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The purpose of this research is to describe the various roles of practitioners who use social media communication through a
scale. Human organizations are role systems in which patterned behaviors take place. Literature and theory spanning multiple
occupational fields guided the development of items. Through a multi-method approach and six-step process, we created a
set of social media communicator roles resulting in a five-factor model: customer service provider, mobilizer, information

disseminator, researcher, and community builder.
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Social media communication has evolved to such a great
degree that it has received organizational resources and role
status. Communicators who use social media can enact com-
munication behaviors stemming from their training in one of
several fields such as marketing, communication, business,
advertising, sales, journalism, and public relations (Beeler,
Lebovits, & Bishop, 1983; Verhoeven, Tench, Zerfass,
Morena, & Ver¢ic, 2012), which may also mean that scholars
primarily interpret social media communication from the
perspective of their intellectual field.

It is theoretically and practically relevant to explore the
breadth of construct and empirically identify the various
roles of social media communicators (SMCs) due to the
increased interest in social media. First, social media is an
increasingly growing area of research for scholars, espe-
cially survey research (Khang, Ki, & Ye, 2012; Zhang &
Leung, 2015). Several scholars, however, have criticized the
atheoretical nature of social media research (Treem &
Leonardi, 2012; Zhang & Leung, 2015). Zhang and Leung
(2015) critiqued research on social media arguing, “Due to
the complex and developing features of social network sites,
the improvement of measurements requires a clearer defini-
tion and more systematic and theory-based research design”
(p- 14). The employment of formal measurement procedures
enables scholars to more systematically develop models
predicting how communicators vary in their social media
strategies and whether those roles influence variables such
as organizational commitment, job satisfaction, and status
(Khang et al., 2012).

Such measures are also necessary because communica-
tion on social media channels is comparatively different to
other forms of online communication. Social media commu-
nication technologies are unique in comparison with com-
puter-mediated communication technologies because such
communication practices tend to be more visible in compari-
son with communication via email or messaging apps, mes-
sages are persistent because they are more likely to sustain
over time, content is easily edited, and such communication
behaviors tend to center on maintaining social ties (Treem &
Leonardi, 2012).

And finally, social media tools are influencing communi-
cation, relational, and organizational dynamics. The impact
of social media communication technologies is resulting in
the widespread adoption of social media skills by practitio-
ners, including the hiring of SMCs with knowledge of how to
manage such interactions (Macnamara & Zerfass, 2012;
Wigley & Zhang, 2011; Wright & Hinson, 2008). In addi-
tion, communication professionals working in occupations
such as journalism, business, marketing, public relations,
and advertising are repositioning themselves to be relevant
and competitive by adopting social media skills (Efimova &
Grudin, 2008; Porter, Sweetser, Chung, & Kim, 2007).
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We sought scholarly roles literature from communication,
social psychology, occupational sociology, and organiza-
tional sociology to develop and build a social media com-
municator roles (SMCR) measure. In this study, we defined
the SMCR as the recurring behaviors of people that occupy a
social media communication position within a social system.
Communicators use their social skills to transmit messages
to link people together and build relationships (Dance, 1970).
We carried out qualitative interviews and a quantitative
survey of SMCs to develop the theoretical model because
no such validated scale exists. The creation of the SMCR
scale involved six steps: (1) review of literature and theory,
(2) qualitative interviews to determine whether additional
items should be included or reframed, (3) expert advice from
researchers and communication practitioners, (4) a pretest
with practitioners, (5) a quantitative survey of professionals,
and (6) an exploratory factor analysis (EFA) was applied to
determine the structure of measure. The 60 items were
reduced to a 16-item, five-factor model.

Social Media Communication

Organizational representatives perceive social media plat-
forms as critical tools in their communication and marketing
efforts (Lovejoy & Saxton, 2012; Wright & Hinson, 2011).
Social media practices have evolved from informal to
formal communication practices as evident based on the
number of organizations adopting social media policies
(Macnamara & Zerfass, 2012; Mergel & Bretschneider,
2013). The vast number of social networks requires
the communicator to be able to collect, filter, assess, and
organize information from various sources. Practitioners
contribute information related to an organization’s goals,
expertise, missions, and functions on such platforms
(Leonardi, Huysman, & Steinfield, 2013). This type of work
environment often involves learning group and public com-
munication skills, dealing with the blurring of professional
and personal lives, and meeting the role expectations of
many different constituents (Efimova & Grudin, 2008;
Mergel & Bretschneider, 2013). Essentially, SMCs are
people who publish content influenced by professional
expectations. This complex role consists of observing cul-
tures within networks, experimenting with communication
strategies, cultivating trust with niche audiences on different
platforms, and using various tools to measure the success
of their efforts. These responsibilities, however, may vary
depending upon an organization’s needs, culture, and per-
ceptions of social media (Quinton & Fennemore, 2013).
We sought to identify a fair universe of items to represent
the SMCR construct. We searched for items and potential
roles enacted by people who use social media spanning mul-
tiple fields including advertising, journalism, marketing,
health communication, and other specializations to assist in
the development of an SMCR measure. For example, several
scholars have contributed theoretically by developing social

media and blog use measures that embody specific occupa-
tional fields (e.g., Hedman & Djerf-Pierre, 2013; Porter,
Sweetser, & Chung, 2009).

Overall, a review of the social media literature indicates
the possibility of several dimensions, which include using it
for promotional, research, community building, and dissemi-
nation purposes. Professional general applications include
using social media to monitor interactions and metrics;
engaging in two-way communication (e.g., Auger, 2013;
Taylor & Kent, 2010); providing emotional support (e.g.,
Knight & Carpenter, 2012); promoting individual work,
brands, and organizations (e.g., Efimova & Grudin, 2008);
raising public awareness (e.g., Parmelee, 2013); cultivating
relationships and community communication (e.g., Auger,
2013; Carim & Warwick, 2013); monitoring competition,
individuals, groups, and organizations (e.g., Carim &
Warwick, 2013; Wigley & Zhang, 2011); communicating
with customers, clients, and employees (e.g., Efimova &
Grudin, 2008; Gallaugher & Ransbotham, 2010; Greer &
Ferguson, 2011); networking (e.g., Cogburn & Espinoza-
Vasquez, 2011; Efimova & Grudin, 2008); demonstrating
expertise (e.g., Efimova & Grudin, 2008); serving custom-
ers, audiences, and clients (e.g., Efimova & Grudin, 2008;
Gallaugher & Ransbotham, 2010; Knight & Carpenter,
2012); soliciting volunteers and donations (e.g., Cogburn &
Espinoza-Vasquez, 2011); sharing personal opinions and
challenging mainstream media; finding story ideas and
sources for news stories (e.g., Messner, Linke, & Eford,
2012; Parmelee, 2014); collaborating on content creation;
verifying the accuracy of information (e.g., Messner, Linke
& Eford, 2012; Parmelee, 2014); distributing information on
news, crises, and events communication (e.g., Auger, 2013;
Carim & Warwick, 2013; Greer & Ferguson, 2011); respond-
ing to customer’s needs (e.g., Taylor & Kent, 2010); responding
to criticism and mainstream media (e.g., Knight & Carpenter,
2012); and offering thanks or recognition (e.g., Auger, 2013).

Role Theory

We consulted role theory to determine how to frame roles
conceptually and operationally. In organizations and occu-
pations, people align themselves with certain roles by grav-
itating toward duties reflecting those roles (Jackson, 1998).
Biddle (1986) stated that role theory is concerned with the
“. .. patterned and characteristic social behaviors, parts, or
identities that are assumed by social participants, and
scripts or expectations for behavior that are understood by
all and adhered to by performers” (p. 68). Concepts often
examined in this line of research are role, social position,
status, expectations, consensus, and conformity.

Roles literature has an intuitive appeal. For many decades,
the roles literature has been one of the most studied lines of
research. Dozier and Broom (1995) said, “Perhaps no con-
cept has proven so theoretically and empirically useful as the
organization role” (p. 3). Communication scholars, however,
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diverge in their theoretical interpretations of roles resulting
in conceptual and operational variations, which make it chal-
lenging to build on this foundation. For example, roles can
be inferred in many different ways: an organizational or
occupational perspective; perceptions or behaviors; and
tasks, responsibilities, or normative expectations (Biddle,
1979; Dozier, 1992).

As previously mentioned, variations may hinge on
whether scholars interpret the construct from an organiza-
tional or occupational perspective. In public relations, roles
have been viewed through both occupational (e.g., Beurer-
Ziullig, Fieseler, & Meckel, 2009; Gitter, 1981; Mellado &
Barria, 2012) and organizational lenses (e.g., Broom &
Dozier, 1986; Dozier, 1992), whereas research from journal-
ism scholars suggests a preference for an occupational inter-
pretation (e.g., Hanitzsch, 2005; Weaver, Beam, Brownlee,
Voakes, & Wilhoit, 2007).

Public relations scholars have taken a more task-based
(e.g., “I produce brochures, pamphlets, and other publica-
tions.”) and a general behavioral approach (e.g., “I encour-
age management participation when making the important
public relations problems.”) to operationally define roles,
whereas journalism scholars have primarily adopted an
occupational normative interpretation (e.g., “Be an adver-
sary of business by being constantly skeptical of their
actions.”) (Dozier, 1992; Dozier & Broom, 1995; Hanitzsch,
2005; Ramaprasad & Kelly, 2003; Weaver et al., 2007). This
intellectual variation presents an interesting challenge for
scholars who seek to study communication behaviors among
social media practitioners.

This study’s intent was to employ the decades of research
on roles and theory as a guide in item development. We fur-
ther consulted several thought leaders to assist in item word-
ing and framing (Biddle, 1979, 1986; Kahn, Wolfe, Quinn, &
Snoek, 1964; Katz & Kahn, 1978; Linton, 1936; Merton,
1968; Newcomb, 1950). One theoretical issue is that norms
and roles are often conceptually confused with one another
according to the previously mentioned authors. Norms and
values represent the dominant functions that exist within a
social system. Norms are overarching umbrellas that encour-
age solidarity among an occupational group or organization,
whereas roles work should target individuals. Based on the
logic presented in several seminal books from Katz, Kahn,
and their contributors, items measuring media or journalistic
role conceptions focus on occupational normative expecta-
tions. Norms reflect guides about what should be and should
not be done. This interpretation of role theory often takes
place within occupational science in which scholars define
roles based on what the occupation should look like. Jackson
(1998) said, “Role theory requires a ‘given’, or normative
structure to social roles that are based on an assumed consen-
sus among members of society about what that position
entail” (p. 59). For example, the question leading into one of
the most often applied media roles scale by Weaver and coau-
thors asks journalists, “I’d like to ask you how important you

think a number of things are that the news media do or try to
do today.” In early work on roles in public relations, Dozier
(1992) highlighted earlier similar theoretical differences
within the public relations roles literature. He argued that
Ferguson’s (1979) roles scale measured norms, while Broom
and Smith’s (1979) selected activity variables to measure
roles. In addition, the normative expectation or perceptional
interpretation may be limited in its predictive scientific utility
because many sociological influences often affect the roles
enacted (Shoemaker & Reese, 2014). Much research on jour-
nalism roles has been comparative (i.e., medium, gender,
nations, society, journalism training) rather examining the
relationship between roles and other perceptions or behaviors
likely because items representing role dimensions highlight
ideals rather than their actual behavior.

Today, public relations scholars’ application of role the-
ory primarily falls in line with Katz, Kahn, and their coau-
thors’ interpretation of roles. Dozier and Broom (1995) cite
Katz and Kahn’s (1978) definition of role behaviors as
recurring activities. Each role serves the overall functions of
an organization. Existing operational definitions appear to
focus on the extent that public relations practitioners pos-
sess the power to choose the most appropriate approach to
solve public relations problems for an organization. Dozier
(1992) said, “Practitioner roles are conceptually and empiri-
cally related to participation in management decision mak-
ing” (p. 341). Activity items within the field of public
relations appear to be broken down into the areas of tasks
and responsibilities. Tasks entail specific actions that are
specific to the work role such as writing press releases,
whereas responsibilities reflect broader aggregate behaviors
such as analyzing information or developing objectives.
Tasks and responsibilities differ in their specificity, but they
are both behaviorally focused (Biddle, 1979; Cunningham,
1996; Dierdorff & Morgeson, 2007).

Based on a review of theory and literature, we created
scale items based on an organizational service perspective by
framing measures emphasizing the responsibilities of practi-
tioners who use social media for professional purposes. As
previously mentioned, roles can be interpreted by activities
performed by people residing within certain positions (i.e.
reporters, editors, managers) (Biddle, 1979; Burk, 1980;
Kahn et al., 1964). Example items on the questionnaire
included “monitor communication behaviors of people and
organizations” and “disseminate information on events,
news, or issues.” Our goal of this research was to develop a
scale that could serve multiple fields over time and across
contexts because theoretical concepts require some level of
abstraction (Reynolds, 1971).

Methods

We carried out the development of the SMCR scale because
evidence suggests that there are distinct roles that exist for
people who use social media communication tactics. Scale
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development research does not present hypotheses and
research questions. It instead explores factors (Pett, Lackey,
& Sullivan, 2003). Proper scale development procedures
involve both qualitative and quantitative survey work to iden-
tify breadth and content for a scale and to validate its structure
(DeVellis, 2012). The development of the initial set of items
consisted of a review of a comprehensive list of role items,
expert advice, and semi-structured interviews with SMCs.

Qualitative Research

We sought to identify potential items missing from the list of
items or roles not apparent in the literature and to check for
internal validity. We searched for members of social media
professional groups on LinkedIn who had email contact infor-
mation publicly available on the web. We interviewed a total
of 10 SMC:s. Ideally, the number of qualitative interviews for
this type of research should range from 5 to 12 interviews in
order to closely investigate and identify themes based on their
opinions (Bertaux, 1981; Guest, Bunce, & Johnson, 2006).
We analyzed the interview transcripts using a qualitative tech-
nique in which the answers are coded granularly. Specifically,
we searched for patterns relative to the goal of identifying
scale items and role dimensions.

Qualitative respondents were similar in position, experi-
ence, and education, but they differed in the types of organi-
zations they represented. We chose participants who had
leadership positions related to social media communication
with titles such as social media coordinator, editor, manager,
specialist, and director with an average of 4 years of experi-
ence working as an SMC. Four females and six males pos-
sessed a formalized education background in journalism,
marketing, media studies, fine arts, advertising, and mass
communication. They worked for several different types of
organizations such as news, health and wellness, agricul-
tural, health insurance, government, restaurant, specialized
products, and non-profit.

We asked the participants a total of 10-multi-part ques-
tions in order to explicate their roles construct. The questions
relevant to this study included the following: (1) “What do
you think the role or function of the social media communi-
cator is within society?”’; “Could you elaborate on the ‘men-
tioned’ role?”; (2) “What is your role as a social media
communicator within your organization?”; (3) “What tasks
do you do as a SMC?”; “Could you elaborate (on mentioned
specific roles)?”; (4) “What is part of your job makes you the
happiest?”’; “What parts of your work do you find most
stressful?”’; and (5) “What are the expectations of your job?”;
“How does your employer evaluate your job performance?”

Expert Feedback

Next, an expert committee (i.e. six researchers and social
media professionals who studied this topic) scrutinized the
scale stemming from literature, theory, and interviews to

assess content validity. We asked that group of people to
assess internal validity by evaluating the items for redun-
dancy and gaps. Based on feedback about conciseness, gram-
mar, and face validity, we reworded some items.

Pretest

We administered a pretest to eight professional communi-
cators and survey experts to assess issues related to ques-
tion clarity and questionnaire structure. We made a few
adjustments to the online questionnaire to address flow
issues.

Based on the literature review and qualitative research,
we included 60 items on the questionnaire to build the scale.'
We expected up to eight potential dimensions: promotional
(e.g., “Create awareness of organization goals, messages,
and strategies.”), research (e.g., “Identify and collect infor-
mation of value to communities of interest to my organiza-
tion.”), community building (e.g., “Involve the public in
conversations on behalf of the organization.”), dissemination
(e.g., “Disseminate information on events, news, or issues.”),
curation (e.g., “Aggregate information relevant to stakehold-
ers or audiences.”), customer service (e.g., “Respond to con-
cerns or comments related to the organization.”), verification
(e.g., “Evaluate the authenticity of posts made by other con-
tent creators.”), and recruitment (e.g., “Recruit people to
give back to important causes.”).

Quantitative Survey

To establish internal validity, we created a list of communi-
cators for the quantitative survey. The purpose of sampling
frame process was to survey high-quality and active SMCs
spanning a diversity of fields. The development of this list
was challenging for several reasons: the diversity of organi-
zation types that employ a small number of SMCs, many
organizations do not provide public directories of their
employees, SMCs do not often publicly share their email
addresses on the web, and no national social media profes-
sional organization was found to aid in accessing members
of this specialized group of communicators.

As a result, the sampling frame creation process involved
multiple steps. First, we relied on reputable social media
experts’ Twitter lists of social media professionals to develop
the sampling frame.”> We reduced the number of people on
these lists due to redundancy of names, and the final list
included individuals who professionally handle social media
for organizations rather than people who just post informa-
tion about social media trends such as an academic. We used
other top SMC lists’ and LinkedIn searches to increase the
number of people. The involved researchers searched for
email addresses and verified the email addresses of the pro-
fessionals or requested their email address via Twitter
through @mentions or direct message. This process resulted
in 416 people with a response rate of 30.3%.
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We administered the quantitative survey using Qualtrics,
Inc., over a period of 4weeks. We chose the web survey
because this national sample was most likely accessible via
the Internet making this approach most suitable (Dillman,
2007; Greenlaw & Brown-Wetly, 2009). The questionnaire
took approximately 15 min to complete with an incentive for
a chance to win a US$50 gift card. The main question on the
SMCR 5-point scale ranging from never to always asked the
extent to which each role variable describes their behavior as
an SMC as a communication professional who serves online
communities, audiences, readers, publics, stakeholders, and
leadership.

The SMCs were diverse and had several years of experi-
ence in social media. Males (47.4%) and females (52.6%)
were nearly equally represented. The age ranged from 22 to
64 years, with an average age of 37.6years. The respondents
were mostly White (72.3%), followed by Asian (8.5%),
Hispanic or Latino (7.4%), Black or African American
(3.8%), Native American or Alaskan Native (1.1%), and
Other (3.8%). Highest education levels were high school or
less (4.5%), associates/vocational degree (5.3%), bachelor’s
degree (44.7%), and master’s degree (18.2%). Most partici-
pants were from the United States (87.4%), Canada (3.2%),
or the United Kingdom (3.2%). They worked an average of
6.2 years as a professional SMC. Titles of respondents indi-
cate that most respondents were social media leaders. And
organization size was a median of 150 people. Respondents
were distributed across many organization types, but most
respondents were from a corporation (22.9%), news organi-
zation (20.8%), or marketing agency (17.7%).

Scale Development Procedures

We followed scale development procedures recommended
by methodologists to statistically create the scale. To deter-
mine whether exploratory analysis was appropriate, we
applied Bartlett’s test of sphericity to estimate the probability
that there was an identity matrix with Is in the diagonal and
Os in the off-diagonals. The matrix would be rejected if
p=.001. The Kaiser-Meyer—Olkin (KMO) is a measure of
sampling adequacy. It compares the magnitude of the calcu-
lated coefficients to the partial correlation coefficients. The
KMO measure (=<.60) is useful in determining whether it is
appropriate to proceed with factor analysis (Kaiser, 1974;
Pett et al., 2003; Tabachnick & Fidell, 2007).

After confirming the Pearson correlation matrix was factor-
able, we submitted the matrix for EFA. We reviewed the
responses using principal axis factoring (Conway & Huffcutt,
2003; Morrison, 2009; Norris & Lecavalier, 2010; Park, Dailey,
& Lemus, 2002). Principal axis extraction was chosen because
it is robust to non-normal data compared to maximum likeli-
hood (Briggs & MacCallum, 2003; Costello & Osborne, 2005).

We selected substantive factors using a combination of
the following criteria: parallel analysis (PA), Cattell’s (1966)
visual scree plot, and theoretical convergence. Horn (1965)

developed PA by and compares eigenvalues against a ran-
domly ordered data set. We kept factors when their eigenval-
ues were larger than the eigenvalues created by the random
data. The PA method has been recommended for determining
an approximate number of factors to accept (Humphreys &
Montanelli, 1975; Velicer, Eaton, & Fava, 2000; Zwick &
Velicer, 1982, 1986). We inspected the visual scree plot, and
we selected factors that broke off from the straight line drawn
by the researcher (Cattell & Jaspars, 1967; Fabrigar, Wegener,
MacCallum, & Strahan, 1999; Gorsuch, 1983).

We applied Promax with a & value of 4 (Gorsuch, 1997;
Hendrickson & White, 1964). If a researcher is primarily
interested in producing results that best fit the data, the fac-
tors should be rotated obliquely. The oblique rotation method
assumes that the factors are correlated, whereas orthogonal
(e.g., Varimax) assumes that factors are uncorrelated to each
other. Varimax is the most commonly applied rotation in
scale development, yet methodologists have argued against
its use in scale development. Scales consist of highly corre-
lated variables that form a construct, and it is uncommon
for factors not to correlate with one another in the social
sciences (DeVellis, 2003; McCroskey & Young, 1979).
Orthogonal rotation can lead to an overestimation or under-
estimation of loadings leading researchers to inappropriately
retain or reject items, which in turn may cause problems
when conducting confirmatory factor analysis (Costello &
Osborne, 2005; Preacher & MacCallum, 2003; Tabachnick
& Fidell, 2007). As a result, scale methodologists argue that
orthogonal rotation should be avoided because it presents a
false picture of reality.

Item deletion is an expected part of the scale development
process. We assessed simple factor structure as proposed by
Thurstone (1947) based on pre-established criteria: item sets
with item loadings at or above the .40 level (Tabachnick &
Fidell, 2007; Worthington & Whittaker, 2006), no cross-
loadings, no factors with fewer than three items (Fabrigar
et al., 1999; Kline, 2013; Tabachnick & Fidell, 2007), and
theoretical convergence (DeVellis, 2012; Hair, Black, Babin,
& Anderson, 2010) were considered to determine best fit to
the data.

Results

We reviewed the data matrix for missing data, outliers, and
linearity using SPSS 21.0. Means ranged on the 5-point scale
(never to always) from 2.43 to 4.63, with standard deviations
ranging from 0.506 to 1.227. Skewness ranged from —1.734
to 0.751 and kurtosis ranged from —0.832 to 2.735 for all
variables.

We conducted several statistical tests to assist in the pro-
cess. Bartlett’s test (x*=469.395, df=120, p<.001), the
KMO sample size statistic of .76, and coefficients above .30
suggested that the correlation matrix was appropriate for fac-
tor analysis. The correlation matrix is available upon request.
There is no precise solution when determining the initial
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Table I. Exploratory Factor Pattern Coefficients for the Five-Factor Social Media Communicator Roles Structure.

Scale items Mean  Customer Mobilizer Information Researcher ~ Community
service disseminator builder
provider

I. Identify issues, complaints, or problems being 42 .84 -.03 -.04 .09 -.20

expressed

2. Provide customer service on behalf of an 39 .74 11 -.03 -.14 -.00

organization

3. Answer questions about the organization or 4.1 .62 1 -.05 .04 .06

community

4. Respond to public criticism related to an 3.6 .57 -.16 .08 .04 .16

organization or products

5. Recruit people to give back to important causes 2.5 .08 .85 -.15 .00 .04

6. Recruit people to volunteer or donate 24 -0l 74 .03 -.04 N

7. Educate public about issues that matter to an 35 -.06 Sl 37 .10 -.19

organization

8. Disseminate information on events, news, or 38 -.09 -.03 .69 -.03 -.02

issues

9. Collect news, opinion, and commentary from 4.1 0l -.04 .65 .06 -.06

audiences

10. Share news or information that directly helps 39 .09 .05 .65 -.07 .14

a geographic or online community

I'1. Research people’s behaviors on different 3.8 -.12 .09 -.14 .76 .10

platforms

12. Monitor communication behaviors of people 4.0 15 -.07 .07 .66 .00

and organizations

13. Monitor external trends that might affect the 4.4 .02 -.02 .08 .65 .00

organization

I4. Involve the public in conversations on behalf 4.0 .10 .00 12 -.04 g1

of the organization

I5. Recognize people who contribute on an 39 -.04 .05 -.14 .03 .64

organization’s social media channels

1 6. Elicit reactions or feedback from the public or 39 -.10 .02 .05 NN Sl

stakeholders

SD: standard deviation.

Principal Axis factoring and Promax rotation were used. Factor loading cutoff was .40. Items |1-4 =Customer service provider (variance: 27.8%,
eigenvalue: 4.48, mean: 15.8, SD=2.79, a=.77); Items 5-7 =Mobilizer (variance: 10.69%, eigenvalue: |.17, mean: 8.4, SD=2.75, a=.76); ltems
8-10=Information Disseminator (variance: 10.07%, eigenvalue: 1.16, mean: 11.9, SD=2.75, a=.70); Items | -3 =Researcher (variance: 9.14%, eigenvalue:
1.46, mean: 12.2, SD=2.05, a=.68); and Items 14—16 =Community Builder (variance: 8.17%, eigenvalue: 1.31, mean: 11.8, SD=2.08, a=.64). Bold numbers

indicate that factor loadings are at or greater than the .40 cutoff.

factors. The goal is to maximize the amount of variance
explained while maintaining the fewest number of factors.
There are several guidelines that scholars recommend to
identify the number of factors to retain (Pett et al., 2003). PA
suggested six factors, the scree plot suggested seven factors,
and theory suggested eight. As a result, five-, six-, seven-,
and eight-factor solutions were sequentially examined during
the initial factor extraction process. The six-, seven-, and eight-
factor solutions were rejected because there were multiple
cross-loadings (i.e. loadings, or pattern coefficients, were
salient on more than one factor), variables not meeting the
minimum cutoff of .40, singletons, and less than three-item
factors. It would have been six-factor model if we accepted a
two-item factor explaining little variance, but three items are
more accurate measures of dimensions.” We retained the

five-factor solution because it best met Thurstone’s (1947)
simple structure. As shown in Table 1, factor loadings for the
scales ranged from .51 to .84. These factor loadings within
the underlying construct explained 65.9% of the total vari-
ance. Cronbach’s alpha levels for all concepts ranged from
.64 to .77. Hair et al. (2010) recommend a limit of .70, but “it
may decrease to .60 in exploratory research” (p. 125).

Discussion

The results show that five factors describe the various roles
of people who communicate across social media platforms.
Previous scholars argued that social media was used for pro-
motional, research, sourcing, community building, and dis-
semination purposes based on the literature review. We found
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that SMCs use it to promote action, build community, and
disperse information (Lovejoy & Saxton, 2012), but this
research also revealed the presence of research and customer
service roles. Based on a separate descriptive analysis, the
customer service and research roles were enacted on a more
regular basis (see Table 1). We discuss dimensional results of
the factor analysis that included the customer service pro-
vider, mobilizer, researcher, information disseminator, and
community builder roles. We named each factor based on
previous literature and expert consultation.

Customer Service Provider

SMCs should be able to handle communication directed at an
organization often in the form of a complaint or question.
This role requires them to serve as a liaison between the
organization and the public. In this role, the SMC can help
the organization by providing appropriate support for prod-
uct and service queries, tolerating customer’s venting toward
an organization, responding to rumors, apologizing, or
recruiting particular staff to help address issues and com-
plaints (Blom, Carpenter, Bowe, & Lange, 2014; Gallaugher
& Ransbotham, 2010; Knight & Carpenter, 2012).

Mobilizer

Social media channels allow individuals to recruit and edu-
cate people about their purpose. Overall, mobilization has
been important but not a heavily applied external function of
communicators (Hestres, 2014; Leichty & Springston, 1996;
Lovejoy & Saxton, 2012), although previous research shows
that social media is extensively used to build and maintain
communities (Hestres, 2014). Collective action through
social media takes place by employing communication
appeals to raise funds; increase attendance at events; educate
people about politics, issues, and legislation; and enlist vol-
unteers (Auger, 2013; Enjolras, Steen-Johnson, & Wollebaek,
2013; Kim & Reber, 2008).

Information Disseminator

Information dissemination is a prevailing application of
social media tools (Auger, 2013; Bridgen, 2011; Gulyas,
2013; Kelleher & Sweetser, 2012; Lovejoy & Saxton, 2012;
Parmelee, 2014). Social media allows people to distribute
and broadcast information in real-time. Himelboim, Gleave,
and Smith (2009) discovered posting of factual information
was key to encouraging engagement among other comment
posters. The numerous platforms and potential messaging
strategies require the SMCs to identify content most appro-
priate for each culture or niche audience.

Researcher

Organizational decisions and social media practices should
be rooted in research. This environmental scanning role

enables organizations to know what is being said and written
about their services and products. In this role, the SMC mon-
itors, collects, and contextualizes information about social
media users’ behaviors and preferences. Previous research
has shown that collecting intelligence is a major function
provided by public relations, journalists, and corporate com-
munication professionals (e.g., Hedman & Djerf-Pierre,
2013; Macnamara & Zerfass, 2012).

Community Builder

A primary reason for SMCs to use social media tools is to
foster a sense of community (Carim & Warwick, 2013). The
movement of communications to the Internet has expanded
their central role as communicators. People use social media
because of a desire to belong (Seo, Houston, Taylor Knight,
Kennedy, & Inglish, 2013). SMCs establish communities by
acknowledging individuals and sharing information to build
trust (Bridgen, 2011; Yang & Lim, 2009). SMCs enacting
this role require the ability to solicit feedback and cultivate
involvement with an organization, brand, or issue (Blom
etal., 2014; Himelboim, 2010; Jansen & Koop, 2005). SMCs
should also develop community norms and sanctioning
mechanisms when launching new communities (Crystal,
2001; DiMaggio, Hargittai, Neuman, & Robinson, 2001).

Conclusion

An expressed concern for the lack of theory in social media
literature arises because scholars need to comprehend and
predict phenomena across platforms. We relied on the foun-
dational work of many scholars to create a construct that can
help guide future investigations across communication con-
texts. For example, role theory posits that individuals situ-
ated within a role follow certain pattern behaviors often
resulting from organizational interactions and personal
motives (Biddle, 1979). We articulated these patterns of
behavior among SMCs. We revisited role theory to guide in
the development of items to help ensure the items validly
represented the construct roles. We specified issues concern-
ing previous role work such as highlighting the variations of
interpretations across role measures. The scholarly discus-
sion on measurement development is necessary not only to
aid in future predictive efforts but also because scale research
can highlight potential areas of concern among existing mea-
sures. Such theoretical and empirical explorations in journals
help scholars build scientific knowledge rooted in a more
consistent framework. Scale endeavors reflect one small
slice of the overall efforts required to answer the call for
theoretically driven work in our fields. This scale requires
continued testing on other samples because of the small sam-
ple size and the inductive reasoning involved in the scale
creation process. The next logical step is to apply this scale
to another sample and submit those data to a confirmatory
factor analysis.
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The practical implications of this study highlight the vari-
ous roles of SMCs. Such knowledge can inform people less
active on social media channels to understand the various
roles of SMC in organizational settings. Educators, agency
representatives, and company leaders could also use the
scale on students, applicants, and employees to assess their
social media communication capabilities and understanding
as well.

We recognize that social media technologies will likely
evolve as adoption of sensor, wearable, and screen tech-
nologies increases. Yet, at the navigational heart of a messy
ecosystem are data and measurement. Measurement dia-
logue in journals can help scholars and practitioners more
validly capture behaviors and intellectually evolve with
such advancements.
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Notes

1.  Monitor communication behaviors of people and organiza-
tions; monitor external trends that might affect the organiza-
tion; identify issues, complaints, or problems being expressed;
inspect analytics to determine effectiveness of content; con-
duct observations on people and/or organizations; identify
content that encourages interactions on social media platforms;
research people’s behaviors on different platforms; identify
and collect valuable information for communities of interest
to an organization; search social media channels for content
ideas; find people to include into stories; experiment with vari-
ous messaging strategies on social media platforms; research
social media cultures to help create information and products
for them; tailor information for people based on behavioral
traits, preferences, and habits; filter information to help stake-
holders and publics make sense of a topic or issue; aggregate
information relevant to stakeholders or audiences; encourage
discussion around specific issues or topics; interact with peo-
ple to involve them in public discussions; elicit reactions or
feedback from the public or stakeholders; encourage people
to share their opinions and knowledge; involve the public in
conversations on behalf of the organization; recognize people
who contribute on an organization’s social media channels;
encourage people to discuss an organization or products; seek
feedback about development of content or products; answer
questions about the organization or community; respond to
public criticism related to an organization or products; main-
tain the reputation of an organization; provide customer service
on behalf of an organization; respond to concerns or comments
related to the organization or products; communicate an orga-
nization’s message to niche audiences; publish information

that portrays leaders in a positive way; inform people about
an organization’s events and developments; share documents,
comments, and notes with other coworkers; collaborate with
colleagues on work projects; watch the behaviors of certain
people and companies; coordinate activities of employees or
volunteers; find and evaluate the expertise and credibility of
people and organizations; educate public about issues that mat-
ter to an organization; create awareness of organization goals,
messages, and strategies; build a stronger presence on the web;
explain how social media provides a return on organizational
investment; share useful and timely information with commu-
nities, stakeholders, and publics; publish information for the
public quickly; disseminate real-time information on news or
events; identify and curate information of value to offline and
online communities; share news or information that directly
helps a geographic or online community; ensure that the infor-
mation being distributed to the public is accurate; evaluate
statements made by political or organization leaders; evaluate
the authenticity and accuracy of posts made by other content
creators; recruit people to give back to important causes; edu-
cate public about how to publish social content on behalf of
the organization to their networks; find and call attention to
important perspectives and issues; recruit people to volunteer
or donate; investigate claims and statements made by the gov-
ernment or organizations; explain the reasons behind events
or actions by leadership; provide analysis and interpretation
of complex problems; speculate about future consequences of
events; publish content that adds context to the event or action;
find sources such as experts or eyewitnesses.

2. The Twitter lists used in this research include the following:
(1) Sree Sreenivasan’s SocMedia Editors—219 members; (2)
Mari Smith’s Social Media Stars—159 members; (3) Susan
Beebe’s Social Media Smarties—489 members; (4) Scott
Monty’s Social Media Top—128 members; (5) Ekaterina
Walter’s Social Media Tweeps—281 members; (6) Courtenay
Bird’s Digital and Social Media—490 members; (7) Marshall
Kirkpatrick’s Social Strategists—276 members; (8) Andrew
Nystrom’s Social Media—472 members; (9) Josh Elman’s
Awesome Social—137 members; (10) Jake Wengroff’s Social
Media Experts—78 members; (11) Robert Scoble’s Tech
News People—657 members; (12) Jamie Crager’s Social
Media—360 members; (13) Brian Gainor’s MKE Sports
Social Media—119 members; (14) Kompari’s Social Media,
Networking—518 members; (15) Carlos Martinez-lage’s
Social Media Marketing—533 members; (16) Sean Pifher’s
Social Media—790 members; (17) Social Media Examiner’s
Writers—151 members; (18) Mashable’s Social Media
Managers—42 members.

3. Other professional lists included Stampler (2013) and Tung
(2013).

4. The two-item factor included these items: share documents,
comments, and notes with other coworkers; collaborate with
colleagues on work projects.
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