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Abstract
There has been little empirical research and theory development around how small to medium (SME) sized non–
profits are using social media, or how they are attempting to manage the risks associated with social media use,
especially in the area of social media policy development. As such, the key aim of this research is to consider how
SME non–profits are using social media, in addition to the nature of risk management and policy development
within the social media space. Findings from this research may help speak to future strategic directions and policy
initiatives for SME non–profit firms as well as broader stakeholder groups.
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1. Introduction
Non–profit organisations form an essential part of the
social, political, and economic landscape of
contemporary society. Through the advent of social
media, these organisations can gain potential
opportunities to increase their community presence,
impact, effectiveness, and efficiency1. Yet, whilst the
development of newer forms of social media
communication technologies, such as blogs, instant
messaging, and other social media platforms seemingly
foreshadowed a change in the communicative potential
for
organisations
globally,
many
non–profit
organisations ‘lag behind’ in terms of social media
adoption. Further to this, non–profits (also commonly
referred to as third sector firms) often ‘wait to see’ how
other organisations, particularly other non–profits,
incorporate these new communication outlets into their
budgets and daily operations before moving forward
with their own social media strategy implementation1.
Only a limited number of studies2,3,4,5 have examined
aspects of non–profits’ social media use from a

practitioner perspective. Given the growing emergence
of social media, and its widespread impact, including
the facilitation of social movements, further research
into the area of social media for non–profit business
purposes therefore appears both warranted and timely –
particularly for marketing practitioners, who are at the
‘coal face’ of social media deployment within the non–
profit sector.
2. Relevant Literature
The concept of using social media for business purposes
has been top of the agenda for many executives. Since
the early 2000s, and the advent of social media
networks, business strategists and key marketing
personnel have endeavoured to identify ways in which
firms can make profitable use of applications such as
YouTube, Facebook, Pinterest, and Twitter6.
The use of IT to create business value and
profitability has been well assessed throughout the
literature. In order for a firm to communicate its
offering, organisations are required to both build and
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support a community. This community may include
customers, suppliers, and other key stakeholders (such
as government). As a consequence, it is incumbent of
every firm to employ an array of communication tools
and mediums. The advent of the Internet subsequently
transformed the nature of modern communication
platforms7. As a growing number of individuals rely
upon the Internet as their primary information source
(and with internet penetration rates rising, particularly
within developing economies), organisations globally
have come to recognise the significance of creating
innovative and robust Web communication systems in
order to connect with core customers. As a
consequence, social networking sites such as Twitter,
Facebook, and Pinterest have encouraged many key
business executives to embed the use of such sites into
their broader communication and marketing strategies5.
Communication tools, such as social media, afford
organisations numerous opportunities. For example,
social media sites are able to robustly support the
relationship between the management of the firm, and
the public, in a responsive and visible way8. Further to
this, interactive platforms such as social media sites
may assist firms in helping them make decisions, to
develop
stakeholder–focused
policies,
provide
important services, and behave in ways that are both
accepted and sought out by important stakeholder
groups8,9.
Larger firms have been particularly proactive in
adopting social media for business purposes. Barnes and
Mattson10 found that 35% of Fortune 500 companies had
active Twitter accounts in 2009, which was only three
years after the launch of the messaging service. The
study further established that 24% of the Fortune 500
companies actively responded to other users on Twitter
and tweeted up to date information. Case studies which
investigate the promotional efforts of multi-billion
dollar multinationals like Procter and Gamble or
General Electric clearly illustrate the underlying value
firms such as P&G and GE gain having entered the
social media arena. Both organisations acknowledged
the importance of incorporating social media into their
marketing communication and promotional efforts11. At
its very least, for large firms, heavy social media use for
marketing purposes appears to be closely aligned with a
desire for a high media profile, and its usage (social
media) does not appear to be highly impacted by a
particular firm’s industry or sector12.

Not only has social media proven to play an
important role for larger corporations, it also becomes
increasingly relevant for small and medium–sized
enterprises (SMEs)13. In the context of this research,
SMEs are defined (by the Australian Bureau of
Statistics) using the following criteria:
• A small business is an actively trading business with
0–19 employees. As an important subset of small
business, micro businesses are small businesses with
0–4 employees.
• A medium business is an actively trading business
with 20–199 employees.
In the fast moving SME environment, there is
growing evidence that smaller businesses can gain
business value from the use of social media for internal
and external purposes14. Kim, Lee and Lee15 analysed
the usage of social media platforms in 100 US–based
SMEs. Results from this study indicated that whilst
most SMEs adopted web 2.0 platforms to some degree,
overall SMEs need to increase their efforts to improve
their performances, to connect with consumers, and to
remain competitive – a key focus for most for–profit
firms. In support of the notion of consumer connection,
Stockdale, Ahmed and Scheepers16 found that the
business value of social media, for SMEs, lies primarily
in customer engagement. These opportunities,
particularly when viewed against ‘traditional’
weaknesses of SMEs such as limited resources in terms
of financial situation, time and marketing skills; the
manager’s lack of expertise in marketing; and the low
visibility and impact of the SME in the market17, have
the potential to bring a new innovative capacity to the
firm, especially when they (social media sites) are used
well18.
At an academic level, whilst social media has
emerged as a new important platform of business
communication, there continues to be a lack of research
regarding the adoption of these platforms within the
non–profit sector2. Considering the tremendous impact
of social media on public relations, it would therefore
also seem reasonable to advocate that social media may
also offer opportunities for third sector firms to interact
with key public stakeholders, including donors. Limited
extant research in this space appears to support this
notion. In a study by Curtis et al.19, the researchers
found that social media tools were becoming beneficial
methods of communication for public relations
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practitioners in the non–profit sector. This was
particularly evident in organisations with well–defined
public relations departments. Such firms were seen to be
more likely to adopt social media technologies and use
them to achieve their organisational goals. Of course
these firms also tend to be larger is scale and scope, as
they are able to deploy more resources (eg. marketing
support) to sustain innovative market–based practices20.
Further to this, Curtis et al.19 designate that non–profit
public relations practitioners were more likely to use
social media tools if they find them credible. Other
empirical studies support such conclusions.
A 2008 study10 which focused on the largest
charities in the United States found that a remarkably
high 89% of these large charitable organisations were
using some form of social media. A majority (57%) of
organisations in the sample were using ‘blogging’
techniques in their social media communications10.
Given the relatively recent advent of social media
platforms at the time of Barnes’ and Mattson’s10 study,
these findings provide an early insight as to the growing
awareness of the importance of Web 2.0 strategies in
meeting business or organisational objectives.
Having investigated a similar sample of the largest
100 non–profit organisations in the United States, Nah
and Saxton2 found that that organisational strategies,
capacities, governance features, and external pressures
all play a part in social media adoption and utilisation
outcomes. But again an adherence towards strong
governance, well–defined organisational strategies, and
high capacity (with respect to acquiring managerial
talent) is commonly the domain of larger, more
established firms21.
Subsequently, whilst the above findings help
continue to build a generic foundation for the study of
social media use within non–profit organisations, they
do not actively contribute to the continuing dearth of
research which focuses on SME non–profits, and in
particular, non–profit firms categorised as very small or
‘micro’. In Australia, the number of community or third
sector organisations was most recently estimated22 at
around 600,000. Some 440,000 of these entities were
deemed to be small unincorporated organisations,
therefore underpinning the importance of micro
enterprises in servicing the needs of the Australian third
sector. And much like their small profit–driven
counterparts, many marketing challenges are acutely
relevant for very small non–profit firms, as

organisational size has been identified as an important
determinant in a firm’s marketing effectiveness23. Thus,
research which seeks to assess how small and micro–
sized non–profits are using social media has the
potential to add strongly to the literature.
In addition to potential benefits associated with non–
profit social media use, there are also possible risks. For
example, the use of social media for business purposes
has the potential to increase the reputation risk for the
firm. Reputation risk is defined as ‘the risk that adverse
publicity regarding...business practices and associations,
whether accurate or not, will cause a loss of confidence
in the integrity of the institution’24. Eccless, Newquist
and Schatz25 identify three types of reputation risk
factors:
• Risk is increased when the gap between an
organisation’s reputation and its reality grows;
• Risk is increased by a change in the expectations of
consumers;
• When an organisation is internally unable to react to
changes in the environment, a highly important
source of reputational risk is poor coordination of
the decisions made by different business units and
functions’.
It can be argued that social media expands the
spectrum of reputation risks and boosts risk dynamics26.
In social media services, users mostly generate
unverified information – both true and false – and put
forth ideas about organisations that can differ greatly
from what organisations share with the public – that is,
an organisation’s own idea of what it is or what it wants
to be27. Social media also fuels new expectations or
beliefs about firms, to which organisations should
actively respond.
Another example of risk relates to how non–profits
often engage in outreach to high–risk populations. This
outreach may also include tracking client progress for
evaluation purposes28. This sort of outreach has the clear
potential to increase legal risks. Furthermore, given that
non–profit staff members are likely to personally
identify with the organisation’s mission28, they may
choose to use their personal social media accounts to
engage in nonprofit–related business28, again
heightening legal risk for the non–profit firm. There has
been little empirical research and theory development
about how non–profits are attempting to manage such
risks associated with social media use. Accordingly,
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investigating social media policy adoption and
development within small non–profit firms underpins
the second aim of this paper.
3. Approach and Methodology
In order to address these research gaps, a sample of 140
senior executives from small to medium sized
Australian–based third sector/non–profit organisations
were recruited via a permission–based business research
panel. This method of respondent sampling has been
utilised previously in other non–profit marketing studies
(see for example 30,31). Respondents included in the
sample indicated a robust familiarity with the marketing
activities of their current non–profit organisation.
Information such as (but not limited to) the nature of the
organisation’s marketing activities, size of the firm (in
respect to both paid employees and volunteer staff),
core industry/sector focus (for example, the
environment, culture, health, religious activities etc.),
and the overall mission of the organisation were
obtained during data collection. Further to this,
information pertaining to both social media usage (for
non–profit business purposes), and the existence of
social media policies and guidelines within the firm was
obtained.
A web–based quantitative instrument was employed
as part of this research. There are a number of benefits
attached to online surveys, both to the researcher and
the participant. Cost and time are immediate assets as
the distribution of the survey is effected via the Internet,
with minimal data costs and drastically reduced
distribution and data collection time frames32. In
contrast to paper–based surveys with delivery
irregularities intrinsic to postal mail33, online
questionnaires enable instant and efficient delivery
mode by initiating an invitation bulk email to the
potential respondents, exceeding local geographic
boundaries expeditiously and efficiently31. A major
time–saving advantage is that the results from the online
survey can be tabulated promptly for entry into a
statistics application for analysis34.
A number of screening questions were utilised
within the survey instrument to ensure the
appropriateness of the sample. Firstly, respondents were
asked ‘Do you currently work for a non–profit firm?’
Those that responded in the positive were permitted to
continue. Furthermore, the respondents’ knowledge of
the firm’s marketing activities was considered. Only

those respondents that indicated to having either (what
they perceived as) a limited understanding of the firm’s
marketing activities, or were fully aware of marketing–
related activities were able to continue with the survey.
4. Analysis and Findings
Respondents from a broad array of non–profit sectors
(as defined by the International Classification of Non–
Profit Organisations, which are replicated in the
Australian and New Zealand Standardised Industrial
Classification) were represented in the data. Health–
related services (n=34), social service–based non–
profits (n=27), and education and research services
(n=17) accounted for 56% of the respondents’ current
third sector employers. Furthermore, 31% of
respondents noted that their current non–profit employer
had a faith–based mission (n=41). 47% of firms had less
than four (4) paid employees, indicating that their non–
profit meets the Australian industry definition of a
‘micro–enterprise’. 19% of respondents indicated their
current employer maintained a paid workforce of
between 5 and 6 employees, with 33% (n=47) of
respondent firms retaining 7–8 paid employees.
Sampled firms had a mean of 3–4 volunteers assisting
with operational duties within the organisation, again
leading to the ‘micro–enterprise’ nature of many of the
non–profits represented in the data.
Of the respondents, 60% (n=86) indicated that their
current non–profit organisation uses social media for
business purposes. Whilst the remaining 54 respondents
established that their current non–profit employer does
not presently use social media for business–related
activities, 39% of these respondents (n=21) indicated
their firm’s willingness to engage social media for
business purposes within the next 12 months subsequent
to the data collection period.
Respondents were also asked to indicate which
social media tools their firm utilised. Perhaps
unsurprisingly, Facebook, Twitter and LinkedIn ranked
as the three most utilised social media platforms within
the majority of SME non–profit firms. Other platforms
such as Google+, wikis and photo sharing applications
(such as Instagram as an example) were also utilised,
but not to the same extent as the leading platforms
noted. 59% of those respondents who indicated the use
of social media by their current firm for business
purposes, noted that this form of media was used (most
frequently) for branding and marketing. Networking
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(56% of respondents), relationship building (56%) and
public relations (51%) also ranked highly in terms of
engagement usage frequency (i.e. reason for engaging
social media for business purposes). Monetary aspects
such as reaching new donors (33%), fundraising (27%),
and sales (10%) ranked amongst the least utilised
engagement/usage tactics. Two thirds of respondents
(63%) noted that their non–profit spent, on average,
between 0–5 hours per week on social media–related
tasks. 17% of respondent firms spent between 6–10
hours per week, with 5 respondents noting that their
current non–profit spent in excess of 30+ hours per
week dealing with social media–related functions.
Almost all (90%) respondents to the survey indicated
that their non–profit firm would likely look to grow the
use of social media tools and platforms in the 12 months
subsequent to the data collection period.
The final section of the survey instrument dealt with
soc ial media policy. Close to half (46%) of those
respondents who confirmed previously that their current
non–profit used social media for business purposes
indicated the existence of a social media policy within
their firm. Almost half of those policies, in the eyes of
the respondent, restricted employee (personal) use of
social media during work hours. Restrictions noted by
respondents included (but are not limited to):
• No personal use of social media in the workplace,
such as Facebook. In some instances, restrictions
went further to limit the use of other communication
platforms such as Skype as one example.
• Where personal usage of social media was permitted
within the workplace, specific time periods or work
situations were noted in some policies i.e. staff can
access during their lunch break; no more than 20
minutes per day (i.e. specific time allocation);
employee ‘downtime’ – where individuals are
waiting on repairs to equipment etc.
• A number of respondents noted that their firm’s
social media policy called for ‘self–control’ amongst
employees when using social media (for personal
reasons) at work.
• Perhaps at the other extreme of the ‘self–control’
spectrum, a number of respondents reported the
installation of internet firewalls and other content
control applications within their workplace to
restrict social media usage (except for staff involved
in the marketing function of the firm).

Given the restrictions noted above, perhaps it is not
unexpected that ‘guidelines for employee’s professional
social media use’ and ‘guidelines for employees
personal social media use’ ranked most highly in terms
of social media policy components. ‘Disclosure that
social media use may be monitored’ and ‘guidelines for
disclosing contracts, sponsorships, etc’ also rated
strongly. Generally employees from the non–profit
firms were informed of their specific social media
policy via some form of internal communiqué (38%),
staff handbook (30%) or staff meeting (24%). A not
insignificant 15% of respondents remarked that
disciplinary action had been taken against employees
(inc. volunteers) at their non–profit organisation relating
to social media usage. No other details as to the nature
of the various disciplinary incidents were garnered by
the researcher.
5. Highlights of main research findings
As seen in many for–profit organisations, extant
literature contends that non–profits use social media for
general marketing and other related functions. The
current research validates this notion. In this context, the
first finding from this research was the identification of
a series of social media engagement strategies,
highlighted by senior executives from small and micro
sized Australian–based non–profit organisations. The
advancement by SME stakeholders of a broad array of
engagement and outreach tactics such as branding and
marketing, networking, relationship building, and public
relations are seen both to support and build upon aspects
of social media usage acknowledged by other non–
profit researchers.
5.1. Key Implications for Practitioners
The relatively constrained usage of social media
platforms for fundraising efforts was also noted in the
findings. The rapid diffusion of social media–type
services such as Twitter and Facebook is ushering in a
new era of possibilities for organisations to
communicate with and engage their core stakeholders
and the general public35. Yet prior studies36,37 clearly
appreciated that non–profit organisations have struggled
in their use of electronic communication tools (such as
websites) as strategic, interactive stakeholder
engagement tools28. The ability to fundraise via social
media may well prove to be a critical business function
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worth pursuing by smaller non–profits into the future.
Wider research efforts into the area of non–profit
marketing within SMEs in Australia38 only adds to this
conclusion, given that fundraising was gleaned to be the
most critical marketing challenge for SME respondents:
‘Fundraising is critical as it is the main source of
income’.
Key non–profit SME executives further endorsed the
existence and relevance of social media policies within
their non–profit firm. Up until this point, there has been
little empirical research and theory development about
how non–profits are attempting to manage the risks
associated with social media use28. Research pertaining
to smaller, micro non–profit firms appears even more
scant. The exploratory results presented in this paper
therefore provide evidence as to the types of
capabilities, resources and policies found within a
sample of Australian–based SME non–profits. As a
result, this paper attempts to bring the nature of both
social media usage and social media policy
development within smaller, micro non–profits into
sharper focus.
5.2 Limitations of the Research
Although the findings from this research indicate that
small and micro non–profits are actively using social
media as part of business operations, the exploratory
nature of this undertaking should be recognised, with
only 140 non–profits examined. The sample also
consisted exclusively of third sector firms in Australia.
Non–profit firms may use social networking sites
differently in other countries. A second limitation of this
research also relates to sampling. Although the decision
to use a permission–based business research panel to
contact potential respondents was done so in an effort to
ensure that a reasonable number of respondents could be
found, a clear limitation here is that other small to micro
sized firms (not included on the panel) were not able to
take part on the study,
5.3 Future Research Opportunities
These limitations do not diminish the importance or
relevance of the research findings, but do provide
insight into future research priorities. For example,
longitudinal studies could offer insights into how non–
profit SMEs change their social networking strategies
over time, with detailed case studies from the field

helping to illuminate capacity building strategies. It
would also be very interesting to ascertain more fully
the rationale against the adoption of social media by
micro non–profit managers. As noted within the
findings of this paper, a sizable percentage of the
sample established that their current non–profit
employer does not presently use social media for
business–related activities. Understanding why this is
the case would form an interesting qualitative follow–up
investigation.
There also appears a need to further examine social
media policy in SMEs. More research is required to
fully consider the wide range of issues that have the
potential to influence social media policy development,
particularly in SMEs.
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