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Abstract: Nonprofit organizations have increasingly adopted the use of social media over 
the last several years. This presents a myriad of challenges and opportunities in regards 
to organizational identity. This paper provides a conceptual understanding of identity as 
an entry point for nonprofit organizations to deliberate their own use of social media and 
the relative impact on organizational identity. A theoretical understanding of the 
formation of social identity situates the development of organizational identity and 
contextualizes the process in a manner suitable for conversation and strategic decision-
making at the administrative level. A conceptual model is presented to illustrate the 
development and maintenance of organizational identity in the social media environment. 
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Nonprofit and voluntary institutions all over the world find themselves at a 
crossroads during some point of their organizational lifecycle. For instance, new and 
rapidly changing technology creates unique challenges for administrators in which they 
must use creativity and innovation to adequately cope, move forward, and maintain 
sustainability. The rise of social media technology such as Facebook, YouTube, and 
Twitter, has many administrators mystified with exhilaration and trepidation as they 
begin to navigate this new interactive digital environment. This has particular 
implications for identity when thinking about how organizations change to “deal with 
turbulent environments and the increasing role of media” (Gioia, Schultz, & Corley, 
2000, p. 63).  

The following discussion highlights theoretical concepts leading to the construct of 
identity, which offers particular insight on how to manage organizational identity within 
the environment of social media from an individual perspective. A brief review of the 
literature on organizational identity will also aid in constructing a conceptual 
understanding for nonprofit administrators to utilize when developing social media 
strategies. This is not meant to be a handbook on how to use social media; rather, it 
represents more of an interpretive process that administrators and organizational leaders 
can use to think critically about organizational identity in the social media environment, 
and how to advance with strategic decision-making at the administrative level. 
Understanding identity in any environment is important. Understanding organizational 
identity in the social media environment is critical for the success of any organizational 
strategy. The discussion begins with defining social media. 

Social media provide a platform for networking and interacting in a way that allows 
individuals to become content creators rather than merely content consumers (Hopkins, 
2008). Content refers (but is not limited) to the images, video, text, or information that is 
freely available on the Internet. Much of this information is found on Blogs, Facebook, 
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Twitter, and YouTube, which also exemplify a myriad of social media technologies that 
are often referred to as Web 2.0 or the social media environment. Social media 
technology is an array of digital tools that are easy to use, inexpensive, and allow people 
to create and or manipulate their own photos, videos, and stories to share with others 
(Kanter & Fine, 2010). Social media offer the opportunity for nonprofits to access and 
leverage multiple networks of individuals to increase volunteer pools, raise awareness 
about a specific issue, tap into a new funding stream, or develop innovative strategies to 
address diverse challenges. 

The nonprofit and voluntary sector represents a number of diverse organizations, 
institutions, and agencies that serve critical aspects of society (Salamon, 1999). For 
example, in social welfare many agencies are classified as human service organizations 
because they seek to deliver human services and address human concerns (O’Connor & 
Netting, 2009). The social work literature is still emerging with respect to how human 
service organizations use social media. A majority of scholarly social work literature to 
date centers on education, ethics, or advocacy (Edwards & Hoefer, 2010; Giffords, 2009; 
Houghton & Joinson, 2010; Kilpelainen, Paykkonen, & Sankala, 2011; McNutt, 2008; 
McNutt & Menon, 2008; Perron, Taylor, Glass, & Margerum-Leys, 2010; Rockinson-
Szapkiw & Walker, 2009). While the nonprofit sector in general is at the forefront in 
social media adoption (Barnes, 2011; Barnes & Matteson, 2009; LaCasse, Quinn, & 
Bernard, 2010), human service organizations continue to lag behind.  

Research indicates that nonprofit organizations recognize the opportunities and 
challenges to utilize social media to assist with fundraising, volunteer recruitment, and to 
foster engagement and interaction with their community (Bortree & Seltzer, 2009; 
Hackler & Saxton, 2007; McNutt & Menon, 2008; Rybalko & Seltzer, 2010; Waters, 
2007; Waters & Jamal, 2011). Amid all the potential social media seem to offer, several 
questions remain. How does a nonprofit organization develop, share, manage, or maintain 
its identity in the social media environment? How does it manage identity when 
interacting with potentially limitless stakeholders? What are the implications for 
interacting with new communities in the social media environment? Recognizing how 
individual identity is developed or maintained will assist in understanding how 
organizational identity can be developed or maintained in the social media environment 
suitable to organizational strategy.  

Social Identity 

Identity is composed of many constructs, too many to unpack here, but nevertheless 
several theories illuminate how individuals develop their sense of identity. Charles 
Cooley (1902) hypothesized that one’s self, or identity, is formalized through interaction 
and communication with others, also known as the looking glass self. Cooley’s ideas are 
very similar to those of George Herbert Mead and that of Symbolic Interactionism, which 
explains that social interaction shapes the capacity for thought and serves as a process for 
individuals to learn the meanings and symbols that allow for individual thought. These 
thoughts, meanings, and symbols guide individuals to construct their identity and 
subsequent actions through an ongoing and changing interpretive process (Blumer, 1969). 
Although Symbolic Interactionism provides a lens for understanding identity formation 
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through social interaction, it lacks the integration of environmental forces and macro 
structures of society (Ritzer, 2008). 

Role theory offers some insight as to how identity is influenced by the social 
environment. The central view of Role theory is that individuals play many parts in their 
lives and others provide the basic scripts; however, the enactment of those scripts is 
uniquely one’s own (Davis, 1986). This view aligns with that of Symbolic Interactionism 
because it stems from Mead’s concept of role taking and the development of identity 
through social interaction (Berger & Luckmann, 1967; Davis, 1986). Identifying the 
implication of the environment on role identity evolves from the work of Robert K. 
Merton, who observed that various roles of individuals depends upon the status they 
occupy within society (Davis, 1986). In other words, individuals may perform certain 
roles and behaviors based on their status as designated by social systems and assumed 
normative behaviors.  

Identity formation and/or management in this micro context may not seem to offer 
much for a macro-oriented issue of organizational identity. However, this formation is 
extremely important when discussing the interplay of identity and environment (Hatch & 
Schultz, 2002). Traditionally, and in the context of the theories described previously, 
identity construction happens through face-to-face encounters and in real time where 
individuals can immediately reconstruct their identity based on the perceptions of others. 
In the social media environment, individuals connect with each other through text, 
images, and video over various platforms synchronously, as well as mostly 
asynchronously. This digital platform means that individuals connect with one another 
without many of the meanings and symbols that help to guide their thoughts and actions. 
The challenge is that social media allows individuals to connect without a real sense of 
the context of the social interaction and may cause identity confusion or perhaps an 
identity crisis.  

Michael Wesch (2009) describes this crisis as “context collapse” among individuals 
using the popular social media website YouTube (p. 23). The central premise here is that 
as individuals initially upload videos and interact online, they began to imagine 
thousands of people in a multiplicity of situations, as well as the possible perceptions of 
their own identity. In the midst of such a situation many individuals reported spending 
several hours transfixed on deciding what to say or how to act (Wesch, 2009). The issue 
here is not lack of interaction or context, but “the infinite number of contexts” (Wesch, 
2009, p. 23). The impossibility of reshaping one’s identity in that context creates a barrier 
for social media users that requires a sense of introspection as to how they will actually 
portray themselves and their identity in the social media environment. The challenge for 
organizational identities that continually evolve through the years, just as individual 
identities do, is that the invention of a new environment, specifically social media, has 
tremendous implications for the use and implementation of a social media strategy that 
seeks to encourage interaction without the context, symbols, and meanings that have 
come to shape and reshape the organization’s identity.  

Individuals have the capacity to evolve their identity in the moment and with certain 
immediacy. Nonprofit organizations are not always afforded the same opportunity 
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because their identity may be so embedded in organizational culture, tradition, or in 
tangible artifacts such as a mission statement (Hatch & Schultz, 2002). This presents a 
sort of organizational identity crisis. This means that if an organization that is using 
social media is not cognizant of this new landscape and how to perform within it, the 
identity or image of the organization could possibly transform into something less than 
ideal, at least online. Just as individuals face context collapse in the digital environment 
(Wesch, 2009), nonprofit organizations may also face context collapse because of the 
potential to access multiple new networks in a variety of different contexts without the 
constraint of time. 

Symbolic Interactionists are generally critical of focusing on macro structures, 
although Blumer (1969) argues that large-scale structures emerge from micro processes. 
This is important for nonprofit administrators to understand because the core of social 
media is about interaction. Understanding how identity develops through micro-social 
interactions will ensure that nonprofit organizations are portraying the identity that is 
important to them in a new and dynamic environment (Hatch & Schultz, 2002). 
Navigating the social media environment is challenging and several studies highlight how 
organizations are not using these new tools to their full potential of fostering interaction 
and engagement (Bortree & Seltzer, 2009; Rybalko & Seltzer, 2010; Waters & Jamal, 
2011). This may be evidenced by the context collapse discussed previously. Others, 
however, explain that social media users should choose their applications carefully, 
ensure that the applications align with the activities being selected, plan for integration, 
and to be social (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010). Kietzman, Hermkens, McCarthy, and 
Silvestre (2011) also explain that users should be cognizant of the available social media 
tools and how they align with organizational goals.  

The incorporation of a social media strategy parallels the social purpose of what 
many nonprofit organizations do—namely, generate social capital and build community 
(Shafritz, Ott, & Lang, 2005). The adoption of social media necessitates a careful review 
of the organization’s identity prior to the implementation of the social media strategy. A 
brief review of the organizational identity literature further contextualizes the concept of 
identity development in the social media environment and provides a foundation for the 
necessary introspection, conversation, and development of a social media strategy. 

Organizational Identity 

The organizational literature defines identity as that which is central, enduring, and 
distinctive about an organization (Brilliant & Young, 2004; Gioia et al., 2000; Hatch & 
Schultz, 2002; Young, 2001). Brilliant and Young (2004) contend that identity is 
important when organizations face a diversity of challenges, such as mission completion, 
rapid expansion, or mergers and acquisitions that force an organization to undergo some 
sort of change. Organizations often must adapt their identities to address new 
environments and challenges (Brilliant & Young, 2004; Sosin, 2012; Young, 2001), in 
addition to the flux of technology while confronting change.  

The literature makes a distinction between identity and image; whereas identity is 
internally constructed, image involves the concept of how individuals within the 
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organization think people outside of the organization perceive it (Young, 2001). This is 
generally important given the theoretical ideas of Cooley, Mead, and Blumer discussed 
previously, and specifically because this impacts how organizational members use social 
media to portray the organizational identity or image. Gioia and colleagues (2000) argue 
that this latter construct of image is defined by the “organizational elites” to project an 
image that communicates a specific purpose, which represents features of organizational 
identity (p. 66). Maintaining a positive identity in the face of changing contexts or 
environments, organizations must recognize that identity and image are dynamic 
constructs that create a paradox of continuity and change through which “instability 
fosters adaptability” (Gioia et al., 2000, p. 79).  

The key struggle within this paradox may stem from the fact that organizations have 
and maintain multiple identities. Just as individuals shape their own identity based on the 
context of social interaction and ultimately the construction of many identities, 
organizations also have multiple identities because of the roles and demands from various 
constituencies or institutional arrangements (Brilliant & Young, 2004; Gioia et al., 2000; 
Sosin, 2012). Multiple identities are beneficial for organizations in dealing with 
conflicting pressures of their environment as they can be analyzed and managed to the 
benefit of the organization (Brilliant & Young, 2004; Sosin, 2012). However, others 
argue that maintaining multiple identities is paralyzing and unstable as organizations 
attempt the balancing act of changing their identity and keeping it the same (Gioia et al., 
2000; Young, 2001). This paradox corresponds to the idea of context collapse in 
individuals described by Wesch (2009), and the emergence of organizational identity in 
the social media environment. 

 The concept of organizational identity has practical significance for how nonprofit 
organizations reinvent themselves in the face of changing environments (Brilliant & 
Young, 2004). The discussion of identity development from the personal to the 
organizational level is intended to illustrate how identity development is fluid, dynamic, 
and socially constructed. This knowledge can help organizational leaders in framing their 
strategic use of social media to assist with organizational identity, development, and 
maintenance in the social media environment. Utilizing a conceptual model or enacting 
some general policies will also provide nonprofits with a framework for utilizing social 
media in a more strategic and meaningful way. 

A Conceptual Framework for the Strategic use of Social Media 

The Pew Internet & American Life Project indicates that 75% of American adults are 
active in some kind of voluntary group or organization and that internet users are more 
likely than others to be active in those organizations (Rainie, Purcell, & Smith, 2011). 
Despite this unique opportunity, nonprofit organizations have been slow to capitalize on 
the potential of using the Internet (Sargeant, West, & Jay, 2007). The explosion of social 
media use in the nonprofit sector presents clear opportunities and challenges as many 
administrators look to this technology as a figurative super hero coming to the rescue in 
an increasingly competitive and changing sector. The ability to access millions of people 
through Facebook, Twitter, or YouTube to increase membership, raise awareness, or 
increase general exposure of the organization is extremely attractive and daunting. 
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Three main concepts should help nonprofit organizations that currently use or are 
thinking about using social media within their organization (see Figure 1). The first two 
concepts for using social media in a nonprofit organization are very similar, and yet 
distinct. Transparency and accountability have been part of the nonprofit sector for 
decades and ultimately work with the third concept, authenticity, to help nonprofit 
organizations develop and manage the organization’s online identity. Although the model 
consists of three main concepts, the core element in the proper use of social media is 
interaction. Social media is mainly about making connections and having a conversation, 
which helps to build community. A better understanding of these concepts can orient 
strategic decision-making and provide the foundation for the development of a social 
media strategy. The conceptual model builds upon the discussion of organizational 
identity to help organizational leaders understand how to demonstrate their organization’s 
distinctive elements, values, and goals in the social media environment. 

Figure 1. Conceptual Model of Organizational Identity in the Social Media Environment 

 

 

 

Transparency 

Transparency is an evolving term with many definitions that convey how 
organizations are expected to operate (Ball, 2009). This discussion defines transparency 
as “the process of keeping actions and the decision-making processes open and available 
to the scrutiny of the public and the media” (Netting, Kettner, McMurtry, & Thomas, 
2012, p. 358). Nonprofit organizations are unique operations that generally lend 
themselves well to being transparent. Additionally, their tax-exempt status usually impels 
them by a legal, ethical or moral mandate to be transparent about their finances and 
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operations (Jeavons, 2005). The idea of transparency or openness is not a new concept in 
the nonprofit sector; however, with the tools of social media that allow for rapid 
communication and connectivity, there is a new charge for this type of ethical behavior 
(Saxton & Guo, 2011; Waters, Burnett, Lamm, & Lucas, 2009). 

Utilizing social media often means working with a networked mindset, which is 
characterized by principles of openness, transparency, decentralized decision-making, 
and distributed action (Scearce, Kasper & Grant, 2009). Social media tools allow 
organizations to utilize these principles and portray to the public just how funds are used, 
decisions are made, and volunteer time is executed. Examples of how organizations use 
social media to promote these principles include organizations like Kiva (www.kiva.org) 
and DonorsChoose.org (www.donorschoose.org). These organizations employ the 
principles of social media through peer-to-peer philanthropy that allow individuals to 
choose and donate to specific projects. These organizations use video, images, and blogs 
to report on the progress of the projects, and individuals can continue to interact online by 
commenting and sharing with others in their own social networks by linking to the 
websites. 

Nonprofit organizations using social media need to understand that transparency is 
good, but that there are also levels to transparency that should and should not be shared 
(Kanter, 2009). Generally, public information makes for content that is readily available 
for reporting on an organization’s website. However, there are instances where 
information must remain private so as to ensure a safe place for individuals to have 
discussions without disrespecting others (Kanter, 2009). Effective nonprofit organizations 
will assess and evaluate their work in an open and transparent process with the board and 
the public (Brown, 2002). This has been operationalized through websites but can now be 
greatly enhanced with social media and the use of networks (Saxton & Guo, 2011; 
Saxton, Guo, & Brown, 2007). Transparency is the ideal for nonprofit organizations and 
lends itself well to social media. This process also impacts accountability. 

Accountability 

Accountability, like transparency, has multiple definitions in the literature. 
Accountability suggests responsibility for actions and is often linked to financially related 
information and performance (Benjamin, 2008; Brinkerhoff, 2001; Murry, 2005; Saxton, 
Kuo, & Ho, 2012). Some have argued that greater accountability interferes with the 
independence that gives the nonprofit sector its uniqueness (Salamon, 1999). However, 
grantors, the federal government, and increasingly the public are requesting greater 
accountability among nonprofit organizations (Binder, 2007; Brinkerhoff, 2001; Ebaugh, 
Chafetz, & Pipes, 2005; Saxton & Guo, 2011). Using social media allows organizations 
to demonstrate transparency and accountability through social interaction. Examples 
include the use of video, blogs, and most notably websites like Facebook where 
organizations update their status or post news on a variety of topics and actions. 
Specifically, nonprofit organizations are able to disclose financial records such as IRS 
Form-990 and other financially related performance documents (Gandia, 2011).  
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Utilizing this new medium also allows a nonprofit organization to connect 
stakeholders to its mission and expand its targeting efforts, thereby increasing public trust 
and accountability (Saxton & Guo, 2011; Saxton et al., 2007). One of the main 
recommendations for nonprofit organizations is to implement more content and 
opportunities for interaction (Gandia, 2011; Sargeant et al., 2007; Saxton et al., 2007). 
Accountability is more evident on the peer-to-peer philanthropy websites. As mentioned 
previously, these organizations employ social media to highlight the good work and 
causes that garner donations from people who care about the issues and the organizations.  

Accountability is vital in this era of website fundraising and organizations that 
understand this element will do well (Sargeant et al., 2007). Social media allows 
nonprofit organizations to develop a relationship with individuals, or an e-relationship, 
and requires nonprofit organizations to view donors as partners in the process of mission 
achievement (Sargeant et al., 2007). Additional key components include designing 
websites with a focus on engagement rather than a static webpage with a simple “donate 
here” link, making the process of giving simple and providing a clear explanation of how 
the donation is being used (Ingenhoff & Koelling, 2009; Sargeant et al., 2007). Social 
media tools enhance these ideas by cultivating connections as demonstrated by 
organizations such as Kiva, DonorsChoose.org, and many others. Examples of  
cultivating connections include blogging about events, posting videos through YouTube 
of projects that were funded by donors, and updating the organization’s status on 
Facebook or Twitter to advertise the work that is being done (Waters et al., 2009; Waters 
& Jamal, 2011). 

Transparency and accountability are important elements for nonprofit organizations 
to embrace in general. They are particularly important when using social media if the 
organization hopes to see engagement from various stakeholders and earn the trust of all 
supporters (Ingenhoff & Koelling, 2009; Ingram, 2009; Saxton & Guo, 2011). 
Transparency and accountability naturally flow into the final principle of this framework 
and help to establish authenticity.  

Authenticity 

In the absence of symbols and meanings that help to form identity, and facing context 
collapse because of the endless possibilities, individuals are left to make a connection 
with a source deep within themselves as they are free to decide who they are (Taylor, 
1992). Authenticity is to be true to one’s self and is a construct that develops along with 
identity; however, Taylor (1992) argues that this construct has lost meaning in 
contemporary culture as it has come to focus more on modes of self-fulfillment and less 
on strengthening ties to community. Authenticity in the social media environment is 
about staying true to the organizational identity as well as strengthening ties to its 
community. Authenticity is about relationships; it is what keeps people engaged and 
willing to spread the word about a particular service, message, or cause through their own 
social networks.  

Amid the many professional blogs and articles professing details or guidelines on 
how to make a nonprofit organization successful in the social media environment, 
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portraying a caring image is truly what will make an organization successful. However, it 
is more than just portraying a specific identity, it is demonstrating transparency and 
accountability in an authentic and genuine manner that builds trust, respect, and cohesion 
among the social networks of individuals who come into contact with the organization 
via their friends or families through social media. Saxton and Guo (2011) believe that this 
new medium offers great potential for nonprofit organizations to be more responsive to 
their core constituents. Responsiveness, interaction, and participation help to increase 
authenticity, transparency, and accountability. 

It is critical for nonprofit organizations to understand that their identity develops 
based on interactions, just as it does for individuals. Despite the multiplicity of contexts, 
organizations must realize that being authentic will allow for their true identity to come 
forth, and they should not be afraid to demonstrate that. Social media is merely a 
mechanism to create unique connections, and if nonprofit organizations do not take the 
time to critically think about their social media identities, they will face challenges and 
frustration.  

Kanter and Fine (2010) discuss this idea as the concept of developing a social culture, 
or a culture where the organization uses the power of social media to change 
relationships. The shift to a social culture requires organizations to become more open 
and transparent, and to devote critical attention to authentic conversations (Kanter & 
Fine, 2010). Authenticity exists when organizations leverage the power of social media to 
develop relationships, build trust, listen, and respond to the community. Using this 
framework as guide, nonprofit organizations can begin to think about various strategies 
and methods as they implement the use of social media. 

Conclusion 

Nonprofit organizations that recognize their organizational identity and the need to 
develop or maintain the identity in multiple contexts will be better off in their pursuits of 
social media because they can be flexible and make strategic decisions. Recognizing that 
identity is socially constructed is the first step to understanding organizational identity. 
Secondly, identity formation is fluid and dynamic based on the effects of social 
interactions and the environment (Gioia et al., 2000; Hatch & Schultz, 2002).  

The most challenging factor in using social media may not merely be organizational 
identity maintenance, but the notion that organizations must give up some sense of 
control to the community of users (Watson, 2009). Nonprofit organizations that are 
transparent, accountable, and authentic should not have issues with this sense of letting 
their social media community actively participate in the conversation. After all, the core 
of social media is connecting and having a conversation that builds trust, engagement, 
and ultimately community. This opportunity to collaborate with the social media 
community, combined with an understanding of organizational identity development and 
the conceptual framework outlined above, provides the initial foundation for thinking 
strategically about using social media within the organization. 
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