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Abstract: Social media marketing has become a central issue for companies and marketers. Few studies have, however, specifically researched 
factors and barriers influencing the adoption of social media at company level. This study addresses this gap by focusing on furthering the theory 
involved in the adoption social media at company level. Based on the findings of semi-structured in-depth interviews with 17 marketing execu-
tives of large companies in Brazil, six variables that weigh in the adoption of social media were identified: the demonstrability of the results, the 
customers’ presence on Social media, knowledge of social media, stakeholder influence, common sense as related to digital marketing and the 
executive’s age. Additionally, we propose a theoretical model of social media adoption, in the light of the Technology Acceptance Model (TAM). 
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Introduction

Social media is a general term employed to describe several web-
based platforms developed for individuals and communities to share 
information and opinions and to co-create content (Kietzmann, Her-
mkens, McCarthy, & Silvestre, 2011). The mass adoption of social me-
dia by individuals has increased consumer power which, in its turn, 
has pressured companies into adopting and managing social media 
communication (Sinclaire & Vogus, 2011). Its increasing relevance 
has influenced companies to allocate more investment to create or 
promote companies’ brands and content rapidly through social me-
dia marketing efforts. Thus, social media has become a central issue 
for companies and marketers (Kumar, Vikram, Mirchandani, & Shah, 
2013). 

For Dahnil, Marzuki, Langgat, & Fabeil (2014), the increasing trend 
towards the use of social media by companies offers a clear research 
opportunity. For those authors, it is fundamental to understand the 
factors that encourage the adoption of social media marketing among 
companies. For Kuikka and Akkinen (2011), there is a vast literature 
on the barriers faced at company level by organizations adopting a 
new enterprise system but there are very few studies that have un-
dertaken research specifically into the adoption and use of social me-
dia. Moreover, before practical guidelines to support managers can 
be defined, the overall phenomenon of the adoption of social media 
requires more research and calls for more empirical evidence (Jobs & 
Gilfoil, 2014). 

On a broader perspective, the implementation of new internet-based 
technologies has been identified as a relevant process for moving a 
company toward electronic business. In this sense, business attitudes 
regarding the adoption of internet-related innovation have been ack-
nowledged as a critical factor for executing e-business strategy. There 
is limited research on the adoption of business-level technology as 
compared to research examining the adoption of individual-level te-
chnology (Yu & Tao, 2009).

The present research will draw on the TAM proposed by Davis (1989) 
to understand company level adoption of social media. Since its 
conception in 1989, TAM has become accepted as a solid and parsi-
monious model for predicting user adoption in a variety of contexts 
(Venkatesh & Davis, 2000). Although TAM is a robust model, incre-
asing knowledge of the determinants of perceived usefulness (PU) 
and perceived ease of use (PEOU) it would allow practitioners and 
academics to better design and implement managerial actions that 
would increase the user’s adoption of new systems (Venkatesh & Da-
vis, 2000; Yu & Tao, 2009). 

The aim of this research is to further the theory of social media adop-
tion at company level and the theory underlying the adoption of new 
technologies. The research question is: what are the factors and their 
influence on the adoption of social media by large for-profit compa-
nies? 

This research contributes to theory in two ways: (i) it furthers 
knowledge of the factors influencing the adoption of social media, 
and (ii) it develops a theoretical model to explain the adoption of so-
cial media, within the perspective of TAM. 

Within a managerial perspective, this research is relevant for social 
media technology providers, for marketing agencies and for marke-
ting executives. For the technology providers, it can show what ba-
rriers and concerns they may need to tackle to increase the adoption 
of their platforms. For the agencies and marketing executives, it con-
tributes to an understanding of the factors that influence adoption 
and employment of new marketing tools, which can lead to better 
decisions for social media marketing.

This study is structured in five sections. The first section introduces 
the theme and describes its importance. In the second, there is a theo-
retical review of the adoption of social media at company level, and 
of TAM. The third section describes the methodology employed. In 
the fourth and fifth sections, the results are presented and discussed. 
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Theoretical Background

Social Media Adoption
Research into the adoption of social media by companies is a recent 
research subject on which there are few studies. The existing literature 
has studied different aspects of social media adoption. It is possible 
to identify three main topics researched: (i) the level of adoption of 
social media by a certain group of organizations; (ii) the factors and 
barriers influencing adoption; (iii) the adoption process at company 
level – stages of adoption. This study and literature review will focus 
on the factors involved in such adoption and the barriers which hin-
der it.

Dahnil et al. (2014) identified five groups of internal and external fac-
tors that could affect the adoption of social media marketing. The first 
group of factors is related to the end users themselves: training and 
knowledge of the social media environment and perceived useful-
ness. The second group is related to organizational resources: whether 
top management has allocated resources in terms of money, time and 
personnel, to social media marketing. The third is related to the te-
chnological limitations of the platforms. For example, the difficulty 
involved in the measurement of business results. The fourth factor 
group is related to the company’s leader’s attitude towards social me-
dia. Lastly is the business environment. In this group, competitors’ 
behavior may exercise some influence as well also as a country’s in-
frastructure, as in the case of internet broadband distribution.

Kuikka and Akkinen (2011) have divided social media adoption ba-
rriers into two broad categories: internal challenges, involving the 
management challenges within the company, and external challenges, 
which are normally associated with company image, brand or exter-
nal relations. The authors identified five categories of internal challen-
ges: resource limitations, unclear corporate ownership/responsibility 
for social media, authority over social media content, negative attitu-
des towards social media and economic challenges (costs x benefits 
of social media). The authors also identified three external challenge 
categories: company’s reputation management, potential legal issues 
and public versus private use of social media. Kuikka & Akkinen 
(2011) acknowledge that the frontiers between these categories are 
not clearly defined and that some overlaps exist between them.

For Sinclaire & Vogus (2011), studying fast growing American com-
panies, the main factor for companies’ adoption of social media was 
the mass adoption of social media by consumers. Other factors also 
considered by companies’ executives were: ease of implementation 
and increased ability to communicate with customers. 

Michaelidou, Siamagka, and Christodoulides (2011) researched the 
adoption of social media in the context of SMEs companies in the 
B2B space. The author identified five key barriers: lack of relevance 
of SNS within the industry the company operates (a major challenge 
in this study, but which may be highly specific to B2B companies), 
uncertainty of benefits resulting from using SNS, the personnel’s un-
familiarity with and lack of technical skills, the great investment ne-
cessary in terms of time, and competitors’ not using SNS.

In the only study conducted in Latin America (Brazil), Serra, Storo-
poli, Pinto, and Serra (2013) discovered that companies’ adoption of 
social media is facilitated by its ease of access and the possibility of 
using it advantageously in selling and as a client relationship channel. 
On the other hand, the barriers were lack of qualified work force, lack 
of specific knowledge of social media and the challenge of attracting 
customers to interact with the company through the social media 
channel. 

Wamba and Carter (2014) researched both organizational and indi-
vidual factors that could drive social media adoption by SMEs. Their 
results indicated that manager’s age, size of firm, innovativeness, and 
industrial sector had a positive relation to adoption. 

In brief, the existing literature presents various points of view as re-
gards adoption factors and the supporting theories employed to ex-
plain the adoption of social media. 

Technology Adoption Theories
There are three distinct approaches to research into the adoption of 
innovations: the individualist, structuralist, and interactive processes 
(Kautz & Nielsen, 2004). The individualist and structuralist approa-
ches take individual actors and organizations as their units of re-
search. As regards the first two approaches, past research has focused 
mainly on variables related to the individual or to organizations, such 
as individual characteristics and size of organization (Sarosa, 2012). 
The present research will also adopt an individualist and structuralist 
approach.

In order to investigate social media adoption by large companies, the 
present research focuses on TAM. Our academic approach, following 
Siamagka et al. (2015), aims to adopt a theoretical framework in 
which constructs are more responsive to empirical operationalization 
(e.g. TAM) than is the case with alternative theories such as that of 
Rogers (1995).

In order to investigate social media adoption by large companies, the 
present research focuses on TAM. Our academic approach, following 
Siamagka et al. (2015), aims to adopt a theoretical framework in 
which constructs are more responsive to empirical operationalization 
(e.g. TAM) than is the case with alternative theories such as that of 
Rogers (1995).

TAM was proposed by Davis in 1986 (Davis, 1989) to explain 
and predict users’ adoption/acceptance or rejection of new tech-
nologies. TAM is conceptually based on the Theory of Reasoned 
Action (TRA) (Ajzen & Fishbein, 1980) which postulates two 
behavioral beliefs, perceived usefulness (PU) and perceived ease 
of use (PEOU), as fundamental determinants of attitude towards 
behavioral intentions and actual usage behavior (AB). Perceived 
usefulness is defined as “the degree to which a person believes that 
using a particular system would enhance his or her job perfor-
mance”. Perceived ease of use is defined as “the degree to which 
a person believes that using a particular system would be free of 
effort” (Davis, 1989). 
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In TAM, behavioral intention to use leads to actual IT usage beha-
vior. TAM proposes that the personal attitudes towards the techno-
logy influence the adoption and use of that technology. Therefore, 
TAM’s belief–attitude–intention–behavior connection predicts user 
acceptance of new technologies (Lederer, Maupin, Sena, & Zhuang, 
2000). 

Because of its universal applicability and due mostly to its parsimony, 
TAM has become the most popular model and has been globally used 
in a diverse set of technology adoption studies (Al-Ghaith, 2015)
the Technology Acceptance Model (TAM. However, when compa-
red to the extensive individual-level TAM literature, business-level 
research that uses TAM is relatively rare. Having said which, there 
are few organizational-level technology adoption studies (Siamagka 
et al., 2015; Zain, Rose, Abdullah, & Masrom, 2005)the Technology 
Acceptance Model (TAM. For Yu and Tao (2009) there is still a gap 
in the knowledge and understanding of the adoption of technology 
at company level.

Different research using TAM has evidenced that perceived use-
fulness has constantly been a strong predictor of usage intention.  

Thus, considering the importance of this construct, a better unders-
tanding of its determinant factors would allow the development of or-
ganizational interventions that would enhance user adoption of new 
systems (Venkatesh & Davis, 2000).

For Lee, Kozar and Larsen (2003) even though TAM has been a ro-
bust model, it is relevant to incorporate more variables and to explore 
boundary conditions. For those authors, a greater understanding of 
factors contributing to ease of use and usefulness is needed. A spe-
cific area at present under study is examining different information 
systems and environments.

Different researchers have used TAM to study companies’ web-rela-
ted adoption of technologies such as e-mail and word processing (Le-
derer et al., 2000). Siamagka et al. (2015) have used TAM to explain 
companies’ adoption of social media. The authors identified factors 
that determine adoption and their results indicate that PU of social 
media, within B2B companies, is determined by image, perceived ease 
of use and perceived barriers (Figure 1). Furthermore, they found evi-
dence that organizational innovativeness and PU significantly affect 
the adoption of social media. 

Figure 1: Social Media Adoption Model 

  Source: Siamagka et al., (2015)

Methodology

This study is qualitative and exploratory in nature and seeks to crea-
te a new and enhanced understanding of an emerging and complex 
phenomenon (i.e. the adoption of social media by companies). This 
research has adopted a realist approach. 

The data presented comes from the participants’ experience in adop-
ting social media networks for their businesses. The method chosen 
for collecting these data is the semi-structured interview (Creswell 
& Creswell, 2017). The qualitative approach with one-to-one semi-
structured interviews permits the exploration in depth of all the fa-
cets and perceptions of marketing executives within the social media 
adoption process (Nah & Saxton, 2012)capacity, governance and en-

vironment. Using Twitter, Facebook, and other data on 100 large US 
nonprofit organizations, the model is employed to examine the deter-
minants of three key facets of social media utilization: (1.

The interviewees were not selected randomly. They were chosen deli-
berately since they were in a position to provide relevant insights into 
the understanding of the use and adoption of social media. The exe-
cutives had an intermediate or senior managerial position within the 
marketing function (or in overseeing marketing, for instance, a Vice 
President of sales and marketing) and worked for large corporations. 

The starting point for gathering research participants came from 
the researchers’ professional network and, as it is a conceptually 
driven sampling, new informants were included as information 
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called for exploration from a different perspective, so new mana-
gers were invited to take part in the research. The research develo-
pment process has a constant reciprocal flow between data collec-
tion and analysis, leading to concepts and back to data collection 
in a permanent cycle that only ends when there is saturation (Cor-
bin & Anselm, 2014). 

A total of seventeen marketing executives from different industries 
were interviewed during 2015 and 2016. The interviews took place 
in the interviewee’s company’s office (except for one that was under-
taken by Skype call) and lasted, on average, 47 minutes. The interview 
guide was composed of questions based on: (i) existing literature on 
the adoption of social media and organizational decisions for the 
adoption of innovative technologies, and (ii) the field experience of 
the authors. Each interview was audiotaped and recorded with the ex-
plicit permission of the interviewee. Interviews were transcribed ver-
batim, and the software Atlas.TI, version 7.5 for qualitative analysis, 
was used to perform the analysis. Data were hand-coded paragraph-
by-paragraph.

The data set was analyzed using thematic analysis. Thematic analysis 
includes the identification in a data set – be that a number of inter-
views or focus groups, or a range of texts – of repeated patterns of 
meaning (Braun & Clarke, 2006). The development of themes and co-
des was undertaken using a “theoretical” thematic analysis approach.  
According to Braun and Clarke (2006), this approach is directed by 
the researcher’s theoretical or analytical interest in the topic and is, 
therefore, more explicitly analyst-driven.

With this approach, the codes were initially developed based on the 
existing literature and researcher’s own field experience. As the re-
search progressed, transcripts were read several times to identify the 
key themes and categories. This constant revision led to both mapping 
of recurring patterns of social media adoption and also of new codes.
 
From the content analysis, different factors and relations emer-
ged. These factors were confronted with the existing literature on 
social media adoption and of TAM. These comparisons made it 
possible to identify factors and relations that had not previously 
been considered in the literature and to corroborate some factors 
and relations already identified, thus expanding knowledge of the 
phenomenon.   

The two researchers, who reviewed the transcripts independently, 
established inter-coder reliability. Divergencies in the coding were 
resolved by discussion. 

Results

A theoretical model for social media adoption was proposed (Figure 
2) based on the literature and the field research results. The research 
model should not be over-complex, allowing a solid research base for 
future firm-level TAM studies, but at the same time should not be 
overly simple in its scope avoiding critical reviews of TAM-related 
studies (Bagozzi, 2007; Yu & Tao, 2009).

Figure 2: Proposed model of social media adoption

Source: the authors

The most common point present in all the interviews is related to 
social media results, which was defined as “Results Demonstrability” 
in the proposed model. According to Venkatesh and Davis (2000), 
results demonstrability is related to the extent to which the results 
of using a certain technology are visible within a company and also 
relates to the challenges employees face in communicating the results 
to other corporate stakeholders. For these present authors, systems 
may not be adopted despite being effective, if users have difficulty in 
relating job performance to the adoption of the system. 

TAM proposes that results demonstrability has a positive influence 
on perceived usefulness. Thus, it is to be expected that users should 
have a better PU if the relation between system usage and positive 
results are clearly visible (Venkatesh & Davis, 2000). 

For a certain group of the interviewees, there is great uncertainty 
about return on investment and there are challenges associated with 
demonstrating the results obtained in social media marketing. This is 
in line with Jobs & Gilfoil (2014), for whom lack of financial return is 
the main reason companies make but little investment in social me-
dia. From the executives’ point of view:

“We pay to advertise, to get more clicks and likes. But at the end of 
the day, I am always left with that doubt: how much will those likes 
revert to sales?” Beauty and cosmetics industry executive

“I am making a great effort for us to use all the social media per-
formance tools focused on CRM, in client acquisition, but so far we 
have performed poorly in all the tests.” Retail industry Executive

“I think that commercially [social media] has not proven itself. 
There are a lot of cool things in digital communication, but when 
you look at the financial results of the big ecommerce players, you 
see a negative [cash flow]” Retail industry Executive 

This is probably due to the facts that social media channels are very recent 
and that they are more, for most industries, a relationship channel than 
a direct sales channel. For Weinberg, Pehlivan, & Street (2011) manage-
ment has a strong need for “proof” of return on marketing investment 
(ROI) and an apparent uncertainty about the return on social media. 
On the other hand, there is a group of executives that strongly believe 
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in social media results and the ease of demonstrating results. From 
their point of view: 

“What I find very interesting in the online world is that everything 
is measurable. The banners that we bought, the media we purcha-
sed, all the adds that we bought in Adwords, everything that was 
done on Facebook, which posts were more engaging… At the most 
[regarding TV] you would raise questions as to why to invest or not 
to invest in a certain TV show. But you cannot measure the return 
in the way that you measure the online.” Retail industry Executive

“Int: do you believe that social media marketing produces results 
for your business?

Exec. Certainly! Many!

Int: How do you see these results?

Exec: When you post something and people are discussing it, you 
get to know who the person who is buying and is eager to know 
and buy more is. So it is much quicker to measure things using 
social media than any other form of stakeholders’ communication.” 
Finance industry Executive  

So considering the two groups found we propose that results demons-
trability have a direct impact, positive or negative, on social media PU.

The presence - or otherwise - of a company’s customers on social me-
dia platforms was a factor frequently mentioned in the interviews. 
Sometimes it was mentioned as a determining factor in investment 
and at others it was mentioned as a barrier to investment. From the 
interviews:

“Every year we are increasing a bit [social media investment]. 
And this is related to the fact that our target audience in several 
products, especially on fiber broadband, is daily more present in 
the digital world than in the offline/TV world” Telecom industry 
Executive

“Product A or even Product B can be a product for younger people 
and can be a category that needs a larger investment in social me-
dia. If I want to talk to a younger generation, they are more present 
in the social media.” Food industry Executive

These points of view lead to the following proposition: the degree 
of the customer’s presence on the social media has an impact on the 
perceived usefulness of the social media. 

These points of view lead to the following proposition: the degree 
of the customer’s presence on the social media has an impact on the 
perceived usefulness of the social media. 

The knowledge of the social media was also a preeminent topic in 
the interviews. This is consistent with previous literature that iden-
tified managerial knowledge as a key factor in adopting new tech-
nologies. Aguila-Obra & Padilla-Meléndez (2006) identified mana-

gerial capabilities, together with technological resources, as the main 
organizational factors that explain Companies’ adoption of internet 
technology tools. Kiron, Palmer, Phillips, & Kruschwitz (2012) found 
evidence that the main barrier to adoption of social media is a lack of 
management understanding and knowledge of social media marke-
ting. For Kietzmann et al. (2011), despite social media’s importance, 
many executives eschew or ignore this form of media because they 
don’t understand what it is, the various forms it can take, or how to 
engage with it and learn. Serra et al. (2013) and Kuikka and Akkinen 
(2011) also identified this barrier.

Additionally, it seemed that younger executives more accustomed to 
social media were more inclined to invest in and deploy social media. 
This is probably related to a better understanding and knowledge of it.

“Exec: I think they [the board] still don’t understand [social me-
dia] … they are at that level where talking about digital marketing 
means to have a website with all the company’s information.

Inter: And this lack of knowledge could influence investments levels?

Exec: I think so... I think that because when you speak at board 
level, within this decision-making process of investment allocation, 
they have an active role.” Food industry Executive

“This online world… I am 42 years old and I have the impression 
that I am super old and outdated”. Telecom industry Executive  

“On my part, there is a large gap in the understanding of social 
media. I feel that I don´t fully understand its metrics and that it is 
always changing”. Beauty and cosmetics industry executive

Thus, this leads to two propositions: (i) the lack of knowledge of social 
media impacts the perceived ease of use of social media negatively; 
(ii) the executive´s age can affect the adoption of social media.

Furthermore, an interesting relation between lack of knowledge 
and the influence of marketing agencies emerged from the inter-
views. It seems that executives readily acknowledge their lack of 
knowledge (for themselves and their teams) and rely heavily on 
external advice from specialists. This finding is corroborated by 
other studies that have recognized the influence of external ex-
pert advice on the companies’ adoption process (Aguila-Obra & 
Padilla-Meléndez, 2006).

“So, social media was something new to me. It was Agency X which 
gave me confidence as to how to make investments and how to act 
on Facebook and other media as well. Practically the strategy came 
from the agency ready for us to approve.” Retail industry Executive

“I say that we are still learning [social media marketing]. I don’t 
think that I know anything; I still need to learn a lot to be able to 
use this tool correctly and assertively. We are still greatly influenced 
by those who understand it. For instance, the agency that works 
with us.” FMGC industry Executive
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Besides the specialists, other stakeholders appeared to exercise in-
fluence on the decision-making process. They are mainly represented 
by the younger people in the executive’s team. For instance:

“I have X [a mid-level analyst] on my team. He is an expert, a 
guru. He is the one who really defines the digital strategy.” Finance 
industry Executive

Some executives argue that they believe in the channel, but other 
stakeholders in the company are not aligned with this vision.

“When we present a campaign in digital marketing normally the 
board says that it is just a complement. An investment in social 
media will not generate a quick sales result. It will not generate 
consumption in the retail chain the next morning. We still have this 
vision at board level”. Food industry executive

Int: “So what prevents you from doubling your investment level 
in social media?”

Exec: “It is the short-term view. Truly. For you to invest in social 
media, in building your brand, your perspective has to be longer-
term than the quarter. At the end of the day, it boils down to your 
CEO’s agenda.” Telecom industry Executive

Previous research has evidenced that organizational decision-making 
behavior is not only influenced by the rational and irrational com-
ponents of individual decisions, but is also influenced by the multi-
dimensional stakeholders (Nelson & Quick, 2006). Yu & Tao (2009) 
also corroborate the influence of the Social Norms as a strong influen-
cer of the adoption of business-level technology.

Considering the literature and the evidence provided by the inter-
views, we propose that: Stakeholders´ influence has a positive impact 
on the Subjective Norm. 

In the interviews, a common point of view that digital and social me-
dia marketing are the future way ahead was frequently mentioned. 
Interviewees, to different degrees, seemed confident that there is no 
going back on investing in digital marketing and that their industry 
or the market as a whole was moving in that direction. From the in-
terviewees’ point of view: 

“Everybody is saying that digital media is growing, that it is very im-
portant, that it is growing and that it is a much more direct means of 
conversation with consumers” FMGC industry executive

“Why is it [investment in social media marketing] not zero? There is 
common agreement that zero investment is wrong because the world is 
changing in this direction. It is, therefore, something we should invest 
in.” Telecom industry executive

“Because we so often hear that this [social media marketing] is the way 
ahead and by seeing the example of big companies… we end up saying 
‘ok’.” FMGC industry executive. 

In view of the literature and the evidence presented in the interviews, 
we propose that: a Common sense for digital media influences the 
Subjective Norm positively. 

Conclusions

There is limited research on the adoption of social media at the com-
pany level. In this sense, this research contributes to existing theory 
by building on previous work on models of the adoption of social 
media. The proposed model of adoption corroborates some of the fin-
dings of Siamagka et al. (2015) and, at the same time, proposes that 
other variables also influence adoption. Specifically, we identified a 
variable (common sense for digital) that has not been acknowledged 
previously in the literature. 

From a managerial point of view, this research is relevant for large 
companies’ executives, social media platforms, and agencies as it pre-
sents perspectives and insights on levers favorable to social media and 
barriers to it that marketing executives have. Each stakeholder may 
use this information to minimize barriers to adoption and to foster 
levers. For instance, the training and presentation of success stories 
may be very useful for executives that shy away from social media 
marketing. 

There are limitations to this study. First of all, our results are based 
on a small sample of interviews, thus they cannot be extrapolated to 
apply to all companies in the process of adopting and using social 
media. The interviewees were also handpicked from the researcher’s 
professional network and may thus be biased.

This research can be extended with a quantitative phase to further 
explore the propositions and relations identified. Other potentially 
interesting research topics include the evaluation of barriers to adop-
tion in another group of organizations such as the SME business.
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