knowledge sharing in general (Jeon et al, 2011);
unleash passion among employees to engage in knowledge sharing (Paroutis and Al Saleh, 2009) and
change the way individuals are engaged in knowledge sharing (Majchrzak, et al. 2013). The relationship
between ESNS usage and knowledge sharing can be best explained by Information Public Goods theory
(Hollingshead et al., 2002; Fulk, et al., 2004), which focuses on the motivational aspect of knowledge
management processes. It believes that knowledge as an organization-level public good is produced
through collective action (Hollingshead et al., 2002). It is based on a calculation that balances the
benefits of the collective good against the cost of participating in it (Marwell and Oliver, 1993). In the
social context, since the experts and novices can feel free to engage in the “knowledge conversations”
rather than paying extra cost of codifying knowledge for input to a formal repository; they tend to find
more benefits in collective knowledge sharing, e.g., reduce social loafing, encourage interactive and
positive conversational context and have a feeling of emotional closeness with colleagues (Fulk and
Yuan, 2013).
H2: ESNS usage will be positively related to knowledge sharing.
3.2

Social media and organizational learning

With social media, the importance of continued learning, rather than knowledge itself, is critical for the
organization (Hemsley and Mason, 2014). There are two types of learnings in an organization: formal
learning and informal learning. Formal learning involves a higher degree of organizational control and
informal learning is most self-directed and incidental (Efimova and Swaak, 2002). The informal learning
represents up to 70% of job related learning (Center for Workforce Development, 1998), and the
learning behavior via social media belongs to this category. Based on the Social Cognitive theory,
Janowica-Panjaitan and Noorderhaven (2008) found that informal learning behaviors characterized by
“collegiality [and] reciprocity” (Wenger, 2000, p. 243) have a consistently positive effect on the learning
outcome, but formal learning behavior does not have. Social cognitive theory purports observational
learning, and ESNS usually has the function of “reviewability” and “visibility” (Wagner, et al., 2014),
which allow the coworkers to observe other’s behavior via the social platform. After the cognitive
process, individual employee learned from the modeling effect, and the learning ability will be spread

out to the entire organization through online and/or offline, formal and/or informal social network.
Alternatively, it will pass through the knowledge spiral process (Nonaka, 1994) – learning flows from
individual, to the group and to the organizational level. No matter which path it may go through, the
usage of ESNS will eventually leads to organizational level of learning. Empirical support could also be
found in Huang, et al. (2010) that social media is not only a tool to increase communications and broaden
branding efforts but also a means to improve learning within their organizations; and in Jennex (2009)’s
knowledge pyramid model that, social networks are external contributors to the knowledge generation
processes leading to organizational learning.
H3: ESNS usage will be positively related to organizational learning.
3.3

Knowledge management and organizational learning

Companies should utilize organizational knowledge to enhance organizational learning and
performance. Cho, Cho and McLean (2009) suggested that a primary function of learning within an
organization is the sharing of existing knowledge and the creation of new knowledge. The hypotheses
between knowledge management processes and organizational learning are majorly supported by the
theory of knowledge-based view and social cognitive theory. Based on knowledge-based view,
knowledge is identified as the most strategically significant resource of the firm (Grant, 1996), and the
effective knowledge management is regarded as an organizational capability to support the
organization’s development, maintenance, and application of core competencies and organizational
learning (Zack, 1999). Knowledge-based view believes that knowledge management processes could
help organizations achieve sustainable competitive advantages, and organizational learning is identified
as a quantifiable improvement in sustainable competitive advantages (Cavaleri, 1994). From the
perspective of social cognitive theory, the behavior of knowledge creation and knowledge sharing can
be observed by other members in both online and offline social contexts. If such behaviors are
encouraged or rewarded, a gradual cognitive process could occur among the members and their
behaviors will be changed. At this time, organizational learning could happen.
3.3.1

Knowledge creation and organizational learning

How knowledge creation and sharing can be connected with organizational learning is of fundamental
significance to organizations. Knowledge is a source of creativity and innovation. Some research
specifically emphasized the significance of knowledge creation in organizational learning. They argued
that knowledge can be co-constructed through discussion and collaboration, in which the learning
capacity is developed (Bruner, 1996). Based on Nonaka, et al. (2009), firms’ performance differs largely
because organizational knowledge creation gives rise to the unique organizational knowledge systems.
And according to the Balance score card model and the knowledge-based view, organization’s learning
ability is one of the important performance indicators to evaluate organizational performance.
H4: Knowledge creation will be positively related to organizational learning.
3.3.2

Knowledge sharing and organizational learning

Knowledge sharing plays a critical role in organizational learning. This process occurs in different
organizational settings such as informal inter-firm relations, communities of practices, and product
development team (Costanzo and Tzoumpa, 2008). In the current research context, knowledge sharing
could happen at any place and under any circumstance in organizations, and thus not limited to the
knowledge sharing via the online social platform, e.g., ESNS. The relationship between knowledge
sharing and organizational learning has been confirmed by a series of empirical research. For example,
Gandhi (2004) asserted that the most important aspect of knowledge management is to encourage people
to share knowledge, and the ability of knowledge sharing is one of the predictive factors of
organizational learning (Cheng, 2013).
H5: Knowledge sharing will be positively related to organizational learning.

Based on the above arguments, the research model is drawn and listed in Figure 1.
H3

Organizational
Learning

ESNS Usage
H4

H1
Knowledge
Creation

H5

H2
Knowledge
Sharing
Knowledge
Management Processes

Figure 1. Research model

4
4.1

DATA COLLECTION AND DATA ANALYSIS
Data collection

To test the research model, a web-based online survey was conducted to collect the data. The invitations
were send to LinkedIn enterprise social media group members individually. About 1,500 invitations
were sent out within 3 months, and 243 members responded to our survey (with a response rate of
16.2%). After the data cleansing, a total of 197 valid data points were used for the final data analysis.
4.2

Measurements

All the four constructs were measured by using a 5-point Likert scale and at the individual level of
analysis. Since at the time of the study, there is no existing measurement of ESNS usage, we referred to
the core features of a famous ESNS - Yammer (Yammer, 2016), and measure the frequency of ESNS
usage for multiple task purposes. Similar with the situation of ESNS, no appropriate measure was found
in the literature for operationalizing knowledge creation, we developed a new scale that captures
different dimensions of knowledge creation activities as perceived by an internal employee. The
theoretical domain for the scale items was based on Nonaka et al. (2009)’s knowledge creation theory.
We further borrowed the empirical measure of the construct from Jiang and Li (2009), Bryant and
Terborg (2008) and Razi and Karim (2011). Eventually, 8 items were used to measure knowledge
creation in general. Knowledge sharing was operationalized by the adapted measure from Yu et al.
(2013) and Bock et al. (2005). For the purpose of this research, we did not distinguish the two subdimensions of knowledge sharing activities, and measure knowledge sharing on an overall basis.
Organizational learning is regarded more as a process than a static stock (Sinkula, et al, 1997). This
study adopted Huber (1991) and Jiménez and Sanz-Valle (2011)’s approach and measured
organizational learning from four sub-dimensions with 13 items. Organizational learning is thus a
second-order construct in this paper.
4.3

Assessment of the measurement model

At the exploratory stage, SPSS 22.0 was run to assess the reliability and factor dimensions. The refined
instruments were input to the SmartPLS 3.0 (Ringle, et al., 2015) for the test of measurement model and
structural model. Since the model contains one second-order variable (organizational learning), we
created superordinate second-order construct using factor scores for the first-order constructs (Chin, et
al., 2003). The second-order construct was treated as a formative variable measured from four different

dimensions (IA, II, ID and OM). After the tests, all the refined measures satisfied the requirements of
reliability, convergent validity and discriminate validity tests. The composite reliability and AVE of
each construct are presented in Table 1. A full version of the data analysis results will be shown in the
follow-up journal paper.
Measures
ESNS usages (ESNSU)
Knowledge creation (KC)
Knowledge sharing (KS)
Information acquisition (IA)
Organizational
Information distribution (ID)
learning
Information interpretation (II)
Organizational memory (OM)

Items
4
6
6
3
4
2
3

Composite reliability
0.772
0.808
0.792
0.841
0.855
0.806
0.851

AVE
0.560
0.513
0.509
0.639
0.596
0.589
0.657

Table 1. Reliability and AVEs
4.4

Assessment of the structural model

As shown in Figure 2, all the path coefficients between the major constructs are significant at 0.01 level.
The R square values of the two mediators (KC and KS) are 0.123 and 0.153 respectively and the R
square of the dependent variable – organizational learning is 0.326. This means all the independent
variables in the model explained 32.6 percent of the variance in the dependent variable.
0.277***
t=4.204

ESNS Usage
(R)
0.351***
t=5.407

Organizational
Learning(F)
0.229***
t=3.968
R2=0.326

Knowledge
Creation (R)
0.392***
t=6.616

R2=0.123

0.258***
t=4.126

Knowledge
Sharing (R)
R2=0.153

Figure 2. Results of PLS Analysis
Notes: Solid lines mean path coefficients are significant; dotted lines mean not significant.
R=Reflective; F=Formative
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*** p<0.01

DISCUSSION

The objective of this study is to understand the factors likely to influence organizational learning under
the new social context. To test the conceptual model, five hypotheses were used to investigate the causal
relationship between ESNS usage and organizational learning, and the mediating effect of the
knowledge management processes in the path. The data analysis results supported all the hypotheses in
the research model. First, the frequent ESNS usage will stimulate employees’ creativity and innovation
toward knowledge (H1, T-value: 5.407). This result is sufficiently explained by the Social Capital
Theory that creating and exchanging knowledge through social network could bring benefits and
rewards to the knowledge creator (Jones et al., 1997). This is also consistent with Wagner et al. (2014)
and Razmerita et al. (2014) that social media helps with knowledge creation instead of diminishes

knowledge creation. Second and similarly, ESNS usage will also encourage employees to share the
existing knowledge via various means (H2, T-value: 6.616). The existence of this relationship is best
explained by the Information Public Goods Theory, since the usage of ESNS is in a relatively informal
environment, people do not need to pay extra cost in knowledge conversations; on the other hand, they
could also enjoy the benefits from the collective knowledge sharing. Third, ESNS usage is proved to be
positively related with organizational learning (H3, T-value: 4.204). This is consistent with the prior
literature (Huang, et al., 2010; Jennex, 2009), and well explained by the Social Cognitive theory - the
informal learning via social media first happens at the individual level and spreads out to the entire
organization. Last, H4 (T-value: 3.968) and H5 (T-value: 4.126) were supported by our empirical study,
both knowledge sharing and knowledge creation will lead to organizational learning. Theoretical
foundation could be found from the Knowledge-based View and Social Cognitive theory. The mediating
effects of knowledge sharing and knowledge creation were tested using a series of regression models
(Baron and Kenny, 1986), the results showed the significant mediating effects of both constructs (Due
to the page limitation, the mediating effect of knowledge management processes will be presented in a
full paper later on). To conclude, our data analysis results were inspiring: over 30% of the organizational
learning attributes to employees’ ESNS usage and knowledge management activities; and ESNS usage
(as an informal learning process) and knowledge management activities (as a formal learning process)
are compatible during the organizational learning process.

6

LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH

While efforts were made to minimize potential problems in the present study, several limitations still
exist. First, as a cross-sectional survey, this study shares the same potential problem with other similar
type of the survey studies (depict a phenomenon (e.g., KC, KS, OL) that evolve overtime), therefore, a
longitudinal study is suggested in the future studies. Second, this study suffered from the common
problem of data collection via a web survey. The participants were recruited via email invitations and
the survey was administrated online. The nonprobability sampling methods of online survey ignored the
people who have ESNS practices in their companies, but did not participate in the survey. Third,
organizational learning was reported by the perception of the individual employee, while personal
perception on the organizational issues may not accurately reflect the organizational reality. For the
ideal case and future research, we suggest collecting data in the real organizational setting, and inviting
both ordinary employees and managers (who are more knowledgeable on organizational issues) to
participate in the survey. By doing this, we can not only more precisely measure the constructs but also
avoid a certain level of common method bias. Last, as mentioned by prior research (e.g., Jiménez Jiménez and Cegarra-Navarro, 2007), measuring organizational learning as a dynamic process is a
challenging task itself. In the future, we would like to call for suitable measures designed specifically
for the “informal” organizational learning process under the Enterprise 2.0 context.

7

CONCLUSION AND IMPLICATIONS

Based on the four theories in sociology and strategic management, this paper built a conceptual model
to understand the predictive factors of organizational learning in the new social context. Specifically, it
investigates the causal relationships between ESNS usage, knowledge management processes and
organizational learning. The theoretical contribution of this paper lies in: (1) the usage of multiple
theories to understand the effects of enterprise social media usage; (2) the empirical test of ESNS usage
on organizational level of outcomes (organizational learning); and (3) the verification of the mediating
role of knowledge management process in the organizational learning. For the practical implications,
this study somehow eliminates the management’s concern on the frequent usage of enterprise social
networking systems, since the usage could stimulate knowledge creation and knowledge sharing, and
eventually help organizations to learn in the long run.
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