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CONTEXT AND OBJECTIVES

Humans are inherently social beings (Ber-
ry, 1995; Simmel, 1949) and maintaining so-
cial relationships, whether personally or pro-
fessionally, has emotional, cognitive, and
instrumental benefits (Bzdok & Dunbar, 2020;
Meske et al., 2019). Today, roughly 3 billion
people partake in online social networks,
such as Facebook (Statista, 2020). Similarly,
in workplace settings, increasing numbers of
employees are members of networks on en-
terprise social media (ESM), like Microsoft
Yammer or IBM Connections (Leidner et al.,
2018), with recent research suggesting that
80% of companies use some form of ESM
(Van Osch, 2015). Although ESM are de-
signed to be “social™—by allowing people to
build and maintain ties with co-workers from
across the organization (Kane et al., 2014,
Kuegler et al., 2015; Leidner et al., 2018)—lit-
tle is known about whether these technologies
support meaningful social interactions, simi-
lar to those occurring in physical settings. In-
vestigating this is urgent in light of the current
pandemic, which has prompted companies to
rapidly transform to fully virtual workplaces al-
most overnight. Realizing technology’s ability

to facilitate socialness—that is, allowing users
to engage in meaningful interactions, express
their emotions, and provide and receive sup-
port—becomes paramount in times of “work
from anywhere” and “social distancing” (Bz-
dok & Dunbar, 2020; Choudhury et al., 2021).

Researchers in information systems (IS) have
begun to explore the intricacies of ESM and
the social ties within them by using social
network analysis techniques to quantify as-
pects of network structure (Bulgurcu et al.,
2018; Kane & Ransbotham, 2016). Howev-
er, without a fundamental understanding of
socialness, its importance in the workplace,
and the role that technology such as ESM
can play in enhancing workplace socialness,
such empirical efforts remain at a standstill.
Research can be advanced with improved
conceptual and theoretical grounding (How-
ison et al., 2011; Meske et al., 2019). To ad-
dress this, we developed a holistic concep-
tualization of socialness, particularly as it
pertains to workplace and digital settings. In
the hopes of guiding future empirical research,
we propose the following research questions:



What is “socialness”?

. What is the meaning of “socialness” in

workplace and digital environments?

3. What is the value of socialness in work-
place settings (e.g., productivity, creativity,
etc.)?

4. What is the role of technology, in particular
ESM, in supporting workplace socialness?

5. How can all relevant stakeholders (individ-
uals, management, organizations) maxi-
mize the benefits while mitigating the risks
of technology-enabled socialness?

6. What issues of responsible technology use

of ESM should be considered that fosters

individual well-being and respects person-
al privacy?
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In order to formulate theoretically-ground-
ed responses to these questions, a high-
ly interdisciplinary, semi-systematic litera-
ture review approach (Snyder, 2019; Wong
et al.,, 2013) was used that is informed by:

* sociology and social psychology: to trace
the theoretical roots of socialness;

* management and organizational litera-
ture (e.g., organizational behavior, human
resource management): to understand
socialness and its applicability and impact
in workplace settings;

* information systems, communication, and
media studies: to understand the role of
technology (specifically, ESM) and tech-
nology design in fostering socialness as
well as identify strategies for avoiding un-
intended consequences (e.g., invasion of
privacy, disruptions of work-life balance).

The resultant findings as outlined in this report
aim to (1) provide a comprehensive assess-
ment of the state of knowledge and (2) offer a
research agenda to guide future socialness re-
search relevant to workplace settings that also

considers the importance for organizational
outcomes. Furthermore, we provide sociotech-
nical insights into the role of technology in en-
abling socialness along with design guidelines
and best practices for fostering workplace so-
cialness. The hope is that these findings can be
validatedandtestedinfuture empiricalresearch.

METHODS

Given the focus of the study on the concept
of socialness—particularly in workplace set-
tings and as enacted through Information
and Communications Technologies (such as
ESM)—we adopted a semi-systematic liter-
ature review method. The process of the re-
view is shown in Figure 1. This consisted of
a narrative review approach designed for top-
ics that have been conceptualized differently
and studied by various groups of researchers
within diverse disciplines (Braun & Clarke,
2006; Snyder, 2019; Wong et al., 2013).

Data Sources

We searched for scholarly articles in ABI/IN-
FORM Collection and Web of Science—the
two largest databases for scholarly literature
with 71 and 100 million items respectively (fil-
tering out the overlap between search results).




Publication Types and Time

We focused our search on three sources
(i.e., conference papers, conference pro-
ceedings, and scholarly journals) and/or
three document types (i.e., articles, confer-
ence papers, and conference proceedings).
Only publications in English were included.

Considering the highly interdisciplinary nature
of the topic of interest, diverse publishing stan-
dards in different disciplines, as well as some
avenues of research being rather embryonic
(e.g., ESM domain), focusing on journals alone
would be too restrictive. Meanwhile, given our
focus on digital settings and the role of tech-
nologies (e.g., ESM), we generally focused on
reviewing literature in the past 10 years (2010-
2020). However, in order to understand the dis-
ciplinary origins of socialness, we also explored
previous (pre-2010) foundational work for ad-
dressing our first research question (creating a
foundational conceptualization of socialness).

Search Keywords and Process

Within these databases, we conducted an ad-
vanced search using the following keywords:
socialness, sense of community, meaningful
relationships, social interaction, social com-
munication, workplace, and organization. The
list of keywords was determined based on dis-
cussions within the research team and multiple
initial test searches to ensure that the returned
results were neither too narrow nor too broad.
We also limited our search to articles with
these search terms in the paper title, abstract,
or keywords to ensure that the search terms
were a core part of the publication (rather than
mentioned tangentially in the body of the pa-
per). We then composed a series of search
query strings combing all search criteria in
the databases to search for the publications.

In total, 735 publications were retrieved, and
the full text of the publications was down-
loaded. The metadata of the publications, in-
cluding title, abstract, name of journal/confer-
ence, publication year, author keywords, and
index keywords were exported as a .csv file.

Filtering and Relevance Assessment

Before proceeding to the actual literature re-
view, we began by reviewing all article abstracts
to assess the extent to which the article satis-
fies one of four inclusion criteria: (1) providing
a foundational conceptualization of socialness
(or related terms), (2) showing relevance to
workplace settings, (3) focusing on digital (or
virtual) settings, (4) studying the role of tech-
nology. The process of relevance assessment
was conducted by two independent research
team members based on a subsample of 140
publications that were randomly selected from
all retrieved publications. After the two coders
achieved an adequate level of intercoder re-
liability (Cohen’s kappa coefficient: 0.44), the
remaining publications were divided among the
coders to assess the relevance and prospec-
tive retention. Overall, 103 publications (14%)
were selected for the literature review, including
86 journal articles and 17 conference papers/
proceedings. Among the unselected papers,
approximately 41.1% do not satisfy any of the
inclusion criteria. About 53.6% of the studies
were conducted within the workplace or digital
settings but they do not show relevance to so-
cialness. The rest 5.3% are focused on social-
ness or technology outside workplace settings.

Analysis of Publications
Following the identification of the final sample of

relevant publications, two research team mem-
bers continued to extract information from the



publications presented in Table 1, which also
shows the link between the extracted informa-
tion and the project goals. Furthermore, the two
team members grouped and synthesized the
publications based on the research questions
and goals, namely (1) the meaning of “social-
ness”, especially in workplace settings; (2) the
value of workplace socialness; and (3) how tech-
nology supports workplace socialness and how
to maximize its benefits and mitigate its risks.

Table 1 Information extracted during the
semi-systematic literature review process.

Information

extracted

Provide contextual info
that can help assess
quality of the publi-
cation and timeline/
evolution of evaluated
scholarship.

Descriptive information
(e.g., discipline, author
affiliation, journal af-
filiation, type of study,
unit/level of analysis)

Key definitions of topic
of interest (or related
topics)

Comprehensive con-
ceptualization of topic

Theoretical perspec-
tives used

Interdisciplinary map-
ping of domain
Summary of findings Knowledge synthe-
ses, identify research
strengths

Key contributions (re- | Best practices, policies

search and practical)

Gaps, weaknesses,
and avenues/areas of
opportunity

Future research sug-
gestions

Figure 1 The process of the semi-systematic
literature review

FINDINGS
Defining socialness

Collins (1998) defines socialness as some-
thing innate and as the capacity to attain so-
cial fluency or social capabilities. Similarly,
socialness is understood as the urgency to
find community in others, something inher-
ently human, and as having no other pur-
pose than the act itself (Meske et al., 2019).

The reviewed literature did not address the
concept of socialness per se. Nonetheless,
some parallels were observed between the
concepts of sociability, need for affiliation and
the definition mentioned above of socialness.
Based on their respective definitions and char-
acteristics, we were able to delineate a set of
common denominators that allowed us to for-
mulate our own definition of socialness from
various applications of socialness and related
concepts in the social sciences and humanities.

The need for affiliation is understood as the
desire to establish and maintain positive per-
sonal relationships with others (Glew, 2012). It
also reflects individual preferences regarding
social interactions. People with a significant
need for affiliation enjoy being with other peo-



ple, making efforts to have friends, pursuing
working with others, and greatly value a sense
of belonging and building harmonious relation-
ships (Glew, 2012; Leroy et al., 2015). On the
other hand, sociability is intrinsically human
(Fantinel & Davel, 2019) and can be concep-
tualized as a tendency to affiliate with others
in the sense of pursuing social situations in-
stead of being alone (Leroy et al., 2015). With-
in organizational settings, research on orga-
nizational psychology and behavior describes
sociability as the ability to be sociable and
as a degree of friendliness among members

Van Osch; Lirio; Liang; Machuca

Therefore, we define socialness as:
“The intrinsic and spontaneous human will-
ingness to affiliate and connect with others

in order to build harmonious relationships.”

Socialness in the workplace

In workplace settings, socialness is the em-
ployees’ willingness to search for affiliation
and connections with other members of the
organization in order to build meaningful re-
lationships oriented to facilitate work and

Table 2 Definitions of socialness and the related notions of need for affiliation and

sociability

Socialness

Need for affiliation

Sociability

Something that we are born
with; something that is inherently
human (Collins, 1998; Meske et
al., 2019)

Desire to establish and maintain
positive impersonal relationships
with others (Glew, 2012).

Intrinsic to the human condition
(Fantinel & Davel, 2019)

Urgency to find community in
others; Capacity to attain social
fluency or social capabilities
(Meske et al., 2019).

People enjoy being and working
with others in order to belong
and to build harmonious rela-
tionships (Glew, 2012; Leroy et

Tendency to affiliate with others
in the sense of seeking social
situations (Leroy et al., 2015);
Ability to be social (Fantinel &

al., 2015)

Davel, 2019).

of an organization (Fantinel & Davel, 2019).

Based on the parallels among these con-
structs as summarized in Table 2, the defini-
tion of socialness has two parts. The first is
that socialness is a desire that is innate and
inherently human. The second part highlights
that this desire is a tendency, urgency, or will-
ingness to seek social situations to establish,
maintain and build harmonious relationships.

improve personal well-being. Thus, employ-
ees will voluntarily engage in spontaneous
interactions, improvised encounters, and con-
versations that are not always work-related
(Cai et al., 2014; Fay, 2011; Qureshi et al.,
2018). As presented in Table 3, the extant lit-
erature illustrates several key components
that constitute socialness in the workplace.

Firstly, the connections between employees
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are formed through work-related interactions.
Li and Chen (2012) observed that employ-
ees help each other solve or avoid work-relat-
ed problems. By focusing on commonalities,
talking about activities and doing things togeth-
er, organizational members exchange opinions,
and critical information, address concerns and
provide mutual support (I. Y. Lin & Kwantes,
2015; Qureshi et al., 2018). Similarly, Angela
Titi (2013) and Baralou and Mclnnes (2013)
noticed that employees debate and have ca-
sual conversations over a cup of coffee to help
their colleagues be more efficient in solving
work-related issues. When employees face
difficulties in daily work-related activities, em-
ployees engage in spontaneous discussions,
providing advice, sharing critical information,
offering suggestions, personal assistance,
and feedback (Raineri et al., 2016; Zhang et
al., 2015). In the same vein, several studies
posited that employees get involved in discus-
sions with their peers to exchange ideas, skills
and abilities (Giermindl et al., 2018; Ng et al.,
2014). Briefly, when employees face difficulties
in daily work, they connect with other organiza-
tional members due to asking for assistance,
exchanging views, and sharing thoughts and
experiences (Uysal, 2016; Zhang et al., 2015).

Secondly, workplace socialness is reflected in
informal conversations that allow employees
to know each other better and establish mean-
ingful connections. Fay (2011) observed that
employees engage in small or collegial talk,
sharing personal news and intimate informa-
tion (i.e., family matters, iliness, divorce plans).
Similarly, employees also share jokes, hob-
bies, and family stories through casual con-
versations and constant story-telling that can
take place over lunch or coffee and after office
hours (Qureshi et al., 2018; Sasikala & Dan-
iel, 2013). Essentially, the constant exchange
of personal information contributes to devel-

Table 3 Key components of workplace
socialness

Component

Employees connect
with each other via
work-related interac-
tions

(Angela Titi, 2013; Ba-
ralou & Mclnnes, 2013;
Giermind| et al., 2018;
Li & Chen, 2012;1.Y.Lin
& Kwantes, 2015; Ng
et al., 2014; Qureshi et
al., 2018; Raineri et al.,
2016; Sasikala & Dan-
iel, 2013; Uysal, 2016;
Zhang et al.,, 2015)

Employees engage in | (Blagoev et al., 2019;

informal conversations | Chang et al., 2018;
to know each other Fay, 2011; Larsen &
better Bogers, 2014; |I. Y.

Lin & Kwantes, 2015;
Prieto-Pastor et al.,
2018; Qureshi et al.,
2018; Sasikala & Dan-
iel, 2013; Schetzsle
& Delpechitre, 2014)

Employees provide
emotional support to
each other

(Chang et al.,, 2018;
Fay, 2011; Giermindl
et al., 2018; Ng et al.,
2014; Poojaetal.,2016)

oping a common point of view that allows em-
ployees to know one another (Prieto-Pastor et
al., 2018). Even though most informal interac-
tions and conversations may take place with-
in workplace settings, authors like Blagoev et
al. (2019) and Chang et al. (2018) suggested
that outdoor activities and social events (train-
ing sessions, group trips, social gatherings,
creative workshops, weekly yoga classes or
breakfasts) are ideal for employees to bond
with each other. In fact, according to Schetzsle
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and Delpechitre (2014), active listening, open
communication and frequent communication
strengthen the bond between organizational
members. These behaviors allow employees
to spend more time interacting, hence, know-
ing each other better and building meaningful
relationships (Angela Titi, 2013; Hsu & Chang,
2014; Liang et al., 2016; Nguyen, 2019).

Thirdly, employees connect and affiliate by
supporting each other emotionally. According
to the literature, employees use casual conver-
sations to discuss feelings verbally, problems,
subversive themes and express frustrations
(Fay, 2011; Larsen & Bogers, 2014; I. Y. Lin
& Kwantes, 2015). Pooja et al. (2016) showed
that employees share concerns about work-
loads, and at the same time, they seek others
to help them understand and cope with stress-
ful work circumstances. Moreover, the authors
suggested that informal interactions and hav-
ing meaningful relationships with peers buffer
individuals against any feelings of negativity so
that they will withstand certain demanding situ-
ations. All in all, employees connect and affili-
ate with peers by sharing emotional support to
better cope with the complexity and uncertain-
ty inherent to organizational life (Chang et al.,
2018; 1. Y. Lin & Kwantes, 2015; Ng et al., 2014).

The value of socialness in workplace settings

Among the primary outcomes of socialness
within work settings, the reviewed literature re-
peatedly explored the concept of trust (Bal et
al., 2010; Chang et al., 2018; Dube & Marne-
wick, 2016; Fay, 2011; Glew, 2012; Hsu &
Chang, 2014; Lewis et al., 2011; Liang et al.,
2016; Luo & Cheng, 2015; Prieto-Pastor et al.,
2018; Wu & Lee, 2016). Trust is defined as a
willingness of a party to be vulnerable to the
actions of another party. This willingness is
based on the positive expectations regarding
the goodwill and competence of the other to
perform a particular action to the trustor, de-
spite the individual’s intrinsic values and irre-
spective of the ability to monitor or control the
other party (Hsu & Chang, 2014; Khvatova et
al., 2016; Luo & Cheng, 2015; Prieto-Pastor et
al., 2018). Within workplace settings, as em-
ployees interact informally, they will share re-
sources through self-disclosure (Fay, 2011). As
the number of informal interactions increases,
individuals will tend to exchange more resourc-
es and build trust. This can be explained by so-
cial exchange theory, which describes the pro-
cess that governs the transfer of psychological
or social resources during social interactions (I.
Y. Lin & Kwantes, 2015). Social exchange theo-
ry centers on norms of reciprocity which states
that one party will repay benefits received from
another party to improve the quality of the re-
lationship (Ng et al., 2014; van Knippenberg
et al., 2015). Once trust is built, the number
of social interactions will increase as trust fa-
vors exchange, cooperation and eases com-
munication among team members making it
more open and receptive (Luo & Cheng, 2015;
Monavvarian et al., 2013; Zhang et al., 2015).

The second outcome of socialness in the
workplace that is repeatedly explored in the re-
viewed literature relates to knowledge sharing.



The literature shows that social interactions
act like channels for information and resourc-
es and therewith facilitate knowledge sharing
via informal communication networks (Cai et
al., 2014; Khvatova et al., 2016). One pos-
sible explanation for this is that since knowl-
edge sharing is connected to people, it flows
unpredictably (Khvatova et al., 2016). In the
same vein, trustworthy relationships and so-
cial interaction ties were found to stimulate
knowledge sharing and acquisition (Shu-Chen
& Cheng-Kiang, 2010). In fact, Shu-Chen and
Cheng-Kiang (2010) showed that employees
felt more inclined to share knowledge within a
climate of affiliation. Inside said climate, em-
ployees’ socialness will increase the number of
interactions in the shape of active participation,
social support and collaboration, thus creating
a routine for the flow of knowledge (Hooge-
boom Marcella & Wilderom Celeste, 2020;
Prieto-Pastor et al., 2018; Wu & Lee, 2016).

A third outcome associated with workplace so-
cialness that was evident from the reviewed
literature pertains to job performance. Perfor-
mance is the outcome of work whose effective-
ness, efficiency, satisfaction, innovation and
quality can be measured (Dube & Marnewick,
2016). Social interactions significantly impact
job performance, while it is not directly relat-
ed to work, they can provide all the neces-
sary resources and information at a lower cost
(Cai et al., 2014). Furthermore, people prefer
to discuss important information in an ad-hoc
manner over lunch or coffee (Sasikala & Dan-
iel, 2013). Bal et al. (2010) found that employ-
ees with low social exchanges exhibited lower
work performance when they perceived that
the organization failed to fulfill its obligations,
because employees reciprocated by reducing
their efforts in the job. Socialness in the work-
place may increase the quality of relationships
between the employee and the environment,

desensitizing the individual to negative feelings
toward the organization and thus increasing
the employee’s willingness to accept stressful
situations (Bal et al., 2010; Pooja et al., 2016).

A fourth and final outcome associated with
workplace socialness explored in the re-
viewed literature is the sense of community
established. Sense of community is a feeling
of harmony derived from working for a com-
mon cause within a readily available, mutual-
ly supportive network of relationships (Boyd
et al., 2018; Lampinen et al., 2017; McCole,
2015; Uysal, 2016). In the literature, sense
of community was linked to reciprocal social
exchanges and support (Uysal, 2016), close
relationships at work (Lampinen et al., 2017)
and good relationships (White et al.,, 2010).
Socialness builds reciprocal social exchanges
between employees that, in order to maintain
the quality of the relationship, will be prompt
to share relevant work-related information and
support, therefore providing a feeling that will
be met through mutual commitment (Lampin-
en et al., 2017). To summarize, Table 4 pres-
ents the impacts of socialness in the workplace
through the four themes found in the literature.



Table 4 The impact of socialness in the workplace

Themes

Relationship with

Socialness

Van Osch; Lirio; Liang; Machuca

Source

Trust

Socialness increases the num-
ber of social interactions, thus

motivating employees to share
resources reciprocally and de-
velop trust in one another.

(Bal et al, 2010; Dube &
Marnewick, 2016; Fay, 2011;
Hsu & Chang, 2014; Liang et
al.,, 2016; Luo & Cheng, 2015;
Monavvarian et al., 2013; Peri-
eto-Pastor et al.,, 2018; Wu &
Lee, 2016; Zhang et al., 2015)

Knowledge sharing

Socialness boosts active partici-
pation, and acts like channel for
information and resources and
therewith facilitates knowledge
sharing.

(Angela Titi, 2013; Boateng et
al., 2010; Dulipovici & Robey,
2013; Gerards et al.,, 2018;
Hoogeboom Marcella & Wil-
derom Celeste, 2020; Khvatova
et al., 2016; H. Lin, 2011; Mc-
Millan, 2016; Minbaeva et al.,
2012; Monavvarian et al., 2013;
Nguyen, 2019; Said Abdullah
Al et al., 2016; Sasikala & Dan-
iel, 2013; Zhang et al., 2015)

Job Performance

Socialness increases infor-

mal communication and social
exchanges granting employees
access to resources and infor-
mation to improve efficiency
and effectiveness. Moreover,
socialness helps employees to
increase their efforts and exhibit
a willingness to accept negative
situations at work that would
otherwise undermine their per-
formance.

(Bal et al., 2010; Cai et al,
2014; Dube & Marnewick, 2016;
Koo et al.,, 2011; Ou & Davi-
son, 2016; Sawyer et al., 2010)

Sense of community

Employees’ socialness is re-
flected in reciprocal social
exchanges, support and good
relationships that will provide
employees with a feeling of
being connected with others and
belonging to a community.

(Gupta et al, 2020; Lamp-
inen et al.,, 2017; Schetzsle
& Delpechitre, 2014; Uysal,
2016; White et al.,, 2010)

SOCIALNESS IN THE DIGITAL ECONOMY: SUPPORTING MEANINGFUL WORK THROUGH ENTERPRISE SOCIAL MEDIA 11




The benefits and risks of social technologies
in supporting workplace socialness

Social technologies in the workplace, frequent-
ly referred to as Enterprise Social Media, are
private, internal platforms that companies
use to enable their employees and teams to
communicate and collaborate across the or-
ganization (Leonardi et al., 2013). These
platforms typically incorporate elements
of team messaging, project management,
productivity tools, and collaboration tools.

With respect to the role of social technologies
in supporting workplace socialness, the major-
ity of the reviewed papers focus on examining
the impact of the use of such technologies from
one of two perspectives: knowledge manage-
ment (specifically in the context of knowledge
sharing and collaboration) and organization-
al behavior (specifically in the context of job
satisfaction, motivation, sense of community).

From a knowledge management perspec-
tive, the use of social technologies—such as
ESM—presents several benefits and challeng-
es for knowledge sharing and collaboration in
an organizational setting. First, the use of so-
cial technology enables and facilitates different
sorts of interactions between individuals in the
workplace, including formal work-specific inter-
actions and informal social interactions. Social
technologies, particularly ESM, break geo-
graphical and temporal boundaries that oth-
erwise potentially restrict employees’ engage-
ment in social interactions with one another
(Lirio, 2017) Thus, individuals are more like-
ly to expand their social circles and socialize
with colleagues of more diverse backgrounds
(Qureshi et al., 2018; Van Osch & Steinfield,
2016) that they would not otherwise interact
with (Van Osch & Steinfield, 2018). Individ-
uals are thus able to reach out and establish

new connections and accumulate social capi-
tal, which is a critical antecedent to facilitating
knowledge sharing within organizations (Sun
et al., 2019). The frequent and repeated use
of IT to mediate interactions further helps to
strengthen social ties and therewith contrib-
utes to fostering trust between employees and
creating a shared vision, another critical an-
tecedent to knowledge sharing. Individuals are
more likely to share knowledge and collabo-
rate when they have a higher level of trust with
each other and work in a supportive environ-
ment with common perspectives (Liang et al.,
2016; Wietske van Osch & Bulgurcu, 2020).

However, the use of ESM may also hinder
knowledge sharing depending on an employ-
ee's goal and the way ESM are used. The
implementation of social technologies can
introduce large amounts of information and
thus result in information overload, includ-
ing too much social (i.e., non-work) informa-
tion. Without proper management, employees
may find it difficult to search and retrieve the
knowledge they need and this could diminish
their capabilities to share knowledge. Mean-
while, through built-in algorithms intended to
push information that a user is likely to find
interesting based on past usage behavior,
ESM can also create echo chambers and re-
inforce groupthink (Leonardi et al., 2013).
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Furthermore, employees may hide their real
opinions and ideas if they believe expressing
theirdifferentopinionspubliclyonESMwillcreate
negative reactions toward them by their peers,
groups and the organization (Sun et al., 2019).

From the lens of organizational behavior, social
technology enables employees to exchange
support, emotion, and feelings, and thus helps
to develop meaningful connections and a sense
of belonging. At the individual level, technology
allows self-disclosure and sharing of person-
al experiences and news beyond formal work
activities. Doing so allows employees to estab-
lish and maintain close relationships with each
other, which provides opportunities to social-
ize and exchange resources. Such self-dis-
closure and sharing of personal experiences
are also beneficial for fostering proactive work
behaviors as employees are more likely to de-
velop interests and caring for their colleagues
through these types of social interactions on
ESM, motivating individuals to carry out behav-
iors that can support their colleagues and ben-
efit the organization as a whole (Bizzi, 2020).

Furthermore, at the group and organizational
level, technology can develop and reinforce
community identity and increase attachment
to the organization. Through the exchange of
support between individuals, employees can

=
-< &
-

recognize the organization as an important
vehicle for meaning, growth, and connections,
and see themselves as organic parts of the or-
ganization. ESM also enables employees to
publicly exchange support, either directly be-
tween colleagues or indirectly with an entire
group or organization. Therefore, even if some
of the employees are not actively participating,
they are still able to observe the interactions be-
tween the other people on the platform, which
helps to create a supportive perception and
a strong sense of community (Uysal, 2016).

Nonetheless, using ESM can potentially in-
duce psychological burdens and distraction
among employees. The increasing number of
social interactions and exchanges of support
may require employees to spend an exces-
sive amount of time on ESM therewith dis-
turbing their regular work schedule and pace
(Sun et al., 2019). Too much non-work related
content and communication can be a distrac-
tion and lead to a loss of productivity (Bizzi,
2020). Furthermore, the use of social technol-
ogy may result in an invasion of privacy. The
ubiquity and pervasiveness of the technol-
ogy may oblige individuals to provide instant
responses and work additional or abnormal
hours, and thus interfere with their private life
(Lirio, 2017). As a result, employees may be-
come more concerned and potentially hos-
tile toward the technology (Sun et al., 2019).

DISCUSSION & IMPLICATIONS
Research Framework and Agenda

In Figure 2, we present a framework sum-
marizing current knowledge on socialness in
workplace and digital settings. This framework
is focused on understanding how socialness
manifests itself in the workplace and the role
of ESM and other social technologies in sup-
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porting socialness. More specifically, social-
ness, as an innate urge, triggers social inter-
actions between individuals to facilitate work,
establish connections, and exchange support.
Organizations use ESM and other social tech-
nologies to further support such interactions,
which can lead to both positive and nega-
tive impacts, across varying levels, namely
individual, group, as well as organizational.

Use of ESM and
other social
technologies

Social interactions

Van Osch; Lirio; Liang; Machuca

urge to establish affiliation via social interac-
tions, the measurement can focus on both the
perceptions as well as the actual behaviors of
individuals. From the perspective of percep-
tions, such a scale could measure how indi-
viduals perceive their willingness and needs to
seek social connections at work, and whether
and how a digital environment is conducive to
workplace socialness. From the perspective
of behaviors, the scale could measure individ-
uals’ actions in relation to social interactions

Instrumental impacts

+ Knowledge sharing and
collaboration

g + Job performance
improvement
- Information overload
- Lost of productivity

Socialness
- Need to affiliate

- Urge for
connections

- Facilitate work
- Establish

meaningful
relationships
- Exchange support

- Social networking
- Collaboration tools
- Virtual

communication (e.g.,

blogging, instant
messaging, video
conferencing, etc.)

Psychological and social

impacts
+ Trust

+ Identity reinforcement

Organizational

g + Sense of commuinty
- Groupthink
- Mental burden and

t

Enhance

distraction
- Invasion of privacy

measures

- Recognition
- Integration & design
- Regulation

Figure 2 Research framework

Therefore, based on these impacts, or-
ganizations should take various mea-
sures to enhance the benefits and over-
come the disadvantages of ESM.

Based on our review and the framework, we
propose several future research directions.
First of all, although we have defined social-
ness, it is still necessary to operationalize and
develop a measurement scale of the concept,
specifically as it pertains to workplace contexts
and digital environment. As socialness is the

with their co-workers, especially informally
and digitally. The development of a social-
ness measurement would help guide future
empirical efforts directed at examining various
relationships between socialness and other
key constructs, such as those embedded in
existing theoretical frameworks derived from
social capital and social exchange theories.

Some of the instrumental impacts of ESM on
socialness, including knowledge sharing and
collaboration, as well as job performance, have
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been the focal point of many of the reviewed
studies (Bizzi, 2020; Koo et al., 2011; Namis-
ango et al., 2019; Qureshi et al., 2018; Sun
et al.,, 2019); however, current research has
offered a limited empirical examination of the
psychological and social impacts of ESM use.
As ESM make it easier for individuals to build
social capital and exchange social resources,
future research can focus on investigating how
individuals, driven by their needs for affiliation,
are able to enhance their organizational identi-
ties and develop a sense of community at work
via ESM. It is also important to examine these
topics from a multi-level perspective. In other
words, ESM may have different effects on an
individual's identity toward the immediate work
teams versus the larger organization, which in
turn will influence how individuals use ESM.

In addition to the positive impacts, some stud-
ies (Bizzi, 2020; Sun et al., 2019) have point-
ed out the psychological and social burdens
associated with the use of ESM and other so-
cial technologies, however, very limited em-
pirical insights exist. Hence, more empirical
evidence is required to understand how indi-
viduals perceive and react to these negative
consequences. For example, future research
could investigate how the pervasiveness of
ESM affects individuals’ intentions to use the
technology to connect and interact with oth-
ers, and how it relates to job performance,
collaboration, and other instrumental aspects.
Moreover, future research could also con-
duct group-level observations and analyses
to examine the group dynamics in the digital
space and whether and how ESM may cre-
ate echo chambers and cause groupthink.

Additionally, more empirical studies on orga-
nizational measures are needed. In spite of
the wide adoption of ESM, an understanding
of how organizations can effectively utilize and

manage these technologies is still lacking. As
ESM may produce undesirable consequences
especially in light of improper design and man-
agement, it is imperative to investigate the de-
sign principles and management practices that
can properly align the affordances of ESM with
the goals of the organization and those of its
employees. Particularly, future research should
focus on design principles and features that
can help to increase the visibility of information
and individual expertise while at the same time
reducing information overload. Moreover, fu-
ture research could aim to propose and exam-
ine strategies and measures that organizations
can leverage to promote ESM among employ-
ees with the aim of enhancing social connec-
tivity as well as productivity, while reducing the
risks of distraction and privacy invasion. In fact,
this type of studies can offer practical and ac-
tionable insights to help organizations and em-
ployees recognize the importance of ESM and
maximize its potential and benefits for the orga-
nization and the people and teams within them.

Theoretical implications

Prior research assessing social factors at work
analyzed the generalized perceptions of inter-
actions. However, little is known about what in-
fluences specific daily social interactions, how
these interactions are triggered, the role of
sociodemographic homophily, and how social
interactions are related to organizational out-
comes such as performance, job satisfaction,
or engagement (I. Y. Lin & Kwantes, 2015). Our
literature review provides a conceptualization
of socialness that elucidates how social inter-
actions are triggered in a work environment and
provides a richer understanding of what makes
employeesengageininterpersonalinteractions.

Firstly, social exchange theory sustains that
people engage in social interactions from a



cost-benefit and self-interested perspective,
pursuing recognition, advantage, and position.
The reciprocal relationship will continue over
time if the benefits outweigh the cost (Gier-
mindl et al., 2018; Liang et al., 2016; McFar-
land & Ployhart, 2015; van Knippenberg et
al., 2015). However, from a socialness per-
spective, employees engage in interperson-
al interactions motivated by an innate need
to affiliate and build meaningful relationships
with peers. Therefore, even though employ-
ees might use interpersonal interactions to
pursue specific benefits, what in reality drives
them to invest resources in building reciprocal
relationships, is the innate willingness to find
community in others. Consequently, our study
adds to social exchange theory by showing
how socialness positively influences the qual-
ity of social exchanges between employees.

Secondly, social capital theory considers so-
cial interactions as social ties that represent
the number of exchanges, the closeness of
communications, and the quality of their re-
lations (Prieto-Pastor et al., 2018; Zhang et
al., 2015). In addition, the theory suggests
that social interaction ties are essential re-
sources for building trust among employees
(Prieto-Pastor et al., 2018). Hence, our study
proves, first, that socialness directly affects
the number of exchanges and plays an es-
sential role in developing closeness. Second,
our paper indicates that socialness fosters so-
cial interactions ties and indirectly promotes
trust among employees. Therefore, provid-
ing a deeper understanding of how social in-
teraction ties are likely antecedents of trust.

Our study also contributes to the research on
personality and social interactions that states
that individual-level factors can influence the
behaviors of organizational members. Sev-
eral studies suggest that employees high on

extraversion promptly engage in interpersonal
interactions (I. Y. Lin & Kwantes, 2015). This
paper challenges these conclusions and in-
dicates that social context and organizational
conditions facilitate social interactions and out-
weigh the influence of personal characteristics.

In addition, the findings of our literature review
highlight the significance of social technolo-
gies, especially ESM, in workplace socialness
by allowing employees to socially interact with
one another more efficiently and effectively.
ESM are beyond instrumental communica-
tion tools in the workplace, more importantly,
they are strategic solutions that can be em-
ployed by organizations to help build trust be-
tween individuals, create shared visions, fos-
ter job motivations, and establish a sense of
community. While the extant studies primarily
focus on one aspect of ESM, such as knowl-
edge management or job motivation, our re-
view synthesized these findings and provides
a relatively comprehensive understanding of
the effects of ESM on workplace socialness
from the lens of multiple theories and propo-
sitions. Although some of the research has
discussed the potential side effects of ESM,
including information overload, loss of pro-
ductivity, and diminishing of privacy, the report
suggests that more empirical research work is
needed to further examine the design and the
policy implications associated with the use of
ESM that can mitigate these negative impacts.

Managerial implications

Our study provides a more fundamental un-
derstanding of socialness and its importance
in the workplace. Tracing the theoretical roots
of socialness illustrates why employees en-
ter into informal and improvised interactions
within the workplace and show how these in-
teractions can later evolve into organizational
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outcomes such as trust, collaboration, job per-
formance and job satisfaction. Therefore, or-
ganizations should structure a social environ-
ment where employees feel unconstrained and
motivated to communicate and affiliate with
others. Social gatherings, team-building exer-
cises, and private activities can translate into
positive workplace experiences that boost of-
fice morale and improve workplace friendship.

Moreover, organizations can structure a coop-
erative work environment that stimulates inter-
dependence among employees. The literature
suggests that social interactions positively in-
fluence trust-building and collaboration, which
motivate employees to actively participate in
mutual, reciprocal interactions, informal con-
versations, and meaningful relationships.
Meanwhile, socialness also encourages em-
ployees to seek affiliation and connection be-
yond material self-interest. As a result, individ-
uals might develop a feeling of harmony and
belonging to a group that works together for a
common cause. Moreover, close relationships
and a sense of community have significant
implications in reducing negative feelings to-
wards the organization and dealing with stress-
ful situations. In consequence, employees will
feel supported, more satisfied with their jobs
and might also improve their performance.

From a technological perspective, organiza-
tions should recognize the importance and the
benefits of technology-enabled socialness and
build an innovative, solid, and easy-to-use IT
infrastructure, which allows employees to con-
tribute and retrieve information more conve-
niently as well as utilize and strengthen their
social capital. Organizations could develop
and deploy a highly integrated ESM system
that offers a wide range of emerging tools,
such as instant messaging, video conferenc-
ing, and cloud-based, mobile integrated col-

laboration platforms (Qureshi et al., 2018). An
integrated system enables individuals to es-
tablish connections, maintain ties, and search
for information more efficiently and effectively,
and is thus more likely to attract employees to
socially interact via technology and maintain
active participation. It is also critical that orga-
nizations help employees recognize the oppor-
tunities and the importance of social technolo-
gy in their work by demonstrating the benefits
of ESM vis-a-vis knowledge sharing and social
interactions through adequate training as well
as leading by example—i.e., manager or su-
pervisor as key influencers (Koo et al., 2011;
Qureshi et al., 2018). For example, organiza-
tions can host regular in-person seminars, vid-
eo demos, and Q&A sessions to offer support
andresolveissuesregarding technology usage.

To mitigate the risks of technology-based so-
cialness, organizations should first lay down
clear policies and norms, as well as offer
training and guidance, regarding the proper
usage of social technology in various circum-
stances, such as specifying the right tools
to use based on the type of communication
(work-related or social-related), and inform-
ing new employees of the code of conduct on
digital platforms during onboarding. Custom-
izing these technologies based on the needs
and the objectives of the organizations as well
as the employees could help to improve the
usability of the system and reduce unneces-
sary distractions. Employees should have un-
derstandings of how to appropriately manage
their time and workflow on social platforms
and interact with their colleagues. Meanwhile,
individuals’ privacy and personal boundaries
should be respected on social platforms so
that people can feel safe and comfortable with
the technology. Organizations need to be cau-
tious about the pervasiveness of social tech-
nology and should allow individuals to be “of-



fline” during their personal or productive time.
Design implications

The design of social technologies, particular-
ly ESM, should prioritize the functions that are
most pertinent to the needs of organizations
and their employees and eliminate unneces-
sary features to achieve better usability and
alleviate information overload. ESM could rec-
ommend relevant information to the users by
learning their behaviors and direct questions
to experts who possess relevant knowledge
and resources. For instance, chatbots have
recently been developed that support users
in searching for knowledge or expertise and
help connect them to the right person in the
organization. Implementing such recommen-
dation mechanisms and chatbots helps users
filter a large amount of information and facil-
itates the process of finding and socializing
with people based on their interests, which
promotes the efficiency and the effectiveness
of technology-enabled social interactions.

At the same time, when employing recom-
mendation mechanisms, the design should
deliberately avoid building echo chambers
and filter bubbles. The algorithms need to bal-
ance the accuracy of the recommendations
that align with users’ interests with the need
for diversity of information and perspectives.
ESM should also be designed as a friendly
environment to encourage equal participa-
tion and engagement so that every person
has the ability to share their comments and
opinions. For instance, the system can show
content creators' readership numbers as well
as basic demographics highlighting the diver-
sity of the readers and the participants. This
would help the authors understand that their
content is being seen by a variety of people
in the organization (Brzozowski et al., 2009).

Moreover, designers and managers of ESM
and other social technologies need to under-
stand and appreciate individual differences
with respect to privacy needs and other us-
age habits. Some users may prefer a stronger
social connectedness with others while some
are more motivated by time-saving or selec-
tive sharing. Neither of these behaviors should
be viewed as good or bad or as more or less
productive. Thus, individual customizations
should be enabled to allow users to adjust the
platform and manage the level of privacy in-
dividually desired. For instance, users could
have a “do not disturb” function to better focus
on their work and reduce distractions. Organi-
zations can consider allowing users to further
create and add self-developed extensions and
modules. It is also important for the designers
and managers to provide channels to receive
feedback from users and continuously review
and improve the design to satisfy users’ needs.

CONCLUSIONS

To answer our research questions, we re-
viewed and synthesized literature focused on
workplace socialness and the role of technolo-
gy in recent years (2010-2020). Our study pro-
vides a fundamental understanding of social-
ness and its meaning in the workplace. From
a socialness perspective, informal interactions
in organizations are triggered by an innate will-
ingness to establish and maintain meaningful
relationships. These interactions can grow,
evolve and influence work-related outcomes
when facilitated by organizational conditions.
As a result of encouraging meaningful social
interactions, socialness helps to build a climate
of collaboration and trust that in turn facilitates
knowledge sharing, forges a sense of commu-
nity, increases job satisfaction, and positively
impacts job performance. Meanwhile, our re-
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view also presents both the benefits and the
risks that social technologies, particularly ESM,
can bring to organizations with respect to work-
place socialness. On the one hand, ESM facili-
tates social interactions and cultivates trust be-
tween individuals, thus promoting knowledge
sharing and the exchange of social support; on
the other hand, ESM can also incite informa-
tion overload and infringement of privacy. Addi-
tionally, we proposed a set of design solutions
that can mitigate the risks while maximizing
the benefits of ESM for fostering positive so-
cialness experiences in workplace settings in
terms of usability, information filtering, recom-
mender algorithms, and the need for customi-
zation. As this line of research is still embryonic
and the amount of literature is relatively limit-
ed, more research, especially studies focused
on the design aspects that enable ESM to bet-
ter support workplace socialness, is needed.
This will allow us not only to deepen our under-
standing of how social technologies shape the
way we communicate and socialize with others
in the workplace but also design technologies
with the aim of empowering managers and em-
ployees to create more meaningful workplaces.
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