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ABSTRACT 

Erkkilä, Taina 
Towards maturity in alignment: balancing organizational listening and 
speaking on social media 
Jyväskylä: University of Jyväskylä, 2024, 57 p. + original articles 
(JYU Dissertations 
ISSN 2489-9003; 793) 
ISBN 978-952-86-0177-7 (PDF) 

The swift progression in the popularity of social media has significantly impacted 
organizations. Over the past decade, the role of corporate communications has 
undergone a significant transformation, evolving into the management and 
alignment of a dynamic system where interconnected components contribute to 
organizational representation.  

This thesis explores factors that either facilitate or impede effective listening 
and speaking processes on social media within organizations. It enhances our 
understanding of how organizations can leverage social listening also in 
management to align strategies or services to better meet the needs of 
stakeholders. The dissertation consists of four articles along with this 
overarching summary. Sub-studies 1 and 2 delve into the maturity and triggers 
for organizational presence and listening in social media. Sub-study 3 is an 
empirical, qualitative examination of how communication departments in public 
organizations, responsible for COVID-19-related communication to citizens, 
managed the considerable number of comments and questions on their social 
media channels. Sub-study 4 is a case study on the strategic management of social 
media communication in two large financial organizations, proposing a new 
voicing architecture. 

The findings suggest that organizations undergo distinct phases of maturity 
in their adoption of social media. Triggers for active speaking and listening are 
often related to crisis or issue management. A challenge lies in maintaining a 
balance between speaking and listening. To support the management of this 
dynamic system, employees serving as spokespersons for an organization can 
also act as listening agents. This dissertation elucidates the process of developing 
and strategically managing the organizational voicing and listening function to 
optimally support strategic alignment with an emergent approach. A 
professionally managed social listening approach supports an organization’s 
resilience and external alignment in the rapidly changing operating environment, 
fostering trust and engagement among stakeholders.  

Keywords: organizational listening, listening agent, social media, strategic 
communication management, voicing and listening architecture 



TIIVISTELMÄ (ABSTRACT IN FINNISH) 

Erkkilä, Taina 
Sosiaalisen median kuuntelun ja puhumisen tasapaino organisaation strategisten 
linjausten tukena  
Jyväskylä: Jyväskylän yliopisto, 2024, 57 s. + alkuperäiset artikkelit 
(JYU Dissertations 
ISSN 2489-9003; 793) 
ISBN 978-952-86-0177-7 (PDF) 

Nopeasti kasvanut sosiaalisen median suosio on vaikuttanut merkittävästi 
organiaaatioihin. Viime vuosikymmenen aikana organisaatioviestinnän rooli on 
muuttunut merkittävästi, sillä sosiaalisessa mediassa organisaation toiminnot ja 
sen sidosryhmät kohtaavat, ja kanavissa läsnäolo ja toiminta vaatii 
ammattimaista johtamista.  

Tämä väitöskirja tutkii eri tekijöiden vaikutusta organisaatioiden 
aktiivisuuteen sosiaalisessa mediassa, ja edistää tietämystämme siitä, miten 
organisaatiot voivat hyötyä sosiaalisesta kuuntelusta, ei ainoastaan viestinnän 
vaan myös johtamisen välineenä, ja voivat mukauttaa strategiansa tai palvelunsa 
vastaamaan paremmin sidosryhmiensä tarpeita. Väitöskirjaan kuuluu neljä 
tutkimusartikkelia ja tämä yhteenveto. Osatutkimukset 1 ja 2 käsittelevät 
esimerkein organisaation läsnäolon ja kuuntelun kypsyyttä ja motiiveja 
sosiaalisessa mediassa. Kolmas osatutkimus on empiirinen, laadullinen tutkimus 
siitä, miten COVID-19:ään liittyvästä kansalaisviestinnästä vastaavien julkisten 
organisaatioiden viestintäosastot hallitsivat huomattavan määrän kommentteja 
ja kysymyksiä sosiaalisen median kanavissaan. Neljäs osatutkimus on 
tapaustutkimus sosiaalisen median viestinnän strategisesta johtamisesta 
kahdessa rahoitusalan organisaatiossa ja ehdottaa uutta mallia kuuntelun ja 
puhumisen tasapainottamiseen. 

Tulosten mukaan organisaatiot käyvät läpi erilaisia kypsyysvaiheita 
sosiaalisen median käyttöönotossa, ja kriisi usein aiheuttaa nopean kehitysloikan 
passiivisesta läsnäolosta aktiiviiseen. Haasteena voi olla puhumisen ja 
kuuntelemisen tasapainottaminen. Organisaation työntekijöitä voidaan myös 
valjastaa viestijöiksi tukemaan viestintää. Tässä väitöskirjassa selvitetään, miten 
organisaation sosiaalisen median puhe/kuuntelutoimintoa johdetaan 
strategisesti niin että se parhaiten tukee organisaation strategisia linjauksia. 
Ammattimaisesti johdettu kuuntelu organisaation resilienssiä mahdollistaen 
nopeat strategiset linjaukset muuttuvassa toimintaympäristössä, luoden 
luottamusta ja sitouttaen sidosryhmiä.  

Avainsanat: organisaation kuuntelu, kuunteluagentti, sosiaalinen media, 
strategisen viestinnän johtaminen, puhumisen ja kuuntelun johtamisen malli. 
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13 

1 INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Background of the research 

The concept of the public sphere (Habermas, 1989) was defined as a domain 
where public opinion is shaped when citizens engage in debates, and it acts as a 
mediating layer between the government and citizens. Over the past decade, 
social media has emerged as a crucial channel for communication between 
organizations and their stakeholders (Macnamara, 2024), and could be called a 
modern multi-sphere for public discussion.  

The rapidly growing popularity among citizens in using social media 
platforms has contributed to social media development, allowing anyone to 
engage in discussions and become a media entity. Digitalization has thus 
significantly expanded the original concept of the public sphere and transformed 
the role of organizational communication management. It has shifted from mere 
gatekeeping to strategic oversight of the entire organization’s communications 
and digital interactions with key stakeholders (Avidar et al., 2015). 

Organizations utilizing social media can, however, facilitate dialogue 
between citizens and the government (Yi et al., 2013), and this interaction has the 
potential to impact agenda setting, a process explored by Conway et al. (2015). 
Several studies have examined the intersection of social media and the public 
sector from various angles. For instance, Bowden et al. (2016) explored citizen 
engagement, Canel and Luoma-aho (2019) focused on citizen participation, and 
Tuurnas (2020) investigated co-creation in this context. Achieving these 
organizational objectives necessitates not only effective communication but also 
organizational listening, which has not been widely studied.  

Social media provides a direct and public link between organizations and 
their stakeholders. Managing reputation and cultivating trust in this evolving 
multisphere environment has introduced new challenges for both public and 
private organizations. The boundaries between individual and mass 
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communication within public spheres have become increasingly blurred, 
resulting in the emergence of multiple public spheres, and leading to a decrease 
in reach for individual media and communicators (Seeliger & Sevignani, 2022).  

Private companies have faced challenges when they receive rankings and 
public feedback from one customer related to their services in real time; a popular 
post can become a piece of news. When a company is not able to manage these 
multivocal discussions, it may impact their business. These numerous digital 
voices have compelled organizations to establish a presence on social media 
platforms, and many still struggle. This social media presence is essential for 
tasks such as monitoring rapid changes in the operating environment, promoting 
services, disseminating information, and offering services to stakeholders to 
build trust and engagement, as well as manage reputation (e.g., Macnamara, 
2016).  

Strategies or management of organizational listening in social media have 
not been widely studied. Organizational listening in social media is claimed to 
require guidelines, processes, technology, and resources to manage  (Macnamara, 
2018), but how to strategically manage communication in this multivocal digital 
environment with often limited organizational skills and resources calls for 
further research.  

This dissertation elucidates the evolution of organizational social media 
listening practices and proposes a listening and voicing architecture as a model 
for communication management. 

1.2 Theoretical context 

This dissertation contributes to the field of organizational listening in corporate 
communication and is built on the definition and earlier work of Macnamara 
(2010, 2016, 2024). This work concentrates on organizational listening in social 
media within the framework of public sphere and strategic communications 
management and focuses on communication (i.e., speaking and listening with 
external stakeholders). Macnamara (2016) conducted a broad study on listening 
theories, therefore this dissertation excludes the listening theory review.   

Social media is situated within the framework of the public sphere. 
Habermas (1989) defined the public sphere as a domain where public opinion is 
shaped—a space where citizens engage in debates about government policies 
that are distinct from state and economic interests. Later (2022), he claimed that 
social media entities cannot be regarded as part of the public sphere and the 
central public sphere role should be given back to print media. On the other hand, 
researchers have identified social media as playing an important social role by 
fostering dialogue between citizens and the government (Yi et al., 2013) and 
contributing to agenda setting (Conway et al., 2015). This study takes a positive 
approach to social media as a channel that needs to be well managed to get the 
best out of it, thus relying more on the positive findings of earlier research.  

 

https://academic.oup.com/ct/article/33/2-3/153/7223415
https://academic.oup.com/ct/article/33/2-3/153/7223415
https://academic.oup.com/ct/article/33/2-3/153/7223415
https://academic.oup.com/ct/article/33/2-3/153/7223415
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This dissertation can also be linked to strategic communication management and 
the concept of internal and external alignment (Volk & Zerfass, 2018). Strategic 
communication, as defined by Cornelissen (2017), is characterized as being 
objective-driven and aligned with strategic targets. Strategic communication, as 
described by Cornelissen (2017, p. 487), “encompasses critical communications 
necessary for an entity’s survival and prosperity.” It involves purposeful 
communication aimed at engaging in strategically significant dialogues, 
including those with citizens (Zerfass et al., 2018), contributing to “closing the 
gaps between citizens and public organizations” (Canel & Luoma-aho, 2019).  
According to Volk & Zerfass (2018), the primary alignment in strategic 
communication is that of communication strategy with corporate strategy. 
Communications activities are aligned secondarily according to communications 
strategy. But listening is not included in their definition. 

Organizational listening online is defined to comprise organizational 
structure and processes, culture, and policies and claimed that it requires even 
resources that are trained as well as technologies and practices for the 
management of listening. Professional listening means recognition, 
acknowledgment, interpretation, consideration, understanding, and response to 
the citizens or other stakeholders (Macnamara, 2016, p. 52). This dissertation 
builds on Macnamara’s concept of organizational listening architecture, with a 
focus on social media.  
 
 

 
 

Figure 1.  Theoretical context of the dissertation. 
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1.3  Research objectives and questions 

The purpose of this dissertation is to shed further light on the strategic 
management of organizational listening on social media to external stakeholders 
in private and public organizations. It also shows how different factors help or 
hinder effective listening and speaking processes in today’s multi-sphere digital 
communications environment. This dissertation draws upon established theories, 
existing models, and practical examples, elevating them to a new conceptual and 
strategic architecture for understanding listening within diverse organizations. 
 The first assumption in this study is that most organizations are present today 
on social media due the rapid growth in its use, but still use it more for sharing 
information than actively listening. Second, lifting social media communication 
from an operational one-way speaking function to a strategic level speaking and 
listening supports organizations’ external alignment in the multi-voice public 
sphere. as organizations need to strategically manage their communication 
online, following the idea of listening architecture by Macnamara (2016).  

Combining organizational listening with strategic communication 
management and the role of spokespersons and architecture, the research 
question of this dissertation is as follows:  

 
Why and how do organizations build and develop their listening strategies on 
social media? 

 
This dissertation aims to clarify how organizations should develop and 
strategically manage the social media listening function to best support their 
strategic alignment and proposes a listening and voicing architecture as a tool for 
strategic communication management. 

1.4  Scope and structure of the dissertation  

This thesis is divided into two parts: the first part introduces the study’s 
theoretical framework, methodology, results, and contributions, and the second 
part includes four original articles reporting sub-studies. 

The literature review in Chapter 2 introduces the theoretical frameworks of 
public sphere, organizational listening and listening architecture. Previous 
studies in this field are reviewed, as well as studies in the field of strategic 
communication management.  

Chapter 3 concentrates on the methodology used, introducing the research 
paradigm pragmatism and explaining the methodological choices of the sub-
studies discussing their generalizability, reliability, and validation. Chapter 4 
presents the sub-studies’ theoretical views, results, and theoretical and 
managerial contributions. Chapter 5 concentrates on the conclusions and 
contributions of the thesis, concluding the first part of the thesis. Chapter 5 also 
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critically examines the quality of the research and the trustworthiness of the 
measures used and the results obtained. 

The second part of the thesis comprises the sub-studies, the original articles 
on which the research is based. 
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2 LITERATURE REVIEW 

This section introduces the key theories/concepts related to this study. This 
chapter first reviews the concept of public sphere as the wider framework of the 
study, as well as research on organizational listening and listening architecture 
in social media, and then the second part defines and discusses strategic 
communication management from an organizational viewpoint. No AI was used 
in this dissertation. 

2.1 Public sphere  

Habermas (1989) defined the concept of the public sphere as a domain for public 
communication and debate. His concept did not include the term listening; for 
him, it was more about creating a forum for disseminating information in 
democratic society, offering a possibility for the public to debate. The role of the 
media was to consolidate the different views and act as gatekeepers. Still, debate 
is usually defined as a structured contest, with speaking about and listening to 
arguments about an issue with two sides—one supporting, one opposing. In 
Habermas’ concept, the media gather different views and filters them to the 
government. Fuchs (2014) criticizes Habermas’ original definition of the public 
sphere and would like to see social media and the internet become a public 
service and commons-based media, a mediating layer between the government 
and citizens. Fuchs claims that social media may not be social at all, and that the 
channels that are called social media are marketing channels—not at all social. 
He would like to see social media ownership move from “corporate and state 
control and turn them into truly social media and a public sphere” (2014, p. 97).  

These definitions in the time of social media seem a bit outdated, as the role 
of media has rapidly changed and social media offers citizens a channel, a direct 
way to contact decision-makers. Even presidents use the opportunity widely—
and sometimes wildly. This transformation upgrades the user role, as criticized 
by Habermas (2022). In his view, the media system is important to the political 
public sphere, an infrastructure in which competing public opinions are filtered 
by professional journalists, or gatekeepers. The rapid and massive growth in the 
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use of social media has rapidly decreased the role of traditional media, making 
social media channel owners rich and thus fostering advancement toward 
“commodification of lifeworld contexts” (Habermas, 2022).  

At the same time, traditional media outlets are struggling to defend their 
old positions. Public sphere phantomization creates difficulties for traditional 
media, ruining their economics and changing the way media works today (Jarren 
& Fischer, 2021). Suddenly, their former audience has developed from readers to 
authors, increasing the complexity of public communication and fragmenting the 
public sphere into “homosocial filter bubbles and echo chambers” (Seeliger & 
Sevignani, 2022, 11). Habermas (2022) claimed that social media users who act as 
authors destabilize the public sphere, as they can get many followers and likes. 
He saw those influencers as disturbers; they lack professional filtering, and he 
claimed that because of them, the political public sphere may no longer be “an 
inclusive space for discourse and generalization of interests.” Johannessen et al. 
(2016) found that the user role from reader to author tends to increase the number 
of concerns presented in the public discussion and thus increases the complexity 
of public communication.  

Seeliger and Sevignani (2022) claimed that the expansion of digital public 
spheres results in the emergence of multiple public spheres and a decrease in 
reach for individual media or communicators. This phenomenon supports a 
tendency toward populism with “a specific flow of communication streams and 
interplay of publics after the erosion of mass media gatekeepers” (Seeliger & 
Sevignani, 2022, pp. 11–12). This criticism offers a crucial perspective from the 
organizational standpoint, addressing the challenge of getting one’s voice heard, 
building trust, and fostering engagement in a landscape where the influence of 
traditional media has diminished, and the public sphere is split into multiple 
social media discussion bubbles. There is no longer a single channel to reach the 
audience effectively.  

Still, journalists today seem to have learned to use social media channels as 
a source of information, they are present on the channels, follow the discussion, 
i.e. listen, and can filter the data to pick up news as well as use has their own 
social media accounts to spread them. So, is social media just another way to 
listen to citizen opinions and filter those to media?  

2.2 Strategic communication management 

The practice of organizational communications has undergone a radical change 
during the past two decades due to digitalization. Today, organizations operate 
in a multi-sphere digital environment, where individuals want to engage with 
organizations and their representatives, and anyone can be a media, creating 
their own virtual “bubbles” in the digital world. This brings both opportunities 
and challenges to organizations in managing the multiple voices of the 
organization in several virtual discussions (Christensen & Cornelissen, 2011).  To 
manage reputation and trust among stakeholders, listening is essential, a 
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strategic element for modern organizations. This dissertation shows that 
organizations often fail to listen due to proper strategic management of listening 
(Erkkilä & Luoma-aho, 2023a, 2023b).  

Organizational listening is a process through which the organization 
contributes to the strategic targets set for its operation. Therefore, it is important 
to review research in the field of strategic communication management as well. 
Strategic communication management was defined in the 1980s as  

a continuous process of thinking through the current mission of the organization, 
thinking through the current environmental conditions, and then combining these el-
ements by setting forth a guide for tomorrow’s decisions and results. (Greene et al., 
1985, p. 536)  

Organizational communication involves actively promoting the organization’s 
mission (Hallahan et al., 2007, p. 4), with the goal of aligning communication 
activities and subdisciplines in the service of the organization (Frandsen & 
Johansen, 2015). Traditionally, the communication function with the top 
management of the organization was the only one responsible for 
communication acting as “gatekeepers” (Elsbach, 2003), being responsible for 
media relations, giving statements, and influencing public opinion through issue 
management (Troester, 1991). Earlier research also emphasizes the CEO’s role as 
an organizational spokesperson (Zerfass et al., 2016), being “the face” of the 
organization and acting as the highest-level corporate spokesperson (Berger & 
Park, 2003; Zerfass et al., 2016).  

According to the latest definition, strategic communication management 
oversees an organization’s strategically significant communication. The process 
involves many employees and deals with communication activities and 
resources that are important to an organization (Zerfass et al., 2018).  Later 
strategic communication literature highlights the role of internal alignment in 
coordinating communications from different sources to achieve the desired 
results (Vercic & Zerfass, 2016). External alignment has been defined in strategy 
and management literature as” harmony of the organization (vision, goals, and 
tactics) with its external environment” (Volk and Zerfass, 2018).  

In their studies of strategic communication alignment, Volk & Zerfass (2018) 
found that primary alignment means aligning communication strategy with 
corporate strategy. Secondary alignment aligns communications activities 
according to the communications strategy. Thus, their definition excludes the 
world outside the organization, and alignment is only internal, even though they 
refer in their article to a wider definition from the business and strategy literature 
(p. 444). They also propose further research on how communication practitioners 
orchestrate and integrate all communications in the multi-voice environment. 

Being forced and pushed by the changes in the operating environment (i.e., 
digitalization and rapid growth in the use of social media), it seems that strategic 
communication management in an organization has moved from a very strong 
internal alignment toward a combination of internal and external alignments (the 
definition according to the business and strategy literature), or management of 
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resources and activities that are considered key success factors supporting the 
strategic targets of the organization.  

Organizational listening develops stakeholder trust and engagement 
(Bannister & Connolly, 2014), especially in the social media environment (Stewart 
& Arnold, 2018). Technologies are often used for listening, but they do not 
provide any analyzed results for company management, so they are not used 
effectively (Macnamara, 2016).  

Strategic decisions of an organization include whether to listen, to which 
channels, to whom, the expected results, and with whom they should be shared 
(Macnamara, 2016). Macnamara (2016) identified the elements of organizational 
listening architecture as using knowledge strategically in developing operations 
and offerings, but he also called for more research on organizational listening 
strategies and models, as these are not a widely studied areas. 

Social media management must generate information from different business areas to 
be used in social media and needs to feed and spread information extracted from social 
media back into the relevant organizational business units. This process can be de-
scribed as the dialogic integration function of social media management. (Ruehl & In-
genhoff, 2015, p. 297) 

This dissertation explores how the concept of strategic alignment in 
communication management, as proposed by Volk and Zerfass (2018), can be 
applied to the management of organizations’ social media, encompassing both 
talking and listening aspects. It draws from the definition of organizational 
listening architecture and the key elements of listening outlined by Macnamara 
(2010, 2016).  

2.3 Organizational listening 

Listening has been widely studied. Glenn (1989) identified 50 definitions of 
listening. Numerous theories delve into the multifaceted realm of listening, 
covering aspects such as interpersonal listening, role identification, key 
components, and the significance of listening. Additionally, there has been an 
exploration into the ethical dimensions of listening and the development 
of listening competency (e.g., Bentley, 2010; Bodie, 2011; Bodie & Crick, 2014; 
Burnside-Lawry, 2011; Glenn, 1989; Lipari, 2009, 2015; Purdy, 2000).  

Concerning organizational listening, Flynn et al. found in 2008 that little 
empirical research had been conducted on listening in the workplace or listening 
as a success factor in business. They claimed, however, that effective listening in 
an organization requires an organizational culture in which listening is regarded 
as an important value, and that it also requires an infrastructure of listening. A 
later definition was that organizational listening encompasses both the context in 
which listening takes place and employees’ listening abilities. It is shaped by the 
organization itself and impacts the overall organizational image (Burnside-
Lawry, 2011; Flynn et al., 2008). 
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Early studies of organizational listening between 1980 and 2000 were 
related to the role of organizational listening in face-to-face communications in 
customer service, employee communication, and training, for instance (e.g., 
Brownell, 1994; Helms & Haynes, 1992; Wolvin & Coakley, 1991). In the 
subsequent decades from 2000 to the 2010s, research continued to explore similar 
topics, with reasons for listening including aspects such as the quality of 
management, employee motivation, and stakeholder service (e.g., Alvesson & 
Sveningsson, 2003; Russell & Stone, 2002).  

Katz and Te’eni (2007) identified that the rapidly expanding computer-
mediated communication brought challenges in addition to opportunities, 
mentioning higher risks of misunderstandings and the overload of information. 
Crawford (2009) mentioned listening as posting comments, liking, following, 
tagging, bookmarking, retweeting, or even lurking, noticing that these practices 
require technical knowledge and recommended further research. But is it real 
listening? Numerous researchers have raised concerns about the lack of emphasis 
on listening within organizations (Coleman, 2013; Couldry, 2010; Dobson, 2014; 
Dreher, 2009; Macnamara, 2016). It was identified that listening was missing, but 
it was a conclusion without further studies. Macnamara (2016) requested further 
research on topics related to listening: how do organizations listen in practice, do 
they have strategies for listening, and who orchestrates the whole process and 
presence in social media?  

2.4 Social media and organizational listening  

Social media is built on the idea of user-generated content (Kaplan & Haenlein, 
2010) and provides arenas for information sharing and interaction between 
organizations and their stakeholders (Watkins, 2017). During the past 15 years, 
the popularity of social media has grown remarkably, and even the research 
around the channel: research has mainly focused on what to achieve from the 
talking and the number of articles/studies is not thousands but rather hundreds, 
and research on social media and on organizational listening has increased 
slowly.  

During the initial stages of social media adoption, most organizations 
refrained from active engagement in these channels. This reluctance stemmed 
from the difficulties they faced in pinpointing relevant discussion topics, crafting 
timely responses, and maintaining swift interactions (e.g., Brandel, 2010; 
Macnamara, 2020). The fast speed of social media forced organizations to react 
quickly to many questions and comments (Brandel, 2010), which they found 
demanding, especially if they had resources only to disseminate information one 
way (Mergel, 2013). Therefore, scholars proposed that organizations would need 
to provide stakeholders with opportunities to engage in both positive and 
negative ways (Avidar et al., 2015; Callison & Seltzer, 2010; Seltzer & Mitrook, 
2007), as developing relationships through communication and interaction with 
stakeholders is a key objective of strategic communication (Zerfass et al., 2018), 
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and lack of attentive listening or inadequate listening can lead to adverse 
outcomes for both organizations and their stakeholders (Burnside-Lawry, 2011; 
Yaxley, 2012).  

Macnamara (2010, 2016) claimed that organizations spend their resources 
on talking rather than listening and listed key elements for organizations to 
organize effective large-scale online listening (Figure 2): background reading on 
the topics for the discussion moderators, a moderation function to manage 
comments, acknowledgment function that may be auto-generated, a 
categorization function to group information and comments, editors’ summaries 
to update latecomers to the conversation, collection of comments in a database, 
and an interface with decision-makers so that the majority of voices can lead to 
change/action (2016, p. 282). 

 

 
 

Figure 2.  An “architecture of listening” for wide public consultation and communica-
tion from the organization’s management perspective (Macnamara, 
2010,2016). 

Later, “social listening” was defined as “an active process of attending to, and 
observing, interpreting and responding to a variety of stimuli through and 
mediated, electronic and social channels” (Stewart & Arnold, 2018, pp. 12–13). 
Organizational listening online “comprises the culture, policies, structure, 
processes, resources, skills, technologies, and practices applied by an 
organization to give recognition, acknowledgement, attention, interpretation, 
understanding, consideration and response to its stakeholders and publics” 
(Macnamara, 2016, p. 52). 

Organizational listening on social media has a positive impact. It supports 
organizations in their strategic targets of relationship development and 
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engagement, builds the trust and legitimization of the organization, and supports 
reputation and risk management efforts (e.g., Navarro et al., 2018; Taiminen et 
al., 2015; Yaxley, 2012). Listening organizations are regarded as more authentic 
(e.g., Kang 2014; Men & Tsai, 2015), and organizational listening architecture 
provides a concrete framework and forum for public organizations to listen to, 
enhance awareness of different stakeholders, and develop engagement in the 
context of civic discourse (Capizzo & Feinman, 2022; Heath & Ihlen, 2018; 
Macnamara, 2020). The new negative phenomenon of increasing trends of 
mis/disinformation and AI generated fake photos and videos have got a lot of 
attention recently and increases the pressure for organizations to be aware and 
actively defend their reputation, keep sharing the facts and correct false news. 
 Results confirm that increasing citizen trust and engagement is crucial for 
public organizations (Bannister & Connolly, 2014; Burnside-Lawry, 2012; Mergel, 2013; 
Mergel & Desouza, 2013), but they tend to prioritize speaking over listening on social 
media, as evidenced in studies by Kent and Lane (2017), Macnamara (2016), and Watkins 
(2017). The challenge lies in deficient listening practices attributed to organizations’ in-
adequate social media strategies and underdeveloped architecture. This includes unclear 
objectives and a lack of effective methods for assessing digital presence, as highlighted 
by Barnes and Jacobsen (2014, p. 147). 

2.5 Organizations’ spokespersons as speakers and listeners on 
social media 

In the modern, digital multi-sphere, multi-voice environment, effectively 
communicating, building trust, and fostering engagement pose significant 
challenges. The communications department usually carries the responsibility 
for the management of social media-related communication (Valentini & 
Kruckeberg, 2012), which means talking, elaborating, offering advice, and 
listening online (Maben & Gearhardt, 2018). Due to the multiple forums and 
discussions in social media, spokespersons’ ability to communicate and interact 
independently, as well as communications departments’ work in social media 
management, has become a critical area for strategic communication 
management. This development has a big impact on strategic communication 
management, but there is a gap in the literature on how to best manage strategic 
communications in today’s digital world.  

An organizational spokesperson is an individual who provides the 
organization with a voice within a community, as defined by Troester (1991, p. 
528). This role involves conveying and explaining symbolic actions to 
organizational audiences. Spokespersons can be anyone perceived by an 
audience member as representing the organization (Elsbach, 2003). In this 
capacity, the spokesperson actively initiates, maintains, and cultivates 
relationships with stakeholders, as highlighted by Madsen and Verhoeven (2019, 
p. 154). 
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Organizational spokespersons have traditionally been named top 
management representatives or public relations practitioners (e.g., Elsbach, 2003; 
Pressgrove et al., 2022), and the CEO’s role as an organizational spokesperson 
has been central. Modern corporate communications may not have the CEO 
acting as the only spokesperson any longer, but communications may have 
become a shared responsibility with many different actors and multiple voices 
(Christensen & Cornelissen, 2011). 

On social media channels, any CEO or employee from any position or 
function can communicate with a vast number of stakeholders outside the 
organization (Miles & Mangold, 2014), and the role of employees has therefore 
been identified as a key strategic factor for corporate reputation (Kim & Rhee, 
2011, p. 243). The power of voice in today’s digital media environment is not 
related to the title of the person but his/her visibility/audience online. To 
maximize the organization’s power of voice online, employees may be invited to 
act as brand ambassadors, i.e., sharing news and other organizational content in 
their private social media channels, and when doing that, they interact with the 
company’s stakeholders and can be regarded as brand builders and reputation 
managers (Kim & Rhee, 2011).  

Using social media as a strategic communication platform has changed 
organizational voice mechanisms (Riemer et al., 2015). Verhoeven and Madsen 
(2022) suggest that “digital spokespersons” communication with external 
stakeholders could be characterized by different roles. The first four roles 
describe an ambassador of the organization—the embroider, promotor, defender, 
and relationship builder—where employees act as spokespersons/voices of their 
organization. The other roles—scout, sense maker, innovator, and critic—
describe employees’ roles in organizational listening. So, in addition to speaking, 
the named “digital spokespersons” could also listen online and support this way 
the strategic alignment, reporting back to the organization of the things they 
identify. As employees have become an important strategic asset for 
organizations, the concept of micro-boundary spanning was introduced (Kim & 
Rhee, 2011) to describe the communication of any employee in an organization 
and its strategic public.  
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3 METHODOLOGY AND EMPIRICAL EVIDENCE 

 

In the initial section of this chapter, the research paradigm of pragmatism is 
introduced. Subsequently, the chapter delves into the explanation of the data 
collection methods and the analysis conducted for sub-studies. 

3.1 Research paradigm: Pragmatism  

Research paradigms help and guide researchers in looking for specific features 
in their research and then studying them (Morgan, 2007). Paradigm determines 
methodological decisions and guides the choice of competing methods of 
theories (Sayer, 1992). Methodology refers to the process of devising a strategic 
plan or design, including the selection of methods, to attain the desired research 
objectives (Byrne, 2016). 

The primary objective of this dissertation is to contribute new insights into 
the factors that facilitate or impede listening on social media and how 
organizations can organize their social listening. The focus is on understanding 
the role of listening in strategic communication management, and its external 
alignment. The examination of this phenomenon is approached from an 
organizational management perspective.  

With my decades-long professional experience in leading corporate 
communications, my approach in this dissertation was strongly focused on 
showing in practice how organizations can develop and benefit from social 
listening. Despite one’s working experience, it is crucial to maintain scientific 
objectivity and ensure that perspectives, including personal interests, do not 
unduly influence the. Reiss and Sprenger (2017) claim that while achieving 
complete “unbiased science may be impossible,” researchers have methods at 
their disposal to safeguard their reasoning against undesirable forms of bias.  
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Pragmatism is a philosophy of science that emphasizes the practical nature 
of knowledge. It is a school of philosophy that was developed by Charles Sanders 
Peirce (1839–1914) and later followed by William James and John Dewey. In 
recent years, pragmatism has gained popularity among management and 
organizational researchers (e.g., Kelemen et al., 2019). It has been defined as “a 
doctrine holding that truth and value can only be determined by practical 
application and consequences” (O’Leary, 2007, p. 220) and contains a wide range 
of orientations, united by an emphasis on action and a practical orientation in 
research, problem solving, and knowledge production. Simpson (2009) claimed 
that the social meanings shaping our thoughts are continuously constructed and 
re-constructed. Case studies, originated in the 1800s by Frederic Le Play, are used 
when the researcher wants to observe behavior and understand a phenomenon 
better. Interviews, observations, and historical documentation are used to gather 
data. A pragmatic approach supports when a researcher has a need to conduct 
research that is time-bounded, engages with theories or frameworks, and 
supports application in practice. The pragmatic approach to analysis borrows 
from and combines established qualitative approaches using typically an existing 
framework with explicit research and practice change goals (Ramanadhan et al., 
2021). 

This dissertation is epistemologically situated close to pragmatism, even if 
pragmatism often has a mixed-methods approach with a combination of 
qualitative and quantitative methods, and this study uses only qualitative 
methods. The contribution of this dissertation is very pragmatic. The first two 
sub-studies concentrate more on giving a holistic picture of a phenomenon and 
how social media is used by organizations, and the latter two build on the first 
ones, providing even more pragmatic and concrete information and ideas that 
are useful in action.  

3.2 Research design: Qualitative research methods 

The research question of this dissertation is, why and how do organizations build 
and develop their listening strategies on social media? As the aim is to clarify 
how organizations develop and strategically manage the social media listening 
function, qualitative research is the chosen approach in the sub-studies. 
Qualitative research is carried out when the phenomenon under exploration is 
less known and the researcher wants to learn more from individuals’ actions. The 
explorative purpose of this dissertation is thus addressed using a qualitative 
research method. 

In qualitative research, the number of units selected is not very large, and 
they are studied, so the quality of the data is important. Qualitative analysis is 
characterized by inductive reasoning, which seeks to generalize and make 
inferences based on what emerges from the data (Eskola & Suoranta, 1998). A 
difference between qualitative and quantitative research is that in qualitative 
research, the research question may change during the study, and in quantitative 
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research, the research problem is formulated precisely prior to the study 
(Hirsjärvi et al., 1997).  

The sub-studies of this dissertation have all used qualitative methods, with 
the aim of exploring the phenomenon to better understand the practices around 
organizational listening in social media (Denscombe, 2008).  

In the sub-studies, the data were gathered in real-life situations to clarify 
how organizations and their stakeholders, people, act in different situations. 
Concerning meanings investigated, the semi-structured in-depth interviews 
were conducted in two sub-studies during the pandemic (material used in 
Articles 2 and 3), and in those interviews, emotions, stress, and attitudes could 
have influenced the language used. In addition, the interviewee’s role within the 
organization and the audience context (such as in group interviews) might also 
have an impact on linguistic expressions.  
 



TABLE 1  Overview of the dissertation sub-studies’ main methodology, data collection, and analyses 

Article Research question Object of the 
study  

Data collection method Data collection period Analysis method 

I How organizational 
listening and 
presence in social 
media developed in 
17 European airlines 
over a period of one 
year  

Maturity of 
social 
listening 

Following development 
activities in 34 social media 
accounts (FB, Twitter) of 17 
European airlines – data 
collected in two phases, first by 
a group of students at the 
university and second time by 
the first author ( who even 
double checked the first data in 
2017). 

January 2016 and March 
2017  

Conceptual, as the data 
collection was exploratory,  
based on grounded theory. 

II What are the 
triggers for 
organizations to 
start 
listening/engaging 
their stakeholders in 
social media? 

Customer 
engagement 
by listening 

Identifying/listing 
trends/development of content 
in social media 34 social media 
accounts FB, Twitter, of 17 
European airlines  
and 
14 recorded semi-structured 
interviews with communication 
professionals from selected 
public organizations 

Airlines’ social media 
posts: 
Period 1: January 2016 
Period 2: March 2017  

Interviews: winter 2020–
2021 for public 
organizations 

The data were thematically 
categorized following the 
contextual framework of 
the article – shown as 
illustrative examples 

III What kind of social 
media/listening 
strategies do the key 
public organizations 
in Finland have 
during COVID-19?  

Organizationa
l listening
strategies and
strategic
alignment

14 recorded in-depth semi-
structured interviews with 
communication professionals 
and desktop  
Study of four strategy and 
policy documents related to 
their communications 

Between November 2020 
and March 2021 

Thematic analysis of both 
interview data and strategy 
and policy documents. Re-
coding as per new topics 
identified 



Article Research question Object of the 
study  

Data collection method Data collection period Analysis method 

strategies/policies available on 
their websites 

IV How do you 
strategically 
manage your 
spokespersons/com
municative 
organization in 
social media? 

Spokesperson 
architecture 

Primary: 10 recorded semi-
structured interviews with 
communication and human 
resource managers  

Interviews: between April 
2019 and June 2020  

Case study/in-depth and 
qualitative content analysis 



 
 

31 
 

In the first sub-study reported in Article 1, a group of students from the Jyväskylä 
University collected trends of social media usage by 17 European airlines in 
January 2016. I repeated the same data gathering a year later, in March 2017, 
while also revisiting the previous checkpoint in January 2016 to re-evaluate the 
earlier data collection needed for the article. Employing ideas of grounded theory, 
I identified themes/trends from the data collected, across three combined 
datasets (publicly accessible company policies on their websites, findings from a 
2016 examination of their Facebook and Twitter accounts, and outcomes from a 
2017 review of the same). Themes were conceptually categorized and coded 
depending on their activity level on social media. This approach examines the 
phenomenon from an external perspective, considering stakeholders’ 
perspectives without knowledge of the reasons, motives, or demands on the 
airlines’ side. However, it reveals the rapid development in the implementation 
of social media as a listening channel.  

The second article utilized the data collected from sub-studies one and three, 
involving the analysis of the social media presence of 17 European airlines in 
2016/2017. It also incorporated the analysis of 14 transcripts from interviews 
with 14 communication professionals representing eight Finnish public 
organizations. The aim was to identify reasons for rapid developments, triggers 
for change, and effective engagement strategies. Thematic coding was applied to 
the data based on two frameworks: one related to the maturity of listening and 
the other modified from the model of “customer engagement on social media” 
(de Oliveira Santini et al., 2020). 

In the third sub-study, reported in Article 3, semi-structured interviews 
were conducted with 14 communicators representing eight leading Finnish 
government and public sector organizations responsible for COVID-19 
communications. Interviewees were selected using purposeful sampling (Patton, 
2002) and represented communication professionals from key public 
organizations with the most relevance during the pandemic. These individuals 
were responsible for Finland’s governmental pandemic strategy and citizens’ 
health and well-being. The semi-structured in-depth interviews were conducted 
via Teams, lasted 45–70 minutes, and took place between November 2020 and 
March 2021.  

The transcriptions were thematically analyzed, listing words and 
expressions to identify similarities using NVivo software. The results were 
compared interview by interview, followed by a comprehensive reading and 
evaluation to identify any new themes. Desk research was performed on 
strategies and policies available on websites (they mostly referred to common 
governmental office guidelines), and they were examined, condensed, and 
studied following thematic content analysis guidelines. The results were 
grouped according to the themes and even submitted to the interviewees for 
respondent validation.  

The fourth sub-study, reported in Article 4, employed a case-study design 
with an in-depth and context-sensitive interpretive analysis (Welch et al., 2011; 
Yin, 2018) to examine spokesperson strategies and organizational voicing 
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architectures. The empirical material, obtained through purposeful sampling 
(Patton, 2002), included recorded semi-structured interviews (45–120 minutes) 
with 10 communication and human resource managers. The interviews were 
conducted between April 2019 and June 2020, and the interviews were recorded 
and transcribed. In addition to the interview data, we reviewed publicly 
accessible company social media policies available on the companies’ websites (2) 
and social media platforms (2).   

The transcripts were read and open-coded using Atlas.ti software. 
Similarities and interrelations between the open codes were examined, aiming at 
identifying patterns and conceptual categories in the data. Thereafter, we 
identified organized structures for managing the spokespersons, went back to 
communication management literature, and compared the findings with earlier 
research (Macnamara, 2010).  
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In this section, we provide succinct summaries of the attached research articles 
and explore the primary findings concerning the research question: How and 
why do organizations build and develop their listening strategies on social 
media? 

The first study examines the progression organizations undergo in 
developing their maturity in social media listening. The second study sheds 
further light on the reasons and triggers behind organizations making sudden 
leaps or facing limitations in social media listening. The third study provides an 
illustrative case of a sudden leap in listening, outlining the strategy development 
and emphasizing the necessity to manage and balance both talking and listening 
on social media. The fourth study builds upon earlier findings, merging them 
with the concept of a communicative organization, and proposes an architecture 
for voicing and listening in strategic communication management.  

4.1 Article one: Understanding the different phases of maturity 
in organizational listening in social media 

Being or becoming active in social listening is a strategic choice of the 
organization. These conceptual examples shows how organizational listening 
and presence in social media developed in 17 European airlines over a period of 
one year.  

The empirical contribution of this study to earlier research is a model that 
elucidates distinct levels in the maturity of presence in social media and the 
corresponding level of dialogue, proposing ways to move forward.  

 
 
 
 

4 FINDINGS AND SUMMARIES OF THE ARTICLES 
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TABLE 2.  Development of an organization’s social listening maturity 

 
 No presence  Passive 

presence  
Active one-way 
communication 

Active listening 
and dialogue 

Activity in social 
media 

No accounts 
nor presence 

Accounts in 
social 
media, no 
regular 
content 
posting nor 
replying 

Account(s) in 
social media, 
content 
marketing-type 
one-way 
communication, 
occasional 
replies 

Different roles for 
different 
channels, e.g., 
Twitter for 
customer service. 
Participation in 
discussions even 
outside own 
channels, 
replying to 
comments and 
questions in own 
channels 

Level of 
listening/dialogue 

No dialogue No replies 
to 
stakeholder 
questions or 
comments 

Occasional 
replies to 
stakeholders, 
forwarding 
them by 
telephone or 
email  

Social media 
account for 
customer service, 
strengthening 
brand 

Channels of 
listening/dialogue 

No accounts Facebook 
most 
popular 

Facebook and 
Instagram one-
way 

Twitter/Facebook 
for customer 
service, 
Instagram for 
marketing 

 
 
 
 

Concerning the wide literature review, it showed that listening in organizations 
has been studied in terms of interaction (e.g., Bodie & Crick, 2014), ethics (e.g., 
Bodie, 2011; Dreher, 2010; Lipari, 2015), and listening competencies (Burnside-
Lawry, 2011, 2012; Wolvin & Coakley, 1996), but research on stakeholder 
listening in digital media has only become active in the last decade (e.g., Maben 
& Gearhart, 2018; Macnamara, 2018). Organizations have been hesitant to engage 
in dialogue when they have no strategy for social media, the idea of customer 
engagement through listening is unclear (Bortree & Seltzer, 2009; Chiang et al., 
2020), and the extreme overload of information and rapid pace in the virtual 
discussions make it challenging to join the debates (e.g., Kent & Lane, 2017; 
Theunissen & Wan Noordin, 2012). Earlier scholars proposed that specific 
characteristics, processes, or behavioral patterns of listening should be defined 
by future research, and the aim should guide how listening models are 
conceptualized and taken subsequently (Worthington & Bodie, 2017).  
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Second, the social media channels of the 17 European airlines were studied. 
The data collection was conducted in two phases: in the first phase, the first batch 
of the data was collected by a group of communication master’s students at the 
University of Jyväskylä as part of their coursework in January 2016. They 
examined 17 major European airlines and listed their social media accounts 
(Twitter and FB) and activity related to customer inquiries. The next phase took 
place a year later, in March 2017, when the first author reviewed the same 
companies and posts on their social media accounts (Twitter and Facebook) from 
January 2016 to March 2017, employing ideas of grounded theory. In this 
example, the focus was not on how the airline organizes its listening practices but 
rather on how the dialogue appears from a customer perspective. And following 
The data was analyzed from the following angles: 

1. Whether the company has active social media channels or not. 
2. Whether the pages are passive or if there is content production, responses 

to questions, or dialogue. 
3. How quickly the company promises to respond. 
4. Whether certain channels are designated as customer service channels. 

Based on this, the maturity of the airline’s listening practices was evalu-
ated." 

The presented data collection and analysis indicated that the transformation from 
a passive or one-way marketer to a mature social listener and participant in 
dialogue happened successfully in European airlines only within one year, 2016–
2017. In early 2016, only two companies out of 17 had 24/7 service on social 
media or home page. One year later, 16 out of 17 companies established a 
customer service channel on Twitter. 

This article showed ways forward to engaging in dialogue by using the 
example of the development of social listening in 17 European airlines. These 
organizations demonstrated their rapidly developed listening skills when they 
moved from a non-existing presence in social media to appropriately responding 
to questions and providing customer advice on their own channels.  

4.2 Article two: Identifying the triggers for organizational 
listening in social media 

The popularity of social media is undeniable, and the absence of a presence in 
these channels does not imply that discussions about your organization are 
nonexistent. Emerging information channels rapidly become inundated not only 
with factual content but also with spam and disinformation. The objective of this 
article was to illustrate reasons and examples of sudden development—leaps and 
bounds—of organizations adopting organizational listening on social media 
mainly due to the pressure from stakeholders.  
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The empirical contribution of this article supported the findings of earlier 
research on the lack of listening and proposed as a new feature that a push from 
stakeholders online or a crisis may cause a rapid leap of development in 
organizations’ communication, from speaking to even listening in social media. 
The theoretical contribution of this article argued for incorporating 
organizational listening as a strategic function into a model of integrated 
marketing and communications and/or strategic public communication, 

This article was built on the finding of the maturity of social listening 
(Article 1) and earlier studies (e.g., Kent & Lane, 2017; Macnamara, 2016; Watkins, 
2017) claiming that organizations are present in social media with a lack of 
listening and that there is a crisis of voice in contemporary societies (Couldry, 
2010). Social media facilitates the establishment and cultivation of relationships 
between organizations and their stakeholders (Allagui & Breslow, 2016). 
Furthermore, stakeholder engagement holds significant importance for 
organizational success (de Oliveira Santini et al., 2020). Technologies as such do 
not create dialogue or listening, but the organization needs to decide to whom, 
where, and when to listen (Macnamara, 2016). Thus, instead of just talking, 
organizations should be listening—what makes them move from only talking to 
even listening and engaging their stakeholders? The rapid leap of listening was 
illustrated by two examples in this article, the first one from the late 2010s, when 
17 European airlines customers started demanding answers and contacting 
companies through social media, and the second one from the time of the 
COVID-19 pandemic, when key public organizations responsible for COVID-19 
management in Finland were suddenly forced to start responding to citizens’ 
urgent concerns via social media.  

The first example showed how the organizational listening of 17 European 
airlines developed in social media over a one-year period. Back in January 2016, 
airlines primarily used social media for outbound communication, while any 
stakeholder inquiries were redirected to a dedicated customer service 
department. The maturity of their organizational listening in social media was 
passive. In the span of just one year, the surge in social media’s popularity 
became unmistakably apparent. Most airlines implemented a social media 
strategy and a digital 24/7 customer service on Twitter.  

The subsequent instance pertained to the current and persistent COVID-19 
pandemic and the urgent need for key public sector organizations in Finland to 
start responding to citizen questions in their social media channels in the winter 
of 2020–2021. The information was gathered during initial interviews with 14 
communication professionals from prominent Finnish public organizations 
tasked with COVID-19 communications. Every organization had strategic aims 
to develop stakeholder relations or to manage reputation with interaction in 
social media, but they still focused on speaking. Amid the pandemic’s impact, 
the influx of inquiries and social media followers surged significantly, prompting 
organizations to bolster their social media teams for more effective interaction 
management. 
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In response to the pandemic, public organizations swiftly adjusted their 
social media strategies by emphasizing active online listening and promoting 
valuable, accurate content. This case underscores the importance of enhancing 
listening frameworks and procedures to bolster stakeholder trust and satisfaction, 
as publicly available analysis conducted during the pandemic confirms that the 
citizens were rather pleased with the communication (Government of Finland, 
report 2021:1). Many interviewees in the sub-study (3) interviews confirmed that 
even if the cross-organizational cooperation was weak or lacking, they could 
manage the pandemic communication rather well by replying to the citizen 
questions and being active in their social media channels. 

4.3 Article three: Understanding the need for balance in speaking 
and listening in strategic communication management 

This research investigated the significance of organizational listening in the 
context of social media communication within public organizations. It includes 
an illustrative case study demonstrating how the COVID-19 pandemic 
influenced the social media approaches and activities of organizations tasked 
with COVID-19 management. 

The practical impact of this study revealed how active listening plays a 
pivotal role in bridging the divide between citizens and public organizations 
(Canel & Luoma-aho, 2019). Additionally, the theoretical significance lies in the 
implications, highlighting the necessity of revising strategic communication 
theory and practice to strike a better balance between speaking and listening. 
This adjustment is crucial for effectively addressing the emerging dual role with 
improved external alignment.  

Given the significance of listening in communication alignment, this study 
draws upon Macnamara’s work on organizational listening (2016, 2018, 2020). 
Additionally, it applies the conceptual framework of internal and external 
alignment in strategic communication proposed by Volk and Zerfass (2018). 
Furthermore, the study reviews recent research on gaps in public sector 
communication, as highlighted by Canel and Luoma-aho (2019). 

Finland boasts transparent governance within its public sector (Canel & 
Luoma-aho, 2019) and is renowned for fostering high levels of trust in both 
society and authorities. While ministries and authorities typically operate 
independently in their communication, an exception occurred during the most 
critical phase of the COVID-19 pandemic, when the Prime Minister’s Office 
invoked the Emergency Powers Act to assume coordination of crisis 
communications.  

The data for this study were gathered earlier by conducting interviews with 
communication managers who represented Finnish authoritative, regulatory, 
and legislative organizations that managed the governmental pandemic strategy 
and citizens’ health and well-being. The in-depth interview data included 
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interviews with communicators (N = 14) from these organizations overseeing 
pandemic communication. The study was qualitative, and the findings were 
analyzed to assess the degree of alignment in strategic communication on social 
media.  

As public sector communication evolves into a more strategic endeavor, the 
importance of organizational listening grows. The findings suggest that citizen 
experiences will play an increasingly crucial role in determining how well public 
sector communications align with their expectations. To gain deeper insights, 
enhanced listening practices are essential. Strategic planning and measurement 
of the cyclical process of listening and communicating are vital for delivering 
lasting value. 

Moreover, the findings indicated that the organizations under scrutiny 
exhibited a degree of misalignment regarding the goals and catalysts for online 
listening. While their social media communication objectives were strategic, 
emphasizing one-way messaging, the triggers for listening were reactive and tied 
to website and service traffic. The analysis revealed that during the crisis, the 
organizations began to adopt a partially strategic approach to listening. Top 
management demonstrated a better grasp of communication’s value, yet this 
mindset shift did not permeate the core level of organizational listening beyond 
immediate social media monitoring. While online listening for external 
alignment was not initially deemed strategically crucial, the absence of 
systematic processes and thorough analysis of listening data was evident. 
However, there is potential for rapid maturation toward more strategic levels, 
especially as top management demonstrates increased interest in citizens’ 
viewpoints. Given the permanent shift in citizen expectations, reverting to pre-
crisis communication practices is no longer viable. 

The findings also captured insights from communication professionals 
regarding the most critical areas for strategic communication during emergent 
situations. A common challenge reported by most organizations was insufficient 
resources to meet the heightened expectations of citizens. Interestingly, this 
resource constraint was anticipated to persist even in the post-COVID era. 
Additionally, the pandemic appeared to reinforce the importance of external 
alignment for public sector organizations on social media. While the traditional 
goals of fostering intangible assets such as citizen trust and engagement remain 
central to communication, a secondary role for listening has emerged post-
pandemic: that of a limiting and protective function. Organizational listening 
plays a crucial role in establishing guardrails for authorities and effectively 
managing citizens’ expectations. The findings reveal that organizations 
strategically reduced interactions due to overwhelming demand. The use of 
listening to manage decreased citizen engagement emerged as a novel 
phenomenon during the COVID-19 pandemic in public sector communication. 

The crisis posed significant challenges to communication practices across 
various organizations, straining resources, and existing plans. Traditional public 
sector communication alone no longer suffices in an environment where citizens’ 
demands are urgent and multifaceted. Given the heavy reliance on social and 
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real-time media, organizations must prioritize enhancing their listening 
capabilities and fortifying their online presence to effectively address citizens’ 
needs. 

4.4 Article four: Conceptualizing an architecture for voicing and 
listening for strategic communication management 

In contemporary times, numerous organizations endorse their employees’ 
engagement in social media communication with external stakeholders. This 
research draws insights from the strategic communication management and 
organizational spokesperson literature, shedding light on how organizations can 
revamp their strategic communication management and establish a robust 
framework for their communicative human resources. 

This research builds upon existing studies by framing the strategic 
empowerment of an organization’s employees on social media as a deliberate 
orchestration of communicative human resources. Additionally, it introduces the 
concept of “spokesperson architecture,” which extends Macnamara’s (2016) 
model of organizational listening architecture.  

 
 

Figure 3.  Architecture of organizational voicing and listening, Pekkala & Erkkilä, 2024 
(adapted from Macnamara, 2010, 2016) 

 
In the digital communication environment, the strategic role of employees’ 
communicative activity and competence has become more important (Verhoeven 
& Madsen, 2022). Organizational spokespersons assume the responsibility of 
staying abreast of the latest information regarding organizational, societal, and 
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technological developments in the operating environment (Madsen & Verhoeven, 
2019, p. 154). However, the challenge arises in understanding how to stay 
updated on the latest themes and issues in the digital multi-sphere virtual world. 
Lately, interest in the drivers of excellence related to strategic communication 
management has increased (e.g., Zerfass et al., 2018; Zerfass & Viertmann, 2017), 
but little empirical research has focused on managerial strategy work related to 
employees’ roles as organizational representatives and spokespeople.  

The findings of this study suggest that in the era of social media, all 
employees have the potential to assume the role of organizational spokespeople. 
The architecture of spokespersonship within organizations appears to 
encompass employees across various hierarchical levels. Interestingly, the 
traditional view of a spokesperson solely transmitting the organizational voice, 
especially during crises, is challenged. Instead, individual spokespersons, 
drawing from their unique experiences and expertise, can strategically contribute 
to competitive advantage. By actively listening to and monitoring social media 
discussions, they play a crucial role in stakeholder relationship development and 
maintenance. These findings extend beyond the conventional portrayal of 
organizational spokespersons as mere conveyors or interpreters of symbolic 
actions to organizational audiences, as previously described by Elsbach (2003). 

Based on the findings, spokesperson architecture emerges as a pivotal 
component within the realm of strategic communication management for the 
case study organizations. The spokesperson strategy, the “voicing” strategy, is 
characterized by a well-defined conceptual framework. By precisely delineating 
various spokesperson categories and the appropriate communication channels 
for their engagement, organizations can strategically design training, support, 
and monitoring mechanisms. These efforts align with the overarching corporate 
strategy, ensuring effective communication and stakeholder engagement. 

Macnamara (2016, p. 315) called for further research and “real-life models” 
on organizational listening, that is, how organizations enable interaction with 
their stakeholders with established architectures and processes in place. This sub-
study clarifies real-life architecture for management, proposing a model for 
integrating organizational talking and listening into one, based on Macmamara’s 
model of listening architecture (2010).      In the multivocal multi-sphere digital 
environment, we claim that this architecture may tackle many of the challenges 
organizations have.  With extra resourcing in voicing and listening, it supports 
the external alignment (Volk& Zerfass, 2018), not only in disseminating 
strategically aligned communication, but  in being resilient.  

https://www.theseus.fi/bitstream/handle/10024/100952/Mentula_Viivi.pdf?sequence=1
https://www.theseus.fi/bitstream/handle/10024/100952/Mentula_Viivi.pdf?sequence=1
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5 DISCUSSION  

 
Social media has become a key channel for organizational communications 
during the past decade. At the same time, the role of traditional media, like 
newspapers and journals, has diminished and thus changed the “infrastructure 
of public sphere” as Habermas (2022) calls it. This has brought new challenges 
not only to the media but also to public and private organizations in their 
communication with their stakeholders. The traditional role of communication 
department as a gatekeeper for organizational messaging has evolved. The 
proliferation of communication arenas, especially in the digital realm, has 
empowered individuals to function as media themselves. The feedback and 
comments from individuals are now public, in contrast to the pre-social media 
era where communication was typically limited to emails or telephone service. 
In this digital multi-sphere environment of communications, where 
misinformation and disinformation, fake news, and facts flourish, organizations 
need new processes and tools for managing their reputation and creating trust. 
One interesting finding in this dissertation is that the need and the way of 
organizing social listening is quite similar in public and private organizations. 
Nowadays, even public organizations talk about “customers,” not “citizens,” and 
“engagement” instead of “informing.”  

The aim of this dissertation was to contribute novel insights to the existing 
body of knowledge, building on earlier research on strategic communication 
management and organizational listening (e.g., Macnamara, 2016, 2018). As these, 
as well as my own professional experience in corporate communication 
management, showed that the focus in organizations was rather on speaking 
than listening, it was important to shed light on the phases of when and how 
organizations learn to listen on social media as well as identify the triggers for 
listening there (Articles 1 and 2). Furthermore, it was important to understand 
how listening strategies are formed, how they support the overall strategy of the 
organization, and how organizations may strategically orchestrate their 
organizational listening (Articles 3 and 4). 
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The research question was, Why and how do organizations build and 
develop their listening strategies on social media? 

The results of the first sub-study identified the path of organizations from 
a passive social media account holder to an active speaker and listener in social 
media, presenting different phases of maturity. Listening starts first in the last 
phase of the study from 2016 to 2017, but the major focus in this example is still 
on talking one way, as shown in Figure 4.  
 

 
 

Figure 4.  Immature information dissemination from organization to stakeholders.  

 
Sub-study two identified big leaps and bounds in the development of listening. 
Key triggers often are either an unexpected strong push from the audiences in 
social media, i.e., customers or fans, or a crisis, which often shows in the number 
of comments or questions in an organization’s social media accounts. Sudden 
changes force organizations to activate their listening. Very often, they do not 
really know how to listen and measure engagement with likes and number of 
fans. Organizational listening is not about the number of fans but the way you 
interact with your stakeholders on social media. And listening engages. 

5.1 Support for strategic alignment 

The third sub-article, building on earlier findings related to maturity and triggers, 
exposes gaps in resourcing and the challenge of balancing speaking and listening 
and identifies a developmental area concerning the management of external 
alignment in communication. According to Canel and Luoma-aho (2019), 
organizations can effectively manage situations, foster trust, and enhance 
positive engagement by bridging gaps between audiences and the organization 
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and should therefore regard their organizational listening as a strategic tool 
within strategic communication management (Volk & Zerfass, 2017).  

Organizational listening plays a crucial role in supporting the external 
alignment and resilience of an organization, and the examples and results of this 
dissertation propose to extend the Volk & Zerfass (2018) definition of external 
alignment of communication to include organizational listening, a loop out of the 
organization Thus not aligning communications activities just with the strategy 
but even with the world outside. And it is a continuos process. It involves 
engaging in interaction between people and carefully analyzing reports of social 
media traffic, as per Macanamara’s definition (2016). Through organizational 
listening, organizations can identify topics, issues, and important elements that 
require a thoughtful and strategic response. 
 

 
 

Figure 5.  Organizational communication, voicing, and listening are managed by an ar-
chitecture where input feeds the output and supports the strategic alignment.  

 
Professionally managed organizational listening in social media completes the 
“looped” interaction. The balance between speaking and listening varies 
depending on the situation and supports—when well managed—an 
organization’s external alignment.  

In the context of public sphere theory, this dissertation adds to the recent 
criticism highlighting the challenges of getting one’s voice heard in today’s 
digital, multi-voice, multi-sphere environment (e.g. Habermas, 2022). It 
demonstrates how organizations can enhance their management of discussion 
arenas by employing professional online listening strategies and leveraging their 
own employees and spokespersons as effective listening agents.  
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Concerning research on organizational listening, earlier scholars have focused on 
identifying why organizations do not listen and why they should listen, but this 
dissertation advances a more nuanced understanding of what organizational 
listening on social media is, what it does, and how it contributes to corporate 
communication. The examples in the sub-studies shed light on and emphasize 
the strategic role of social voicing and listening in supporting the alignment of an 
organization in the public sphere.  

5.2 Theoretical and managerial implications   

Including organizational listening in the strategic communications management 
of an organization is important, as it supports the vision and strategic targets. 
Organizational listening fills the gap in reaching external alignment, which is 
defined in business and strategy literature (Volk & Zerfass, 2018). It is a 
continuous process; there are several persons in the multivocal environment who 
listen and bring up topics that are of special value to an entity. The results of this 
dissertation propose an extension to the definition of external alignment by Volk 
& Zerfass (2018), which is to include organizational listening in the process and 
definition of external communication alignment, instead of only disseminating 
information aligned with communications strategy of organization. This is the 
first theoretical contribution of this dissertation. 

With the proposed voicing architecture, which is an adapted version of 
Macnamara’s architecture launched in 2010, it may be easier to tackle 
communications in a multi-sphere, multivocal environment. The channels and 
ways of communication should always be adjusted according to societal changes, 
contrary to Habermas (2022). The voicing architecture supports both internal and 
external alignment and strategic communications management and is the second 
theoretical contribution.  

A voicing architecture would support even the execution of the earlier 
mentioned Open Government strategy in Finland, which aims to reinforce 
dialogue in society. The strategic targets are to strengthen the role of dialogues 
in the government mode and to reinforce interactive skills in the public sector, to 
improve knowledge in the public sector about how digital interaction channels 
work, and to encourage their broader and more active use of these channels in 
dialogue (www.avoinhallinto.fi). The results of sub-study 3 clearly show the 
challenges of balancing speaking and listening, as well as the need for flexible 
resourcing, both of which can be supported by implementing a voicing 
architecture with defined resources, roles, processes, and technologies. 

  Furthermore, the architecture could support cross-governmental office 
cooperation. The government report (Deloitte, 2021, p. 1) talks about the 
weaknesses in communication and cooperation between the governmental 
offices responsible for pandemic communication, which partly caused the large 
number of questions from citizens in social media. In these financially 
challenging times this type of development projects tends to be delayed, but 

http://www.avoinhallinto.fi/
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gathering all feedback for the future development of cooperation would be 
essential. It is more about creating a common understanding first between the 
parties, then describing and aligning cross-governmental-office communication 
processes, and finally perhaps testing when a crisis is not “on” to be best 
prepared for a future potential crisis. Furthermore, a fluent information flow 
would cut down the number of questions in social media, create further trust 
among the stakeholders and improve operational efficiency. 

Many interviewees confirmed the importance of being present in social 
media to tackle false information, misinformation, and disinformation. Public 
organizations especially feel that they need to repeat the facts, be active, and in 
that way, create trust among citizens. Listening and the intensity of listening are 
always a strategic decision of an organization. An organization may regard its 
role as only to disseminate information. But if an organization does not listen, 
what happens when it ends up in a situation in which it must lead a change in 
citizen behavior (e.g., during the COVID-19 crisis or having to make a big safety 
recall of a product)?  

The pandemic proved that in a crisis, organizations need more resources to 
manage the discussions, and it is important to repeat the message, listen, and 
reply to eventual questions and comments—to follow and guarantee that the 
message is understood, learned, and that action is taken. What impacts the 
number of comments and questions may also be related to the motivation of 
audience members and their ability to learn, understand, remember, and accept 
the content of the message (Ramburuth & Mldadenovic, 2004). The same applies, 
of course, internally in an organization. Getting the employees of the multivocal 
organization committed to the common strategy and goals is crucial for success. 
This might be an interesting topic for future research. 

The challenge in social listening is related to the multivocal multi-sphere 
environment where fake news and AI created false photos and videos spread 
easily. It is impossible to listen to all the social media “buzz” and tackle all 
mis/disinformation and at the same time keep speaking. Finding the balance of 
voicing and listening is the key as well as defining your audiences for that. 

5.3 Limitations and future research  

While acknowledging the limitations inherent in this dissertation and its 
constituent sub-studies, the findings also present valuable avenues for future 
research. My intention was to examine pragmatically the management of 
organizational listening in the context of social media within organizations. 
There are perspectives that remain unexplored, especially concerning the 
perspectives and requirements of different audiences; hence, the findings and 
proposals provide only a partial view of the studied topic.  

Regarding the methodological choices, my dissertation started with some 
conceptual approaches utilizing ideas from grounded theory to describe the 
phenomenon, i.e., the maturity of listening that develops in phases. The first 
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article described the trends and maturity in social listening, some theme analysis 
was done for the illustrative casesin the second article which explained the 
triggers for social listening and engagement, and the two latter sub-studies were 
more deductive in their research approaches focusing on the organizational 
management of the social listening architecture.  

Concerning limitations related to generality, reliability, and validity, social 
media is global, but the results may be descriptive only within the cultural 
parameters. The data of the sub-studies were collected in four phases during 
2017–2023, and they mainly focused on the Finnish context, looking at the 
listening strategies from a slightly different viewpoint. Furthermore, the 
interviews in sub-study three were conducted under special circumstances. 
During the COVID-19 pandemic, the studied organizations had been forced to 
start listening due to the thousands of questions coming online from the worried 
citizens. It did give interesting data to my research, but the exceptional situation 
may have impacted the interviewed organizations’ interest in listening, and the 
stress at work may have impacted the interviewees’ answers. The pandemic was 
global, so the same type of challenges may have been encountered even in other 
cultural contexts. Moreover, the world is changing. Twitter is now X, and new 
channels like BlueSky and Trends are taking over; chatbots or AI in many 
organizations may have replaced the social media teams answering questions 
online. Thus, the operating environment keeps changing, which also impacts the 
research context.  

Moreover, the findings from sub-study three predominantly relied on 
interview data, potentially leading to an overemphasis on individual 
perspectives beyond the context of the previously mentioned stressful situation. 
To mitigate this, I conducted desk research and interviewed members from 
multiple organizations. However, it is important to note that the case 
organizations in the fourth sub-study operate within a specific service sector, 
which may limit the generalizability of the results and necessitate further 
investigation. Additionally, the analyses in Articles 3 and 4 are interpretive and 
descriptive, implying that the results may not encompass all conceivable 
dimensions of the phenomenon under scrutiny. Concerning ideas for future 
research, the implications drawn from our findings underscore the necessity of 
revising and enhancing existing strategic communication theory and practice. 
Specifically, attention should be directed toward balancing speaking and 
listening within this framework while also addressing the dual role that emerges 
with enhanced external alignment. 

Sub-study three sheds light on the increasing strategic significance of public 
sector communication. Consequently, there is a growing demand for 
organizational listening, which may necessitate the development of guidelines 
for best practices in public sector communication. It is important to recognize that 
in the multivocal public sphere, where disinformation and misinformation 
occasionally play a role in citizen discussions, the traditional understanding of 
communication activities and updates can become volatile.  
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While increased listening within the public sector may be perceived as “a 
step toward censorship or a panopticon” (Erkkilä & Luoma-aho, 2023a), it is 
essential to acknowledge that without effective listening, the multivocal public 
sphere could potentially detrimentally impact society. Listening, however, 
represents only the initial phase; the true power lies in how organizations utilize 
citizens’ information and meet their expectations. Consequently, organizations 
that actively engage in stakeholder listening are bestowed with newfound 
influence. 
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SUMMARY IN FINNISH 

Tämä väitöskirja käsittelee organisaatioiden kuuntelustrategioita sosiaalisessa 
mediassa. Työssä selvitetään, miten organisaation strategista viestintää ja sosiaa-
lisen median kuuntelutoimintoa voidaan kehittää ja johtaa strategisesti. Aktiivi-
nen kuuntelu sosiaalisessa mediassa tukee organisaation joustavuutta mahdol-
listaen nopeat strategiset linjaukset muuttuvassa toimintaympäristössä, luoden 
luottamusta ja sitouttaen sidosryhmiä.  

Sosiaalisen median ja sen mukanaan tuoman monialaisen digitaalisen ym-
päristön aiheuttama muutos on ollut merkittävä. Nopeasti kehittynyt viestintä-
teknologia on vaikuttanut radikaalisti organisaatioihin ja myös viestintäorgani-
saation toimintaan. Sosiaalisesta mediasta on tullut risteyskohta, jossa yhdistyvät 
sekä organisaation toiminnot että sidosryhmät, ja kanavissa tapahtuva moniää-
ninen viestiminen vaatii organisaatiolta kyvykästä johtamista. Viestintätoimin-
non entinen tehtävä organisaation tiedonjaon portinvartijana on näin nopeasti 
siirtynyt kohti strategisempaa roolia neuvonantajana ja valmentajana. 

Tutkimuskirjallisuudessa organisaatioiden kuuntelua koskeva aiempi tut-
kimus on keskittynyt pääasiassa tarkastelemaan kuuntelua yleisesti asiakaspa-
lautteena, asiakaskyselyinä, kansalaisinfoina, ja sosiaalisessa mediassa kuunte-
lua lähinnä ilmiönä todeten, että sosiaalinen media tuo organisaatioiden sidos-
ryhmät lähelle toisiaan mahdollistaen suoran dialogin, jolloin kuuntelu olisi tär-
keää mutta siihen ei panosteta riittävästi. Aiemman tutkimuksen mukaan orga-
nisaatiot käyttävät suurimman osan budjeteistaan puhumiseen sosiaalisessa me-
diassa. Sitä, minkälaisia kuuntelustrategioita tai -malleja organisaatioilla on, ei 
ole tutkittu aiemmin.  

Tämä väitöskirja tuottaa viestinnän tutkimuksen kentälle uutta tietoa orga-
nisaatioiden kuunteluaktiivisuudesta ja kuuntelun motiiveista.  Tutkimus osoit-
taa, miten eri tekijät auttavat tai estävät viestintää sosiaalisessa mediassa ja eh-
dottaa organisaatiolle mallia puhumisen ja kuuntelun hallitsemiseen sosiaali-
sessa mediassa. Tutkimus edistää tietämystämme siitä, miten organisaatiot voi-
sivat hyödyntää sosiaalisessa mediassa kuuntelua strategisesti ja hyödyntää pa-
lautetta strategisissa päätöksissään mukautuen odotuksiin ja muutoksiin toimin-
taympäristössä. 

Organisaation kuuntelu on työn avainkäsite ja digitaalisessa ympäristössä 
tapahtuvan kuuntelun mallissa on aiemmin kuvattu organisaatiorakenne ja -pro-
sessit, kulttuuri ja toimintaperiaatteet, sekä henkilöt, taidot, teknologiat ja käy-
täntöjä kuuntelun hallintaa varten. Ammattimainen kuunteleminen on määri-
telty tarkoittavan kansalaisten tai muiden sidosryhmien tunnistamista, tiedosta-
mista, tulkintaa, huomioon ottamista, ymmärtämistä ja vastaamista. 

Tämän väitöskirjan empiirinen osa koostuu neljästä osatutkimuksesta, 
joista ensimmäinen käsittelee organisaation sosiaalisen median käytön kehitty-
mistä ja kuuntelun motiiveja sosiaalisessa mediassa. Toinen osatutkimus käsitte-
lee organisaation kuuntelua sitouttamisen keinona ja luottamuksen vahvistajana. 
Kolmas artikkeli tutkii, millä keinoin COVID-19:ään liittyvästä kansalaisviestin-
nästä vastaavien julkisten organisaatioiden viestintäosastot hallitsivat 
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huomattavan määrän kommentteja ja kysymyksiä sosiaalisen median kanavis-
saan. Neljäs osatutkimus on tapaustutkimus sosiaalisen median viestinnän stra-
tegisesta johtamisesta kahdessa suuressa rahoitusalan organisaatiossa. Tässä tut-
kimuksessa selvitetään, miten ammattimaisesti toimivat organisaatiot hallitsevat 
moniäänistä kuuntelua ja viestintää sosiaalisessa mediassa ehdottaen uutta mal-
lia kuuntelun ja puhumisen tasapainottamiseen. Tutkimuksen paradigmana on 
pragmatismi, ja osatutkimukset laadullisia. 

Tutkimus osoittaa mitkä tekijät vaikuttavat organisaatioiden kuuntelu- ja 
puheprosesseihin sosiaalisessa mediassa, ja näin edistää tietämystämme siitä, mi-
ten organisaatiot voivat hyötyä sosiaalisesta kuuntelusta myös strategiansa lin-
jaamisessa. Tulosten pohjalta ehdotetaan organisaatiolle mallia/konseptia puhu-
misen ja kuuntelun hallitsemiseen sosiaalisessa mediassa, arkkitehtuurin mallia, 
joka perustuu Macnamaran 2010 kehittämään malliin. Väitöskirjan pohjalta eh-
dotetaan lisäksi viestinnän strategisen linjaamisen määritelmän (Volk & Zerfass, 
2018) ulottamista ulkoisten sidosryhmien kuunteluun. 

Tutkimuksen luotettavuuteen ja pätevyyteen liittyvien rajoitusten osalta 
voidaan todeta, että sosiaalinen media on maailmanlaajuinen, mutta tulokset voi-
vat olla kuvaavia vain kulttuuristen parametrien sisällä.  Myös metodien osalta 
alun artikkelien (1-2) metodiikassa olisi vielä parannettavaa.  

Osatutkimusten aineisto kerättiin neljässä vaiheessa vuosien 2017-2023 ai-
kana, ja ne keskittyivät pääasiassa suomalaiseen kontekstiin tarkastellen kuunte-
lustrategioita hieman eri näkökulmasta. Lisäksi osatutkimuksen kolme haastat-
telut toteutettiin erityisolosuhteissa. COVID-19-pandemian aikana tutkittujen or-
ganisaatioiden oli ollut pakko aloittaa kuuntelu, koska huolestuneilta kansalai-
silta tuli tuhansia kysymyksiä verkkoon. Se antoi kyllä mielenkiintoista tietoa 
tutkimukselleni, mutta poikkeuksellinen tilanne saattoi vaikuttaa haastateltujen 
organisaatioiden kiinnostukseen kuunnella, ja työstressi saattoi vaikuttaa haas-
tateltavien vastauksiin. Pandemia oli maailmanlaajuinen, joten samantyyppisiä 
haasteita olisi voinut esiintyä myös muissa kulttuurisissa yhteyksissä. Lisäksi 
maailma muuttuu. Twitter on nyt X, ja uudet kanavat, kuten BlueSky ja Trends, 
ovat valtaamassa alaa; monissa organisaatioissa chatbotit tai tekoäly ovat saatta-
neet korvata verkossa kysymyksiin vastanneet sosiaalisen median tiimit. Toimin-
taympäristö muuttuu siis jatkuvasti, mikä vaikuttaa myös tutkimuskontekstiin.  
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Maturity in leaps and bounds – organisational listening for customer engagement  

 

Abstract 

Much organisational development occurs during times of crisis when answers and 

solutions are urgently needed. The objective of this article is to show examples illustrating 

that organisational listening on social media may take leaps from immature to mature mainly 

due to the pressure from stakeholders, not often as a strategic tool of integrated marketing 

communications (IMC) or public communications. The first example is from the late 2010s, 

when stakeholders were introduced to a direct route to brands made available through social 

media. Many unanswered customer questions suddenly became visible and were subsequently 

addressed. Similarly, the COVID-19 pandemic, as the second example, pressured 

organisations to respond to citizens' urgent concerns. These snapshots of development suggest 

that what matters for organisational legitimacy is understanding stakeholders' changing needs. 

This paper proposes that organisational listening – even in social media – should become a 

strategic function of organisations. Building on theories related to organisational listening, 

social media and IMC, this article argues for incorporating organisational listening as a 

strategic function into a model of integrated marketing and communications and/or strategic 

public communication. 

 

Keywords: social media, stakeholder engagement, organisational listening, integrated 

marketing communications 

 

1. Introduction 

'Gradually, then suddenly'. (Ernest Hemingway, The Sun Also Rises)  

Communication is a two-way process of listening, speaking and responding 
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(Littlejohn and Foss 2009; Macnamara 2018). Listening theories, mainly those on 

interpersonal listening have many definitions on the role and components, ethics and 

competencies of listening (e.g, Bodie, 2010; Bodie and Crick 2014; Burnside-Lawry, 2011, 

2012). Organisational listening is a wide expression employing an organisation's processes, 

policies, structure, technologies and skills to pay attention, interpret and respond to its 

stakeholders (Macnamara 2016). Stewart and Arnold (2017) define social listening as an 

‘active process of attending to, and observing, interpreting and responding to a variety of 

stimuli through mediated, electronic and social channels’ (12–13). 

This article concentrates on organisational listening in social media because changes 

have been most visible in this context due to the lack of gatekeepers, such as legacy media 

institutions. Times of development can make positive changes possible, but when 

development is rapid, negative consequences can follow. For example, new places for 

information quickly fill up, not only with information but also with disinformation and spam. 

We introduce organisational listening in social media as a new strategic core function for 

organisations in the current communication environment; it also is becoming increasingly 

important for stakeholder relationship management (Crawford 2009; Dreher 2009; Maben and 

Gearhart 2018). As prior studies indicate, most organisations are present on social media, but 

they tend to concentrate on speaking, not listening (Theunissen and Wan Noordin 2012; 

Macnamara 2016; Kent and Lane 2017; Watkins 2017). 

This paper identifies how organisational listening has matured in leaps and bounds and 

compares two time periods during which organisational listening developed at a particular 

speed. The first occurred in the late 2010s, when organisations adapted to the rapidly growing 

social media environment and addressed stakeholders' increasing demand for dialogue by 

introducing new platforms and measuring stakeholder interactions. The second occurred 

during the 2020s, when the COVID-19 pandemic forced organisations to adopt new platforms 
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to respond to urgent stakeholder needs.  

Building on organisational listening, social media and integrated marketing 

communications, this article proposes that listening on social media as a corporate 

communication strategy or integrated marketing communications is a skill that can mature 

and build a basis for engagement and action. Based on our analysis of these examples, we 

propose that (1) trust and satisfaction, which are prerequisites for stakeholder engagement, are 

built by listening and interaction with stakeholders online, thereby forming a basis for 

relationship development. We would also like to propose with these examples that (2) 

listening in social media is as important as speaking; there should be a balance between them 

and (3) listening should be reflected in the model of IMC, as earlier research says it plays an 

important role in building and maintaining stakeholder relationships (e.g. Luxton et al. 2017, 

215, 431). 

2. Literature Review 

2.1. Organisational Listening on Social Media  

In a relative truism, Couldry (2010) claimed a 'crisis of voice' exists in contemporary 

societies. However, Macnamara (2016, 3) argued that the real problem is the 'crisis of 

listening'. Social media has increased the potential for organisations to engage in dialogue 

with various publics (Avidar et al. 2015, 215) and to manage their corporate reputation 

(Yaxley 2012, 431). Nevertheless, many organisations still shy away from interaction through 

social media due to the challenges they encounter in identifying the appropriate discussion 

topics, forming responses and responding quickly (Brandel 2010), especially when resources 

are tight and the number of comments is high (Macnamara 2020).  

Nonetheless, organisational listening on social media has been linked to positive 

outcomes, including the engagement necessary to develop long-lasting relationships and the 

identification of stakeholder engagement strategies that build trust, enable legitimisation and 
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support corporate reputation and risk management efforts (e.g. Brandel 2010; Navarro 2018; 

Taiminen et al. 2015; Yaxley 2012). Listening organisations are also perceived as more 

authentic, and they receive more support from followers (Bentley 2010; Heath 2001; Kang 

2014; Men and Tsai 2015). However, to succeed, participation, authenticity, resourcefulness 

and credibility are needed (Barker et al. 2013). 

Online listening is strategic communication. The lack of a social media strategy, 

represented by underdeveloped policies, unclear goals and untrained staff, and the inability to 

use modern technology to measure social media outcomes and visibility, also impacts 

organisations' willingness to interact through social media (Barnes and Jacobsen 2014, 147). 

Technologies do not create listening or dialogue; they are tools to be used in the act of 

listening and interacting – tools that can be used poorly or effectively (Macnamara 2016, 

265). The politics of listening concerns an organisation's strategic decisions about whether to 

listen, to what and whom to listen, what results are expected and with whom they should be 

shared (Macnamara 2016).  

Therefore, organisations often find one-way communication easier. Integrated 

marketing communications (IMC) originally meant aligning the one-way distribution of 

organisations' messages via different channels (Delgado-Ballester et al. 2012), such as sharing 

a press release or posting an advertisement. Industry reports confirm that the topics that 

organisations prefer to address on social media are of little or no interest to stakeholders. 

Simultaneously, organisations ignore most topics that stakeholders prefer (Freundt 2013). The 

challenge of social media for organisations is to combine the multiple functions of content 

creation: 1) sharing interesting content, 2) listening to and managing questions and comments 

and 3) tackling disinformation, rumours and fake news. The ideal communication model calls 

for organisations to provide stakeholders with opportunities to engage in both positive and 

negative ways (Callison and Seltzer 2010; Kent et al. 2003; Seltzer and Mitrook 2007).  
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2.3. Models of Listening 

Macnamara (2016) listed eight key elements of listening for organisations engaged in 

the politics of listening that relate to an organisation's decisions on whether to listen, what and 

whom to listen to and whether and how to distribute the data gathered through listening 

(Macnamara 2016, 254–255). Listening structures and processes align daily listening with the 

organisation's work. Social customer relationship management (CRM), which combines 

social media data with enterprise applications (CRM/BI [business intelligence]), is becoming 

more popular. Social CRM generally comprises five fundamental processes: 1) mapping 

social profiles with stakeholder data, 2) monitoring social media, 3) managing (i.e. creating 

processes and rules), 4) implementing middleware (enabling data flow between dashboards 

and systems) and 5) measuring (using BI to identify trends, measure sentiment and so on; 

Brandel 2010). Listening resources include professionals skilled in social media monitoring 

and analysis, customer service, reporting, consulting and correspondence processing. These 

functions already exist in many companies, but often focus on disseminating information in 

only one way even if they aim at engaging their customers. 

2.4. Listening Is Engaging 

Stakeholder or customer engagement has substantial value for organisations (Santini 

2020; Pansari and Kumar 2016). Stakeholder engagement has been defined in various ways, 

for instance as an individual's eagerness to interact in communities (Algesheimer et al. 2005) 

or to act as a brand ambassador with brand-related content combined with affection and 

passionate, emotional behaviour (Baldus et al. 2015; Hollebeek et al. 2014; Obilo et al. 2020; 

Paruthi and Kaur 2017). 

Earlier research states that social media is available to establish, foster and manage 

relationships online between the organisation and its key stakeholders (Allagui et al. 2016, 

21). In organisations, it is often the role of public relations to support both the public and 
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organisations to build a community where dialogue and mutual understanding take place 

(Valentini, Kruckeberg and Stark 2012). When observing stakeholders, the public are often 

communicators themselves, creating and reacting to organisational content (Dellarocas 2003) 

and often keen to have direct contact with organisations and brands.  

Santini et al. (2020) studied stakeholder (customer) engagement on social media and 

defined the customer engagement in social media (CESM) framework, which encompasses 

the following stages: 1) relationship formation, where trust and commitment impact 

satisfaction and positive emotion; 2) stakeholder (customer) engagement, which is built on 

trust, satisfaction and positive emotions; and 3) further stakeholder (customer) engagement, 

which converts into actions and word of mouth.  

How an organisation manages online feedback is important, as sometimes it can pose 

a risk to the organisation's reputation. Responding, apologising and actively transferring the 

complaint enhance the complainant's satisfaction. Moreover, effectively handling complaints 

opens the door to considerable opportunities to augment the organisation's reputation among 

stakeholders (Einwiller and Steiler, 2015). Often, companies do not use response strategies 

that foster complaint satisfaction; they simply offer corrective action, such as thanking 

complainants for their feedback and asking them to contact customer service (Einwiller and 

Steiler 2015, 195, 201). Nonetheless, audiences want more than ‘boilerplate responses from a 

corporate bot’; they want responses that are immediate, relevant and offer solutions that are 

most satisfying to the consumer (Gearhart and Maben, 2021, 179).  

2.5. IMC and Organisational Listening 

IMC has often been defined as quite limited regarding unified, consistent messaging 

distributed via different marketing communication tools/channels like PR and advertising 

(Delgado-Ballester et al. 2012). In recent years, scholars have redefined IMC from a more 
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holistic perspective as ‘a stakeholder-centred interactive process of cross-functional planning 

and alignment of organisational, analytical and communication processes that allows for the 

possibility of continuous dialogue by conveying consistent and transparent messages via all 

media to foster long-term profitable relationships that create value’ (Porcu, Del Barrio-García 

and Kitchen 2017, 294). Thus, IMC also includes organisational listening within a 

‘continuous dialogue’. Listening is needed for dialogue; hence, the development of IMC from 

one-way aligned messaging to holistic stakeholder-centric dialogue supports Macnamara's 

definitions of organisational listening and architecture (e.g. 2016, 2018). 

The importance of social media channels in managing relationships has heightened 

over the past few years, with a significant number of stakeholders eager to give their feedback 

or dialogue directly with an organisation. In practice, social media is regarded as a marketing 

channel for reaching and engaging the masses. Social media integrates the marketing and 

communications of the organisation. Social media-related marketing research highlights the 

importance of engaging stakeholders through social media, defining it as 'an adaptive, 

technology-enabled process by which firms collaborate with stakeholders and partners to 

jointly create, communicate, deliver and sustain value for all stakeholders' (Kannan and Li 

2017, 23). Marketing strategies aim to ameliorate sales by leveraging social media 

stakeholder management, which involves mapping social profiles to stakeholder data, 

monitoring (listening to) social media, managing (creating processes and rules), implementing 

management (ware) and measuring (using BI to identify trends and measure sentiment; 

Brandel 2010).  

Martech is a well-established term today, but based on our findings, CommTech 

(communication technology) is needed to manage listening among the growing number of 

online discussions taking place in multiple spheres. The Arthur W. Page Society (2022) 

defines multiple stages in the progression of CommTech. The lowest level is the professional 
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level, which is where social platforms are monitored and content performance and sentiment 

are followed to gauge reputation. It is also where companies can detect cyberattacks and fake 

news. The mid-level stage is the pathfinder, where audiences are segmented by demographics, 

interests and behaviours and where delivery is automated, content and campaigns are 

optimised and stakeholder journeys are designed with sequential touchpoints. The highest 

level is pacesetter, which is where the focus moves from digital communications to 

performance communications. 

 

2.7. Creating Trust and Satisfaction 

Industry reports confirm that the topics organisations prefer to talk about online are of 

little to no interest to their stakeholders. Meanwhile, organisations ignore most of the topics 

their stakeholders prefer to discuss (Freundt, Hillenbrand and Lehman 2013). Organisations 

cannot always provide satisfactory replies to stakeholders for a plethora of reasons. If 

organisations respond in a way that does not meet the expectations of their stakeholders, they 

fail, which leads to the perception of organisational deafness, even if the organisation has, in 

fact, considered the views of its stakeholders.  

Listening helps organisations understand the perspectives of their public and supports 

them in gaining their trust. However, no connection can occur if organisations do not follow 

through when stakeholders utilise opportunities to interact (Callison and Seltzer 2010, 145; 

Kent, Taylor and White 2003, 75; Seltzer and Mitrook 2007). Callison and Seltzer (2010, 

145) recommended that organisations make themselves available for quality communication. 

Decisions regarding acceptable topics of discussion are not made by the organisation only. 

Participants in the dialogic process also contribute to the decision-making process 

(Theunissen and Wan Noordin 2012, 9). Wolvin and Coakley (1994) asserted that listening 

competency includes behavioural, cognitive and affective dimensions: knowing about 
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listening, being willing to listen and engaging in listening behaviours with an attitudinal 

component. Gutierrez-Garcia et al. (2015) claimed that the heart of dialogue is a simple but 

profound capacity to listen, and Couldry (2009, 80) tightly linked the practices of listening 

and speaking. Burnside-Lawry (2010) reported that organisations would better understand 

how to achieve good listening practices if they unified listening competencies with 

participatory communication criteria. Technology can support listening and facilitate 

stakeholder engagement. Organisations may play a transformative role, replenishing social 

resources at the micro level by engaging 'vulnerable' stakeholders through corporate social 

media (Fletcher-Brown et al. 2020).  

Companies are increasingly providing customer service through social media, helping 

stakeholders on a real-time basis. In addition, customer service requires systematic listening. 

Gunarathne et al. (2018) studied three million tweets to seven major U.S. airlines on Twitter 

to investigate the drivers of differential treatment when customer service was delivered via 

social media. The researchers observed that the airlines were likelier to respond (and more 

quickly) to complaints from stakeholders who had more followers, which confirms the 

existence of a social media influence effect. Guo et al. (2020), who studied online customer 

service, argued that social media adoption helps organisations absorb resources from external 

stakeholders. These resources, including stakeholders' feedback and ideas, support 

organisations in establishing better reputations and a competitive advantage. This absorptive 

capacity of external stakeholders can take the maturity of listening to the next level, 

contributing to strategy, for example through innovative processes. It is important to learn 

from experience. As social media has made the markets even more complex and global, ‘the 

ability to listen to, self-reflect and co-develop with stakeholders should underpin any 

approach to strategic communication management’ (Johansen and Andersen 2012).  
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3. Illustrative Examples of Development 

3.1. Airlines and the Growing Number of Social Media Users 

This first example illuminates how the social media organisational listening of 17 

European airlines developed over a one-year period. An analysis of three combined datasets 

(company policies, results of a 2016 analysis of the companies' Facebook and Twitter 

accounts and results of a 2017 analysis of the same) indicates that listening occurred across 

multiple social media channels. The developmental snapshot reveals that despite airlines' 

active social media usage, their focus on social media was (in January 2016) one-way 

speaking, while stakeholder requests were forwarded to a separate customer service function. 

In early 2016, only two of 17 airline companies provided 24/7 service through social media. 

Furthermore, the maturity of organisational listening in social media was passive, as customer 

requests were only forwarded to another email or telephone. Alternatively, these companies 

did not reply at all to customer requests online, or the possibility of doing so was non-existent.  

Due to the rapid growth in social media's popularity, just a year later, in March 2017, 

clear changes were evident. Most airlines had streamlined their social media processes and 

had proactively used Twitter to listen to and respond to stakeholders; several had incorporated 

24/7 services via social media, deploying direct messaging services to their Facebook pages. 

Twitter was popular for handling questions from customers about flight schedule changes and 

managing customer questions. The social media team had become the customer service team, 

and the channels were used proactively for listening and replying. 

One of the most important topics concerning the development of organisational 

listening through social media is engaging stakeholders by showing respect and empathy 

when listening. This can be accomplished easily by creating a channel on social media 

without advertisements (Kent and Taylor 2016), as the airlines did when establishing their 

Twitter channels.  
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3.2. Public Sector Organisations and the COVID-19 Pandemic 

The second example involves the recent and ongoing COVID-19 pandemic, 

demonstrating how key public sector organisations in Finland faced an urgent need to align 

their strategic communications with social media to respond to more questions on the 

platforms. This sample was collected in the winter of 2020–2021 through preliminary 

interviews with 14 communicators from key Finnish public organisations responsible for 

COVID-19 communications with stakeholders. The interviews were transcribed and analysed 

following thematic content analysis guidelines.  

The maturity level of listening was higher in these organisations than for airline 

organisations in their start phase. All had established strategic targets to increase online 

interactions, develop stakeholder relations or manage their reputation in social media. These 

organisations were primarily engaging in speaking to improve customer satisfaction or create 

engagement. Soon after the pandemic struck, they realised that posting vaccination guidelines 

and restrictions was not sufficient, as the number of questions, comments and followers on 

social media continued to grow by double digits to meet stakeholders' demand for 

information. They had to strengthen their social media teams to better manage listening 

activities. The findings indicate that the pandemic strained public organisations' 

communication skills and tools, forcing them to align their social media practices rapidly and 

reactively by listening online and enabling useful content, thereby limiting the opportunities 

for false or misleading content to develop. Once the listening function was organised and all 

questions had been answered, the feedback grew more positive. 

This developmental snapshot suggests that the further development of listening 

structures and processes is needed to enable multivocal online discussion and strengthen trust 

and satisfaction among stakeholders.  

4. Discussion 
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Maturity occurring in leaps and bounds describes how organisational listening 

develops during times of change, as discussed in this paper. In 2016, when the first examples 

were collected, not all organisations had social media accounts. Listening was conducted via 

regular customer feedback and surveys. The few existing social media channels were mostly 

passive and lacked a plan for regular content sharing. Next came the phase during which the 

account was used to post the user's own content. Social media was just one channel among 

others, and popularity was measured with simple occurrences, such as likes. In the second 

example, some public organisations were still passive or engaged only in one-way 

information sharing on social media before the onset of the pandemic. However, stakeholder 

pressure forced them to move to a more mature level of active listening and replying. 

<<Table 1. HERE>>The four stages regarding the organisational maturity of listening. The 

biggest leap (black rabbit) occurred in both cases from developing to maturing during urgent 

times of change. 

Our key findings, based on the two examples of development provided, indicate that 

organisations rush onto social media platforms to use one-way speaking and direct marketing 

to achieve engagement. They forget that a relationship must be established before social 

media engagement can occur. Such relationships are built on trust and satisfaction, and 

organisational listening online plays a key role in facilitating both.  

The public organisations handling COVID-19 questions and the airlines with their 

customer service focus all realised that they could better engage stakeholders and create trust 

by establishing an architecture to support listening on their digital channels. Within 12 

months, both had implemented listening functions and provided customer service via social 

media. Public organisations replied to all comments and questions through their own social 

media accounts, and airlines utilised their channels, especially Twitter, for the same purpose. 

We suggest that to best utilise the pressure on organisations during times of rapid 
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change, communication professionals should embrace these times, as the giant strides in 

listening maturity reported in this paper highlight the importance of communication and 

enable organisations to mature more quickly than they otherwise would. The development 

towards online listening is highly beneficial, as it appears to increase trust and transparency 

and to accelerate online listening and customer service in all organisations, which are 

incentives for high stakeholder trust and satisfaction. Santini et al. (2020, 1223) recommended 

that organisations allocate resources to pleasant, satisfying touchpoints and observed that 

Twitter is the best channel for improving customer engagement via positive emotions and 

satisfaction. 

Many organisations need a social media listening strategy or fully integrated 

marketing communications plan that establishes a listening function, defining the balance 

between speaking and listening. Modern technology can be used systematically for wider 

listening with limited resources and can enable participation in strategically important 

discussions in multivocal public spheres. The systematic organisational listening culture is 

open, but it also needs guidelines, processes and skills to collect, analyse and utilise data 

effectively (Macnamara 2018; Maben and Gearhart 2018). 

<<Table 2. HERE >>  

5. Implications 

Development during times of crisis and change is challenging, as much effort and 

coordination is dedicated to surviving the change rather than to developing organisational 

functions. These snapshots of development call for a more strategic approach to 

organisational listening for organisations and the development of an integrated marketing 

communications model to reach their desired higher level of engagement and conversion to 

action. This prompts the following question: How can organisations ensure that times of 

change can, in fact, be exploited as strategic tools for organisational development?  
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Modern digital technology can be systematically used for wider listening and for 

establishing relationships with stakeholders online. However, the nonstrategic use of listening 

technology does not come with a guarantee of success and may even backfire. Taking on new 

technologies on the go remains a challenge, but once achieved, it can significantly enhance 

the organisational maturity level of listening. These leaps and bounds in growth imply that 

management, communication and marketing professionals also develop accordingly so they 

can ask the right questions to glean the most useful information from the data available. As 

organisational listening becomes a new core function, changes are needed not just in training 

but in the practice of communication and marketing to best utilise this strategic skill.  
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APPENDIX 

Table 1. The four stages of the organisational maturity of listening. The biggest leap (black 

rabbit) occurred in both cases from developing to maturing during urgent times of change. 
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Table 2. Modified model following Santini, 2020: Customer engagement on social media 
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Abstract

Purpose – During the COVID-19 pandemic, public sector organisations produced thousands of social media
messagesweekly answering citizens questions and informing the public on safety relatedmatters. The purpose
of this study was to investigate how the pandemic shaped social media listening in Finland’s public sector
organisations and how these organisations aligned their listening and strategic communication to address
emerging questions, news (real and fake) and rumours during the pandemic.
Design/methodology/approach – Building on a theoretical background from strategic communication,
organisational listening, digital marketing and public sector communication, qualitative interview data
included communicators (N5 14) from all central Finnish public sector organisations in charge of COVID-19
communication. Findings were themed and analysed qualitatively to understand the level of alignment of
strategic communication on social media.
Findings – The findings revealed that the pandemic had strained public sector organisations’ communication
capabilities, forcing them to align their processes and resources reactively to enable useful content and limit false/
misleading content.The results confirmed that organisational listening remained somewhatunaligned.Adual role
of public sector communication as speakers but increasingly as listeners was highlighted.
Originality/value – The study’s findings point to organisational listening on social media being a central
requisite for public sector organisations overcoming a crisis.

Keywords Pandemic, Public sector communication, Organisational listening, Social media,

Strategic communication

Paper type Research paper

Introduction
Globally, public sector organisations are challenged with complexity and bureaucracy but
must comply with the political view of “doing the right things” (Thijs and Staes, 2008, p. 9).
Citizens assess public sector communication based on “whether it meets their needs and
answers their questions” (Canel and Luoma-aho, 2019, p. 7). Citizen needs were great during
the social isolation due to the COVID-19 pandemic (Luoma-aho et al., 2021). In fact,
Chakraborty et al. (2021) reported that social media became the primary means of
communication during the isolation.

Scholars agree that social media platforms lack dialog (Macnamara, 2016; Theunissen and
Wan Noordin, 2012; Watkins, 2017) but remain crucial for public sector organisations
(Crawford, 2009; Maben and Gearhart, 2018) owing to their capabilities for relationship
building, participation, organisational learning and listening (Kent and Taylor, 2016).
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Strategic listening to stakeholders may help build organisational social capital by fostering
collaboration (Canel and Luoma-aho, 2019), but in practice, organisations remain challenged
by the topics, dialog and slowness (Brandel, 2010; Canel and Luoma-aho, 2019). Global crises
tend to illuminate these, and alignment of strategies remains a challenge.

Listening to citizens is central for democracy (Delli Carpini, 2020). While listening can be
negative, as when used as a weapon against citizens in less democratic societies, it can also
provide benefits such as increased public good, improved democracy, stakeholder trust and
sustainable relationships (Canel and Luoma-aho, 2019;Macnamara, 2020). Listening online as
a human resource-based approach differs from monitoring computer-based qualitative
metrics offering opportunity for live interaction vs. monitoring reports with numbers rather
than content. All data from citizens require ethical considerations (Mau, 2019) around issues
such as privacy and identity (Davis and Patterson, 2012), as conclusions drawn based on
these data may be skewed (Espeland and Sauder, 2007).

Combining strategic communication, organisational listening, digital marketing and
public sector communication research, the present study investigated how the emergent
global pandemic impacted public sector social media listening in Finland. Finland is a
country of high generalised trust in society, high utilisation of technology among citizens, and
its public sector operations are guided the principles of transparency and openness of process
enabling citizen engagement (Canel and Luoma-aho, 2019). Building on frameworks of
organisational listening (Macnamara, 2016, 2018, 2020) and public sector communication (e.g.
Canel and Luoma-aho, 2019), the study examined the strategic alignment of online listening
(Volk and Zerfass, 2018). These findings contribute to strategic communication theory
through a new emphasis on how the listening role of organisations requires more strategic
alignment of external communication, calls for new practices and guidelines of strategic
online listening.

Literature review
Aligned and two-way strategic communication
Strategic communication research focuses on how organisations interact with
stakeholders and present themselves as social actors in creating public culture and
discussing public issues (Hallahan et al., 2007). Originally, “strategic communication”was
defined to support organisations in advancing their missions (Hallahan et al., 2007;
Holtzhausen and Zerfass, 2015). Communication is strategic when it is objective driven
and aligned with strategic targets (Cornelissen, 2017; Christensen et al., 2008; Volk and
Zerfass, 2018). Zerfass et al. (2018) defined strategic communication as encompassing
communications crucial for “the survival and sustained success of an entity” (p. 487),
indicating the purposeful use of communication to engage in strategically important
conversations such as citizen dialogs.

Strategic listening helps organisations recognise and react to changes in the environment
more quickly (Macnamara and Gregory, 2018), while listening on social media helps identify
weak and strong signals from multiple spheres in decision-making processes to maintain or
achieve an external fit (Zerfass et al., 2018). Volk and Zerfass (2018) highlighted the
importance of aligning strategic communication on both the primary (with the environment)
and secondary levels (inside organisations). The secondary level relates to agreement
between strategy and organisational operations.

Strategies should be adaptive to change according to societal changes, citizen feedback
moving from “a prescriptive to an emergent perspective on strategicmanagement” (Frandsen
and Johansen, 2015, p. 230). Thus, strategic communication must not only engage
stakeholders but also build and implement strategies (van Ruler, 2018).

Social media
listening
strategies
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Organisational listening on social media
Organisational listening is “the culture, policies, structure, processes, resources, skills,
technologies, and practices applied by an organisation to give recognition, acknowledgement,
attention, interpretation, understanding, consideration, and response to its stakeholders and
public” (Macnamara, 2016, p. 52). Earlier research has confirmed that organisational listening
on social media requires that both citizens and organisations are present, active, observing
and responding to stimuli through the channels (Brandel, 2010; Dellarocas, 2003). Ideally, this
could lead to long-lasting relationships that build trust between citizens and organisations
and strengthen legitimacy (Navarro, 2018; Yaxley, 2012). Furthermore, listening
organisations are perceived as authentic and tend to receive more citizen support on social
media (Kang, 2014; Men and Tsai, 2015), whereas poor listening has negative consequences
for organisations and stakeholders (Burnside-Lawry, 2011).

Listening is a starting point for dialog, as dialogic communication requires organisations
to provide opportunities for stakeholders’ positive or negative engagement (Seltzer and
Mitrook, 2007). Organisations may fear negative feedback and even lack resources
(Macnamara, 2020) to quickly address the many citizen comments on social media
(Brandel, 2010). Public sector organisations tend to utilise social media merely as a one-way
information channel (Mergel, 2013). However, listening should be approached as a strategic
framework or “an architecture” for understanding stakeholders (Macnamara, 2016).
Macnamara (2016) claimed that a crisis of listening exists in organisations today, but little
is known about how the pandemic shaped this in the public sector.

Public sector communication and social media
Public sector organisations are central actors that facilitate public discourse in democratic
societies (Capizzo, 2018; Macnamara, 2016; Sommerfeldt, 2013; Taylor and Kent, 2014).
Unfortunately, most public sector organisations still focus on traditional speaking roles, even on
social platforms that enable listening and dialog (Macnamara, 2016; Theunissen and
Wan Noordin, 2012; Watkins, 2017). The weak listening culture reportedly results from
organisations’ lack of social media strategy, underdeveloped policies, unclear goals, untrained
staff and lack of methods for measuring digital presence (Barnes and Jacobsen, 2014, p. 147).

Building trust between citizens and public sector organisations is believed to help society
survive times of crises such as pandemics. The idea of “antifragile communication” (Canel
and Luoma-aho, 2019) suggests that such trustworthy connections and a good reputation
create organisational intangible capital, which enables collaboration in more challenging
times as well. Social media has become one central arena for trust building, as public sector
organisations look to engage citizens in dialog wherever they are.

Society exists in the dialogic public sphere (Bronn and Bronn, 2003), where stakeholders
engage simultaneously on multiple digital media platforms. On these platforms, extremes
may be overrepresented, and dialog is ruled by affect (Levine, 2011). Studies on social media
have viewed social media and public sector communication through citizen engagement
(Bowden et al., 2016; Piqueiras et al., 2020), participation (Canel and Luoma-aho, 2019) and
co-creation (Tuurnas, 2020). Becoming antifragile implies transitioning from informing to
engaging, creating a strong organisational culture where listening is continuous and
interaction is based on changing citizen expectations (Canel and Luoma-aho, 2019).

The pandemic has raised awareness amongmany public sector organisations of the need to
transition from informing to listening and dialog (Luoma-aho et al., 2021) and for increased
transparency to reach citizens (Levine, 2011; Macnamara, 2020). Increasing citizen trust and
engagement is central (Mergel, 2013). Studies have suggested that ‘digital micro-encounters’
with public administrators take place in different arenas (Zavattaro and Brainard, 2019, p. 562).
Maben and Gearhardt (2018), applying Bodie’s (2012) listening model, called for public
authorities to practice emphatic listening.
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Data-driven listening
Much social media research has been built on studies on digital marketing, highlighting
affective, cognitive and behavioural consumer engagement (Bowden et al., 2016) through
social media as a technology-enabled process by which firms collaborate with customers and
partners to jointly create and sustain value for all stakeholders (Kannan and Li, 2017, p. 23).
However, engagement does not occur according to industry reports, which confirm that
organisations address topics on social media that are not of interest to customers while
ignoring most topics that customers prefer (Freundt, 2013).

Computer-mediated communication is datafied on social media platforms that have
matured into data companies, with business models derived from their ability to harvest and
repurpose data (van Dijck and Poell, 2013). Datafication means networked platforms can
render many perspectives into data, such as demographic information, customer profiles and
mobile phone metadata (Mayer-Schoenberger and Cukier, 2013), which are valuable for
marketing purposes. Facebook and Twitter increasingly mine social media traffic for
trending topics, keywords or sentiments (van Dijck and Poell, 2013). Organisations buy these
data for use in measuring social media outputs such as ‘likes’ or the numbers of followers
(Kagarise and Zavattaro, 2017). Brandel (2010) defined monitoring as an automated system
that recognises and reads items such as comments, discussions and topics that are important
to the organisation, whereas measurement emphasises volume such as the number of fans,
likes, comments and leading topics, sources and sentiment. The latter is used in digital
marketing, but communications can benefit from both monitoring and measurement in their
analyses. And when a crisis arises, both tools are important in planning the actions.

Crisis management in social media
Pandemics require crisis or issue management. Signs of a developing crisis may appear online
before a full crisis manifests (Coombs and Holladay, 2012); thus, online listening is one stage ‘of
intervention for management to combat misinformation’ (Clemente-Suarez et al., 2022, p. 15).
Crisis stages are reflected on socialmedia in real time (Houston et al., 2015); thus, being active on
social media during the COVID-19 pandemic was crucial for public organisations.

Earlier research has proposed that organisations should have a strong presence on
multiple social media platforms to have a dialog with the public during crises (Guidry et al.,
2017; Lin et al., 2016), as social media simultaneously facilitates the growths of crises and
provides channels for crisis communications (Coombs and Holladay, 2012). The best
approach to public health crisis communication is to focus on communication channels that
encourage “listening, feedback, participation, and dialogue” (Covello, 2003, p. 5).

Response strategies, ranging from dialog to corrective actions (Romenti et al., 2014), are
intended to manage all stakeholder-related social media risks (Horn et al., 2015). They require
timely reactions, top management involvement and steering the narrative to protect the
organisation’s reputation and create trust (Yeo et al., 2020). Coombs and Holladay (2014)
proposed that organisations develop contingency strategies; that is, the message efficiency
should be monitored and assessed while keeping responses professional and remaining
active on all channels. A well-handled case of crisis may even improve relationships with the
public (Romenti et al., 2014).

Building on Volk and Zerfass’s (2018) concept of alignment to identify current and
emergent challenges, we investigated the status of strategic public organisations’ social
media listening during the pandemic andwhether their listening was as weak as indicated by
previous research (e.g. Macnamara, 2016; Theunissen and Wan Noordin, 2012; Watkins,
2017). These were studied by addressing the following research questions and using an
exploratory qualitative approach (Bryman, 2016), guided by the following research
questions:
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RQ1. What role does listening play in public sector organisations’ strategic social media
communication?

RQ2. How did the pandemic impact social media communications and resources?

RQ3. How has the pandemic changed public sector organisations’ social media
strategies?

Methods
Finland is known for high generalised trust in society and authorities and transparent
governance in the public sector (Canel and Luoma-aho, 2019). All ministries and authorities
are independent in their communication, but during the crisis the Prime Minister’s Office
decided to apply the Emergency Powers Act and take over coordination of COVID-19 related
communications. This new policy was applied first after the interviews of this study, where
we chose the eight leading government and public sector organisations responsible for
COVID-19-related communications to citizens in Finland. Owing to the heavy workload of
their communicators, participating in survey or focus groups was not preferred, and tailored
interviews matching individual schedules were chosen. To complement the individual data,
data from previous publications and reports were analysed. Desk research was performed on
documents, and 14 in-depth semi-structured interviews were conducted with communication
managers from leading Finnish government and public sector organisations from November
2020 through March 2021. Interviewees were selected based on the organisation represented
and its relevance during the pandemic, focusing on the authoritative, regulatory and
legislative organisations responsible for Finland’s governmental pandemic strategy and
citizens’ health and well-being.

The interviewees were highly motivated, despite the additional demands of the pandemic.
Only one of the eight central organisations declined to participate, citing a lack of socialmedia
engagement with citizens as the reason. Four interviewees represented ministries, and ten
represented national authorities. The interviewees and their organisations’ anonymities were
ensured, and the interviewswere conducted in accordance with the semi-structured interview
guidelines that addressed existing strategies, resources, presence, social media activities, top
management involvement, the impact of the pandemic and the outlook of listening on social
media. The data collection complied with General Data Protection Regulation requirements.
All interviews were conducted online in Finnish and recorded; the recordings were stored in
password-protected files. Each of the 14 interviews lasted 45–70 min. One was a team
interview, as suggested by the organisation because of time constraints. The interviews were
transcribed and analysed using the NVivo software.

The interview guide consisted of themes such as triggers (do you/why and where do you
listen to your stakeholders), strategies and operations, focus areas on social media presence,
the aims of listening, the use of the data, the link to the strategy and targets set, the impact of
the crisis in resourcing and activity, roles and responsibilities and the future role of listening.
Both the documents and interview data were thematically analysed.

In the data analysis, the organisations’ communication and/or social media strategy/
guidelines were studied to identify themes such as “social media”, “digital communications”,
“(online) listening”, “customer service” and “customer/stakeholder engagement”.

Following the thematic content analysis guidelines, the data were examined using the
strategic online listening method described in the literature review: strategy alignment,
listening practices, measures, targets, management involvement and the impact of
emergent changes to the operating environment. The interview data were then
condensed and studied as expressions and keywords under the themes and research
questions.
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Findings
RQ1: Primary alignment to the organisational strategy
The first question explored the role of listening in public sector organisations’ strategic social
media communication. Our results show a primary alignment with the organisational
strategy: customer/stakeholder approach or engagement is defined as a strategic aim for
Finnish public organisations, and communication supports this target but without specific
guidelines or targets.

The interviewees were asked to share their organisations’ communication and/or social
media strategy/guidelines. The documents were studied to identify themes such as “social
media”, “digital communications”, “(online) listening”, “customer service” and “customer/
stakeholder engagement”. The interviewees were asked if the communication/social media/
listening strategy supported organisational strategic targets. As the organisations were all
public, they relied on central government documents and produced their own communication
guidelines. The document mentioned most frequently was the Finnish government’s 2013
communications strategic policy (VNK, 2013), which describes social media as a channel for
civil dialog but sets no measurement method for managing it. This policy encourages web
communicators to tighten their cooperation on services related to social media. The
documents revealed that the measurable targets for social media were generic; only one
organisation identified key performance indicators.

The Prime Minister’s Office subsequently published documents that acknowledged
listening as a central tenet. The 2016 government communication guide (VNK, 2016, part 4)
prescribes listening to citizens and suggests that their expectations from authorities inform
administration and service development. This establishes listening as a strategic aim for
Finnish public organisations but without specific guidelines.

The analyses of the interview data and organisational documents revealed that
communication strategies were aligned to organisational strategy targets in all
organisations. Interaction/customer engagement was mentioned in several documents as
an organisational strategic target and communications target:

It starts from strategy—we have a customer strategy and a communication strategy, and both
emphasise the customer aspect and the ease of operating on the customer’s terms and the ease of
customer service channels. (Interviewee 11, Organisation 7)

Several organisations have confirmed that listening supports efforts to increase interactions or
improve customer relations. Some followed conversations to correct disinformation/
misinformation or manage their reputation. The interviewees mostly mentioned “customers”
(interviewees 1, 2, 3, 5, 10 and 11) instead of “citizens” (interviewees 10 and 12), and interactions
were aimed at being “human” (interviewees 6 and 8) or “engaging” (interviewees 1, 3, 7, 11 and
14) and making communication open and transparent (interviewee 12). Customer viewpoints
and relationship management were referenced.

Some organisations developed social media policies that included listening or
interaction:

Our communication is interactive and modern; we take advantage of digitalisation and the
opportunities of online communication. We use social media systematically. We listen to
stakeholders already in the preparation phase. (Organisation 5)

We want to highlight health and well-being issues on social media, i.e. in forums where people are
already active. Our aim is to promote the availability and dissemination of reliable information.
We use social media channels to inform and stimulate discussion about our activities, events and
current affairs. Profile administrators follow the conversations on weekdays and answer questions
on a discretionary basis. We cannot answer all questions, and we cannot answer individual personal
health enquiries. (Organisation 2)
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The Finnish government crisis guidelines (VNK, 2019) offer advice to stakeholders on
listening during states of emergency, but they concentrate on communication management
from the inside out. However, how these guidelines are followed in practice often depends on
the available resources.

RQ2. Secondary alignment of strategic social media listening
The second question focused on how the pandemic impacted social media communications
and resources. The results showed that primary alignments existed but were inflexible in
that the strategies and policies did not change often (Volk and Zerfass, 2018). Concerning
secondary alignment, structures and processes were established for speaking that
supported the strategy, but systematic listening was not regarded strategic.
All organisations had a presence and maintained accounts on social media, most
commonly on Twitter, Facebook and LinkedIn. All organisations confirmed primarily
disseminating information, while some posted campaign-type contents for key target
groups. Social media teams and content were managed under communication functions.
The pre-pandemic team size ranged from 0 to 4.

Most organisations used digital tools for listening but inactively before the pandemic.
The customer approach triggered two organisations’ listening, as they “go to where their
customers are going”, that is, to social media. After the pandemic was announced, listening
became necessary because of increased social media traffic. However, social media reports
were primarily used by communication personnel.

Several interviewees confirmed activating listening when organisational names appeared
in themedia or when the number of social media follower/visitor increased. One interviewee’s
organisation decided whether to react to new topics on social media as they emerged and
prepared fact sheets for those responsible for responding. Another trigger was an issue of
public concern:

Before the pandemic, there have been other themes of human interest important to people, and we
have concluded that we must get involved in social media discussions to present our view.
(Interviewee 11, Organisation 7)

The resources for managing social media content sharing, listening and interactions were
limited, with only temporal increases or re-arrangements of personnel during the pandemic.
The interviewees confirmed doing their best to listen and reply to all questions on their own
social media accounts. Only one interviewee reported that organisational resources were
available for replying or commenting outside their own accounts.

I hope and I bet there’s no going back to that old way of doing social media. We have an insanely
large number of followers now, and of course, when there are large numbers of followers, the number
of comments will increase. But what used to be that maybe there was one comment a day.
One Monday I went through 1,400 comments so . . . yes—we do not have resources to be active
anywhere else but on our own channels. (Interviewee 2, Organisation 2)

Four organisations made temporary arrangements to accommodate the increased activity on
their social media accounts. At the time of the interview, the crisis period had already lasted
over a year, and the amount of discussion on social media had not decreased.

We had one person responsible for answering Facebook and Instagram questions. One person
focused fully onTwitter, as the news flow is extremely fast there, so youmust keep following it all the
time. During the laws in effect related to the state of emergency, we had four persons working during
the weekends, and I had 6-day workweeks. We had to react to the feed also on Saturdays and
Sundays. When this phase is over, the crisis continues, and the need for communications remains.
We are suffering from an acute lack of resources for listening and replying to citizen comments and
questions in social media. (Interviewee 9, Organisation 1)
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Several interviewees had organised social media training for management or specialists
assisting with replies during the pandemic, and many were planning to involve more
personnel in these activities. The important strategic role of social media in communications
was evident.

Outcomes and impacts should be measured (Macnamara, 2018). The organisations
interviewed had no measurable online communication targets and aimed for “interaction” or
“good customer service”. They followed sentiments such as emojis and numbers of followers,
with reports produced using a digital tool, which were widely available and, in three
organisations, were also shared with top executives. Others gave management access to the
reports but could not confirm whether they used the data. Based on the interviews, no
strategy alignment was based on social media feedback from citizens, apart from the
temporary resource allocation tomanage the increased activity. Hence, external noisewas not
considered strategically important. Only two organisations regularly measured stakeholder
satisfaction.

To summarise, some primary alignments existed, but they were inflexible in that the
strategies and policies did not change often. According to the secondary alignment,
structures and processes were established for speaking that supported the strategy. Online
listening occurred mainly on users’ own social media channels or performed by parties
responsible for social media. However, the impact of speaking and listeningwas not routinely
measured or used in strategy work (external alignment).

RQ3. The pandemic revealed gaps in strategic social media listening
The third question asked how the pandemic had changed public sector organisations’ social
media strategies. Our assessment of the emergent change revealed gaps in the
communication strategies of the identified organisations: it is challenging to maintain the
balance of speaking and listening in crisis. External alignment concerning listening could be
strategically stronger if listening ‘data’ are actively used in communication, if resources are
available for social media teams and organisation management utilises the data collected for
external alignment.

External alignment.The COVID-19 crisis had lasted for more than 2 years already, with
a remarkable impact on the number of social media followers of the government
organisations involved in crisis management. The number of followers increased by
200% the year before the interview at one interviewee’s organisation. Another
organisation received “tens of thousands of questions and comments and mentions
per week” during critical crisis periods. Many organisations had not previously
communicated directly with citizens, and the pressure to interact exceeded their
resources and capacity, resulting in efforts to discourage engagement. Some public
sector organisations discontinued efforts to reach pre-crisis strategic communication
targets for sharing engaging content because the comment flow during the crisis was
too high.

The topics raised in the interviews included doxing, disinformation and fake news, which
must be corrected and trigger listening. Completely eliminating disinformation and doxing
may not be possible but increasing the volume of facts communicated and having real experts
available on social media to answer questions can help organisations meet customer
requirements.

One communication leader (interviewee 3, organisation 6) observed, “The public
organisation needs to earn its place. It is not automatically given these days.”
Organisations can manage their reputations and win public trust by being active on social
media to, for example, correct facts and participate in online discussions. One interviewee
commented:

Social media
listening
strategies

127



It is important to be there and monitor discussions. We do not have to respond to all comments, but
we are able, through listening, to identify the so-called opponents’ arguments and opinions, usually
representing activist groups that are passionate about things. We can then communicate widely the
correct facts and do not always need to get involved in dialogs with individuals. (Interviewee 8,
Organisation 2)

Social media listening resources. A central communication bottleneck was presented by the
resources available to communication departments. Only one organisation believed its team
was properly staffed, while others experienced major challenges in managing the usual
postings and massive volume of activities via news media and online channels.

Management involvement and emergent strategy alignment. The interviewees reported
that the pandemic prompted attitude changes in leadership. Top management was described
as more interested in social media listening and interactions, raising the strategic importance
of online listening. The management at three organisations was interested in comments and
questions, and replies were often discussed. All organisations must make emergent
alignments to their communications during the pandemic by adding resources and actively
informing citizens of developments.

Structural and process alignments. Ministries and public sector organisations regularly
operate independently of communications. During the pandemic, interaction and
collaboration with other authorities increased to some extent (VNK, 2021). All interviewees
acknowledged the importance of listening but confirmed that the listening and
communication architecture in government offices remained stiff and lacked close
cooperation, aligned messaging and efficient crisis communications with citizens.
According to one interviewee, discussions were held on whether the crisis should be
utilised to identify bottlenecks and agree on how to avoid them in the future:

I don’t see that we can go back to the pre-pandemic way of working. We have had strategy
discussions in our management team, and we all agree on this. If there is anything good about this
pandemic, it is the new way of doing things. I am convinced customers and stakeholders will not
agree to anything else. You also want them to interact more. (Interviewee 10, Organisation 5)

Discussion and conclusion
Public sector organisations have traditionally relied on disseminating information rather
than engaging in dialog and concerted listening (Canel and Luoma-aho, 2019). The COVID-19
crisis challenged communication practices on several levels and has taxed personnel skills,
resources and plans. In an environment of urgent citizen and media demands, heavy reliance
on social and real-timemedia and the heightened effects on communication, traditional public
sector communication is no longer sufficient; organisationsmust increase their listening to be
able to respond to constantly changing citizen needs. Figure 1 depicts the strategic
approaches followed before and during the pandemic.

Citizens’ voices must be heard by public sector organisations for a society to function
sustainably. The results of this study confirmed that the pandemic significantly increased
citizens’ interest in and comments on public sector organisations, especially online.

An organisation’s listening competency is determined by the environment and available
skills (Burnside-Lawry, 2011). The COVID-19 complicated the environment, so many
organisations embraced listening, often starting with social media. However, skill
development has not kept pace with the changes in the environment. Thus,
communication leaders felt new engagement pressures, even in organisations previously
considered outside citizens’ radar. Furthermore, our findings confirmed that teams, customer
service and correspondence were not sufficient according to the resources necessary for
listening, as suggested by previous studies (Burnside-Lawry, 2011; Macnamara, 2016),
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because challenges were reported. None of the interviewees used the term listening, while
discussion occurred around the topic related to engagement and interaction on an operational
level. If an organisation does not listen, it may not identify disinformation/misinformation,
which should be addressed. Moreover, without monitoring and measuring impact
(Macnamara, 2018), strategies cannot be aligned externally.

The Deloitte study on Finland’s COVID-19 communications indicated that more
collaboration between authorities and among ministry leaders was needed (Deloitte, 2021).
Our findings point to increases only at the leader level. COVID-19 has increased the
expectations of public sector organisations’ communications; thus, responding to citizens
through social media has become the newminimum, with discussions often occurring outside
organisational channels. Resources have been temporarily increased but will return (or
already have returned) to normal after the urgency passes.

To answer the research questions on how strategic social media listening in public
organisations is and how organisations manage the secondary alignment of their social
media practices, the organisations studied can be described as somewhat unaligned
regarding the aims and triggers of their listening. Their objectives for social media
communication were strategic and aligned with the overall objectives of the organisation,
including a range of activities, from reputation management and improved interactions to
better relationships with citizens and correcting disinformation/misinformation. The
listening triggers for the organisations studied were mostly reactive and dependent on the
traffic of their websites and services.

The analysis of organisational listening practices revealed that the organisations were
partly strategic about their listening: top management appeared to better understand the
value of communication, but this attitude change did not reach the primary level of
organisational listening beyond immediate social media monitoring. Online listening, as well
as external alignment, was not regarded as strategically important, as its impact was
not clear.

According to our results, public sector organisations’ listening occurredmostly in reaction
to mentions, traffic and discussions. One organisation was clearly ahead of others in its
listening and strategic thinking, while the in-progress nature of strategic listening was
reflective of a trigger-only paradigm for the rest of the organisations. Moreover, the lack of
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systematic procedures and analysis of the listening data was noticeable. However, as top
management appeared more interested in citizens’ perspectives, listening may mature
quickly into more strategic levels. The interviewees reported that citizen expectations
appeared to have changed permanently. Hence, turning back to pre-crisis communication is
not an option, even when resources return to normal.

The final research question pursued the communication professionals’ perspectives on the
biggest development areas of strategic communication in an emergent situation). Although
practices followed new, urgent demands and resources were allocated, they were primarily
temporary. Despite this, most organisations reported a lack of resources necessary to meet
the extensive citizen expectations. The pandemic appeared to have prompted a slight
strengthening of the public sector organisations’ external alignment in social media
communication. The traditional aims of building intangible assets online, such as citizen trust
and engagement, remain at the core of organisational listening, but owing to the pandemic, a
second role for listening is emerging: a limiting and guarding function. Organisational
listening is needed to build guardrails for authorities and to manage citizen and media
expectations. The interviewees reported having to strategically diminish interactions
because the demand was too high. Utilising listening for diminished citizen engagement was
a new phenomenon brought about by COVID-19 in public sector communication.

On the operational level, unrealistically high expectations may prove challenging, as the
temporary extra resources allocated during the COVID-19 crisis continue to diminish as
the urgency subsides. This finding supports suggestions from previous research on the
potentially ideal neutral levels of trust and reputation for public sector organisations (Canel
and Luoma-aho, 2019), which would ensure critical operating distances. Expectation
management has been suggested as a new task for public sector organisations in uncertain
environments (Luoma-aho et al., 2013).

Towards a strong external alignment
The results of the interviews with leading communicators in central organisations
responsible for pandemic-related communications in Finland’s public sector confirmed that
the pandemic stretched public sector organisations’ communication capabilities and forced
them to collaborate more and think more strategically. A need for external alignment with
social media listening emerged: the second role of diminishing speaking was an unexpected
finding. Posting content or disseminating information was deemed insufficient for managing
the crisis, while listening to multiple discussions, answering questions and correcting
misinformation/disinformation were considered strategically important. Organisations may
raise important topics/themes in their communications, indicating a need for a strategic
speaking/listening balance. Listening is needed to understand and manage citizen
expectations so that they do not become unrealistically high, considering existing
resources. The interviewees recounted that they could not answer all individuals but could
pick up a topic and communicate about it to all followers at once. Overall, the pandemic
marked the beginning of an era of expectation management for public sector organisations,
as citizen expectations heightened owing to constant developments.

Strategic communication can be conceptualised as an agile management process that
feeds the arenas in which meanings are presented, negotiated, constructed or reconstructed
for strategy building and implementation. Moreover, strategic decisions can be tested by
presenting and negotiating them in a continuous loop (van Ruler, 2018). Therefore, we
recommend that public organisations consider an agile external alignment with continuous
social media listening, thereby implementing a dual model for communication: speaking and
listening. Furthermore, to strengthen organisational listening’s external alignment, strategies
that are best for the organisation must be given more consideration, rather than merely
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adding more channels and increasing listening. Strategies should not be too stiff; they should
adapt to changing environments because strategy development is a continuous process.
Listening can help with strategic alignment; having dialogs and collaboration in the
multivocal public sphere also creates trust. Measuring the impacts provide a tool for strategy
alignment.

We highlighted changes in organisational listening strategies and the need for more
strategic practices. The findings call for future studies to investigate whether similar changes
occur in various cultural settings and whether these changes remain beyond the pandemic
and to examine factors contributing to the increased maturity and strategic nature of
organisational listening. Future studies should also investigate whether the dual role is
apparent in other organisations and cultures and identify its long-term consequences for
organisations and society at large.

Implications
This studywas rooted on thework on the organisational listening byMacnamara (2016, 2018,
2020), applied the conceptual framework of internal and external alignment of strategic
communication (Volk and Zerfass, 2018) and showed how listening can support in closing the
gaps between citizens and public organisations (Canel and Luoma-aho, 2019).

The implications of our findings include the need to update the strategic communication
theory and practice on the balance between speaking and listening to address the dual role
emerging with better external alignment. As public sector communication becomes
increasingly strategic, the need for strategic listening increases. Our results imply that
citizen experiences will become increasingly relevant to the degree to which public sector
communications meet their expectations. Increased listening is required to understand this.
Listening should be strategic, and the cyclic nature of listening and communicating should be
planned and measured to provide a lasting value.

This may require rewriting guidelines for public sector communication best practices.
The traditional understanding of communicating activities and updates can flare up in the
multivocal public sphere, where at times the role of disinformation/misinformation in citizen
discussions may be necessary.

Increased listening in the public sector may be a step towards censorship and panopticon,
but without listening, the multivocal public sphere may harm the whole society. Listening is
merely a first step, as the real power lies in what organisations do with citizens’ information
and expectations. Hence, new power is given to those organisations that listen to stakeholders
more closely.

Limitations
This study has several limitations that must be acknowledged. The findings were based in
part on interview data, so individual perspectives might have overstated actual practices, a
limitation mitigated by conducting desk research on materials and interviewing members of
multiple organisations. Further, as the study focused on the Finnish context, the results are
descriptive only within their cultural parameters. Nevertheless, because the pandemic was
global, similar challenges are likely encountered in other cultural contexts as well.
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ABSTRACT
Digital communication technologies, particularly social media, enable mem-
bers of organizations at all levels and across all functions to communicate 
with external stakeholders. This has required organizations to rethink and 
restructure their strategic communication management, especially the 
orchestration of their communicative human resources. Using a qualitative 
case-study approach, this article examines how professional service organi-
zations create and maintain their stakeholder relations in the contemporary 
media landscape through the orchestration of employee voice and enact-
ment as organizational spokespersons. The findings show that organizations 
have created structural architectures that they use as a basis for strategic 
communication management. Based on these findings, the study introduces 
a novel concept of organizational voicing architecture, which refers to the 
conceptual structure and overall logical arrangement of organizational 
spokespersons who act as organizational representatives in the corporate 
communication system. Additionally, by integrating the findings related to 
the voicing architecture with existing knowledge about organizational listen-
ing, the study broadens understanding of the mechanism with which orga-
nizations strategically orchestrate their stakeholder relationships, and hence 
contributes to the strategic and corporate communication and public rela-
tions literature.

During the past decade, digitalization and related changes in the communication environment have 
transformed strategic communication management by expanding the ways in which organizations 
and their stakeholders can develop and co-create their relationships (Brockhaus, Buhmann, & Zerfass,  
2023; Leonardi & Treem, 2020). As social media platforms enable direct dialogue with an accelerated 
tempo in multiple forums (O’Connor & Shumate, 2018; Kent & Lane, 2017; Maben & Gearhart, 2018), 
it has been posited that organizations are increasingly dependent on the many voices of their 
individual members, who can speak on their behalf (Andersson et al., 2023; Christensen & 
Cornelissen, 2011; Pekkala, 2020), shaping the role of the organizational spokesperson, “who gives 
the organization a voice within a community” (Troester, 1991, p. 528). With this voice, individual 
members of an organization are “initiating, maintaining and improving stakeholder relationships” 
(Madsen & Verhoeven, 2019, p. 154) and thus becoming increasingly important strategic assets for 
organizations.

In addition to using their voice, organizational members play a critical role in listening to and 
making sense of events and discussions among diverse organizational stakeholders on social media 
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(Macnamara, 2016, 2024). In fact, when it comes to developing relationships, listening is claimed to be 
as important as using one’s voice, and recent research on stakeholder engagement has highlighted the 
role of organizational listening (e.g., Stewart & Arnold, 2018). Professional management of organiza-
tional voice and listening is fundamental to organizational decision-making and strategy alignment 
and may contribute to increasing trust and engagement (Erkkilä & Luoma-Aho, 2023; Macnamara,  
2024; Pekkala, 2020). However, there is currently little research that would shed light on how 
organizations have organized their communicative human resources to support these aims.

This study focuses on strategic communication management, which refers to the management of 
strategically significant communication by a focal entity or organization (Zerfass et al., 2018). The 
article explores how professional service firms have organized themselves to build and maintain 
organizational reputation and stakeholder engagement through employee voice and enactment as 
spokespersons in an increasingly digitalized media environment. According to Elsbach (2003), whose 
definition we follow: “Organizational spokespersons convey or explain symbolic actions to organiza-
tional audiences. Spokespersons include anyone who is perceived by an audience member as repre-
senting the organization.”

In addition to creating content and interacting with a variety of stakeholders as organizational 
representatives in social media, employees have an opportunity to gain new knowledge and industry 
insights, which duly enhances organizational learning (Nguyen et al., 2015). As a consequence, 
employees also have an important role in “gathering environmental information about organizational, 
societal, and technological development” (Madsen & Verhoeven, 2019, p. 154). Although the research 
focusing on drivers of excellence related to strategic communication management has gained traction 
(e.g., Zerfass & Viertmann, 2017; Zerfass et al., 2018), surprisingly little empirical research has focused 
on managerial strategy work related to employees’ role in organizational representation and enabling 
organizational listening.

In this article, we draw on previous literature on strategic communication management, manage-
ment of communicative organization, organizational spokespersons, and organizational listening. We 
begin with a literature review to illustrate how the social media environment has shaped the 
conceptualization of an organizational spokesperson and employee voice. After that, we demonstrate 
through a qualitative case study of two professional service organizations how organizations strategi-
cally orchestrate their communicative human resources. We contribute to the previous literature by 
introducing the concept of organizational voicing architecture, by which we mean the strategically 
organized structure of organizational spokespersons that guides their communicative roles and capabil-
ities in the corporate communication system, thereby broadening understanding of employees’ roles in 
strategic communication.

Theoretical framework

Strategic communication management, voicing and listening in organizations

According to Zerfass et al. (2018, p. 497), “strategic communication management is the attempt to 
manage the communication of strategic significance with regard to a focal entity.” Following this 
definition, strategic communication management in an organizational context pertains to the orches-
tration of communicative resources and activities that are regarded as critical success factors for the 
organization. In the digital communication environment, characterized by the increased significance 
of user-generated content, the strategic role of employees’ communicative activity and competence has 
increased its importance (Verhoeven & Madsen, 2022). This is not only important in building 
relationships and trust with stakeholders but also in strategizing, which takes account of the views 
of stakeholders and happens through actively listening to them (Macnamara, 2024, 104–105).

Strategic communication management is a sub-area of general strategic management, which in 
turn has been defined as “a continuous process of thinking through the current mission of the 
organization, thinking through the current environmental conditions, and then combining these 
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elements by setting forth a guide for tomorrow’s decisions and results” (Greene et al., 1985, 
p. 536). Strategic communication management is largely about the alignment between organiza-
tional strategy and abilities, the external environment, and stakeholder expectations (Volk & 
Zerfass, 2018), as well as communication activities and resources that are particularly relevant 
for an organization (Zerfass et al., 2018).

This study focuses on the strategic orchestration of communicative human resources, that is, 
organizational members that represent organizations to external stakeholders through communicative 
action in which they acquire, transfer and create knowledge (Pekkala, 2020). The approach leans 
towards (social) agency theory (Eisenhardt, 1989), which becomes helpful in explaining how com-
municative work (Pekkala, 2021) is delegated by the principal party to an agent, who then performs 
that work in a unique contextual setting. In this case, the principal party is an organization, 
represented communicatively by an agent – an individual employee – who acts as a spokesperson 
by giving a voice and listening capacity to the principal party, in this case their employer organization. 
In this paper, we adopt the term orchestration, which refers to the coordination of independent and 
interconnected members of a knowledge network by a hub actor (Ritala & Gailly, 2023), in this case 
the organization, which is represented by its members.

Organizational voicing
According to the constitutive view, organizations emerge from multiple voices (Taylor & Cooren,  
1997). In this study, we pay particular attention to the managerial approach towards organizational 
voicing, which refers to the strategic orchestration of communicative human resources affecting “how 
employees do voice and the way they make themselves heard” (Cassinger & Thelander, 2020 p. 198), so 
that those multiple voices are aligned to become a unified whole (Volk & Zerfass, 2018).

Distribution of agency in relation to organizational voice has been discussed under the term 
polyphony (Christensen & Cornelissen, 2011), referring to “the integration of a multiplicity of internal 
and external voices into communication processes that are performed on behalf of the organization” 
(Schneider & Zerfass, 2018, p. 19). Polyphony is being understood as an emergent mode of strategic 
communication (Zerfass & Viertmann, 2016). In these settings, it has become critical to be able to 
integrate “different voices (plurality) into perceptible values of communication (unity) as well as in the 
alignment to strategic goals of the organization” (Schneider & Zerfass, 2018, p.19). As organizations 
have become more dependent on their employees’ voice (i.e., their communication activity and 
competence), much of “communication management is transforming into the management of people 
who communicate” (Pekkala, 2020 p. 563).

It should also be noted that in the communication literature, agency has been approached from the 
relational perspective (Cooren, 2017, p. 142), which means that the agent is seen not only to “act for 
principals” but also “with and through” principals – and other actors. By adopting this view of 
organizational members as active agents functioning in relation to other actors, including their 
organizations, it becomes evident that individuals as organizational spokespersons may not only 
gain visibility and social capital for their organizations, but may also enhance their personal brand 
or role as a thought leader in the industry (Barry & Gironda, 2019). A thought leader is typically 
understood as a well-known industry expert who has an ability to exert significant influence over the 
decisions of others with their knowledge and communicative action (Barry & Gironda, 2019; Harvey 
et al., 2021). Thought leadership is based on a two-way process of communication that inspires 
thinking and learning (Young, 2013), and hence developing and disseminating knowledge are funda-
mental processes in generating thought leadership (Harvey et al., 2021).

Prior empirical research in the field of communication management has identified practices and 
processes that relate to the management of communicative human resources and has demonstrated 
that these practices derive from the behavioral management tradition (Pekkala, 2020). In this research, 
we aim instead to shed light on the strategic orchestration of these communicative human resources by 
exploring how organizations are structured to enable spokesperson agency, particularly in the social 
media environment.
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Organizational listening
Strategic communication scholars have recently emphasized that in addition to gaining visibility and 
using their voice, organizations should think much more about how they listen, namely pay attention 
to, interpret, and understand their stakeholders (Macnamara, 2013, 2016, 2018). This is particularly 
important for strategic alignment with the operating environment along with the multifaceted and 
constantly changing expectations, beliefs, and demands of different stakeholder groups (Vercic & 
Zerfass, 2016; Volk & Zerfass, 2018). Digitalization has further accelerated the pace of change in the 
operating environment and increased the role of employees in continuous listening and monitoring, 
making them active agents who contribute to the strategic alignment of the organization and influence 
its success (Macnamara, 2024).

This type of organizational listening is considered an important organizational capability for 
enhancing operations and offerings (Macnamara, 2016, 2024), for creating stakeholder trust and 
engagement (Bannister & Connelly, 2014), especially in the social media environment (Gearhart & 
Maben, 2023; Stewart & Arnold, 2018), and also for combating misinformation (Clemente-Suarez 
et al., 2022). Organizational listening consists of “a combination of an employee’s listening skills and 
the environment in which the listening occurs” (Burnside Lawry, 2011, p.1). Particularly the skill of 
social listening, referring to “an active process of attending to, observing, interpreting, and responding 
to a variety of stimuli through mediated, electronic, and social channels” (Stewart and Arnold, 2018, p. 
86), has become a prerequisite for a spokesperson to be able to interact in these arenas. “Without 
listening carefully to stakeholder needs, satisfying these needs and establishing a real conversation, 
organizations will not be able to attain the sought-after engagement that leads to a stable and lasting 
relationship with the public” (Navarro et al., 2018, p. 28).

In his seminal work, Macnamara (2016), introduced the ‘organizational listening architecture’, 
describing key elements for managing listening professionally, including organizational culture, 
policies, systems and structure, as well as the resources, skills, technologies, and practices used by 
an organization to listen to its stakeholders and use this knowledge strategically to enhance its 
performance. Lewis (2020) defined strategic organizational listening broadly as “a set of methodolo-
gies and structures designed and utilized to ensure that an organization’s attention is directed toward 
vital information and input to enable learning, questioning of key assumptions, interrogating deci-
sions, and ensuring self-critical analysis.” In general, earlier research focuses on defining the key 
elements, expectations and benefits of listening as well as definitions of organizational listening, but 
what is missing are practical case examples of how organizations manage their listening (Gearhart & 
Maben, 2023, Macnamara, 2016, 2024; Volk, 2023).

One of the challenges involved in listening on social network sites relates to the sheer number of 
stakeholders and relevant networks, and hence the large amount of information available: “organiza-
tions are commonly expected to listen to thousands, or even hundreds of thousands of people” 
(Macnamara, 2024, p. 79), which in practice means that organizations need to scale up their listening 
methods. To overcome this challenge, organizational listening can be delegated to a range of depart-
ments and teams (Macnamara, 2024, p. 48), highlighting the role of employees operating within 
organizational boundaries, such as acting as an organizational spokesperson on social media.

The role of the spokespersons in strategic communication
Organizational members are regarded as one of the most important strategic constituencies for 
corporate reputation because they interact with the company’s stakeholders daily (Kim & Rhee,  
2011, p. 243). On the other hand, they can be a company’s strongest supporters – or most vocal critics 
if they are not engaged or are treated unfairly (Miles & Mangold, 2014). Through social media sites, 
CEOs, managers or employees in any position or function can communicate their workplace experi-
ences to hundreds or even thousands of people outside the organization (Miles & Mangold, 2014).

Traditionally, organizational spokespersons were visible leaders or public relations practitioners 
(Elsbach, 2003; Järventie-Thesleff et al., 2011; Pressgrove & Kim, 2022). Several researchers have 
particularly emphasized the CEO’s role as an organizational spokesperson, who personifies the 
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organization, acts as the highest-level corporate spokesperson, and sets the tone for internal commu-
nication practice, thereby influencing employee attitudes, trust in leadership, and performance (Park 
& Berger, 2004; Zerfass & Viertmann, 2016).

Digital communication technologies, particularly social media, have affected the way that indivi-
duals and organizations communicate. From an organizational point of view, the digitalization of the 
communication environment has allowed corporate communications to become a shared responsi-
bility with many different actors, allowing organizations to communicate with many different voices 
simultaneously (Christensen & Cornelissen, 2011).

Verhoeven and Madsen (2022) suggest that the strategic communication of organizational mem-
bers toward external stakeholders could be characterized by eight functional roles. The first four 
roles – the embodier, promotor, defender, and relationship builder – describe ambassador, that is, 
spokesperson roles referring to employees using their voice on behalf of their organizations. The last 
four roles – scout, sensemaker, innovator, and critic – can be interpreted as describing employees’ 
roles in organizational listening and organizational development.

Given these multiple roles, conventional structures designed to support the communication of only 
a single actor, such as the official spokesperson, do not work in today’s dynamic and complex 
operational environment, in which polyphony and dialogue are expected. Thus, the ongoing change 
in organizational representation requires new ways of organizing communicative roles and, as we 
argue in this article, new organizational voicing architectures that help organizations to orchestrate 
their communicative human resources.

The role of spokespersons on social media
Among the many definitions of social media, we follow Vaast (2020), who has defined social media as 
“web-based applications that enable their users to connect, communicate and exchange with multiple 
others beyond geographical or temporal distance and organizational boundaries” (Vaast, 2020, 
p. 1675). In line with this definition, we aim to highlight that social media is founded on the idea of 
user-generated content (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010) and provides multiple arenas for information 
sharing and interaction between organizations and their stakeholders (Watkins, 2017).

Social media has become a valuable platform for organizations to share information and interact 
with stakeholders and the public (Rautiainen & Jokinen, 2022). Stakeholder engagement is important 
for organizations (e.g., de Oliveira Santini, 2020), and developing relationships through communica-
tion and interaction with stakeholders is a key objective of strategic communication (Zerfass et al.,  
2018). Traditionally, the communications department is responsible for managing social media 
presence and engagement (Valentini et al., 2012), posting content and eventually listening, which 
involves asking and answering questions online (Maben & Gearhart, 2018). But due to the multiple 
channels and discussion forums online, the ability of employees to communicate and interact 
independently on social media has become a critical area for strategic communication management.

Therefore, it has been posited that the adoption of social media as a strategic communication 
platform has changed organizational voice mechanisms (Riemer, Stieglitz & Meske, 2015) and 
required organizations to adopt new processes and practices to enable and motivate employees to 
communicate on their behalf (Pekkala, 2020). It has been found that employees are increasingly aware 
of the opportunity to use their voice to share their views about their organization on social media 
(Cassinger & Thelander, 2020), and that some employees consider work-related social media com-
munication as part of their work role (Pekkala & van Zoonen, 2023). Recent empirical studies have 
shown that individuals can cultivate relationships to build social capital on social media (Chen & Lee,  
2022), and duly become corporate influencers who are able to shape their readers’ perceptions through 
parasocial interactions (Egbert & Rudeloff, 2023). On the other hand, empirical studies show that 
organizations differ in their maturity when it comes to including social media in their operations 
(Pekkala, 2020), and that employees may lack confidence in their competence to use social media 
professionally (Pekkala & van Zoonen, 2022). In the current media environment, organizations need 
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spokespersons with diverse skills and competences, ranging from digital content creation to the skill of 
listening (Macnamara, 2018; Pekkala, 2020).

Method

To explore how organizations orchestrate their communicative human resources in the age of social 
media, we conducted a case study (Yin, 2018) in two professional service firms operating in the 
financial sector in Finland. Our research approach is qualitative, and our aim is to generate first-hand 
insights into this novel phenomenon by conducting semi-structured interviews with managers 
responsible for spokesperson strategy, and by observing organizational spokespersons in the respective 
organizations. Through the case-study design, we were able to conduct an in-depth and context- 
sensitive interpretive analysis (Welch et al., 2011; Yin, 2018) of the spokesperson strategies and 
organizational voicing architectures in use.

Both case organizations operate in the financial sector in Finland and provide financial services to 
both private and corporate customers. It is widely acknowledged that trust plays an important role in 
the financial sector. Prior literature suggests that consumers’ need for trust arises in the financial 
services sector as they seldom have full knowledge about the products and services available to them. 
Hence, “for a customer to accept vulnerability, they must be confident that the product provider has 
the expertise to deliver what is promised” (Ennew et al., 2011, p. 68). Relatedly, the financial sector is 
typically a relatively regulated field, and operations in this field (including corporate communication 
and public relations activities) are regulated in Finland, for example, by national and EU-level 
institutions such the Financial Supervisory Authority (FIN-FSA). Selecting case organizations that 
operate in a regulated field was considered particularly interesting because social media as 
a communicative context is found to challenge strategic communication by increasing polyphony 
and decreasing the opportunities to control the communicative acts of individual members of an 
organization.

Both case organizations are relatively large in size and employ thousands of employees that are 
dispersed in local offices in many locations in Finland. They have both been present in social media 
environments for more than a decade and have used social media as a platform to communicate with 
their stakeholders, building their brands, managing their reputation, and listening to online discus-
sions concerning the company, field of industry, or public service.

Data and analytical process

Since our objective was to shed light on media spokesperson strategies in use and to explore how 
organizations have strategically organized stakeholder engagement with their communicative human 
resources, the primary empirical data consists of recorded semi-structured interviews with commu-
nications and human resource managers (N = 10). In both case companies, we interviewed commu-
nications and HR executives and managers involved in the strategic orchestration of employees’ social 
media communication. In addition to the interview data, we familiarized ourselves with further data 
such as the companies’ social media policies and publicly available information on their websites (e.g., 
corporate blogs and press releases) and in social media (e.g., social media posts and shared content).

A common characteristic of all interviewees was their managerial position related to spokesperson 
strategy and employee communication programs in the case organizations. In this respect, we applied 
purposeful sampling (Patton, 2002). The interviews lasted between 45 and 120 minutes and were 
conducted face-to-face by the first author between April 2019 and June 2020. The interviews were 
recorded and transcribed.

The analysis started by reading the interview transcripts and identifying the parts that were linked 
to organizing spokespersons and their communicative activities. Following the first reading, open 
coding using Atlas.ti software was conducted. In the second phase, we examined similarities and 
interrelations between the open codes with the aim of identifying patterns, insights and conceptual 
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categories within the data. After identifying the conceptual categories in the interview data, we realized 
that we were dealing with organized structures that reveal how spokespersons in the case organizations 
are orchestrated. Hence, we went back to the communication management literature and iteratively 
compared our findings with the extant literature on structures and architectures (Macnamara, 2013,  
2016). Descriptions of the case organizations and the findings of our analysis are provided in the 
following sections.

Case organizations

The first organization, referred to here as Alpha, operates in the financial sector in Finland and 
employs approximately 3,000 people. The company’s operations are spread across regional areas in 
Finland and serve both private and corporate customers. One of the organization’s strategic priorities 
is to establish a culture where every member of the organization feels that they are authorized and able 
to represent their organization in the digital media environment, and to interact with customers and 
other stakeholders. To this end, Alpha had recently defined a new spokesperson strategy, which it had 
invested in implementing by training its employees, for example.

The second case organization, Beta, also operates in the financial sector in Finland and employs 
approximately 12,000 employees. Beta’s operations are likewise distributed across regional areas in 
Finland, serving both private and corporate customers. Beta has also systemically developed its 
employees’ capabilities to act as organizational spokespersons and has continuously developed its 
strategic communication management model to respond to the changing needs of the increasingly 
digital and social communication environment.

Findings

This section introduces the findings of the study. It begins by explaining how the case organizations 
had involved employees as spokespersons in their strategy work and how the interviewees described 
the process. It then outlines the different voicing architecture designs and describes in more detail how 
case organizations Alpha and Beta designed their voicing architecture.

Objectives and strategy in defining a voicing architecture

Both case organizations had organized their communicative human resources to orchestrate the 
support, activities, and competence development for different spokesperson groups. Hence, they 
had created an organizational structure specifically for strategic communication management pur-
poses, for example by providing guidance related to different roles and the development of related 
capabilities. Accordingly, this organizational voicing architecture, as we call it in this article, defined 
the strategic organization of how the different individual members of staff were encouraged and 
equipped to represent the organization to external stakeholders.

The case organizations used to have traditional, dedicated media spokespersons (e.g., the CEO and 
specific industry professionals such as economists) who served the news media and gave the organiza-
tion a voice in different situations related to organizational achievements, changes, and crises. 
However, the interviews in both case organizations showed that social media and its affordances 
had required the organizations to rethink their spokesperson architecture and to formulate a strategy 
and design a structure that included the whole personnel instead of just the dominant coalition and 
specific experts. Furthermore, the spokesperson role was no longer seen as being a transmitter of the 
organizational voice in situations of change, achievement, or crisis. Instead, spokespersons and their 
individual experiences and expertise were seen to create a competitive advantage through thought 
leadership, a positive employer brand, and the creation and maintenance of stakeholder relationships. 
In the following sections, we report on how these organizational voicing architectures, and their 
emergence, was described by the interviewees from the case organizations.
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The differing designs of voicing architecture

Both organizations had voicing architecture defined as part of their strategic communication manage-
ment, describing how members of the organization with varying organizational positions, work roles 
and communicative capabilities are encouraged and equipped to represent their organization to 
external stakeholders. By duly defining the spokesperson types and primary channels for their 
communication, organizations can plan how they educate, support, and monitor different spokes-
persons and thus guide their activities in line with the overall corporate strategy.

Both case organizations covered several media outlets in their voicing architecture. Hence the 
strategy was not only focused on news media, but also included the respective organization’s own 
media (e.g., organizational blogs and podcasts targeted at their external stakeholders) and their 
employees’ own media (primarily their personal social media). At a more tactical level, the voicing 
strategy also included how the spokespersons were trained, guided and supported.

Case Alpha

The way in which the voicing architecture was designed differed between the two organizations. In 
Alpha, the voicing architecture included four different levels and spokesperson types that differed in 
their responsibilities and opportunities to gain organizational support. The spokespersons at these 
four different levels were trained, supported and monitored in a different manner. The four different 
levels were based on employees’ work roles and willingness to act as organizational spokespersons. 
Alpha’s Head of Communications described the way they designed their architecture as follows:

We started to do this systematically, and then we decided to establish this type of spokesperson strategy. We have 
four levels, the highest – or lowest, depending on how you describe it, is the CEO category, and they are our 
primary spokespersons in the media. They are the ones who set the direction and serve as role models, and in our 
cultural transformation we need our leaders to be committed and to lead by example so that the rest of the 
organization has the courage to start acting. (Alpha interviewee 1)

The voicing architecture of organization Alpha is presented in Table 1. As the table shows, different 
spokesperson levels included a different type of media coverage, training opportunities and follow-up 
in the form of performance analysis. In addition, in Alpha, the architecture also included generic 
content themes that were agreed together with spokespersons at different architecture levels. For 

Table 1. Spokesperson architecture in case company Alpha.

Spokesperson 
type

Spokesperson role 
within organization Media outlets Content themes Training Follow-up

Leader 
spokesperson

Primary 
spokespersons, 
role models

News media, 
social media

Business, industry news, 
strategic themes

Media training 
(news & social 
media)

Monthly 
follow-up 
meetings, 
Media 
statistics 
analysis 
Follower 
statistics

Professional 
spokesperson

Expertise area 
spokespersons

News media, 
social media

Expertise themes Media training 
(news & social 
media)

Monthly 
follow-up 
meetings

Employee 
advocate

Organizational 
spokespersons

Social media 
(internal & 
external)

Personal expertise, 
organizational 
achievements, workplace 
culture

Social media 
training, 
webinars, clinics

Follow-up 
webinars

Employee 
representative

Organizational 
representatives

Social media 
(internal and 
external)

Depending on personal interest Social media 
training, 
webinars, clinics

No systematic 
follow-up
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example, they had set a target for their area CEO-level spokespersons to maintain a certain level of 
activity on social media.

And what it means for them is that they tweet three to seven times a week, they participate in conversations 
started by others, they like and comment and are present there. So we have defined what it means to be active on 
social media as a CEO-level spokesperson. (Alpha interviewee 1)

With the voicing architecture, the case organization aimed to create a structure that would help them 
to orchestrate employees in different spokesperson roles. As one of the interviewees in Alpha 
commented:

I think that systematic work in this type of employee empowerment and development is important . . . and it helps 
individual employees to be more active, so our target is to create a structure that provides a way for individuals to 
upskill. (Alpha interviewee 2)

To be able to do this, interviewees also emphasized that organizational spokespersons need to listen to 
and monitor different media, especially social media where they are personally present.

And maybe monitoring channels in your own job. This used to just involve email and the intranet, but now 
there’s so many that you need to manage and deal with, so you have to have some systems in place to make sure 
that things aren’t happening there without you noticing. (Alpha interviewee 5)

Around the same time that Alpha were creating their voicing architecture, they were aware that the 
media environment is in a constant state of flux. Hence, they realized that they had to be ready to adapt 
their architecture in response to changes in the media environment or in stakeholder expectations:

. . . We need to be able to adapt all the time, so if we find that the biggest need is on Instagram, for example, then 
we go there. So we don’t get locked into the mindset that we’ve already decided that we’re on Twitter or on 
LinkedIn, and if something else is needed, we develop our operations accordingly. (Alpha interviewee 1)

Case Beta

The voicing architecture in case organization Beta (presented in Table 2) was based on the idea of 
employees’ capability to exert an influence. This meant that employees, when selected for certain roles, 
were considered to have a certain level of influence and the best knowledge about the interests of their 
stakeholders. The Communications Manager from Beta stated that:

We’ve constructed our representation on social media in such a way that we’ve selected key experts that we want 
to enhance our thought leadership, and so we have a pool of all kinds of individual experts that receive advanced 
coaching, which includes media training such as interview techniques, and social media coaching is also a part of 
that. We’ve set specific objectives for these individuals, such as how many followers they should aim to get 
this year on Twitter and how they should grow their network and personal brand. (Beta interviewee 1)

The first level in their voicing architecture included strategic corporate spokespersons and corporate 
influencers, who were considered the most influential and active group of spokespeople. This group 
included spokespersons who were dedicated to the organization (e.g., the CEO and key industry 

Table 2. Spokesperson architecture in case company Beta.

Spokesperson 
type

Spokesperson role within 
organization

Media 
outlets

Content 
themes Training Follow-up

Influencer Advanced news media 
and social media 
spokespersons

News media, 
social 
media

Own 
interests

Media and social media 
training and personal 
coaching

Personal media and social 
media monitoring and 
analytics

Expert Experienced and active 
social media users

Social media Own 
interests

Social media training According to own interest

Employee 
representative

Employee 
representatives

Social media Own 
interests

Social media training 
(basic course 
compulsory)

According to own interest
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experts such as economists), but also employees who were ‘self-made’ influencers, who had built up 
a large following among their networks and were actively communicating to that network for work- 
related purposes. The influencers were expected to have advanced skills and they received both news 
and social media training at an advanced level. The second level of Beta’s spokesperson architecture 
consisted of experts who had basic skills, were already active on social media, and were willing to 
develop their communication and interaction skills, particularly in the social media environment. The 
third level of Beta’s spokesperson architecture included all employees, who were provided with basic 
training and compulsory training modules (e.g., social media policies) that they needed to complete as 
an employee of the company.

Regarding the different levels of our employee representation, all employees have access to basic social media 
training sessions, which are provided as online courses. One of them is actually obligatory for all employees. More 
individualized training is typically provided for leaders or leading experts. (Beta interviewee 1)

In their spokesperson training, Beta emphasized the importance of listening to and understanding 
different channels and stakeholders and their expectations.

You need to be able to scrutinize the environment and weak signals and trends. (Beta interviewee 1)

The execution of spokesperson strategy

By defining the spokesperson strategy and formulating the organizational voicing architecture, both 
organizations were able to plan how they educate, support and monitor their communicative human 
resources, and therefore prioritize their activities in line with the overall corporate strategy in the 
current communication environment and the existing organizational capability. In terms of skills, the 
architecture included how the spokespersons were trained, supported, and developed to be able to 
communicate and interact on behalf of their organization.

As the spokesperson capabilities evolved, it was also possible to develop the activities that were 
suggested for each spokesperson group. Both organizations mentioned that the implementation of 
voicing strategy is not a one-way street. Rather, the whole process is developed together with the 
spokespeople, who help develop organization-wide processes by pointing out what does and does not 
work according to their experience, and generally suggesting what they think should be done, as they 
were considered to know their networks best.

Discussion

The increased significance of social media in strategic and corporate communications has enhanced 
the role of staff at all organizational levels and in all functions when it comes to communicating with 
external stakeholders. This has required organizations to rethink and restructure their strategic 
communication management, especially the orchestration of their communicative human resources. 
The study at hand focused on the strategic management of communications in an organization with 
multiple spokespersons, namely organizational members that represent their organization to external 
stakeholders, and specifically on how organizational spokespersons’ communicative activity is struc-
tured in professional service organizations.

Based on earlier research, one of the key processes in the strategic orchestration of communicative 
human resources includes empowering individuals, that is, giving individual employees agency in the 
process of organizational representation. The findings of this study suggest that this process is 
organized via organizations’ voicing architecture. By establishing an organizational voicing architec-
ture, any employee in an organization can become a spokesperson and a boundary spanner (Kim & 
Rhee, 2011) that uses their voice and listening capability for their employer. With this study, we 
contribute to prior research by demonstrating how case organizations strategically manage their 
spokespersons and their communicative activities by introducing a novel concept of organizational 
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voicing architecture, referring to the strategically organized structure of organizational spokespersons 
that guides their communicative roles and capabilities in the corporate communication system. In so 
doing, we extend the structural understanding of strategic communication management in the 
contemporary media landscape (e.g., Macnamara, 2016).

Theoretical implications

This study contributes to the literature on strategic communication management, which deals with the 
management of communicative resources and activities that are regarded as critical success factors for 
the organization (e.g., Zerfass et al., 2018). In the increasingly digital communication environment, 
characterized by the growing significance of user-generated content, the strategic role of employees’ 
communicative activity and competence has increased in importance (Kim & Rhee, 2011; Pekkala, 2021; 
Verhoeven & Madsen, 2022). We contribute to the prior literature by identifying spokesperson strategies 
in use and by conceptualizing the structuring of organizational spokespersons in the age of social media 
as organizational voicing architecture, thereby widening the understanding of employees’ roles in 
strategic communication. Following Kim and Rhee (2011), this case study provides examples of how 
to orchestrate individual employees’ work as boundary spanners-in-practice, serving as agents between 
the organization and its environment, and acting as megaphones (speakers) and scouts (listeners). By 
demonstrating how the orchestration is coordinated, through roles and related expectations and support, 
we also contribute to the literature and discussion on the strategic management of employee commu-
nicators (Andersson, 2019) and the management of communicative organizations (Pekkala, 2020). This 
study also contributes to the literature related to organizational listening (Macnamara, 2013, 2016) by 
integrating the organizational listening and voicing architectures into the integrated model of two-way 
communication in an organization (Figure 1), and shows how organizational members in social media 
can contribute to the work of aligning the organization’s strategy (Volk & Zerfass, 2018) and act through 
an emergent approach (Macnamara, 2024).

First, the findings suggest the concept of organizational voicing architecture, which seem to involve 
employees from all functional and hierarchical levels. The data showed that social media and its 
affordances had required organizations to rethink their spokesperson strategies and to formulate 

Organizational listening strategy/guidelines
For external alignment

Organizational culture (supportive to voicing and listening)

Stakeholders in social media

Organizational listening 

Organizational voicing strategy/guidelines
For internal alignment

Organizational voicing

Communicative resources, skills, and technologies
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speaking and listening 

with/to/for stakeholders

Structures and processes (definition of speakers/listeners - types/roles/channels – support – lead)
and systems (e.g. frequency, analysis/ measuring)

Organizational strategy (overall targets defined)

Figure 1. Architecture of organizational voicing and listening (adapted from Macnamara, 2010, 2013).
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a strategy and structure that included not only dedicated (news media) spokespersons but the 
personnel more widely.

Second, the role of spokesperson was not seen as a transmitter of the organizational voice in specific 
situations such as organizational change, achievements, or crisis. Instead, spokespersons, and their 
individual experiences and expertise, were seen to have an important role in co-creation of meaning 
with different stakeholders. In other words, they created a competitive advantage through their 
contribution to thought leadership, a positive employer brand, acquiring knowledge and the creation 
and maintenance of stakeholder relationships by listening to and monitoring discussions in social 
media. These findings expand the earlier description of organizational spokespersons, whereby they 
are defined as those who “convey or explain symbolic actions to organizational audiences” (Elsbach,  
2003).

Third, the data showed that organizational voicing architecture was an important element 
of strategic communication management in the case organizations. The voicing architecture 
consisted of a conceptual structure wherein the organization is represented to external 
stakeholders by different individual members of the organization with varying organizational 
positions, work roles and communicative capabilities. By defining the spokesperson types and 
primary media for their communication, organizations can plan how they educate, support 
and monitor different spokesperson types and therefore plan their activities in line with the 
overall corporate strategy.

Macnamara, (2016, p. 315) called for further research and “real-life models” on process structures 
in practice, namely how organizations enable interaction with their stakeholders by putting established 
architectures and processes in place. In these real-life case study examples, the case organizations have 
cultures supporting a multi-spokesperson strategy, with the requisite resources, skills and processes; 
spokespersons receive training and support to act in social media, and they also monitor and 
participate in discussions and reply to comments in their own posts. Thus, their role also requires 
skills in social listening and interaction (Stewart and Arnold, 2018). Based on these case examples, we 
propose a holistic model integrating the organizational voicing architecture with the organizational 
listening architecture proposed by Macnamara (2013).

Figure 1 presents an integrated model of organizational voicing and listening as applied to 
Macnamara’s listening architecture (Macnamara, 2010, 2016). The new elements demonstrate the 
interconnectedness of these two structures, which rely on employee agency and coordinated orches-
tration. The model shows the balance between the two: internally aligned messaging supports the 
strategic targets of an organization and external alignment requires active listening, whereby insights 
and feedback are received and applied by the organization. This model aims to support an organiza-
tion’s strategy in its orchestration of its employees as speakers and listeners, or megaphones and scouts 
for the company. In accordance with the model, individual employees act on the boundary between 
the organization and its stakeholders, and hence the resources, skills and technologies used by each 
individual moderate both processes, voicing and listening. The management of both processes is 
founded on the idea of alignment with a voicing strategy and guidelines for speaking and listening, 
which require structures, processes, and practices. An operative structure with roles and responsi-
bilities, as well as supportive processes and practices, is needed to achieve the best results. 
Spokespersons use their voice and listening capability based on these resources to articulate the 
insights externally and internally. The balance between speaking and listening varies depending on 
the situation.

In summary, the integrated model of organizational voicing and listening provides a way to analyze 
the strategic orchestration of organizational spokespersons. In this case study, the voicing and 
listening architectures that were identified differed between the two case organizations. In case 
organization Alpha, the architecture was formed based on organizational roles and employees’ own 
willingness to act as organization spokespersons. In the case of organization Beta, the key principle in 
the design of the architecture was organizational members’ ability to exert an influence. This identified 
difference provides an interesting avenue for future research.
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Practical implications

This article focuses on the strategy work that relates to building and maintaining organizational 
reputation and strategically orchestrating stakeholder relationships through organizational spokes-
persons in an increasingly digital media environment, duly providing multiple contributions for 
strategic and corporate communications practitioners.

The results demonstrate two different ways of designing an organizational voicing architecture in 
the professional service sector, providing practical examples of how the architecture can be formu-
lated, and the kind of elements that are needed in the architecture to allow the strategic management of 
organizational voicing and listening. We hope that making these architectural designs visible will help 
organizations across sectors to define an architecture for their strategic (digital) communication 
management that is best suited to their branch or field.

Moreover, the findings will help practitioners to understand how they can differentiate them-
selves by strategically orchestrating their communicative human resources, for example with the 
aim of generating thought leadership, namely the organization’s ability to reshape industry 
thinking in ways that benefit brands (Barry & Gironda, 2019). Thought leadership has become 
a strategic tool for companies to differentiate themselves in the marketplace (Bourne, 2015) and to 
exemplify their social capital (Barry & Gironda, 2019). Indeed, industry reports confirm that 
thought leadership is the key to gaining customers’ attention (Edelman & LinkedIn, 2022) and 
hence it has been empirically associated with enhancing business revenue (Korzynski, Paniagua, & 
Mazurek, 2022).

By defining their voicing architecture, organizations can plan how they educate, support and 
monitor their communicative human resources, and therefore prioritize their activities in line with 
the overall corporate strategy in the current communication environment and their existing organiza-
tional capability.

In addition, the results provide new insights into how communicative human resources contribute 
to the value creation process through organizational listening and acting as boundary spanners, 
enabling flexibility and strategy adjustment (Zerfass et al., 2018). Macnamara (2023) points out that 
organizational listening requires and depends on the systematic analysis of data, and hence the 
communication management function is in a key role in coordinating the different methods of 
listening (Volk, 2023). In this study, we argue that these activities should be planned in coordination 
with organizational voicing to ensure optimal external alignment.

Finally, by providing an integrated framework for organizational voicing and listening, organiza-
tions can plan more effectively how to develop their listening as “an active process of attending to, 
observing, interpreting, and responding to a variety of stimuli through mediated, electronic, and social 
channels” (Stewart and Arnold, 2018, p. 86).

Conclusions and limitations

In this article, we first illustrated through a literature review how the increased significance of social 
media has shaped the role of organizational spokespersons. Second, we demonstrated through a case 
study how companies strategically organize their employees in these multiple spokesperson roles. We 
contribute to the prior literature by introducing the concept of organizational voicing architecture and 
by identifying spokesperson strategies in use. Finally, we propose a holistic model of organizational 
voicing and listening, mapping the individual and organizational-level functions in orchestrating 
communicative human resources, thereby broadening understanding of employees’ role in strategic 
communication.

The case organizations in this study operate in the professional service sector, and therefore the 
generalizability of our results must be left to further studies that explore the spokesperson architecture 
across industrial sectors. We also acknowledge that our analysis is interpretive and descriptive, and 
hence the results may not encompass all possible dimensions of the phenomenon in question.
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