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ABSTRACT 

Social media use, potential and challenges in innovation have 

received little attention in literature, especially from the 

standpoint of the business-to-business sector. Therefore, this 

paper focuses on bridging this gap with a survey of social media 

use, potential and challenges, combined with a social media -

focused innovation literature review of state-of-the-art. The study 

also studies the essential differences between business-to-

consumer and business-to-business in the above respects. The 

paper starts by defining of social media and web 2.0, and then 

characterizes social media in business, social media in business-

to-business sector and social media in business-to-business 

innovation. Finally we present and analyze the results of our 

empirical survey of 122 Finnish companies. This paper suggests 

that there is a significant gap between perceived potential of social 

media and social media use in innovation activity in business-to-

business companies, recognizes potentially effective ways to 

reduce the gap, and clarifies the found differences between B2B’s 

and B2C’s. 

Categories and Subject Descriptors 

J.4 [Social and Behavioral Sciences]: Economics.  

General Terms 

Management, Performance, Design. 

Keywords 

Social media, web 2.0, innovation, business-to-business, survey. 

1. INTRODUCTION 
Recent literature in innovation management has recognized a new 

increasingly important innovation paradigm, which is based on an 

open innovation model [7, 13, 41]. This paradigm, “open 

innovation”, emphasizes the importance of the efficient use of 

knowledge and information besides the knowledge inside the 

company borders, particularly the knowledge locating outside the 

company borders, because valuable innovation-related knowledge 

is being increasingly widely distributed to different actors, 

organizations (e.g. companies, customers, suppliers, universities 

etc.) and communities [7]. In this paradigm, also the significance 

of knowledge creation by e.g. open communities of peers is 

emphasized. Various types of collaborative web tools and 

approaches, such as social media, can enable and significantly 

increase the use of the distributed knowledge both within and 

outside the company borders [26, 24], as well as support the 

transition to more open innovation processes. 

The significance of innovation -related collaboration is reflected 

in the many so called "success factor studies” that investigate the 

factors affecting the success and failure of innovation: according 

to them, the successful inter-organisational and intra-

organisational cooperation is one of the major success factors in 

innovation [35], some studies even claiming this to be the most 

important detected success factor [29]. Social media provides 

quite novel and useful ways of interacting and collaborating in the 

innovation process, as well as for creating new information and 

knowledge for innovations [e.g. 3, 2, 5], which have not yet been 

much investigated because of the novelty of social media concepts 

and approaches, and the possibilities of social media are not fully 

understood in the context of innovation. 

Social media utilization in enterprises is a current and popular 

research topic. Although there do exist studies and information 

about how companies currently use social media, knowledge 

about social media use in innovation activity is relatively scarce, 

both the theoretical and empirical research is quite fragmented, 

and the empirical research is mainly based on individual, often not 

too systematically and analytically reported fragmented cases. 

Furthermore, it is not well known how companies see the 

potential benefits of using social media in enhancing innovation 

efforts and customer involvement. Third, the use of social media 

in different specific contexts, such as the business-to-business 

sector and in different types of industries, is not well understood. 

The aim of this research is to illustrate both the current state and 

potential of social media use in innovation as perceived by 

Finnish business-to-business (B2B) companies. 

The purpose of our paper is to study the use and potential of 

social media in the innovation context, especially from the 

perspective of the business-to-business companies. We also 

wanted to find out what kinds of important challenges there are 

currently in implementing social media in the innovation activities 

of B2B's. On the basis of available literature, it can be presumed 

that the challenges, benefits and useful approaches are at least 

somewhat different from those of business-to-consumer 

companies. It has been a relatively common assumption [10, 23] 

that it is much more difficult to utilize social media in business-to-

business innovation and customer interface for instance because 



of the many significant differences in the business-to-business 

products, markets and product development. These B2B 

characteristics and differences are described and analyzed later in 

this study in more detail. 

2. SOCIAL MEDIA IN BUSINESS-TO-

BUSINESS 

2.1 Definition of Social Media and Web 2.0 
Web 2.0 means technologies that enable users to communicate, 

create content and share it with each other via communities, social 

networks and virtual worlds, making it easier than before, as well 

as to have  real  life  experiences  in  virtual  worlds  and  to  

organize  content  on  the  internet  with content aggregators [23]. 

Such tools and technologies emphasize the power  of  users  to  

select,  filter,  publish  and  edit  information, as well as to  

participate  in the creation of content in social media [38]. 

According to Constantinides and Fountain [9], "Web 2.0 is a 

collection of open-source, interactive and user-controlled online 

applications expanding the experiences, knowledge and market 

power of the users as participants in business and social 

processes. Web 2.0 applications support the creation of informal 

users’ networks facilitating the flow of ideas and knowledge by 

allowing the efficient generation, dissemination, sharing and 

editing / refining of informational content." 

According to Kaplan and Haenlein [19], social media is defined 

as "a group of Internet-based applications that build on the 

ideological and technological foundations of Web 2.0, and that 

allow the creation and exchange of user-generated content. 

Furthering this, social media is referred to as applications that are 

either fully based on user-created content, or in which user-

created content  or user activity have a significant role in 

increasing the value of the application or the service [18]. Lietsala 

and Sirkkunen [25] suggest using social media as an umbrella 

term, under which various and very different types of cultural 

practices take place related to the online content and people who 

are involved with that content. Some of the practices are relatively 

stable, such as participating in wikis, blogging, and social 

networking, and some are still developing, such as microblogging, 

or using add-ons to build new types of hybrid sites, etc.   

2.2 Social Media in Business 
Social media is a relatively novel concept, and its fast wider 

adoption and public interest has its roots at least partly in the 

originally non-commercial public social media applications such 

as Facebook and blogs. In the white paper study of Coleman [8], 

still only 15% of the general population said they used social 

networks (technologies) at work, while others used them merely 

outside the work context. The adoption and attitudes towards 

social media in the business context seem to be affected by the 

above phenomena: in practice, managers often seem to associate 

social media strongly to especially Facebook and Twitter, which 

are only a very minor part of the social media genre in business. 

Even if some individual Web 2.0 tools, such as wikis, have been 

somewhat used in the business and enterprise contexts for almost 

a decade, the general adoption and understanding of social media 

in the business context is quite low. In a Finland- based survey 

[16] targeted mainly for CEO's, CIOs and strategic management, 

25.4 % expressed that web 2.0 applications and services were in 

active use in their organizations, and 16.4% said they would take 

them into use somewhere in the near future, while the rest had no 

plans or no resources to adopt them, or thought it was better to 

wait before making adoption decisions. The adoption may be very 

fast in certain business areas, and there are significant differences 

in the adoption depending on the business or function asked: 

contrary to the previous research, e.g. in the white paper of 

Stelzner [37], as many as 88 % of surveyed marketers were using 

social media in their marketing, but 72 % had been doing so for a 

few months only or less. These fast changes emphasize the need 

for monitoring and studying the social media possibilities and 

adoption rates in various business contexts. 

Considering the different business -related areas in companies, the 

white paper survey of Gordon [14] showed (Figure 1) that social 

media is used in varied degrees in different business functions: 

 

Figure 1. Social media use in different business functions. 

Very few recent academic studies were found that studied the 

adoption of social media in organizations in general, or the 

adoption in different business functions. The found academic 

survey-type studies reported practically no recent studied adoption 

rates especially in innovation context or business-to-business 

context, not to mention their combination. This emphasizes the 

relevance of our study aiming precisely to study the above 

combination empirically. 

 

2.3 Social Media in Business-to-Business 

Sector 

2.3.1 Characteristics of Business-to-Business Sector 
The markets, the products and product development have 

significant differences between the business-to-business and 

consumer product sectors [e.g. 21, 42, 17, 39, 40, 15, 20]. For 

instance, generally speaking products produced by business-to-

business organizations are more complex, the development of new 

products takes significantly more time, and the customers are 

large organizations instead of single persons, which is the case in 

consumer (business-to-consumer) product sector. In industrial 

business-to-business markets, there are normally fewer customers 

compared to consumer markets, and the co-operation with 

customers is generally more direct and more intense than in the 

consumer sector. Industrial products are usually purchased by 

professional buying people who consider a large number of 

different criteria when making the buying decisions. They tend to 

acquire plenty of information about the industrial products to be 

purchased, and they normally evaluate the different alternatives 

objectively. The demand for industrial products is derived from 

the demand for the company’s industrial customers’ products and 



finally the end-user demand [21, 42]. In industrial products, more 

emphasis is on physical performance and personal selling than in 

consumer products, where psychological attributes and 

advertizing are critical for success [39]. 

2.3.2 Challenges for Social Media Use in Business-

to-Business 
Taking the above differences into consideration, it is fair to 

presume that also the various types of innovation-related 

managerial approaches, e.g. collaborative approaches and 

customer needs assessment activities, such as the ones that are 

carried out by means of social media and web 2.0, should take 

these differences carefully into account when planning and 

implementing approaches for the business-to-business sector 

companies. For instance, the types of at least partially social 

media –based approaches such as crowdsourcing, which can 

rather easily be applied in consumer markets where there might be 

huge numbers of users or customers usable for such approaches, 

in business-to-business context crowdsourcing seems to be 

generally a rather distant idea because of the relatively small 

number of customers. Also the motivators that motivate individual 

consumers or hobbyists to participate in social media –based user-

communities can be very different from those of professional 

(B2B sector) customers: for instance, while the aspects of 

recognition and sense of community or self-esteem are 

undoubtedly important also for employees in business-to-business 

sector firms, it is to be doubted whether they are important 

motivators enough to become drivers for them to act as a user-

innovator. On the other hand, in the context of such innovation, 

legal contracts and IPR –issues can become challenges of free 

revealing of product or business ideas in the inter-organizational 

innovation collaboration in the business-to-business markets [e.g. 

30]. 

The above factors lead into thinking that the usefulness and 

potential of social media should be empirically studied especially 

in the context of business-to-business companies, trying to assess 

the significance of the expected challenges and benefits of social 

media in innovation from the specific standpoint of business-to-

business companies. Even if clearly most of the available 

empirical studies are done from the B2C standpoint or a quite 

generic standpoint, some empirical social media studies have 

noticed and taken into consideration the specific nature of 

business-to-business [23, 4, 10, 6, 11]. However, most of the 

found empirical studies are not academically implemented and 

reported, and importantly, no empirical survey-based studies with 

innovation standpoint has been found, despite extensive literature 

reviews, in the business-to-business context. 

2.4 Social Media in Business-to-Business and 

Innovation 
A literature survey on social media in business-to-business and 

innovation was performed to gain an understanding of the state-

of-the-art. Five databases: ABI Inform, ACM Digital Library, 

Emerald, ISI Web of Knowledge, and ScienceDirect, were 

included in the survey of articles related to social media, 

innovation and B2B. 

A total of 1357 articles were discovered of which 60 were chosen 

for further examination based on the title. The selection criteria 

were that the article must address social media or web 2.0, and 

relate to innovation in general, or to some or to all innovation 

process phases. Individual tool –related studies in the above 

context (wikis, blogs, etc.) also came up, but these were not 

included, because we were interested in getting an overall picture 

of social media use, possibilities and challenges instead of narrow 

snapshots of individual approaches. 25 of selected articles 

matched these criteria. In addition, we made a systematic study of 

both backward and forward references of the selected 25 articles 

that brought some more articles into our attention, the number of 

articles totaling 30. The articles were analyzed especially from the 

standpoint of social media in B2B and innovation contexts, and 

current empirical knowledge was synthesized. 

The empirical studies found included an online survey of 

consumer empowerment through internet-based co-creation [12], 

survey of technology start-ups and early adopters to identify rules 

for creating and capturing value from innovative technologies 

[32], interview of marketing personnel and web 2.0 experts to 

compare their views regarding web 2.0 and industrial marketing in 

the Finnish context [23], a survey of enterprise social 

collaboration [8], social media business use survey [14], B2B 

social media benchmarking study [4], a web-questionnaire about 

Finnish industrial leaders’ appraisal and strategy concerning 

Enterprise Web 2.0‐related topics [16],  and survey on business 

use of web 2.0 technologies – including wikis, blogs, social 

networks, and mash-ups [28]. 

The multiple-case based studies found were about motivating and 

supporting collaboration in open innovation [1], a case study of 

two companies about experience management aimed at enhancing 

customer involvement [22], a case study of how two innovative 

firms have gained competitive advantage from using the co-

creative business concept to generate sustainable growth [34], six 

case studies of collaborative customer co-design in online 

communities [31], two exploratory case studies to illustrate the 

integrated and systemic usage of internet based collaborative 

innovation mechanisms [36]. 

In brief, the literature survey revealed that the knowledge about 

social media use in innovation activity is currently fragmented 

into studies of individual tools and technologies with little focus 

on the big picture, and it is mainly based on individual cases. The 

very few studies combining social media and B2B standpoint 

have been mainly studied from a marketing perspective, and little 

attention is placed on innovation. Moreover, research is virtually 

nonexistent in the area where social media, B2B and innovation 

dissect. Empirical academic studies in the intersection, especially 

survey-based ones, are practically non-existent. 

3. RESEARCH DESIGN 
We wanted to study how B2B companies perceive the potential, 

opportunities and challenges in using social media in their 

innovation process. In addition, we also wanted to gain further 

understanding from the technological and organizational points of 

view of how business-to-business organizations currently utilize 

social media. We utilized the research questions, the generic 

social media related literature, the survey- type of empirical social 

media studies, as well as expert interviews in the design of the 

questionnaire structure and the individual questionnaire questions. 

3.1 Questionnaire 
First of all, the respondents were given a brief definition of social 

media utilizing the available common definitions in the found 



literature. The definition was a relatively brief one: "By social 

media we mean applications, which are based either fully to user-

created content, or user-created content and user activities have a 

significant role in increasing the value of the application or 

service. Social media is built on web 2.0 technologies, content 

and communities." This definition was complemented in the 

beginning of the questionnaire by providing the respondent a list 

of web 2.0 –based application categories. 

To receive necessary background information about the 

respondents which might affect their opinions, the respondents' 

were first asked about their age, their experience in innovation in 

years, and the function they belonged to. To receive the necessary 

background information about the studied companies, the 

respondents were asked to choose in which class they belong to 

regarding turnover, number of employees and industry type from 

the classifications defined by Statistics Finland. We clarified the 

emphasis of business, the alternatives being business-to-consumer 

(consumer or end user as customer), business-to-business 

(company as customer) or other markets, by asking which 

alternative would best describe their companies' main focus. We 

also clarified the competitive strategy of companies by presenting 

four different generic alternatives to choose from (some important 

literature sources for the task being Porter [33] and McGrath [27]. 

In order to understand better the innovation activity in the 

companies we asked to assess how systematic the innovation 

activity was in terms of identifying the development needs of their 

innovation activities, as well as and their development stage in 

innovation on five-point scale (ranging from very poor to very 

good). 

To orient the respondents to think about social media holistically, 

as well as to give a better picture of social media, we first asked 

how active their use of social media -related tools in the company 

related to predefined application categories (instant messaging, 

blogs, microblogs, wikis, pod/webcasts, content aggregators, 

mashups, social networking tools, social bookmarks, social office 

tools, virtual worlds, and social workspaces) on five-point scale 

ranging from very little to very much. We studied the maturity 

level of social media adoption in companies by asking the 

respondents to evaluate statements regarding maturity on five-

point scale ranging from completely disagree to completely agree 

(see the results for more detailed questions). Social media use in 

innovation was assessed similarly by statements regarding social 

media use in internal innovation, in collaboration with customers, 

in collaboration with product development / innovation partners, 

and in collaboration with other outside organizations on five-point 

scale ranging from very little to very much. 

Social media potential was evaluated in terms of the opportunities 

it offers for product or service development and involving 

customers in development, and the potential of social media use in 

different phases of innovation process. The respondents were 

asked to evaluate how much potential social media has on the 

three innovation process phases, that is the front-end phase, 

product development phase and launch/commercialization phase, 

on five-point scale ranging from very little to very much. The 

content of the phases was illustrated with the main subtasks 

related to them. We studied the potential of social media in 

customer interaction by asking the respondents to evaluate how 

much potential does social media have in different types of 

customer interaction modes (in the order of growing depth of 

customer involvement in innovation) on five-point scale ranging 

from very little to very much (see results for more detailed 

questions). Social media opportunities for product or service 

development were evaluated by asking the respondents to rate 

how much opportunities does social media give in cost cutting, 

reducing product development time, increasing customer 

orientation and in improving quality on five-point scale ranging 

from very little to very much. 

The questionnaire was also designed to study customer knowledge 

-related challenges in the innovation activity, and the possibilities 

of social media supporting the acquisition of customer knowledge, 

but these being not in the main focus of this study and its research 

questions, their results will be reported separately.  Prior to 

formulating the questionnaire, a few forerunners of social media 

adoption and social media experts in Finland were interviewed to 

receive background information of social media use in enterprises 

in general, as well as the challenges and possibilities of social 

media in business and innovation contexts. This information was 

utilized in the development of the preliminary questionnaire, 

together with found literature. The preliminary questionnaire was 

pre-tested in several business-to-business companies by persons 

with varied levels of expertise and knowledge in social media and 

innovation concerning the content, ease of understanding the 

questions, as well as the length of answering the questionnaire. 

3.2 Sample 
A sample of 1984 Finnish decision makers from companies with 

more than 50 employees were surveyed (the contact info to 

studied product development and innovation experts was obtained 

from a commercial company JM Tieto). The contact information 

was selected based on persons working in companies employing 

more than 50 employees in either research and development or 

product design role. The respondents were selected on the basis of 

their position towards product development and innovation. 

Smaller companies with generally a lesser interest, perceived 

benefits as well as resources for social media specifically in the 

innovation context (marketing context would probably be 

somewhat differently viewed in the smaller companies, though) 

were excluded from the study scope. Invitation to participate to 

the survey including covering letter explaining the focus of the 

survey was sent to the contact information obtained and given two 

weeks time period to complete the survey. After two weeks an 

email reminder was sent with one week more time to complete the 

survey. To improve the response rate telephone calls were made to 

contacts that had product and manager, developer or designer in 

title, a total of 262 were contacted of which  (50 %) 132 were 

reached in two weeks time period. 

A total of 122 responses were received to the Internet-based 

survey. The effective response rate was thus 6 % (122/1984). Of 

the responding firms, 78 % were manufacturing, 8 % 

construction, information and communication and wholesale and 

retail trade both 2 %, 1 % were mining and quarrying, 

professional, scientific and technical activities, and human health 

and social work activities, 7 % were industries classified  as 

“other”. The majority (76 %) of the respondents were oriented 

towards business to business markets and minority (26 %) 

towards business to consumer markets. The responses concerning 

the respondents position held within the firm were product 

development (67 %), management (16 %), IT (5 %), HR and sales 

(2 %), marketing (1 %), 8 % were in position classified “other”. 



To ensure the representativeness of the sample, the authors 

acquired general statistics of Finnish companies employing more 

than 50 persons. These statistics were obtained through Statistics 

Finland (www.stat.fi), the only established authority for 

producing statistics in Finland. The authors compared the number 

of personnel and annual revenue between the sample and the 

figures provided by Statistics Finland. (Figures 2 and 3) 

 

Figure 2. Comparison of number of personnel. 

  

Figure 3. Comparison of revenue. 

As can be seen from Figures 2 and 3 above, the annual revenue 

and number of personnel from the sample seem to represent 

closely the general figures from the Finnish companies. Pearson’s 

Chi-Square testing was performed on the data, which rejected the 

null hypothesis of independence on both occasions at α<0.001, 

giving further evidence that the results from the sample could be 

generalized to Finnish companies. 

4. RESULTS 

4.1 Social Media Use 
As for social media use in the studied B2B companies, 11.0 % of 

B2B companies agreed (either completely agreed or agreed) that 

social media was used in their companies, while 74.8 % disagreed 

(completely disagreed or disagreed) that it was used. There were 

descriptive level differences on how social media was used in 

B2B and B2C companies. The respective percentages of B2C 

companies agreeing on the use were 20 % agreeing on the use (4.0 

% completely agreed, 16.0 agreed) against 64.0 % (32.0 % 

completely disagreed and 32.0 % disagreed). So, on the 

descriptive level, B2C companies used social media slightly more. 

These results have also implications on how social media was or 

was not used in innovation activity. 

 

Figure 4. Social media use in B2B companies. 

Concerning the important prerequisities affecting the adoption of 

social media in companies, in the order of growing "adoption 

maturity" and challenge, in the studied B2B companies almost 

half, 44.0 % expressed that the use of social media was allowed in 

their companies, while around one third (30.8 %) stated that the 

use was not allowed. Only 2.2 % of the respondents agreed that 

training was provided for social media use, and 5.6% agreed that 

guidelines for the use was provided. 16.5 % stated that the 

company had skilled staff to support social media use. 3.3 % 

claimed that the use of social media was encouraged in company. 

Compared to B2C companies, all the above aspects of social 

media prerequisities were rated descriptively lower (there were no 

statistically significant differences), except that social media use 

was allowed more often in B2B companies than B2C companies, 

where 40.0 % of the studied companies allowed the use of social 

media. 

 

Figure 5. Prerequisite of Social Media Use in B2B companies. 

The most used (rather much or very much used) social media -

related application categories in B2B's were wikis (7.8 %), instant 

messaging (7.7 %), social workspaces (6.5%) and social office 

tools (6.5 %). None of the B2B companies reported using 

microblogs or social bookmarking rather much or very much. 

Concerning the application categories most often associated with 

social media, rather surprisingly, on the descriptive level, social 

media tools were used more actively in B2B companies than B2C 

companies in almost all the studied application categories. Only 

blogs, microblogs and virtual worlds were used more actively in 

studied B2C companies. Social workspaces were used statistically 

significantly (sig. 0.012) more in B2B companies (6.7 % rather 



much or very much) than in B2C companies, where 0 % used 

social workspaces rather much or very much and only 4.0 % used 

somewhat. 

In studied B2B companies, social media use in innovation was 

most active in collaboration with customers (5.6%) and with 

innovation partners (5.6%). In internal innovation the use was 

least active (2.2%). We found no statistical differences in the use 

between studied B2B's and B2C's, but at the descriptive level, 

there were slight differences: 5.6 % used social media rather much 

or very much in B2B companies compared to 8.0 % in B2C 

companies. Social media was used actively in collaboration with 

product development or innovation partners in 5.6 % of B2B 

companies  compared to 4.0 % of B2C companies. It is peculiar, 

however, that social media was less actively used in B2B 

companies' internal innovation (2.2 %) than in the collaboration 

with other outside organizations (4.5 % ), as well as customers 

and partners, when literature mainly suggests that organizations 

should first adopt social media in the internal use, e.g. due to risks 

with opening up innovation processes and not being able to 

control the innovation activities and knowledge sharing in the 

open innovation environments. 

4.2 Social Media Potential 
The greatest potential (the respondents selecting rather much or 

very much) for social media use in B2B companies' innovation 

process was seen in the front-end phase (17.6 %) and closely 

following this in the importance, the launch/commercialization 

phase (16.5 %). Smaller part of B2B companies recognized the 

potential of social media in the actual product development phase 

(11.0 %). There were statistically significant differences in how 

well B2B and B2C companies perceived the potential of social 

media in the innovation process, in frond-end of innovation 

process (sig. 0.015)  33.3 % of B2C companies recognized  rather 

much or very much potential, and in product development (sig. 

0.009) also 33.3 % of B2C recognized  rather much or very much 

potential, whereas in launch/commercialization phase there was 

no statistically significant difference (sig. 0.091, below sig. 0.05 

being statistically different). However, at descriptive level clearly 

differences were found, as 29.1 % of B2C companies perceived a 

clear potential (rather much or very much) in the use of social 

media in the launch/commercialization phase. 

 

Figure 6. Potential of Social Media in Innovation Process 

Phases in B2B Companies. 

Social media potential in customer interaction in B2B companies 

followed a marketing oriented pattern:  the most frequently the 

studied companies saw potential (rather much or very much) in 

merely passing product or service marketing -related information 

to customers (one-way interaction). Concerning  the other studied 

modes of customer interaction, the frequency the studied 

companies perceiving (rather much or very much)  potential from 

social media decreased somewhat in every further interaction 

mode that required more intense customer involvement in product 

or service development. The pattern was similar in this respect for 

B2C companies, although B2C companies recognized more 

potential in every mode of customer interaction. Social media was 

considered offering rather much or very much potential in passing 

product or service marketing related information to customers in 

31.0 % of studied B2B companies and 54.2 % in B2C companies, 

while about 23.9 % of B2B companies and 33.3 % of B2C 

companies perceived that social media provided rather much or 

very much potential in offering products and services (e.g. 

toolkits) for customers to develop products. 

Concerning the perceived rather generic opportunities of social 

media, the majority of B2B companies regarded that social media 

provided important opportunities (rather much or very much) in 

discovering customer demands (46.2 %), which was descriptively 

slightly less than considered in B2C companies (54.1 %).  

Opportunities in development of innovation activity were found 

much or very much by 28.6 % of B2B companies and 29.1 % of 

B2C companies. Furthermore, opportunities to develop 

organizations in general were recognized much or very much by 

17.8 % of studied B2B companies and 16.6 % of B2C companies. 

Regarding the perceived impact of social media on innovation 

activity, about half  (48.9 %) of B2B companies claimed social 

media can rather much or very much increase customer 

orientation. 24.1 % of B2B companies regarded that social media 

provided important opportunities (rather much or very much) in 

shortening product development time and 23.9 % in saving costs. 

Social media opportunities in improving quality were rated rather 

much or very much by 20.5 % of B2B companies. In B2C 

companies significantly (sig. 0.009) more opportunities were 

perceived in increasing customer orientation (clear majority, 64.0 

% of B2C companies perceived rather much or very much 

opportunities). At descriptive level B2C companies perceived 

more opportunities in other categories as well (33.3 % regarded 

that social media can save costs rather much or very much, and 

28.0% considered that social media can shorten product 

development time and improve quality rather much or very much). 

4.3 Social Media Challenges 
The four major challenges in adopting social media in innovation, 

which were seen as important or very important by more than 40 

% of the studied B2B companies (see Figure 7), were the lack of 

understanding the possibilities of social media in innovation 

(77.2%), difficulties of assessing  the financial gains from social 

media (59.8%), the difficulties in adopting new mental models 

and practices needed for the adoption (47.8%), and the lack of 

evidence of similar cases using social media in innovation (45.7 

%).  Also the security issues in social media use and inadequate 

personnel resources were considered as tough challenges by little 

over 40 % of B2B companies. 



 

Figure 7. Challenges of Adopting Social Media in Innovation 

Activity. 

 

5. DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS 
In general, on the basis of the results, the studied B2B's seemed to 

see a perhaps even surprisingly large potential with the use of 

social media in innovation and in clarifying the customer needs in 

particular, especially with the regard to the doubts often presented 

in literature towards utilizing social media in B2B's, as well as the 

B2B's characteristics, e.g. the relatively small number of 

customers compared to B2C markets: about half of the studied 

B2B companies saw important new possibilities for clarifying 

customer needs. Concerning the various types of results of 

improving the innovation,  increasing customer orientation was by 

large marginal the most commonly (by about 50 % of companies) 

seen important innovation- related benefit, shortening the product 

development time being the next.  However, when comparing the 

above potential to actual use, there seems to be a significant gap 

there, because only 11 % of B2B's saw that social media was used 

in general in their companies, and in the context of innovation, as 

little as 5.6 % of B2B's, according to respondents, used social 

media significantly with their customers or innovation partners, 

and even less in other innovation collaboration types. 

Our study discovered several potential factors at least partly 

explaining the low use, which were experienced very commonly, 

by about half or more of the respondents as important reasons for 

not utilizing social media in innovation:  the lack of 

understanding the possibilities of social media in innovation, 

difficulties of assessing  the financial gains from social media, the 

difficulties in adopting new mental models and practices needed 

for the adoption, as well as the lack of evidence of similar cases 

using social media in innovation.   In general, it seemed that the 

lack of knowledge was the most important factor in slowing the 

adoption of social media in innovation, whereas inadequate 

resources (personnel, time, or financial) were not so important 

neither the integration of social media in current innovation 

process and information systems. Failed experiments or bad 

experiences were not deemed important challenges impeding the 

adoption of social media. To increase social media use, at least the 

above mentioned most important social media adoption barriers 

should be worked on in companies, and academic research should 

be carried out to produce a more systematically organized, more 

holistic and less fragmented picture of the above issues. 

Concerning the usage of social media in B2B's, it was surprising, 

for instance, that social media was less  actively used inB2B 

companies' internal innovation (2.2 %) than in the collaboration 

with other outside organizations (4.5 % ), as well as customers 

and partners, when literature mainly suggests that organizations 

should first adopt social media in the internal use, e.g. due to risks 

with opening up innovation processes and not being able to 

control the innovation activities and knowledge sharing in the 

open innovation environments. 

As presumed, we found clear differences between the studied 

B2B's and B2C's on the basis of our results. Some of the 

differences were found merely on the descriptive level, but there 

were also differences that were statistically significant. In general, 

on the descriptive level, B2C companies used social media 

slightly more. However, social media use was allowed more often 

in B2B companies than B2C companies, which contrasts 

interestingly with the above, as well as the general expectations 

about social media use. 

We found no statistical differences in the actual usage patterns of 

social media between studied B2B's and B2C's, except that 

concerning social media -related tools, social workspaces were 

used statistically significantly more in B2B companies than in 

B2C companies. This does not, however, mean that no differences 

would exist, but with the studied sample and studied questions 

and measures, no statistically significant differences were found. 

However, descriptively, many differences did come out, e.g. that 

B2B's used social media more often with innovation partners than 

B2C's. Also, rather surprisingly, on the descriptive level, social 

media tools were used more actively in B2B companies than B2C 

companies in almost all the studied application categories, except 

for blogs, microblogs and virtual worlds. However, the usage was 

generally so low that the results do not provide very conclusive 

evidence about the differences, and this area should be further 

investigated. 

There were statistically significant differences in how well B2B 

and B2C companies perceived the potential of social media in the 

innovation process, in frond-end of innovation process and in 

product development phases B2C's recognized  significant 

potential significantly more often, whereas in launch/ 

commercialization phase there was no significant difference. 

Concerning the challenges of social media adoption, no clear 

differences were discovered. 

Academically, we have produced new understanding about the 

usage, perceived potential and challenges of social media in 

innovation especially in B2B's, which has not been studied 

academically with survey approaches earlier to our knowledge. 

We have discovered that there is a significant gap between the 

perceived social media potential and actual use in B2B's. We have 

also created new understanding about the differences between 

B2B's and B2C's.  

Managerially, the results can be used for instance to better 

understand the special challenges and features of B2B- related 



social media, and especially the various types of possibilities of 

social media to support and facilitate innovation in B2B's. 

However, the main focus of this study was not on the managerial 

implications, but in the facilitation of social media research. Also, 

due to the low current usage of social media implied by the 

results, the companies that first experiment with and develop 

social media -based ways to support B2B innovation might 

benefit strongly from these investments. In addition, consultants 

might benefit from these results by developing ways to avoid the 

important social media adoption challenges and facilitate the 

adoption. 

This study opens up several areas for further research. First of all, 

in order to facilitate the adoption of social media and to fill the 

gap between perceived social media potential and actual use in 

B2B's discovered in this study, it seems apparent that academic as 

well as pragmatic research should be carried out. Having 

discovered B2B companies’ emphases, special characteristics and 

patterns of social media use, this research provides important 

starting points for such further research. Most importantly, the 

academic research should focus on gathering and organizing the 

fragmented empirical research to provide a systematic and holistic 

picture of the possibilities of social media in B2B innovation, 

developing ways for giving a more analyzed picture of the 

financial gains of social media, as well as to gather more 

organized and varied types of case studies, examples and case 

evidence into a good overall picture of how social media may 

facilitate B2B innovation. 
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