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Abstract 

The use of internet and social media has during the last decade increased and today both 
individuals and companies are active on social media. It is a new way for organizations 
to communicate with customers and many organizations have realized the value of their 
corporate reputation to contribute to a competitive advantage. This study is focusing on 
the context of real estate. Competition amongst real estate agencies is high and it can 
therefore be considered important for them to manage their reputation. It is an 
interesting context to study as it is different from other industries because sellers and 
buyers are working with investments and being dependent on taxes and interest rates. 
Moreover, it is interesting as it affects the economic growth.  

Previous studies about reputation management has highlighted the importance of 
communication but foremost focused on traditional media. Studies within social media 
has mostly focused on individuals’ use of it. Therefore, it is considered important to 
study in relation to the new phenomenon of social media. Studies have indicated that 
there is little known about how organisations manage corporate communication and 
their corporate reputation in an online environment. To fill this gap the following 
research question guides this research:  

How do real estate agencies manage their corporate reputation through corporate 
communication in social media? 

The purpose of this study is to examine and gain a deeper understanding of how real 
estate agencies use social media to manage their corporate image and reputation. The 
study aims to investigate how the real estate agencies communicate their identities to 
influence their customers’ image, as it is part of the corporate reputation.  

A theoretical framework was developed emphasizing two main theories; the Operational 
model for managing corporate reputation and image (Gray & Balmer, 1998), and the 
Honeycomb of social media (Kietzmann et al., 2011). These theories have further been 
developed into a conceptual model which illustrates their relation in this study. In order 
to fulfill the purpose and to answer the research question, a qualitative approach was 
adopted and semi-structured interviews were conducted with nine real estate agencies.  

The analysis of the empirical result was compiled into a number of key findings. From 
which we could conclude that the most important aspects for real estate agencies 
activity on social media is to be present, to engage in conversations, to share 
information and to form relationships. It was also found important that they monitor 
what is said on social media in order to improve and react on feedback. Moreover, that 
brand management is a common focus. 
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1. Introduction 
______________________________________________________________________ 

This chapter introduces the research topic of the study along with the problem 
background developed from previous research. The identified research gaps are 
described and derived into a research question followed by a presentation of the purpose 
of the study. Furthermore, the chapter ends with delimitations of the research.  
______________________________________________________________________ 

1.1 Problem Background 

Each year more than 140 000 real estates are sold in Sweden (Svenska Dagbladet, 
2011). The public's interest for real estate market is big, therefore, discussions about the 
real estate market and real estate agencies are common (Lundström, 2011, p. 429). 
When selling or purchasing a property one can turn to a real estate agency for assistance 
(Mäklarsamfundet, 2012). Real estate agencies have two types of customers, individuals 
who are consumers of housing, and companies who are consumers of commercial 
properties, apartment houses and industrial premises (Lundström, 2011, p. 429). Real 
estate brokers are specialized in real estate transactions and works with sales and 
purchase of properties often on a commission (Barwick & Pathak, 2015, pp. 105-106). 
They are an impartial intermediary link between the buyer and the seller of real estate 
agencies (Mäklarsamfundet, 2012). When selling a property, the first issue arising is 
choosing a real estate agency and broker. To overcome this issue, agencies can try to 
mediate their legitimacy in order to affect their corporate image and brand (Lundström, 
2011, p. 440). 

Competition in the real estate industry is relatively high (Lind & Kopsch, 2014, p. 8). 
During the past decade the competition has increased, and it is also confirmed that 
customer satisfaction has increased as well (Parmler, 2016). More organizations have 
begun to realize the value of reputation as part of their competitive advantage (Burke 
2011, p. 5). Hence, it can be considered important for real estate agencies to manage 
their reputation. We argue that the real estate industry is an interesting context to study 
that is special compared to other industries since it is has an effect on economic growth. 
Furthermore, it is interesting as both sellers and buyers of properties “engage in real 
estate investing” (Amadeo, 2017), meaning that they have to consider various factors 
such as if the value of the property will increase while owning it, and they are also 
dependent on taxes and interest rates (Amadeo, 2017). 

When managing the corporate reputation, the use of corporate communication is 
considered important (Johan & Noor, 2013, p. 1230). Therefore, we consider it an 
important phenomenon and an interesting topic to study. Moreover, it is considered that 
the real estate industry will become more and more dependent on information- and 
communication-techniques as they are emergent phenomena. The marketplace will 
become globalized and it will lead to a more competitive market (Lundström, 2011, p. 
442).  In relation to this prediction, it is argued that organizational use of social media is 
increasing; it is a new way of communicating with customers (Persson, 2014). Many 
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companies today have added social media to both their external and internal corporate 
communication strategies (Reilly & Hyan, 2014, p. 749). According to a survey made 
by USA Today around two-thirds of large companies use social media as a tool to 
communicate (Mullaney, 2012). A study made by eMarketer (2014) shows that over 
80% of large companies use social media (Bennet, 2014). Furthermore, research show 
that the use of social media for small companies are even higher since communication 
through social media comes with a low cost and a great potential of reaching worldwide 
customers (Constant Contact, 2013). Because of the harsh competition in the industry, 
we argue that it is of great importance for real estate agencies to keep up with the 
technological development and sustain a good reputation. We argue that reputation 
management in social media to be an interesting field to study as social media is an 
evolving phenomenon. Moreover, it is interesting to study how it is managed in the real 
estate industry as it is a special industry. 

1.2 Research Problem 

1.2.1 Corporate Reputation 

Before the 21st century the subject of corporate reputation was relatively unexplored, 
due to the diverse perceptions of the concept, and because reputations in general seemed 
to be unnoticed until threatened (Fombrun & Van Riel, 1997, p. 5). In the beginning of 
the 21st century the subject was still relatively new in academic research. Today 
corporate reputation has become a more popular subject of research, although, still 
without a consensus of an embracing definition (Chun, 2005, pp. 91-92). Fombrun 
(1996, p. 165) define reputation as: “a perceptual representation of a company’s past 
actions and future prospects that describe the firm’s appeal to all of its key 
constituents”. It is argued that corporate reputation can be viewed from many aspects, 
since it varies from different stakeholders’ perspectives (Burke, 2011, p. 3), and also 
affects stakeholders’ behavior towards the organization (Chun, 2005, p. 91). An 
organization’s stakeholders are any group of people that affect or are affected by the 
organization’s behavior (Coombs, 2007, p. 164). For example, in a real estate context, 
stakeholders can be real estate brokers, investors, property valuers, property developers, 
seller and buyers (Lundström, 2011, pp. 432-433).  

Early research on corporate reputation was conducted in the fields of marketing and 
communication where the focus was on the external stakeholders’ perspective (Burke, 
2011, p. 8). By external stakeholders we mean customers, investors, and distributors. 
More recent research, however, is integrating the fields of corporate strategy and human 
resource management, exploring corporate reputation from an internal stakeholders’ 
perspective (Burke, 2011, p. 8). By internal stakeholders we mean the management and 
employees. Previous studies in corporate reputation have found that the subject can be 
studied from different perspectives (Chun, 2005; Fombrun, 1996; Fombrun & van Riel, 
1997; Burke, 2011). It can be studied in light of the perceptions of either internal 
stakeholders or external stakeholders, or by both, where the different stakeholders 
varying views of an organization are compared (Chun, 2005, pp. 93-94). This study 
seeks to investigate how real estate agencies manage their reputation, therefore the 
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study will focus on the organizational point of view, how the organization manages its 
external stakeholders’ perception.  

An organization’s corporate reputation comprises both its corporate identity and the 
corporate image. Identity constituting the organization’s core values and mission, and 
the image being the external stakeholders’ perception of the organization (Gray & 
Balmer, 1998, p. 697). According to Chun (2005, pp. 95-97) reputation is built on three 
facets; organizational identity - what the organization is, desired identity - what the 
organization says it is, and corporate image - what the organization’s stakeholders see it 
as. Zyglidopoulos (2001, p. 418) define corporate reputation as: “the set of knowledge 
and emotions held by various stakeholder groups concerning aspects of a firm and its 
activities”. Moreover, an organization can, according to Zyglidopoulos (2001, p. 418), 
be known for having a good or bad reputation depending on several issues, such as for 
example, innovation, social responsibility, and quality. He also acknowledges the view 
on reputation to differ among the various stakeholder groups since they are concerned 
with different aspects of an organization (Zyglidopoulos, 2001, pp. 418-419). It is 
argued that customers are the external stakeholders with the most essential perception of 
an organization (Burke, 2011, p. 5; Chun, 2005, p. 93). Davies (2011, p. 47) adds that 
the external stakeholders’ image is often regarded as the customers’ image. With this in 
mind, we will consider customers as the focal external stakeholders in this study. We 
argue that they are the most essential external stakeholders for real estate agencies as 
the agencies are an intermediary link between sellers and buyers of properties 
(Mäklarsamfundet, 2012), both whom are customers of the agency.  

Research has shown that corporate reputation is related to several sides of 
organizational performance. Businesses with good reputation tend to have good 
financial performance, attract investors and new employees, as well as having good 
employee retention (Burke, 2011, p. 4). A strong reputation is correlated with a strong 
communication. To create a strong reputation a company needs to have an effective 
communication with its stakeholders. If a company is unable to communicate they have 
no chance of convincing stakeholders to believe in them therefore the stakeholders 
would choose others. Recently more researchers have realized that the corporate 
communication is the factor that is of the greatest importance for corporate reputation 
(Johan & Noor, 2013, p. 1230). Therefore, considerably the importance of 
communication in our study as it is an essential part for the success for companies. We 
argue that since the real estate market is a competitive market (Lind & Kopsch, 2014, p. 
8) and they need to make their stakeholders chose them instead of others, the 
communication is of great importance for the management of their reputation. 
    
1.2.2 Corporate Communication 

All organizations use communication to tell their story and to present themselves. 
Managers use corporate communication strategically to affect the stakeholders’ 
perception of the organization. They aim to influence the stakeholders image of the 
organization in a positive way, as well as try to form an understanding of the 
organization and engaging in, what they consider, important ways (Roper & Fill, 2012, 
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p. 214). van Riel and Fombrun (2007, p. 25) consider corporate communication in a 
similar manner and define it as: “the set of activities involved in managing and 
orchestrating all internal and external communications aimed at creating favorable 
starting points with stakeholders on which the company depends”. Further, the focus 
with corporate communication lies in the organization itself instead of with its products 
or services (Roper & Fill, 2012, p. 216), and the main responsibility when managing 
corporate communication is to influence its stakeholders’ perception (Roper & Fill, 
2012, p. 211).  

Balmer and Greyser (2006, p. 730) argue that corporate communication, corporate 
branding, corporate reputation, corporate image, corporate identity lay the foundation 
for corporate marketing. This is strengthen by Roper and Fill (2012, pp. 36, 208) who 
state that corporate communication is where all the constituents of corporate reputation 
are interlinked. The relation between the majority of the factors forming the foundation 
of corporate marketing are put into context by Gray and Balmer (1998) in the 
‘Operational model for managing corporate reputation and image’. It explains how an 
organization, through corporate communication, can affect the corporate image and the 
corporate reputation with its desired identity. It also illustrates the possibility to gain a 
competitive advantage with the corporate reputation (Gray & Balmer, 1998, pp. 
695-696).  

Corporate communication is an overarching term that includes; management 
communication, organizational communication, and marketing communication 
(Christensen & Cornelissen, 2011, p. 386; Roper & Fill, 2012, p. 216). Management 
communication regards to managers representing as well as negotiating with its internal 
and external stakeholders, to convey the organization's identity. Communication with 
external stakeholders is regarded to influence the stakeholders (Roper & Fill, 2012, pp. 
216-217). Organizational communication is regarded to public relations activities. 
Marketing communication on the other hand, focus on engaging customers with the 
organization’s products and services as well as its brand (Roper & Fill, 2012, p. 217). 
As all three types of communication are used to influence the external stakeholders 
image, and due to our limited pre understanding of how real estate agencies manage 
their communication in social media, we will not exclude any of them. Therefore, the 
focus in this study will be on the concept of corporate communication as a hole.  

1.2.3 Social Media 

Roper and Fill (2012, p. 217) emphasize that the media environment is expanding, with 
an increasing use of digital media. We argue that much has happened in the media 
environment since 2012, such as the growing use of social media. Social media and the 
Web 2.0 has during the past decade become more popular as it has enabled the use of 
for example blogs, Twitter and sharing platforms sites (Fuchs, 2014, p. 32). The 
research within the area of social media has evolved rapidly during the last couple of 
years (Kilgour et al., 2015, pp. 326-333), and it has enabled for a two-way 
communication between the organisation and its stakeholders rather than the one-way 
mass communication (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010, p. 61). The Web 2.0 is described by 
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O’Reilly (2005) as a networking platform that through a substantial amount of users 
gains a wider amount of material from mixed sources. In another article he explains that 
the crucial fact is that the content is constantly generated from collective intelligence of 
users and the value of the Web 2.0 is co-created (O’Reilly & Battelle, 2009). Kaplan 
and Haenlein (2010, p. 61) agree with this and add that the content is constantly 
modified by all users of the World Wide Web. They further define social media as “a 
group of Internet-based application that builds on the ideological and technological 
foundations of Web 2.0 and that allow the creation and exchange of User Generated 
Content” (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010, p. 61). The Web 2.0 laid the foundation and made 
it possible for the development of what we today know as social media (Solomon et al., 
2013, p. 15).   

By managing their public relations and strategically working with press announcements 
companies have historically been able to remain in control of and monitor the 
information existing about them (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010, p. 61). Today, internet and 
social media has a significant role in many people’s lives, especially the younger 
generations, and is a growing source of information. The easily accessible information 
and high usage allows for a higher reliability of the social sources rather than traditional 
media. Many people are replacing traditional media sources such as radio and 
newspapers with digital and social media (Kilgour et al, 2015, p. 333-334). Kilgour et 
al. (2015, p. 333) state that organisations today have more limited control over the 
content. This is reinforced by Kaplan and Haenlein (2010, pp. 59-62) who argue in their 
research that organisations now have taken a more observant role and that they do not 
stand a chance nor have the knowledge, if even the right, to change or influence 
published information that consumer post about them. In addition, it is argued that 
social media has had a great impact in how organisations use the new media to engage 
(Kilgour et al., 2015, p. 328). Social media has become an established tool that real 
estate agencies use to reach out to its customers (Persson, 2014). According to 
Davidsson and Findahl (2016, p. 6) younger people are most active on social media. 
Lundström (2014, p. 430) states that Swedish people move on average ten times in a 
lifetime and that younger people move more frequently than older generations. Since 
social media is a highly relevant phenomenon today and the generation that is moving 
most frequently is also very active on social media, we find it interesting to examine the 
real estate context in our research.  

1.3 Research Gap 

Compared to traditional media an organization that uses social media can connect and 
communicate directly with the customers which opens up for a new way of engaging 
with highly involved customers (Kilgour et al., 2015, p. 327). Previous studies in 
corporate communication have had a great focus on in digital media, whereas research 
of social media is not that evident. Thus, we see a great opportunity in investigating 
corporate communication through social media.  

A company's use of social media can have a considerable impact on the reputation and 
sales which is connected to the company’s survival (Kietzmann et al., 2011, p. 241). 
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However, it has been seen that far from all companies use social media (Mullaney, 
2012), which can be due to managers not understanding what it is and how to use it 
(Kietzmann et al., 2011, p. 241). Kietzmann et al. (2011, pp. 241-250) have developed a 
framework called “The honeycomb of social media”, which describes seven building 
blocks of social media, which are: identity, sharing, conversations, relationships, 
presence, groups and reputation. Each activity on social media is different depending on 
what building blocks that they are based on and to what extent. The model further 
explains implications of each block, and how a company should use and engage on 
social media (Kietzmann et al., 2011, p. 241-250). 

In social media studies, communication and reputation has prominently been researched 
from the external stakeholders’ point of view, focusing on their perceived image in 
relation to reputation. For example, Montalvo (2011) who studied how social media 
influences corporate landscape, brand awareness and brand reputation. Furthermore, 
many studies of social media have been conducted solely through quantitative content 
analysis (eg. Vernuccio, 2014), whereas we want to gain a deeper understanding of how 
the management works with it, hence we will be conducting qualitative interviews.  

It is argued that reputation management enables managers to handle strategic issues, but 
has foremost been acknowledged in relation to various traditional means of 
communication (Gray & Balmer, 1998, pp. 699-701). The research gap emergent from 
the literature review is acknowledged in how organizations are utilizing corporate 
communication when managing their corporate reputation in the context of social 
media. Much research has been conducted on how corporate communication affects 
corporate reputation and it is therefore a well understood topic, but little research is 
utilizing it in a social media environment. Much research has focused on individuals’ 
use of social media. Kilgour et al. (2015) explored the importance for organizations to 
understand how users interact and influence each other through social media. Studies 
have shown that little is known concerning firms’ social media communication 
strategies and the creation of organizational reputation in an online environment (eg. 
Floreddu et al., 2014). 

As the real estate industry is a competitive market (Lind & Kopsch, 2014, p. 8), it is 
considered to be of importance for real estate agencies to manage their reputation 
(Lundström, 2011, p. 440). Especially, since it can lead to a competitive advantage 
(Gray & Balmer, 1998, p. 695; Burke, 2011, p. 5). As the organizational use of social 
media is increasing (Persson, 2014), and because of the importance of information- and 
communication-technology in the real estate industry (Lundström, 2011, p. 434), we 
developed the interest to focus our study on the topic. Especially since corporate 
communication has an essential part in corporate reputation management (Gray & 
Balmer, 1998, p.699). Thus, we will explore the opportunity to investigate how real 
estate agencies manage their corporate communication through social media in order to 
affect their customers’ image of the organization and the corporate reputation. This has 
lead us to our research question and our purpose with this study, both which are 
presented below. 
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1.4 Research Question 

How do real estate agencies manage their corporate reputation through corporate 
communication in social media? 

1.5 Purpose 

The purpose of this study is to examine and gain a deeper understanding of how real 
estate agencies use social media to manage their corporate image and reputation. The 
study aims to investigate how the real estate agencies communicate their identities to 
influence their customers’ image, as it is part of the corporate reputation. We aim to gain 
a deeper understanding of the purpose of their use of social media and to understand the 
ways in which they communicate. Furthermore, we want to examine how they perceive 
this will affect the corporate image and the corporate reputation.  

In order to fulfill the purpose and to answer the research question, we will conduct a 
qualitative study. To understand the underlying factors of the corporate reputation and 
the interrelationships among the different components we will base the research on the 
‘Operational model of corporate reputation’ (Gray & Balmer, 1998). Especially 
focusing on the corporate communication as it is considered the critical link between 
identity and corporate image and reputation. Furthermore, we will also base the research 
on the framework of ‘the Honeycomb of social media’ (Kietzmann et al., 2011) in order 
to examine how companies can understand and handle social media. From a practical 
perspective the research will contribute with an understanding of how real estate 
agencies manage their corporate reputation through the use of social media. The 
research also aims to contribute with an enhanced theoretical understanding of the used 
theories. 

1.6 Delimitations 

To clarify the scope of our research we will outline our active choices made which 
delimit this research and why we made these choices. By clarifying the delimitations, 
we want to make the study more comprehensive and to direct us through the research. 
The research is delimited in three aspects.  

First, there are different perspectives in which corporate reputation can be studied, 
including the external and internal perspective, or in light of both. As organizations can 
affect their corporate image and reputation through corporate communication, it is 
reasonable to believe that the organizations perspective will favor the answer to the 
research question. Hence, our study will be considering the perspective of the real estate 
agencies. It will not examine the topic in light of external stakeholders’ perspective.  

Second, since the subject of social media is rather broad, we have chosen to narrow it 
down and will focus only on some specific social media platforms. Nowadays, there are 
several social media platforms and new ones emerge every day. If a company is aiming 
for success the key is to be active, which is less likely if too many social media 
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platforms are chosen (Kaplan & Haenlein 2010, p. 65). According to Tsimonis & 
Dimitriadis (2014, p. 330) the three most commonly used platforms worldwide for 
companies that use social media as a marketing tool is Twitter, YouTube and Facebook. 
Different social media platforms attract different people and this is something firms 
needs to be aware of when choosing which platform to be active on, what message they 
aim to send and who they want to reach (Kaplan & Haenlein 2010, p. 65). The largest 
social media platform in Sweden is Facebook followed by Instagram (Davidsson & 
Findahl, 2016, pp. 47-49). Therefore, the greatest focus will be on the use of these two 
platforms, however, we still want to keep our minds open if real estate agencies use 
other social media platforms. 

Third, as the context of this study is focusing on real estate agencies in Sweden, 
limitations have been made in terms of geographical location. Meaning that the 
empirical findings will not be generalizable in an international context. Furthermore, we 
do not have the time nor the resources to examine all areas in Sweden. We have chosen 
to delimit our study to two different cities, Umeå and Stockholm. We believe that this 
will enable us to study the phenomena better than if we were to examine only one city. 
With our delimitations in mind, we believe that our research will contribute with 
additional insights in the area of corporate reputation management in social media.  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2. Theoretical Framework 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 

This chapter reviews previous literature and present the theoretical framework 
generated from it. The chapter begins with an explanation of the operational model for 
managing corporate reputation, image and communication, and the key components of 
the model. Subsequently, the topic of social media will be presented with its relation to 
reputation and the model of ’the Honeycomb of social media’ will be outlined. More 
succinct, the chapter aims to develop a conceptual framework of social media as part of 
corporate reputation management process.  
_______________________________________________________________________ 

2.1 Corporate Reputation 

Corporate reputation is an intangible asset (Davies & Miles, 1998, p. 16; Backhaus, 
2011, p. 111; Huang-Horowitz & Freberg, 2016, p. 197; Fombrun & van Riel, 1997, p. 
7), which is depending on everything an organization does, communicates and signals 
(Davies & Miles, 1998, p. 16; Fombrun & van Riel, 1997, p. 6). As previously 
disclosed, corporate reputation is related with organizational performance (Burke, 2011, 
p. 4). This is strengthened by Roper and Fill (2012, p. 5) who argue that a company's 
reputation is a factor of a company's worth and value. It is based on extensive 
communication with stakeholders and attaining a positive and recognizable image 
(Burke, 2011, p. 5). According to Backhaus (2011, p. 111) an organization’s reputation 
affects its customer’s satisfaction and loyalty to the organization. Hence, it is considered 
valuable for organizations to invest in their reputation (Roper & Fill, 2012, p. 6). 
Furthermore, it is important because customers, investors and competent employees are 
more likely to choose an organization with a favorable reputation; it attracts more 
customers who become loyal; and it increase their willingness to pay higher prices for 
its products and service; which are all contributing to increasing its value. A favorable 
reputation may also benefit and help organizations in crises (Dijkmans et al., 2014, p. 
59).  

An organization’s corporate reputation emerges from the information that its 
stakeholders receive about it, either by the organization itself, through media or by 
word-of-mouth from other people (Coombs, 2007, p. 164; Burke, 2011, p. 6). We are 
living in an era where media is active 24 hours a day, monitoring companies’ actions 
and decisions, and providing stories for the public (Roper & Fill, 2012, p. 5). This 
provide stakeholders with access to large amounts of information with which they use to 
judge and scrutinize the organizations (Firestein, 2006, p. 26). It takes a long time for an 
organization to build a favorable reputation, however, a reputation can quickly be 
destroyed (Burke, 2011, p. 6; Davies et. al., 2003, p. 25).  

Researchers see a positive relationship between an organization’s performance and its 
corporate reputation (Omar et al., 2009, p. 177; Burke, 2011, p. 4; Gray & Balmer, 
1998, p. 687). It is shown that favorable reputations have positive effects on financial 
performance, organization attractiveness to investors and employees (Burke, 2011, p. 4; 
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Balmer & Gray, 1998, p. 698; Abratt & Kleyn, 2012, p. 1057). Furthermore, Abratt and 
Kleyn (2012, p. 1049) explain that, from a resource-based view in strategy research, 
intangible capabilities such as reputations and brands create competitive advantages.  

As already acknowledged, corporate reputation can be studied in light of the perception 
of an organization and of its stakeholders (Chun, 2005, pp. 93-94). Abimbola and Kocak 
(2007, p. 422) and Chun (2005, p. 95) explain that confusions are often made between 
reputation and image. Corporate image is the external stakeholders’ perception of an 
organization whereas reputation is formed in light of both the internal and external view 
of the organization (Roper & Fill, 2012, p. 36). According to Davies and Miles (1998, p. 
18) and Chun (2005, pp. 95-97), corporate reputation is built on three facets; what the 
organization is, what the organization says it is, and what the organization’s 
stakeholders see it as. Chun (2005, pp. 96-97) has developed this notion and consider 
what the organization is as the organizational identity, what the organization says it is as 
the corporate- or desired identity, and what the organization is seen to be by its 
stakeholders as the corporate image. A more thorough explanation of these topics will 
be presented below. 

2.1.1 Corporate Image 

Corporate image and corporate reputation are often used interchangeably in literature. 
Early research of corporate image had a great focus on store image and brand image, 
that is to say, mostly focusing on advertising and brand preferences (Fombrun & van 
Riel, 1997, p. 7; Chun, 2005, p. 95). Furthermore, reputation was regarded as a driving 
force affecting the corporate image. Although, later research on corporate image regard 
it as a variable dependent from the reputation, the concepts are still used 
interchangeably (Davies, 2011, pp. 47, 49; Chun, 2005, p. 95). Corporate image is 
argued to be the instant perception stakeholders obtain of an organization (Gray & 
Balmer, 1998, p. 697), while corporate reputation is argued to be developed over time 
and concern the quality of how the organization behaves and communicates (Abimbola 
& Kocak, 2007, p. 423; Chun, 2005, p. 96; Gray & Balmer, 1998, p. 697). Certainly, a 
reputation is more time-consuming to change and need larger efforts in order to be 
changed, compared to an image that is likely easier to change (Abimbola & Kocak, 
2007, p. 423; Chun, 2005, p. 96). 

Different stakeholder groups are likely to form different perceptions of the organization 
since they are concerned with different activities of the organization (Fombrun & van 
Riel, 1997, p. 10; Roper & Fill, 2012, p. 36). Hence, it can be considered important for 
organizations to manage their communication properly and to tailor it for the different 
stakeholder groups. Consumers’ interest often lies with the organization’s products and 
services, their quality, price, and reliability (Gray & Balmer, 1998, pp. 698-699). They 
also have a growing interest of ”the organization’s social and ethical policies” (Gray & 
Balmer, 1998, p. 699). Financial institutions’ interest lies mainly with the organization’s 
performance and its financial structure. Employees’ interest often lies in their working 
conditions and wages, as well as in personnel policies (Gray & Balmer, 1998, p. 699). 
As previously disclosed, the focus of this study lies with the customers, because they 
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are argued to be the most essential external stakeholders of an organization (Burke, 
2011, p. 5; Chun, 2005, p. 93). An organization’s corporate image is determined by its 
customers’ experiences and perceptions of it; by what feelings or believes they form of 
the organization (Chun, 2005, p. 96).  

2.1.2 Corporate Identity  

Whether an organization wants an identity or not, it will have one (Roper & Fill, 2012, 
p. 35). In literature identity is defined by two themes that often are distinguished from 
each other; organizational identity and corporate identity (Chun, 2005, pp. 96-97), 
where organizational identity is considered as the perception employees hold of an 
organization (Huang-Horowitz & Freberg, 2016, p. 197; Chun, 2005, p. 96; Fombrun & 
van Riel, 1997, p. 10), and corporate identity is considered as the organization's desired 
perception; how the organization wants other to see it (Roper & Fill, 2012, p. 35; Chun, 
2005, p. 97). In light of existing literature on corporate reputation, both themes of 
identity are commonly discussed. Although, as this study aims on investigating how real 
estate agencies manage their corporate image, we argue that corporate identity is the 
most essential part of an organization’s identity for this study. However, we argue that it 
is difficult to provide a complete discussion of the subject without including both parts 
of identity as they are closely related.  

Organizational identity 
Organizational identity is concerned with an organization's characteristics that are” 
central, enduring, and distinctive” (Chun, 2005, p. 96). It is regarded as the shared 
perception of the internal stakeholders of an organization (Huang-Horowitz & Freberg, 
2016, p. 197; Backhaus, 2011, p. 112; Fombrun & van Riel, 1997, p. 8). In research 
organizational identity is also referred to as corporate personality (Davies & Miles, 
1998, p. 18; Roper & Fill, 2012, p. 35). An organization’s identity is concerned with the 
organization’s strategy, design, philosophy, and culture (Gray & Balmer, 1998, p. 697). 
It mainly concerns how the mission, vision and values of the organization are 
understood internally (Roper & Fill, 2012, p. 35). Several researchers agree with Gray 
and Balmer (1998) and argue that culture and identity are interrelated (Huang-Horowitz 
& Freberg, 2016, p. 197; Roper & Fill, 2012, p. 35; Fombrun & van Riel, 1997, p. 8). 
The organizational culture forms the internal and external behaviors of an organization’s 
internal stakeholders. The identity and culture are important when an organization and 
its main stakeholders are forming interaction strategies and relationships (Roper & Fill, 
2012, p. 35).  

Corporate identity 
In research, corporate identity is also referred to as strategic or desired identity (Chun, 
2005, p. 97). The desired perception of an organization is often shown in visual or 
strategic cues (Chun, 2005, p. 97). That is to say, either in logos and symbols, or as 
mission, vision and objectives, which can be embodied in the visual cues (Abimbola & 
Kocak, 2007, p. 423). Through its visual and strategic cues, corporate identity is 
included in the process of managing the corporate image (Chun, 2005, p. 97), foremost, 
since it concerns how the organization presents itself to its various stakeholder groups. 
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Furthermore, corporate identity is essential when an organization is differentiating itself 
from its competitors and when it is positioning itself among them (Roper & Fill, 2012, 
p. 35). 

As mentioned, all organizations have an identity. However, not all organizations are 
able to manage it properly, which can mislead stakeholders and result in poor 
organizational performance (Roper & Fill, 2012, pp. 35-36). When managing its desired 
identity an organization seeks to express itself to its stakeholders (Abratt & Kleyn, 
2012, p. 1051). When doing so it can communicate;” what the organisation is, what it 
does and how it does it” (Roper & Fill, 2012, p. 35). This can be done through symbols, 
behaviors of internal stakeholders, or through communication (Roper & Fill, 2012, p. 
35). 

It is considered important to include the aspect of desired identity in this research as it is 
considered as one of the main features of corporate reputation. Especially since real 
estate agencies are known to be working with managing and affecting their corporate 
image (Lundström, 2011, p. 440). As this research seeks to study how real estate 
agencies manage their communication in order to influence their corporate image and 
reputation, a more thorough outline of the concept of corporate communication will be 
provided in the next section.  

2.1.3 Corporate Communication 

Building a corporate reputation takes time (Burke, 2011, p. 6), it is an outcome of good 
and persistent performance, where communication is essential reinforcing it (Chun, 
2005, p. 96). A corporate image is easier to manage than a reputation, and is commonly 
done by thought-through programs of communication (Chun, 2005, p. 96). Corporate 
communication includes almost everything an organization does, says, or makes (Gray 
& Balmer, 1998, p. 699), and is important because it is how an organization develops its 
internal and external networks, such as with customers and suppliers (Johan & Noor, 
2013, p. 1231). Through communication the organization can reach out to all of its 
stakeholders, and its stakeholders can be influenced in various ways. Therefore, 
organizations should be careful and broadly define its communication channels and 
methods (Gray & Balmer, 1998, p. 699). It is also important in the reputation building 
process that organizations communicate consistent and trustworthy messages on all 
their “corporate platforms” (Johan & Noor, 2013, p. 1233).  An organization’s 
stakeholders can further influence the organization’s image and reputation by secondary 
and tertiary communication (Gray & Balmer, 1998, p. 699). Secondary communication 
is a result of communication planned by an organization, for example, from marketing 
communication, advertising and sponsorship. Tertiary communication is regarded as 
communication made between stakeholders and in significant networks, such as word-
of-mouth and commentaries on media (Roper & Fill, 2012, p. 218).  

Organizations can furnish the perception of their values by managing the content, tone, 
and design of its corporate communication (Reilly & Hynan, 2014, p. 749). According 
to Gray and Balmer (1998, pp. 699-700) corporate communication involve branding of 
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an organization and/or its products; graphic design of an organization’s literature and 
signs; formal statements such as annual reports, advertising and slogans; employees’ 
behavior and interaction with stakeholders; media relations; and design of an 
organization’s facilities. Some researchers argue that there is a noticeable link between 
corporate communication and public relations, where “corporate communication is a 
more contemporary and sophisticated version of public relations” (Christensen & 
Cornelissen, 2011, p. 386). The similarities between the two lies in the type of 
information that is communicated, for example, to employees, investors, in media 
relations, as well as in crisis communication (Christensen & Cornelissen, 2011, p. 385).  

As already acknowledged, corporate communication is an overarching term of 
management communication, organizational communication, and marketing 
communication (Christensen & Cornelissen, 2011, p. 386; Roper & Fill, 2012, p. 216). 
Management communication regards to managers representing as well as negotiating 
with its internal and external stakeholders, and seek to convey the organization's 
identity. Internally, it is managed by the top management and aims to ensure that the 
employees achieve the corporate objectives (Roper & Fill, 2012, pp. 216-217). It also 
aims to enhance organizational membership among the employees to ensure 
commitment. With this type of communication employees are made aware of, for 
example, organizational change, financial results, organizational success, and feedback 
from their customers (Ng et al., 2006, pp. 476-477). External management 
communication, on the other hand, is managed by all managers facing the external 
environment, and is regarded to influence the stakeholders image.  

Organizational communication is regarded to public relations activities such as, investor 
relations, corporate social responsibility, corporate advertising and media relations, 
which typically are directed to corporate audiences (Roper & Fill, 2012, p. 217). Johan 
and Noor (2013, p. 1233) argue that organizations engage in activities like these to 
improve their reputation. Organizational communication is often managed by 
organizations’ departments for external affairs, but can also be outsourced to specialists 
(Roper & Fill, 2012, p. 217). Marketing communication on the other hand aims to 
inform, remind, convince (Keller, 2001, p. 823) and engage customers with the 
organization’s products and services as well as its brand by using media, messages and 
other tools of the marketing mix. That is to say, “advertising, sales promotion, direct 
marketing, personal selling and marketing public relations” (Roper & Fill, 2012, p. 
217). Customers are informed of the organization’s products and services, about whom 
it is aimed for, how it can be used and why; or about what the organization stands for 
(Keller, 2001, p. 823). Through marketing communication an organization tries to 
develop an attractive and desirable brand (Fombrun & van Riel, 1997, p. 7), and in 
competitive marketplace it allows the organization or brand to stand out (Johan & Noor, 
2013, p. 1232; Keller, 2001, p. 823). In recent years, the distinction between 
organizational communication and marketing communication has become rather vague 
(Roper & Fill, 2012, p. 216).  
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2.1.4 Operational Model for Managing Corporate Reputation and Image 

In the modern business world, the interest and need for organizations to strategically 
manage their corporate image and reputation has grown. This was acknowledged by 
Gray and Balmer (1998) who developed a framework of an operational process on 
image and reputation management, where the major components are corporate identity, 
corporate communication, corporate image and corporate reputation (Gray & Balmer, 
1998, p. 695). The framework, named the “operational model for managing corporate 
reputation and image”, illustrates the interrelationship between these components. It 
shows that an organization’s corporate image and reputation is affected and formed by 
the organization’s corporate identity through corporate communication (Gray & Balmer, 
1998, p. 695). The assertion made by Gray and Balmer (1998, p. 695) in regard to the 
interrelation of the components is strengthened by Roper and Fill (2012, pp. 36, 208), 
whom argue that corporate communication is the link between corporate identity, and 
corporate image and reputation. It is argued that if managed properly, the reputation 
might enable a competitive advantage (Abratt and Kleyn, 2012, p. 1049; Gray & 
Balmer, 1998, p. 695; Johan & Noor, 2013, p. 1233).  

For organizations to properly manage their corporate image and corporate reputation it 
is essential that they receive feedback to make valid decisions and to modify their 
external communication. The best case is if they are able to receive feedback 
continuously, which can be accomplished through the organizations’ internal 
stakeholders whom are interacting with the external stakeholders (Gray & Balmer, 
1998, pp. 700-701). It is argued that reputation is a collective feedback from previous 
interactions (Wang et al., 2011, p. 468). Furthermore, it is valuable for organizations to 
regularly analyze their corporate image and corporate reputation in a more formal 
manner. These studies can be conducted by the organizations themselves but are often 
performed by consultants (Gray & Balmer, 1998, p. 701). 

It is not solely the organization’s reputation management that affects an organization’s 
reputation, there are other exogenous factors that can have an impact on it (Gray & 
Balmer, 1998, p. 695). These are, for example,” control of critical resources, proprietary 
relationships and sheer luck” (Gray & Balmer, 1998, p. 701).  

This theoretical model will be used in this research to illustrate the theoretical point of 
departure of reputation management as this study seeks to investigate how corporate 
images and reputations are managed through corporate communication. It will also help 
guide the reader through the reputation management process.  

2.2 Social Media 

2.2.1 The Practice of Social Media 

The merge of social media most probably started in the end of the 60’s when the first 
ever social network ‘Open Diary’ was created (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010, p. 61). Over 
the years other sites were developed. The ideas that brought users together with the 
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technical development of internet made the concept more popular and lead to the 
development of larger social networking sites such as Facebook in 2004 (Kaplan & 
Haenlein, 2010, p. 61). Social media was initially created to encourage relationships 
between individuals. However, organizations have realized the potential to represent 
themselves to create a closer relationship with their stakeholders, one-on-one 
experiences similar to the interpersonal relationship between individuals (Harquail, 
2011, p. 245). It makes it possible for organisations to communicate with their 
stakeholders, interact and build relationships which may influence their reputation. 
Customers, in their turn, get to experience the authenticity of an organisation and also 
feel the safety of knowing who the organisation really is (Harquail, 2011, p. 245). 
Different social media platforms entail different features or combinations of a few. They 
can be utilized, for example, when sending and receiving information, when 
entertaining or educating people (Harquail, 2011, p. 250).   

Today, social media is a huge opportunity for companies who want to get close to 
customers and with that promoting revenues, reduce cost and be more efficient (Heller 
Baird & Parasnis, 2011, p. 30). With social media is possible to communicate to small 
audiences in a cost-efficient way that would not have been able to reach in traditional 
media (Gillin, 2007, p. 4); it allows organizations to communicate and build 
relationships with their customers in a different way (Wattanacharoensil & Schuckert, 
2015, p. 658). Traditional media primarily allowed for a one-way communication 
whereas social media allows for a direct two-way communication; a dialogue between 
organisations and their stakeholders. This means that organisations are more likely to 
respond to their stakeholders’ messages with tailored answers, and that there fewer 
automatically created replies are sent (Harquail, 2011, pp. 250-251). Gillin (2007, pp. 
183-184) explains that there are several underlying driving forces for the shift towards 
social media. The first factor is declining response rate; the ignorance of traditional 
marketing such as emails and banners has increased. The second factor is the 
technological development; tools from Web 2.0, growing costs of traditional media and 
an online population that is growing has made social media more popular. Hence, it is 
now easier to communicate with people on social media for less of a cost than it was for 
a few years ago. The third factor is the demographic shift: younger people are 
consuming more information through online platforms than through traditional media. 
The fourth factor is the customer preference; customers trust their friends more than 
they trust marketers for companies which has made the word-of-mouth significantly 
important in today’s marketing. The fifth factor is the low cost; viral marketing 
campaigns can contribute to a larger number of engaged customers than a campaign on 
television for a considerable lower cost (Gillin, 2007, pp. 183-184).  

2.2.2 The Honeycomb of Social Media 

Today social media is present in almost all aspects of our personal and business life and 
therefore it should be a factor for companies to integrate into their overall strategy 
(Kilgour et al., 2015, p. 327). Kietzmann et al. (2011, p. 241) agree with the importance 
of social media and state that it can have a large impact on both reputation and sales 
which are directly related to the success and survival of a company. Organizations who 
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understand how to manage social media and the value of it, and that actually use it often 
have an advantage (Kietzmann et al., 2011, p. 241-242). However, this area is often 
unexplored, mismanaged, or ignored by many organizations (Kietzmann et al., 2011, p. 
242), mainly due to lack of knowledge of how to use social media or of the many 
different forms it can take (Kaplan and Haenlein, 2010, p. 61). Kietzmann et al. (2011, 
p. 242) acknowledged this knowledge gap and developed the model called ‘the 
Honeycomb of social media’.   

The framework features seven building blocks of social media; identity, sharing, 
conversations, relationships, presence, groups and reputation. It explains the various 
functionalities as well as organizational implications for using social media (Kietzmann 
et al., 2011, pp. 242-250). These blocks can enhance managers understanding of social 
media, their audience and the importance of interaction. Each building block do not 
have to be present in every activity on social media (Kietzmann et al., 2011, pp. 
242-250).  

‘The Honeycomb of social media’ explains the meaning that each building block can 
have for an organization’s social media management in three ways (Kietzmann et al., 
2012, p. 109). First, it describes different sides of user’s experience of social media. 
Second, by looking at the framework through an analytical lens it permits managers to 
perform focused pre-studies of what the chosen community needs. The result can then 
be used to create a design suitable for a social media platform. However, this is most 
essential for companies that are creating their own social media platforms (Kietzmann 
et al., 2012, pp. 109-110). Since we aim to investigate how already existing platforms 
are managed this second way will not be further discussed. Third, the honeycomb can 
be used as a current base and a lens for supervising dynamic changes in the needs of the 
community versus the changes in the social media tools of the firm (Kietzmann et al., 
2012, p. 110).  

The seven building blocks of ‘the Honeycomb of social media’ will be further 
elaborated on in the following sections, explaining their functionalities and their 
organizational implications. 

Identity 
This functional block indicates to what extent users of social media platforms reveal 
about their true identities, or to what extent sites allow or need users to share their 
identities (Kietzmann et al., 2012, p. 110). Information about one’s identity can include 
name, age, sex, occupation, location and other information that show the user in a 
specific way. Many use their real names for their online identities, and some create 
nicknames for themselves (Kietzmann et al., 2011, pp. 243-244). Identity can also be 
connected to more subjective information such as conscious or unconscious ‘self-
disclosure’ expressed through feelings, thoughts or likes (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010, p. 
62). According to Helms et al. (2012, p. 4) the identity block is an indication of how 
much users can share with the public on their profiles. Many social media platforms are 
based on this functional block and require users to set up a profile. These platforms 
enable users to create and store their online social identities, and can then be followed 
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by other users (Kietzmann et al., 2011, pp. 243-244). As social media has become more 
popular the latest decades (Fuchs, 2014, p. 32) and the identity is the base in many 
social media platforms, some organizational implications have emerged when 
organizations are developing their social media strategies. A major implication is 
privacy because even though users share their information on platforms, many are still 
seriously concerned about how their information is handled by other parties. Although, 
in order to manage their privacy, users can reveal different amounts and sorts of 
information about their identities on different social media platforms (Kietzmann et al., 
2011, p. 244).  

When individuals are operating on social media platforms, they develop identity 
strategies, or work with self-promotion or self-branding. This is also important for 
organizations when operating on social media platforms (Kietzmann et al., 2011, p. 
244). As previously mentioned, when organizations are communicating their desired 
corporate identities to their various stakeholder groups to influence their corporate 
images they use visual or strategic cues (Chun, 2005, p. 97; Roper & Fill, 2012, p. 35). 
It can therefore be considered important for organizations to develop identity strategies 
for presenting themselves in the social media environment and for forming their 
corporate images. Furthermore, Kietzmann et al. (2011, p. 244) argue that it is important 
for organizations to engage in conversations with their communities.   

Sharing 
For companies, social media is not about straightforward advertising but about sharing, 
participation and collaboration (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010, p. 65). The sharing block 
represent the degree of which users share, exchange, spread and receive content. The 
term ‘social’ in social media implies the importance of tying people together. The ties 
between people are the result of shared objects and the sharing can often be the reason 
why people use the online platforms. Sharing at social media often create interaction 
between users, and depending on the objectives of the platform it can lead to dialogues 
and development of new relationships (Kietzmann et al., 2011, p. 245). 
   
Kietzmann et al. (2011, p. 245) argue that sharing is a way of interacting, although, 
companies that want to act on social media all have fundamental implications of the 
sharing building block. It is necessary for a company to ascertain the social factors that 
its users have in common and what could interest them. It is of great importance that the 
firm understands these objectives since it is what connects people (Kietzmann et al., 
2011, p. 245).  A big part of social media is sharing, and for a company to be able to 
adapt this they need to keep their content fresh and interesting (Kaplan & Haenlein, 
2010, p. 66). Sharing on social media platforms has become a tool for referring to news, 
hence, it has also become a factor for growing social, economic and political 
importance. This because users of social media can participate in large communities and 
frequently share content with the potential of a global reach (Lee & Ma, 2012, p. 331). 
 If shared objectives are to be effective they must include relevant content which can be, 
surprises that triggers the receiver to an emotional response, either positive or negative 
(Kaplan & Haenlein, 2011, p 257). When individuals are interacting with organizations 
on social media it allows them to share information from their interactions, hence, 
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entailing a more symmetrical communication. This type of sharing enable stakeholders 
to influence other stakeholders’ perceptions, thus, stakeholders possess power to easily 
impact organizations’ reputations. Furthermore, it is argued that organizations are 
unable to predict what will be shared, leaving them without much control (Harquail, 
2011, p. 253). 

According to Kietzmann et al. (2011, p. 245), another implication is to what extent the 
object ought to or should be shared. Here, the copyright laws come into the picture as 
well as the question of what content is viewed as unsuitable or offensive. To manage 
what is shared in social media many platforms have terms that users have to agree with 
to create a profile, and users can often report others if they feel like they are breaking 
the rules. Furthermore, many social platforms have hired employees working on 
managing the content of the social media (Kietzmann et al., 2011, p. 245). The 
functional objectives of social media are what decide if users want to communicate and 
build relationships (Kietzmann, 2011, p. 245). This lead us into the next building block. 
     
Conversations 
Before the existence of internet, reputations were managed through a one-way 
communication from companies to their customers (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010, p. 61). 
Today, however, social media has opened up for a new way of communicating and 
customers can now communicate with each other, sharing their experience of the brand 
with others (Floreddu et al., 2014, p. 739). The block of conversations concerns the 
degree to which users communicate with one another in social media environments. 
Numerous of social media platforms are formed mainly to promote conversations 
among its users which can include a wide variety of content from tweets and blog posts; 
expressing thoughts which are often gathering similar-minded (Kietzmann et al., 2011, 
p. 244). According to Floreddu et al. (2014, p. 739) the conversations between 
customers can threaten the reputation of an organisation if negative information is 
spread. Implications occur for companies who seek to trace the conversations about 
them in social media because numerous of complex conversations often take place and 
are rapidly spreading on the platforms. Therefore, it can be difficult for companies to 
follow and control what is said about them (Kietzmann et al., 2011, p. 244).  

Companies want to engage with loyal customers, influence others, spread information 
and learn from and about customers. Even if customers do not engage directly they 
might do so by reading comments made by others (Tsimonis & Dimitriadis, 2014, p. 
330). For customers to engage with a company they need to have an underlying reason 
to do so. Companies can encourage engagement by listening to what their customers 
interest are, what they want to hear or talk about, what they value, and then use this 
information when creating material to post on social media platforms (Kaplan & 
Haenlein, 2010, p. 66).  

For this block a fundamental implication is firms manipulating conversations. 
Companies can create campaigns or activities in socially acclaimed topics to get people 
to talk and spread the word about them. If a company acts on a relevant topic in the 
right moment they can ride on positive conversations spreading viral (Kietzmann et al., 
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2011, p. 245). According to Tsimonis & Dimitriadis (2014, p. 331) it has been proved 
that a viral campaign creates many more engaged customers to a lower cost than a 
traditional campaign on television does. Kaplan & Haenlein (2011, p. 262) agree with 
this and state that social media offers a fantastic potential for a low cost.  

Trainor et al. (2014, p. 1203) argue that technologies facilitating and capturing 
dialogues between organizations and their customers, as well as between customers, is 
regarded as conversations. From the use of social media companies expect benefits and 
one of the most important is the engagement from customers (Tsimonis & Dimitriadis, 
2014, p. 337). Tsimonis & Dimitriadis (2014, p. 339) also state that companies should 
promote likers and commentators to be active on their page as it will contribute with 
more likes and comments. Kaplan & Haenlein (2010, p. 67) state that social media 
enables companies to communicate with their customers at a rather low cost and that 
social media therefore is suitable for companies of all sizes and forms. In social media 
the integration is one of the most important factors between a company and its 
customers (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010, p. 65). At social media platforms customers most 
often do not hesitate to express their thoughts and feelings about the brand. When 
companies receive messages or can read post about themselves on social media it allows 
them to instantly respond (Tsimonis & Dimitriadis, 2014, p. 337).  

Relationships 
Relationships is the set of technologies that authorize for customers and companies to 
build networks among each other’s (Trainor et al., 2014, p. 1203; Kietzmann et al., 
2011, p. 246). If more than two users are associated with each other they may engage in 
conversations, share objects with each other or “list each other as a friend or 
fan” (Kietzmann et al., 2011, p. 246). According to Floreddu et al., (2014, p. 739): 
”customers build online relationships with firms that have a favorable reputation”. 
Social media encourages active relationships between companies and customers 
(Floreddu et al., 2014, p. 740). What information users of social media share depend on 
how they are related to others. Some platforms are focused on supporting and 
maintaining their users’ already existing relationships, such as Skype; while others aim 
for their users to develop new relationships in formal and structured ways, for example 
LinkedIn; or informally and unstructured, for example blogs. There are also platforms 
that do not foster relationships, such as Twitter and YouTube. It is argued that social 
media platforms that do not appraise identity do not appraise relationships neither 
(Kietzmann et al., 2011, p. 246).  

The interaction and dialogue between companies and their customers often lead to 
establishing relationships (Harquail, 2011, p. 245; Tsimonis & Dimitriadis, 2014, p. 
339). With the help of users, social media platforms can act as a tool for companies to 
generate new ideas and identify problems (Tsimonis & Dimitriadis, 2014, p. 339). 
Companies may use relationships established in social media to generate more 
trustworthy messages and to portray themselves as more authentic. This in turn 
contributes to developing their reputations (Harquail, 2011, p. 245). 
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The connections between users of a social media are often determined by what way 
information that is interchanged (Kietzmann et al., 2011, p. 246). One requirement for 
organizations who want to develop relationships with their customers is that they have 
to be active and take the lead (Kaplan & Haenlein 2010, p. 66). Customer relationship 
management (CRM) have previously, in the fields of marketing and management, 
allowed organizations to better understand their customers’ needs and develop valuable 
relationships with them (Mastorakis et al., 2015, p. 33; Malthouse et al., 2013, p. 270). 
Although, as social media has evolved, organizations are no longer able to control the 
relationships with their customers (Malthouse et al, 2013, p. 270; Heller Baird & 
Parasnis, 2011, p. 30). Instead it is important for organizations to adapt to the new social 
environment, where customers are able to influence each other, and shift strategy to 
social customer relationship management (SCRM), by incorporating valuable 
conversations with their customers and having a collaborative approach (Heller Baird & 
Parasnis, 2011, p. 30; Trainor et. al., 2014, pp. 1201-1202). 

Social media platforms have been acknowledged as potentially being the medium that 
form the most powerful relationships (Tsimonis & Dimitriadis 2014, p. 339). 
Companies who want to communicate with their customers to create relationships must 
understand the underlying factors of creating and maintaining relationships. An 
implication of this block is related to users being connected to many types of 
relationships through social media instead of only one as they previously were. An 
influential user often has a compact and large briefcase of relationships (Kietzmann et 
al., 2011, p. 246). It is argued that outcomes like customer satisfaction, commitment, 
trust and loyalty resulting from relationships are positively correlating with “customer 
engagement” (Tsimonis & Dimitriadis, 2014, p. 339).    

Presence       
The building block of presence represents to what degree users are aware of the 
availability of other users; where they are in the virtual world or the real world or both 
(Kietzmann et al., 2011, p. 245). On social media platforms the users can often choose if 
they want to show that they are available or not, hence, users can often check in and/or 
show their geographical location in the real world on the virtual social media platform 
(Kietzmann et al., 2011, p. 245). 

In this block, the fundamental implication is that companies need to be aware and pay 
attention to the relative significance of the users’ locations and availability. If users want 
to interact in real time rather than in a virtual reality the platforms should allow their 
users to show their presence or a status to connect them with one another (Kietzmann et 
al., 2011, p. 245). Kaplan and Haenlein (2010, p. 61) state that a high presence on social 
media lead to a large extent of influence power on others behavior. Hence, it is 
important for companies to understand and be observant of user’s availability and 
activity, especially since it is possible to affect the communication between them 
(Kietzmann et al., 2011, pp. 245-246). Earlier we have mentioned the importance for a 
company to be perceived as authentic. To be able to create authentic communication the 
company has to be present. Furthermore, the presence is experienced as online 
‘humanness’ and plays a great part if the communications between customers and the 
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company is to be perceived as authentic. By being present a company can understand 
and get closer to its customers and adjust its content if it is not perceived well (Harquail, 
2011, p. 246). A company’s presence on social media will give them great advantages. A 
good reason and indication that a company should be present on social media is the 
presence of its competitors (Tsimonis & Dimitriadis, 2014, p. 334). If a company’s 
target audience consist of young people it is likely that the company is already present 
on social media (Tsimonis & Dimitriadis, 2014, p. 337). 

Reputation 
The block of reputation emphasizes the extent that users can determine the standing of 
other users and themselves in a social media environment (Kietzmann et al., 2011, p. 
247). Usually reputation is about trust, which is of great importance, but can also have 
different meanings on platforms. In social media platforms the reputation does not only 
refer to the people behind the post but also to the content posted (Kietzmann et al., 
2011, p. 247).   

This building block has considerable important implications for companies that are 
trying to effectively engage on social media. Companies can measure their reputations 
in different ways depending on what content that is shared and what social media 
platform they are using. It can be measured by counting ’likes of their posts, how many 
views their posts receive or the amount of followers. Companies bearing the reputation 
in mind when choosing how and why to engage on social media may experience 
positive effects on their reputation (Kietzmann et al., 2011, p. 247). Furthermore, 
Dijkmans et al. (2014, p. 59) argue that one of the main reasons why companies choose 
to be active online is because of the positive effects on their corporate reputation. For an 
organisation engaging with different stakeholders online, the reputation management is 
a process of positioning, measuring, monitoring, listening and talking. Managing the 
reputation online includes engaging with people online, creating content that can be 
shared, monitoring what customers are saying, addressing negative comments, and 
generate ideas that are gained through social media (Dijkmans et al., 2014, p. 59). As 
previously mentioned, Gillin (2007, p. 184) states that the use and viral campaigns can 
establish a large number of engaged customers. When customers are engaged and 
supporting a brand they can help the company to build a long-term reputation and 
acknowledgement of the brand (van Doorn et al., 2010, p. 259).  

In traditional marketing wisdom it has long been said that a customer that is not 
satisfied tells ten other people about this. However, nowadays social media offers tools 
that can help the dissatisfied customer to reach up to 10 million people (Gillin, 2007, p. 
4). The use of social media has given customers the possibility to communicate and 
engage with each other and display their thoughts about a company, which can 
potentially threaten a company's reputation (Floreddu et al., 2014, p. 739). Social media 
permeates almost every aspect of our personal and business lives and is therefore of 
great importance to integrate into a company's overall strategy. If organisations can 
manage to get their customers to spread their message for them the message is likely to 
be perceived as more trustworthy and non-commercial than if the information is posted 
by the organisations themselves. If an organisation handles social media in the right 
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way, providing a co-operative form of interaction and dispersion to a large sum of users, 
they have the chance of changing the organisation’s message to be perceived as a social 
source rather than being commercial (Kilgour et al., 2015, pp. 327-334).  

Groups 
The building block of groups interprets the degree that users of social media platforms 
can establish groups and communities which is commonly used in social media settings 
(Kietzmann et al., 2011, p. 247). Companies that aim to create their own social media 
platform can benefit from giving their user the possibility of creating their own groups 
since groups commonly enable a broader customer reach (Kietzmann et al., 2011, p. 
247). There are mainly two types of groups, the first one is a group that is self-created. 
This group is created by a user who choose among other users or friends whom are to be 
members of the new group. The second classification of groups can belong to certain 
businesses and have an open, exclusive or secret membership (Kietzmann et al., 2011, 
p. 247). Groups are argued to represent “the set of technologies that support the 
development of online user communities centered on specific topics, brands, or 
products” (Trainor et. al., 2014, p. 1203). 

Solomon et al. (2013, p. 405) talk about group cohesiveness; to what extent members of 
a group value the membership and are drawn to each other. If a member values a group 
highly there is a good chance that his or her decisions when consuming will be 
influenced by the group. Kietzmann et al. (2011, p. 247) state that companies can 
benefit from learning and understanding about groups and how to engage with them. 
This is also strengthened by Kilgour et al. (2015, p. 335) whom argue that it is vital for 
companies to understand various groups and how the users interact and influence each 
other on social media. An organization with good knowledge may be able to adapt its 
content and be more effective (Kilgour et al., 2015, p. 335).  

As mentioned, this research solely focuses on the management of social media, not the 
creation of new platforms or forums for discussion. Because there is no evident 
information that real estate agencies build their own social platforms or that they create 
forums for discussion in social media where they target specific groups. In regards to 
the research context we argue that this block is not of relevance for our study and it will 
therefore not be further discussed in our thesis.  

2.3 Research Framework  

The previous sections in this chapter have presented theories within reputation 
management and organizations’ management of social media. Figure 1 illustrates how 
the theories are related to each other and how they contribute to answering the research 
question and to fulfilling the purpose of this study. The framework allows us to examine 
how real estate agencies think that their actions on social media affect their reputation. 

As the study aims to examine how real estate agencies manage their external corporate 
communication in social media in order to manage the corporate image and reputation 
we believe that these theories are a solid foundation. The ‘Operational model for 
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managing corporate reputation and image’ (Gray & Balmer, 1998) acts as the theoretical 
point of departure for how organizations manage their corporate reputation. An 
organization’s identity, mainly their desired corporate identity, is seen as a base for how 
the organization communicates with its stakeholders. In order to affect their corporate 
reputation organizations have to manage the corporate image as it is the stakeholders’ 
perceptions of the organization (Gray & Balmer, 1998, pp. 697-698). Which is 
commonly achieved through corporate communication and by receiving feedback from 
their stakeholders in various ways (Gray & Balmer, 1998, pp. 699-701). Corporate 
communication entails three types of communication; managerial, organizational and 
marketing communications (Christensen & Cornelissen, 2011, p. 386). When examining 
what real estate agencies chose to communicate these are used as a basis to form an 
understanding.  

We have seen a growing use of social media and today organizations are increasingly 
using social media as a communication tool as it is enabling a two-way communication 
(Harquail, 2011, pp. 250-251). We have therefore chosen to integrate it into our study of 
how real estate agencies manage their corporate reputation with corporate 
communication. By integrating social media in the reputation management it allows 
organizations an additional channel of receiving feedback. Furthermore, customers not 
only give feedback to the organization in question but also to other stakeholders (Gillin, 
2007, pp. 183-184). The framework of ‘the Honeycomb of social media’ (Kietzmann et 
al., 2011) will be used to form an understanding of how real estate agencies reason and 
manage their corporate reputation through social media. We will examine how they 
consider the different building blocks; identity, sharing, conversations, relationships, 
presence and reputation. Depending on which social media platform the real estate 
agencies are active on the different building blocks can have various significant 
meaning and importance for the success on that specific platform (Kietzmann et al., 
2011, pp. 242-250).  

As properties are considered to be the most important capital asset people own, the 
ways in which real estate agencies behave and communicate are essential (Lundström, 
2011, p. 433). When a property is sold the seller tend to talk to others about the selling 
process and the realtor or the agency. As an external stakeholder he or she also affects 
the agency’s reputation by telling others about things that has been experienced as good 
or not so good (Lundström, 2011, p. 434). Six years ago Lundström (2011, p. 434) 
argued that the real estate industry will depend on various communication- and 
information-techniques in the future and that brand building will be essential. Although, 
the focus in this research is not on branding, it can be assumed that the development of 
communication- and information-techniques has commenced since then. For example, 
as social media is argued to have great potential for organizations’ communication with 
their customers today (Heller Baird & Parasnis, 2011, p. 30). Therefore, the theoretical 
foundation of this research is considered valuable and enabling the examination of how 
real estate agencies work with external corporate communication in social media to 
manage their corporate image and reputation.  
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Figure 1. Conceptual Model of Reputation Management in Social Media. 
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3. Scientific Methodology 
______________________________________________________________________ 

This chapter lays the foundation for the theoretical framework and the practical 
methodology. It begins with a presentation of our pre-understandings related to this 
research. A discussion follows with our philosophical considerations and assumptions. 
Subsequently, our research approach, research strategy and design are discussed. Then, 
the choice of literature sources in this research are explained and scrutinized. Finally, 
our ethical considerations for this study is presented.  
______________________________________________________________________ 

3.1 Pre-understandings 

When conducting qualitative research, researchers have to be aware of their pre-
understandings; their previous knowledge and experience of the research subject, 
because they can possibly bias the result (Bryman & Bell, 2011, p. 414). We consider it 
important that we are aware of any potential personal bias that might affect our study, so 
that we can try to reduce the impact of these.  

Prior this research, none of us researchers have been working for any of the agencies 
that are involved in the study. In fact, we have not been working at or with a real estate 
agency prior this research. Although, one of us has owned an apartment, thus, been in 
contact with a real estate agency both when buying and selling the apartment. Hence, 
our only experience and knowledge of the research context are from being potential or 
actual customers, not from the managerial point of view that we are investigating. 
Therefore, we do not consider our pre-understandings within the research context to 
impact our research.  

Moreover, both of us have completed graduate courses in business administration. On a 
postgraduate level, one of us has completed courses in management and the other in 
marketing. The interest in the research topic, how corporate communication is managed 
in social media to affect the reputation, has developed from our academic and personal 
experiences. The managerial perspective of this research has evolved mainly from our 
academic experiences. The topic of social media has evolved from both our academic 
and personal experiences, as both are frequent users of social media and one of us has 
completed an academic course about social media. Thus, we are aware of how social 
media works mainly for individuals and one of us has a bit academic experience of 
organizational implications in social media. Both of us have the preconception that 
social media is a growing tool that should be of concern for organizations as well as it is 
for individuals. To summarize, we consider our previous experience with the research 
subject to be relatively limited. According to Bryman & Bell (2011, p. 30) no research is 
value free, although, one can ensure that one’s pre-understandings do not bias the 
research process by being self-reflective. Therefore, we are trying to constantly be 
aware of our pre-understandings and be self-reflective to avoid any impact on the 
reliability and validity of our study.  
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3.2 Ontological Assumptions 

Ontology is a philosophical view that concern the nature of social reality and how it is 
perceived (Bryman & Bell, 2011, p. 30; Saunders et al., 2009, p. 110; Wahyuni, 2012, p. 
69). It concerns how researchers look upon reality of social phenomena and how 
different phenomena are studied. There exist two ontological assumptions of how reality 
should be considered; objectivism and constructionism (Bryman & Bell, 2011, p. 20).  

Objectivism entails a view of reality considering social actors as external to social 
phenomena (Wahyuni, 2012, p 69; Saunders et al., 2009, p. 110), meaning that social 
phenomena have an existence independent of social actors (Bryman & Bell, 2011, p. 
21). It is argued that objectivists entail a structural view and tend to generalize research 
findings to a broader context (Saunders et al., 2009, p. 110). Constructionists, on the 
other side, hold a view of reality as being subjective (Wahyuni, 2012, p. 70) and that 
social phenomena are not only constructed through single interactions but that they are 
continuously being shaped and reshaped, thus, being strongly related to each other 
(Bryman & Bell, 2011, pp. 21-22). In order to understand social actions, it is suggested 
that researchers examine the social actors subjective meaning behind their actions 
(Saunders et al., 2009, p. 111).  

As we are studying reputation management through the use of social media, we are 
viewing reputation as being constructed by the perceptions, experiences and actions of 
organizations and of their stakeholders. We consider drivers impacting stakeholders’ 
perceptions of organizations as being constructed by social actors. Furthermore, we 
consider them as being unable of existing independently, thus, we consider the reality of 
social phenomena as being constructed by social actors. Therefore, we hold a 
constructionist view of reality. In accordance with Saunders et al. (2009, p. 111) we 
consider individuals to be interpreting situations differently as they are considered to 
view the world in different ways. We consider real estate agencies as interpreting the 
world in various ways; holding different views of it and we therefore seek to understand 
the subjective meaning behind their actions. Furthermore, we believe that different 
organizational behaviors affect stakeholders in various ways.  

3.3 Epistemological Assumptions 

Epistemology is concerned with the view of knowledge; what is, or ought to be, 
regarded as acceptable knowledge (Saunders et al., 2009, p. 112; Wahyuni, 2012, p. 70; 
Bryman & Bell, 2011, p. 15). Epistemology regards to beliefs on how valid knowledge 
should be achieved, understood, and adopted (Wahyuni, 2012, p. 69). According to 
Bryman and Bell (2011, p. 17) there are two common paradigms that are contrary to 
each other; positivism and interpretivism. 

In light of positivism it is believed that observations of a problem, made by various 
researchers adopting similar strategies, will result in similar findings (Wahyuni, 2012, p. 
71). Positivism advocates that research should be conducted in a value-free way 
(Bryman & Bell, 2011, p. 15; Saunders et al., 2009, p. 114), meaning that it should be 
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conducted as far as possible without letting feelings impact the research. For example, 
when conducting interviews, the interviewer’s feelings will impact the research in 
various ways; in how questions are asked and how answers are interpreted (Saunders et 
al., 2009, p. 114). The positivist approach is commonly used in natural science research, 
but some researchers argue that the approach may also be appropriate when studying 
social phenomena (Bryman & Bell, 2011, p. 16). The approach advocates derivation of 
hypotheses and theory testing (Saunders et al., 2009, p. 113; Wahyuni, 2012, p. 71), and 
allows for the findings to be generalizable across various settings (Wahyuni, 2012, p. 
71). As this paradigm is independent of human factors, we do not consider it in line with 
the purpose of this study. We argue that our values may possibly affect the research and 
as we are studying the social phenomena of reputation and people's perceptions of 
organizations, we see reality as dependent on human factors.  

Our view of knowledge is in line with how the interpretivist paradigm considers reality 
of knowledge; seeking an understanding of human behaviors (Saunders et al., 2009, p. 
116; Wahyuni, 2012, p. 71). Interpretivism is a contrasting paradigm to positivism 
(Bryman & Bell, 2011, p. 16). Interpretivists acknowledge that humans have different 
backgrounds and thus are acquiring different experiences and assumptions of social 
reality, and that they together are forming the broader social reality continuously. 
Furthermore, as human experiences and assumptions are subjective it is argued that 
social reality can change and that it can be perceived in various ways (Bryman & Bell, 
2011, p. 17; Wahyuni, 2012, p. 71). Interpretivists are mainly involved in social science 
in attempts to understand actions and to find explanations of the actions and the effects 
of them (Bryman & Bell, 2011, p. 16). Moreover, it is argued that business contexts are 
complex and unique situations that are not possible to be measured and theorized by 
scientific laws (Saunders et al., 2009, p. 116). In this study, we consider knowledge of 
reality as evolving from human understanding and experience. We understand 
communication as being dependent on human experiences and assumptions, rather than 
being derived from scientific methods and being objectively measured. Therefore, we 
seek to find an explanation of how real estate agencies manage their reputations through 
communication in social media.  

3.4 Research Approach 

Depending on the research process, there are three different approaches a study can 
have; deductive, inductive or abductive (Patel & Davidson, 2011, p. 23; Saunders et al., 
2012, pp. 143-144). The choice of research approach is important when deciding about 
the study’s research design (Saunders et al., 2009, p. 126). A deductive research 
approach refers to the deduction of hypotheses based on previous knowledge and theory 
of the subject (Bryman & Bell, 2011, p. 11). It implies testing theories, often the 
relationships between several variables, which allows for an examination of the findings 
to confirm the theory or suggest modifications of it (Saunders et al., 2009, pp. 124-125). 
We have based our research on already existing theory, constituting our theoretical 
framework, which aims to guide our empirical data collection. In the beginning of the 
research process we first reviewed literature and findings from previous research and 
then developed our research framework. We developed a research question which we 
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aim to answer after analyzing our empirical findings. In consideration of our research 
process and because of the results we aim to achieve, our research convincingly adheres 
to a deductive research approach. 

An inductive research approach, on the others side, entails that theory is developed from 
observations and examinations of research findings (Bryman & Bell, 2011, p. 13). 
When conducting research inductively it is recognized that researchers are discovering 
new things (Patel & Davidson, 2011, p. 23). Due to our limited prior experience of 
conducting qualitative research, we did not consider the time frame for this research to 
be enough for us to first study our sample population and examine the findings and then 
develop new theory. Nor do we deem our prior experience sufficient to develop new 
theory, therefore we regard a sound theoretical framework important as a basis for the 
data collection. An abductive research approach is considered to be a combination of 
induction and deduction (Patel & Davidson, 2011, p. 23). Researchers first examine 
specific phenomena before forming a hypothesis, like an inductive approach (Patel & 
Davidson, 2011, p. 23). In the next step, instead of collecting data, they may rely on 
theories to further explain the phenomena (Saunders et al., 2012, p. 147) and test the 
hypothesis or theories on a new case to develop it, like a deductive approach (Patel & 
Davidson, 2011, p. 23). With our research question and purpose in mind, we do not 
consider the abductive research approach suitable for our research. Again, because we 
consider a solid theoretical background of importance prior collecting empirical data. In 
relation with our research approach, next section will discuss the research strategies 
considered for this study.  

3.5 Research Strategy 

When conducting research, it is important to determine which strategy to use; which 
strategy that is most suitable in order to fulfill the purpose of the research. The two 
strategies that are widely used in business research are quantitative and qualitative 
strategies. Quantitative research has an emphasis on measurement (Bryman & Bell, 
2011, p. 26) and is used to examine the relationships between different variables 
(Saunders et al., 2009, p. 140). We argue that, in this study, an examination of the 
relationship between variables would prevent us from examining how real estate 
agencies use social media when managing their corporate image and reputation. We do 
not consider the strategy to be suitable for our constructivist view of reality, nor do we 
consider it in line with our interpretivist view of knowledge. Moreover, we do not seek 
to measure the studied phenomena in any way. Therefore, we argue that a quantitative 
strategy is not appropriate in order to fulfill the purpose of this research.  

Qualitative research, on the other side, does not involve measurements, instead it is 
emphasizing words (Bryman & Bell, 2011, p. 26; Saunders et al., 2009, p. 482) and 
aiming to gain a deeper understanding of what is being studied (Bryman & Bell, 2011, 
p. 412). Qualitative research is often associated with interpretivism, as it seeks to 
explore how actors perceive and influence the social world (Saunders, et al., 2012, p. 
163; Wahyuni, 2012, p. 71). We argue that a qualitative strategy will enable us to gain 
sufficient in-depth information that facilitate our understanding of the research topic, 
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thus, allowing us to answer our research question and fulfill the purpose of our study. 
Furthermore, qualitative strategy views social reality as constantly evolving from 
individuals’ actions (Bryman & Bell, 2011, p. 27), and concentrate on the actions' 
meaning (Bryman & Bell, 2011, p. 412). In regard to our constructionist ontological 
standpoint and our interpretivist epistemological assumption, we argue that in order to 
understand the underlying strategies of the agencies reputation management in social 
media we need to understand the human thought and social reality behind the 
communication strategies.  

3.6 Research Design  

Depending on how a research question is designed it will address various purposes 
(Saunders et al., 2009, p. 138), and it will suggest research designs of various natures 
(Hair et al., 2003, p. 57). Research design is a plan for directing the research through the 
process of data collection, analysis and interpretation of findings (Krishnaswami & 
Satyaprasad, 2010, p. 40) and it can be of either exploratory, descriptive or explanatory 
nature (Saunders et al., 2009, pp. 138-139). When conducting research within a subject 
that is previously unexplored the research will have an exploratory design (Hair et al., 
2003, p. 57). The design is useful when aiming to develop an understanding of 
phenomena. Although, it might as well end with the research not being sufficient to 
pursue with (Saunders et al., 2009, p. 139). As the theories of our research previously 
have been prominently researched separately, we do not seek to explore the phenomena 
further, thus, our research is not of exploratory nature.  

According to Bryman and Bell (2011, p. 403) qualitative researchers are often 
concerned with descriptive and explanatory nature of their studies. We consider these to 
be more in line with our study. Research with a descriptive nature often aims to describe 
phenomena; situations, events or persons (Bryman & Bell, 2011, p. 403). Saunders et al. 
(2009, p. 140) explain that descriptive research can be considered as a part of 
explanatory research or being used to develop it. Moreover, prior the data collection it is 
important to have an apparent impression of the phenomena to study (Saunders et al., 
2009, p. 140). As our research aims to explain how real estate agencies manage their 
reputation, a descriptive design will not generate enough sufficient information for us to 
answer our research question. An explanatory research design, on the other side, is used 
in studies examining phenomena in order to explain how they are associated with each 
other (Saunders et al., 2009, p. 140). We argue that an explanatory research design will 
allow us to facilitate our understanding of the how real estate agencies’ reputation 
management is accomplished by corporate communication in social media. Therefore, 
to best enable us to examine our research subject, our study will adhere to an 
explanatory nature.  

3.7 Literature Search  

There are various different databases that allow retirement of secondary data such as 
electronic scientific articles. Umeå University granted us the access to a number of 
databases, and the most frequently used for this research are: Scopus, EBSCO (Business 
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Source Premier), EBSCO (Academic Search Elite), and Google Scholar. Furthermore, 
Umeå University’s library granted us access to research-based books and relevant 
scientific journals. 

There are many high quality books that describe the research process in depth, thus, we 
have mainly based our methodological chapter on such books to gain a broader 
understanding of different methodological choices. The theoretical chapter is mainly 
based on scientific articles and research-based books within the research subject. In the 
introduction a few non-academic sources have been used to explain certain contexts of 
the problem background. We have used articles that are published in marketing or 
management journals to the best extent as we are conducting our research within these 
fields. Although, some of the articles that we used are published in other journals, 
however, the content has been carefully considered and deemed to be relevant for our 
research. To a great extent we have examined the reference lists in the read articles to be 
able to find inspirational and relevant material.  

When searching for articles we mainly focused on the following keywords, alone or in 
various combinations with each other: corporate reputation, reputation, corporate 
identity, corporate image, corporate communication, communication, marketing, social 
media, honeycomb, real estate, Web 2.0, and engage customers. When searching for 
literature we have mainly been using the English language, since it is the language used 
in the majority of research journals published in our research fields. Our education has 
allowed us the experience of using literature and attending lectures in English. 
Furthermore, we have both been studying abroad having to use our English skills. We 
therefore consider our skills sufficient and favorable for understanding our literature 
sources.  

In the initial phase of this research process we had many different ideas for our 
research. To get more familiar with the subjects we started to do some research which 
resulted in more specific topics, such as our chosen one of corporate reputation 
management. Furthermore, as we are marketing and management students, our 
objective with this study was to include both fields, thus, we chose to write our thesis 
with a managerial perspective on marketing.  

3.8 Source Criticism  

Ejvegård (2003, pp. 62-64) states that to make sure that the sources are reliable there are 
four criteria to take into consideration: authenticity, contemporaneity, freshness and 
independence.  

Authenticity  
Ejvegård (2003, p. 63) states that authenticity is about the sources not being 
counterfeited. Bryman and Bell (2011, p. 32) argue that peer reviewed articles has a 
great credibility. When writing this thesis, we have been using articles that are published 
in academic journals. Articles that have been published in academic journals are most 
often peer reviewed, meaning that before they are published, the articles have been 
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thoroughly reviewed by other researchers that are experts in the field and evaluate the 
scientific quality of the articles (Umeå Universitetsbibliotek, 2017). We have tried to 
use articles that are from prominent journals to make our study credible.  

As earlier mentioned in some rare cases we have been using non-academically sources. 
These sources are mainly used in the introduction to form an understanding about the 
real estate industry. We consider the sources as trustworthy because we found more than 
one source implying the same facts. As social media is a rather new phenomenon not all 
aspects have been covered by academic journals and the non-academic sources were 
important for explaining the present state of the phenomenon.  

When writing about ‘the Honeycomb of social media’ we have partly based our 
information on an article from Kietzmann et al. published in 2011. This article is the 
initial source of ‘the Honeycomb of social media’. A year later, in 2012, Kietzmann 
wrote another article in the same subject with four other authors. Many more recent 
articles also refer back to Kietzmann et al. from 2011, an example of this is Reilly and 
Hynan whom wrote about it in their article published in 2014. With this taken into 
consideration we believe that the article is reliable and the framework of ‘the 
Honeycomb of Social Media’ applicable for our study. 

Contemporaneity 
Contemporaneity is about avoiding the risk of information getting distorted or forgotten 
to be mentioned (Ejvegård, 2003, p. 64). To describe and publish information in close 
connection to the actual event allows the writer to remember exactly what happened 
compared to if it unfolded a long time ago. Hence, it minimizes the risk of distorting the 
occurrence. Therefore, material that are written close in time to an event are often more 
relevant than a sources that has a great gap in between the event and the actual written 
description of it (Ejvegård, 2003, p. 64). Through our study we have had this in mind 
and have been trying to find material that matches this criterion. Since social media is a 
rather new phenomenon we have been trying to use information mainly from the 2000’s 
and onwards.  

When describing corporate communication and corporate reputation, the seminal work 
and articles by van Riel & Fombrun (1997) and Fombrun (1996) has partly been used. 
These are the oldest sources of information that have been used in the theoretical 
framework, although, they were written around the same time that the interest for these 
subjects started to grow. Hence, it is in line with the criterion of contemporaneity.  

Freshness 
Ejvegård (2003, p. 64) argues that in most cases it is better to use a source that is newer 
since it is contains more facts and more recent discovery. As earlier mentioned, we have 
been trying to use sources that are new and updated. When it comes to social media it is 
a rather new phenomenon, hence, the development and changes are happening fast and 
we have therefore valued this criterion highly when it comes to information touching 
upon this specific subject. Several other subjects that this thesis is covering are 
phenomena that have existed for a longer time and have not had a rapid development as 
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social media. Hence, this opens up for the use of older sources in these subjects. To 
make our study credible we have utilized several sources to get different inputs and to 
strengthen the information.  

Independence 
Researchers should attempt to use sources that are independent and only use primary 
sources to the extent that the risk of error and distorting information is minimized 
(Ejvegård, 2003, p. 63). In our thesis it has been important for us to try to use primary 
sources. Many of the articles that we have been using have referred to other authors in 
their turn. Hence, in many cases we have used the reference list to find the work of 
other relevant authors so that our thesis would be based on the primary sources. The 
primary sources were used to access relevant theories in the areas of reputation 
management and social media. Scientific and peer-reviewed articles together with 
research-based books have been used when developing the theoretical framework of this 
study. Furthermore, statistical publications and news articles were used to enhance the 
understanding of the real estate industry.  

3.9 Ethical Considerations  

When ethics is put in context to research it refers to the researchers’ legitimate behavior 
acting as a guide in relation to the rights of the participants in the research or those 
affected (Saunders et al., 2012, p. 226). In the research process it is essential that the 
researchers are conscious about the ethical principles that could have an influential 
effect on the study (Bryman & Bell, 2011, p. 128). The existence of ethical codes help 
researchers avoid default, poor practice or harm (Saunders et al., 2012, p. 230).   
  
There are different ethical principles for researchers to take into consideration (Saunders 
et al., 2012, p. 231). To start with it is good to underline the importance of the 
participating individuals’ contribution but more important the purpose of the study must 
be clarified (Patel & Davidson, 2003, p. 70). Saunders et al. (2012, p. 231) agree with 
this and state that one principle is that the researcher should inform and provide 
sufficient information to the participants of the study so that they, without any pressure, 
can make a decision to participate in the study or not. Bell and Waters (2016, p. 190) 
also state that the respondent should be able to deny participation in the study. Hence, 
the participants should know that their contribution to the study is voluntary and that 
they have the right to withdraw from the study at any time (Bryman, 2011, p. 131) 
and the respondent do not have to answer a question if they feel uncomfortable or it is 
of inconvenience for them (Bell & Waters, 2016, p. 61).  

With this research we have considered the ethical principles throughout the different 
stages of the thesis. We asked the potential participants if they wanted to take part in the 
research weeks before the interviews were to be conducted. The purpose of the study 
and the execution were explained in the initial contact so that the potential participants 
had information to base their decision of whether to participate. We also explained why 
they were chosen to partake in our study, we explained that their contribution would 
mean a lot to us but maintained that the participating was completely voluntary. At the 
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beginning of the interviews we explained that they could stop at any time if they wanted 
to; if there was something that was unclear, if there were any questions they did not 
want to answer, or to ask us questions. All participants were asked for permission to 
record their respective interview to make the transcription easier. It was explained that 
the audio recording and the transcription was only for the researchers use. 

Furthermore, researchers must collect accurate primary and secondary data, and then 
draw conclusion without falsify or consciously target collected information (Saunders et 
al., 2012, p. 232).  Saunders et al. (2012, p. 231) argue that the integrity and objectivity 
of researchers has much to do with the quality of the study and are therefore crucial 
ethical principles. This means that researchers should act openly, speak truthfully, and 
encourage accuracy. They should avoid manipulation, false reputation, devious 
behavior, inconsiderate commitment and distinguish promises (Saunders et al. 2012, p. 
231). In our research we have been open and honest with the participants, not hiding 
anything; we have always been truthful with the participants. When conducting the 
interviews, we have been cautious to not lead or shape the discussion in ways that 
would be deceptive to the research. 

A researcher carries the responsibility of minimizing the risk of harming the participants 
(Bryman & Bell, 2011, p. 128). To embarrass, stress, bring discomfort or pain to any of 
the participants or creating a conflict is regarded as bringing harm to participants and 
must be avoided at all time (Saunders et al., 2012, p. 231; Bryman & Bell, 2011, p. 
128). This ethical consideration can be violated if researchers aggrieve the anonymity, 
confidentiality avowal and pressure their participants causing them to feel anxious or 
stressed (Saunders et al., 2012, p. 231). The researcher must therefore show respect and 
dignity for each participant so that the band of trust can be maintained (Saunders et al., 
2012, p. 231). A few days before the interviews were conducted the interview questions 
were shared with the participants so that they had the chance to prepare if they wanted 
to. The researchers treated all the participants with equal respect and always put in extra 
effort to make the participants feel as comfortable as possible. Patel and Davidsson 
(2003, p. 71) state that the interview will be affected of the personal relation that emerge 
between the participant and the researchers, it is therefore crucial that a genuine interest 
and understanding of the respondent is shown by the researchers. In the beginning of the 
interviews we always tried to chat a bit in an attempt to lower any tension in the 
environment. We always showed our interest and understanding for the subject and the 
participant.  

Furthermore, it is of great importance to explain what type of questions that will be 
asked during the interview and in what purpose the gathered information will be used 
for (Bell & Waters, 2016, p. 190). Patel and Davidson (2003, p. 70) agree with this and 
state that it is important to clarify usage of the collected information and clarify whether 
it will be confidential. It is crucial that the researcher secure the privacy of the 
participants and the collected data as this directly affect the other ethical principles 
(Saunders et al., 2012, p. 131). Sensitive information of the participants should be 
treated with a confidentiality as great as possible (Bryman 2011, p.132). When 
conducting the analysis and using the data the avowal about anonymity, privacy and 
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confidentiality must be kept (Saunders et al., 2012, p. 232). Patel and Davidson (2003, 
p. 70) state that there is a difference between anonymity and confidentiality and that 
anonymous research does not include names or information to identify the participants. 
The confidentiality factor means that we do not share this information with anyone who 
is not included in the research process (Patel & Davidson, 2003, p. 70). The privacy of 
the participants is something we value highly. Therefore, the participants were informed 
in the preparatory informational email about the confidentiality and their anonymity. 
Furthermore, at the beginning of each interview the participants were once again 
informed about this. We informed the participants that no individual or business was to 
be mentioned by name.  
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4. Practical Methodology 
______________________________________________________________________ 

In this chapter our practical methodological choices are presented in order to explain 
how the research is executed and analysed. It begins with an explanation of the data 
collection method and the sampling method. Subsequently, a description follows on 
how the interview guide was constructed as well as on how the data was gathered, 
processed and analysed. 
______________________________________________________________________ 

4.1 Semi-Structured Interviews 

Interviews are commonly employed in qualitative research (Bryman & Bell, 2011, p. 
465), as they allow for an understanding of social phenomena through interaction and it 
is a commonly used method by interpretivist researchers (Wahyuni, 2012, p. 71). 
Furthermore, it is a commonly used data collection method when the research sample is 
limited (Krishnaswami & Satyaprasad, 2010, p. 91). However, it is argued that the 
interview process; conducting, transcribing and analyzing the findings, can be rather 
time-consuming (Bryman and Bell, 2011, p. 465). Albeit this aspect, with our 
constructionist ontological standpoint in mind, we argue that the data collection method 
is advantageous in this study in order to understand how corporate reputations can be 
managed.  

There are two types of interviewing techniques applied in qualitative research; 
unstructured and semi-structured interviewing (Bryman & Bell, 2011, p. 465). With 
unstructured interviewing, the interviewer only has a few questions to ask or certain 
topics to cover, allowing the interviewee to speak very freely (Bryman & Bell, 2011, p. 
467). For our research we consider this type of interviewing to be too broad. We argue 
that it does not ensure us to collect enough relevant information for us to form a deep 
understanding of the phenomena. The method is not considered appropriate for us to be 
able to answer our research question and fulfill our purpose.  

Semi-structured interviews are the most widely employed type of interviews in 
qualitative research (Wahyuni, 2012, p. 73). They are based on an interview guide with 
open questions, allowing the interviewee to respond in a quite free manner (Bryman & 
Bell, 2011, p. 467; Wahyuni, 2012, p. 74). The order in which the questions are asked 
may vary depending on how the conversations proceed (Saunders et al., 2009, p. 320; 
Bryman & Bell, 2011, p. 467). Moreover, semi-structured interviews allow for probing 
(Krishnaswami & Satyaprasad, 2010, p. 105) and for the researcher to ask additional 
questions if he or she acknowledges something that needs to be developed (Saunders et 
al., 2009, p. 320). This type of interviewing enables interactions and dialogues between 
the researcher and the participants. It allows researchers to understand how the 
participants perceive social phenomena (Wahyuni, 2012, p. 71). Moreover, it allows the 
researcher to understand the participants’ emotions, attitudes and other subjective 
experiences in relation to the subject (Krishnaswami & Satyaprasad, 2010, p. 105). 
 Semi-structured interviews allow us to gain a deeper understanding of real estate 
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agencies’ subjective experiences and actions within the subject. We argue that a 
somewhat structured interview guide is necessary in order to receive answers that allow 
us to answer our research question and fulfill our purpose.  

4.2 Sampling Method 

In business research there exist two sampling methods; probability and non-probability 
sampling (Krishnaswami & Satyaprasad, 2010, p. 54). When using probability 
sampling, a sample is selected on a random basis where everyone in a population has a 
chance to be selected (Bryman & Bell, 2011, p. 176). By randomly selecting 
participants, one is more likely to obtain a representative sample that can be 
generalizable over the whole population (Bryman & Bell, 2011, p. 176). As the aim of 
our study is to obtain a thorough insight in how real estate agencies manage their 
reputation by communicating in social media we do not seek to generalize the findings. 
Thus, we do not consider probability sampling a suitable method for our research. 

When using non-probability sampling, a sample is not selected on a random basis; all 
individuals do not have the same possibility of being selected (Bryman & Bell, 2011, p. 
176). Moreover, the sampling method is not aimed for generalizing the empirical result 
for an entire population (Bryman & Bell, 2011, p. 442), which is in line with our 
objective. In regards to our qualitative research strategy, Saunders et al. (2009, p. 233) 
suggest a non-probability sampling method. We argue that a non-probability sampling is 
an appropriate method for in this research in order for us to conduct a thorough study of 
the phenomena and to fulfill our purpose and to answer our research question. Another 
aspect for our decision of adopting a non-probability sampling method is the time- and 
cost-aspect, because the method is considered to be less time-consuming and less 
expensive than probability sampling (Krishnaswami & Satyaprasad, 2010, p. 56).  

In the process of establishing which real estate agencies to include in the study we 
adopted purposive sampling; we have used our subjective judgement in order to find the 
agencies whom will enable us to answer our research question and fulfill our purpose 
(Krishnaswami & Satyaprasad, 2010, p. 77; Saunders et al., 2009, p. 237). Purposive 
sampling is a commonly used non-probability sampling method in qualitative research 
(Bryman & Bell, 2011, p. 441). As we are examining the management of social media 
we considered it important that the participating agencies are active on at least one 
social media. Furthermore, we have selected samples in two Swedish cities, Umeå and 
Stockholm, because we argue that this enable us to conduct a more thorough 
investigation than if all samples were located in the same city. When sampling, we 
aimed for an equal amount of participants in each city. We selected real estate agencies 
in different areas of the cities and asked 15 agencies in total of which nine agreed to 
partake. We considered that 9 participants would provide us with enough and sufficient 
information to allow us to answer our research question and to fulfill our purpose. For 
research applying non-probability sampling it may be difficult to decide on a sufficient 
sample size. Although, it is recommended to conduct interviews until they are no longer 
generating any new information for the research, then additional interviews are 
unnecessary, this is also called” data saturation” (Saunders et al., 2009, p. 235). 
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When approaching the real estate agencies, we prioritized employees with responsibility 
of either communication or marketing as we supposed they would possess the 
knowledge necessary about social media. Although, if the agencies did not hold a clear 
position for this we approached the manager as we deemed them most involved with the 
topic and was then directed to the responsible person for their social media. The initial 
contact was made two weeks prior the interviews and was made with a phone call or by 
visiting the agencies’ offices, depending on the accessibility, as the offices are located in 
different cities. In the initial contact we presented ourselves, our research and asked if 
they were interested in participating. We aimed for scheduling a meeting, but if dates 
were not possible to be confirmed at that time, we sent them an email with more 
thorough information about our research and with suggestions of dates for the interview. 
When meetings were confirmed we kept in touch with each other through email, if there 
were any concerns or questions arising.   

4.3 Interview Guide 

To make sure to cover certain topics in a semi-structured interview an interview guide is 
a common tool (Bryman & Bell, 2011, p. 467; Saunders et al., 2012, p. 384). We have 
therefore chosen to develop an interview guide (Appendix 1 and 2). When developing 
the interview guide we have been careful to not create questions that are leading the 
interviewees to answer in certain ways. We have also tried to create open questions to 
not limit the responses. Moreover, as it is advised to align the language to be relevant 
for the interviewees (Bryman & Bell, 2011, p. 475), we have used formulations that can 
be understood by the interviewees.  

Bryman and Bell (2011, p. 475) highlight the importance of establishing an adequate 
amount of questions that cover the research topic so that the interviews flow smoothly. 
The theoretical framework lays the foundation of our 28 research questions, which are 
also based on the research question and the purpose of our study (Appendix 3). Based 
on our theoretical framework we divided the interview guide into six parts. The first 
part in the interview guide consists of general questions to lighten up the atmosphere 
and get some background information. The second part concerns questions to 
understand the real estate agencies’ approach to social media. The third part concerns 
questions about corporate reputation. The fourth part concerns questions about identity 
and image. The fifth part concerns questions about communication in social media. The 
final part consists of one question regarding if there is something important in the 
context that we have not discussed but that the interviewee consider important.  

To ensure that the questions are appropriate, the interview guide can be pre-tested with a 
pilot interview (Rowley, 2012, p. 265). The purpose of pre-testing the questions is to 
enable researchers to identify possible problems with them and for adjustments to be 
made (Rowley, 2012, p. 265; Bryman & Bell, 2011, pp. 262-263). By conducting a pilot 
interview the researcher can also determine if the sequence of the questions is suitable 
for the situation (Bryman & Bell, 2011, p. 263). According to Rowley (2012, p. 265) 
there are two steps for pre-testing. The first step is called a ‘preliminary pilot’ and is 
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when the questions can be reviewed by a friend or a colleague to make sure that they are 
understandable. Secondly, it is desirable that at least one pilot interview is conducted 
with an individual that belongs to the target group (Rowley, 2012, p. 265). The pilot 
interviewee does not have to be one of the sampled participants of the study. However, 
it is beneficial if the he or she is similar to the sampled interviewees (Bryman & Bell, 
2011, pp. 258-259). When the two pilot tests have been conducted, researchers are 
recommended to make any necessary adjustments (Rowley, 2012, p. 265). When our 
interview guide was finished we conducted a ‘preliminary pilot’ test using two fellow 
students. We also conducted a pilot interview with one respondent that holds the same 
role as some of the participants we later interviewed. The piloting was not completed by 
normal interviewing, rather a discussion of the questions’ accuracy. Afterwards, we 
followed up on the comments we had received from the pilot interviewees made some 
minor adjustments to the interview questions in order to make them more 
understandable. Pre-testing our interview guide helped us with the structure and 
development of our final interview guide. 

4.4 Conducting Interviews 

In this research all interviews have been conducted face-to-face with the participants in 
a conference room at their respective offices. The location was agreed upon together 
with the participants on beforehand and was chosen with regard to their tight schedule 
and valuable time, as they are paid on commission. Moreover, in accordance with 
Saunders et al. (2012, p. 386), we value a location where the participants feel 
comfortable and where the interview will not be disrupted. When conducting the 
interviews the participants seemed relaxed and comfortable with us and with the 
questions we discussed. They were openly discussing the topics and we believe that the 
answers are truthful and to the best of their knowledge. As the native language of all 
participants and the researchers is Swedish, the interviews were conducted in Swedish 
to enable the participants to express themselves without any restrictions.  

Even though the data collection method is argued to be time-consuming and costly 
(Krishnaswami & Satyaprasad, 2010, p. 101), we argue that face-to-face interviews 
benefit our research, because it allow us to examine the interviewees’ gestures and 
expressions (Krishnaswami & Satyaprasad, 2010, p. 99). We conducted our interviews 
in Umeå during one week and then travelled to Stockholm to conduct the remaining 
interviews the week after. As we are studying in Umeå conducting interviews there was 
not expensive. The travel to Stockholm was a bit more expensive as we had to fly there. 
But once in Stockholm we both already had housing, thus, only traveling costs incurred 
which we considered to be acceptable as we value the face-to-face contact with our 
participants.  

When scheduling the interviews we prepared the participants that the interview would 
last between 30 and 60 minutes. We carefully considered the time management as we 
are aware that real estate brokers value their time very much. The interviews lasted 
between 37 and 60 minutes (Table 1). We argue that after conducting our nine scheduled 
interviews, we had received a lot of valuable information and considered data saturation 
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to be reached because we considered that little new information was obtained in the last 
interview. At one agency two persons wanted to participate in the interview as both are 
responsible for their social media, while in all other interviews only one was 
participating.  

Table 1. Overview of Interviews. 

It is considered important that the interviewer ensures that the interviewees understand 
the terms of participation, the purpose of the study and the research process when they 
meet (Ejvegård, 2003, p. 52). In our initial contact with the participants we provided 
them with information about our research, both verbally and in an email. In the 
beginning of each interview we explained the terms as well as our purpose and research 
process again. We explained their right to anonymity and asked for permission to audio 
record the interviews and explained that it would only be us researchers that would 
listen to the recording before deleting it, to enable the coding and analysis of the 
answers (as will be further discussed in chapter 4.5). Moreover, we explained for the 
participants that we would share the report with them once finalized, which they seemed 
to appreciate. 

Before the interviews we decided to divide the interview questions between us so that 
both of us would be active during the interviews. As we conducted semi-structured 
interviews, the interviewees were able to answer our questions rather freely and as 
interviewers we were able to ask follow-up questions and probe when we wanted the 
interviewees to elaborate their answers. The order in which questions are asked in semi-
structured interviews does not necessarily have to be the same in the various interviews 
as it depends on how the conversations proceed (Saunders et al., 2009, p. 320). In our 
interviews no answers were similar to the other, thus, did not always allow us to 
proceed with our interview guide in the same order.  

Interviewee Duration Position Location

Interviewee 1 44 min Manager Umeå

Interviewee 2 53 min Realtor responsible for social media Umeå

Interviewee 3 

Interviewee 4

56 min Two realtors responsible for social media Umeå

Interviewee 5 37 min Manager Umeå

Interviewee 6 60 min Manager Stockholm

Interviewee 7 46 min Assistant responsible for social media Stockholm

Interviewee 8 40 min Assistant responsible for social media Stockholm

Interviewee 9 38 min Manager and board member Stockholm

Interviewee 10 42 min Manager Stockholm

"39



4.5 Transcribing Data 

When interviews have been conducted, it is important to prepare the gathered 
information for the following analysis (Saunders et al., 2012, p. 550). By transforming 
the audio-recordings into written text it enable the researchers to thoroughly examine 
what was discussed during the interviews (Bryman & Bell, 2011, p. 481). Transcribing 
can be seen as an initial step of analyzing the data; to become familiar with the gathered 
information (Wahyuni, 2012, p. 75). Recording and transcribing the interviews allows 
the researcher to maintain focused during the interviews and to follow up on what is 
discussed instead of being concerned with taking notes (Bryman & Bell, 2011, p. 482). 

When transcribing it is important to write exactly what the interviewee said (Saunders et 
al., 2012, p. 550), especially when desiring to include quotes from the interview 
(Bryman & Bell, 2011, p. 483). When we transcribed, we carefully listened to the audio-
recordings and wrote down the exact words ensuring that no social phenomena were 
excluded from the context. As the interviews were conducted in Swedish, the 
transcriptions were also made in Swedish. They were later translated and interpreted 
into English in the presentation of empirical results. This was carefully done to avoid 
bias the information. 

The transcription process is considered to be time-consuming and it is therefore 
important to plan accordingly (Bryman & Bell, 2011, p. 483). We made sure to plan our 
time well and shortly after each interview the recordings were transcribed. As we are 
two researchers we divided the responsibility of transcribing the interviews equally 
between us. We also ensured that both reviewed the final transcripts. To avoid any 
misinterpretations we sent the transcribed documents to the respective participants 
allowing them the opportunity to review and approve our interpretations. Afterwards we 
implemented any necessary adjustments. According to Saunders et al. (2009, p. 485), 
one must carefully consider if one should send the transcribed documents to the 
participants. Because transcriptions consist of spoken language which they might want 
to correct, instead of only focusing on checking the “factual accuracy” (Saunders et al., 
2009, p. 485). Therefore, prior sending the transcriptions, we explained for the 
participants that the documents consist spoken language, so that the participants would 
not focus on that issue.  

4.6 Data Analysis Method 

When analyzing qualitative data there are no clear rules on how to proceed, like there is 
for quantitative data analysis (Bryman & Bell, 2011, p. 571). There are a few different 
approaches for analyzing and presenting qualitative data, where one of the most 
commonly used is thematic analysis (Bryman & Bell, 2011, p. 571). This approach 
enable researchers to encode their qualitative data (Boyatzis, 1998 p. 4). The focus 
when using thematic analysis is to identify themes in different levels and aim to 
promote structure and depiction within the identified themes (Attride-Stirling, 2001, p. 
387; Braun & Clarke, 2006, p. 79). A theme concerns important aspects in the data that 
is relating to the research question (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p. 83). According to Bryman 
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and Bell (2011, p. 572) some researchers consider the theme similar to a code while 
others consider it as consisting of several codes. Codes emerge when the data that is 
broken down to different smaller parts and named (Bryman & Bell, 2011, p. 277).  

When identifying themes, one can either generate them inductively from the data itself 
or one can base them on theories in a deductive manner (Boyatzis, 1998 p. 4). In 
accordance with our deductive research approach, we have identified themes based on 
our theoretical framework. Ely et al. (1993, p. 166) strengthen our decision and state 
that it is common to identify themes based on the structure of the theoretical framework. 
When creating themes for the analysis Braun and Clarke (2006, pp. 89-96) recommend 
the following procedure; 

1. Transcribe the data and read it to become familiar with the information. 
2. Identify interesting features and systematically code them across the various 

transcriptions. 
3. Review the codes and put them in relation to each other to form potential 

themes.  
4. Review the themes and investigate the relation between the codes.  
5. Analyze the themes, clearly define and name the themes.  
6. Write a coherent and interesting report ensuring that the themes are evident and 

prevalent.  

During the process of identifying themes these steps have been followed. The 
transcriptions were thoroughly studied, enabling us to identify various categories that 
were put in relation to each other to form themes. Having identified the various themes, 
the transcriptions were reviewed again to highlight the data in different codes relevant 
for the respective themes, to simplify the write-up of the report. As mentioned, 
according to our deductive research approach, the identified themes have a relation to 
the theoretical framework of this research, that was also the foundation for the interview 
guide. Moreover, as we have been conducting semi-structured interviews, information 
in relation to the various themes was often identified in different parts of the transcribed 
documents. When analyzing the empirical findings the information from the various 
interviews was compared with one another and with the theoretical framework. 
Similarities and differences between the interviewees answers were analysed and put 
into relation with the used theories.  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5. Empirical Results 
______________________________________________________________________ 

This chapter presents our empirical findings from the data collection. It is structured in 
accordance with the interview guide and is considered the basis for the thematic 
analysis in chapter 6. Beginning with presenting the real estate agencies corporate 
identities, following by explaining how their purpose and activity on social media, 
subsequently presenting their perceived corporate image and then social media’s impact 
on corporate reputation. Finally, corporate communication in social media is presented.   
______________________________________________________________________ 

5.1 Real Estate Agencies On Social Media 

When discussing what kind of social media platforms the real estate agencies are using, 
it was acknowledged that all are using Facebook and all except interviewee five are 
active on Instagram. When it comes to other platforms the activity is undeniably much 
lower and only interviewee six is active on Pinterest. Interviewee seven states that they 
have made a strategic decision to not use, for example, Snapchat because they consider 
that it is unprofessional for them. She also argues that the users of Snapchat usually are 
younger than the persons they want to reach. Furthermore, interviewee one explain: 

“There are an enormous amount of social media platforms and it is easy to end up on 
all of them without resulting in anything”. 

Several of the interviewees agree with this and argue that when using social media they 
want to be able to be focused on a few platforms and to execute the role in a good way. 
Therefore, they have chosen to limit themselves to one or two platforms; either 
Facebook or Instagram, or both. Furthermore, many real estate agencies state that they 
are paid on commission and have busy schedules, they explain that they therefore have 
limited time to spend on social media. But many state that they would like to focus 
more on communication in social media. 

When it comes to the purpose of using social media there are several factors that are 
driving real estate agencies. There are often a number of factors that lay the foundation 
for their use of social media and therefore many also consider themselves as having 
several purposes. All except three interviewees state that one reason for them to be 
active on social media is to show other users and potential customers that they exist. It 
allow them to tell their story about themselves. Interviewee five says: 

“The purpose with social media is to expose the company, our story and the happenings 
that we have”.  

Moreover, the majority of the interviewees argue that the main reason for using social 
media is to reach and attract potential customers. Interviewee five and seven state that 
they aim to reach sellers or buyers of properties. Furthermore, only interviewees seven 
and nine state that it is to find new customers. At the same time two interviewees state 
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that they do not think that their use of social media will generate any new customers, 
neither sellers or buyers. Interviewee six states:  

“We do not see any active followers that generate new business and I do not see any 
followers that could do so either”. 

When it comes to showing properties four interviewees argue that this is one of the 
driving factors for them to use social media. Interviewee eight explains that they use 
Facebook to expose the properties to a specific target group. Furthermore, building the 
brand is also a common factor for the real estate agencies and many claim that this is 
one reason with their use of social media. Interviewees three, four and nine explain that 
their respective real estate agencies want to inspire their followers on social media. 
Other reasons for being active on social media is to market their businesses and also 
profiling the individual real estate brokers at the agencies. However, advertising the 
individual brokers is not very common and only a few interviewees were using social 
media to do this. 

When discussing what kind of persons the agencies are targeting in social media it 
seems like they share similar opinions. Interviewee one states that:  

“It used to be younger people, but now we target people of all ages”.  

He explains that it previously were mainly young people using social media but that it 
now is people of all ages. Interviewees three and four agree with this but see that 
women in general are more active on social media than men. But like most of the other 
agencies their agency have not chosen to target any specific group. Interviewees two 
and 10 have noticed that young people move more often than older do today. They have 
therefore tried to target a younger age group, about 18 to 40 year olds. Although, in 
general, real estate agencies target people of all ages on social media, who live in the 
same city or might move to the city where they are located. However, the majority of 
the interviewees explain that they segment in order to target a specific group of people. 
Interviewee nine explain that: 

“For small apartments we usually target younger people, but for summer houses the 
target group is totally different”. 

When discussing advantages and disadvantages of social media use, many advantages 
are identified, and they clearly outweigh the disadvantages. Interviewee one states that 
the use of social media has opened up for a dialogue with their customers and not only a 
monologue like they used to have through traditional media. Interviewees three and four 
also see a great opportunity to communicate with their potential customers through 
social media. They believe that the smooth way of responding to comments and 
connecting with their customers is a great opportunity to escape the otherwise 
bureaucratic, formal and rigid way of communication, as realtors are considered to use. 
Through this they want to show their customers and potential customers a more 
personal side of the company and themselves. They state that: 
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“To post a photo of our colleagues that happened to wear the same outfit is something 
that makes us more personal, and posts like this also get most likes”.  

Furthermore, they state that this is not something that they could have done through 
traditional media. Interviewee two states that the biggest benefit with social media is the 
ability to reach a wider context. As her agency target younger people they consider 
Facebook and Instagram great tools for reaching this group. Furthermore, interviewee 
two explain that they feel like everyone nowadays are active on social media and that 
the potential reach for their post is huge. Interviewee five agrees with interviewee two 
and adds that it is a cheap way of advertising themselves. Interviewees six, seven and 10 
also consider that the greatest experienced opportunity with social media is the exposure 
of their company to potential customers, to build their brand and create awareness 
among potential customers. Interviewee 10 states that they try to attract individuals that 
like, for example, interior design by publishing nice photos and he hope that the 
awareness of their brand will spread.  

The disadvantages with social media that many of the real estate agencies have 
mentioned is the possibility of the spread of negative information. This is a fear that is 
shared by interviewees one, five, seven and nine. Even though, none of them have 
experienced this it is something that they take into consideration. Interviewee one states 
that companies have to be prepared to handle such situations and that if someone has 
bad intentions or is demanding it is quite easy to anonymously write negative things 
which can easily spread on social media. If this were to happen interviewee one explain 
that his agency has a support department at the head quarter which acts as a safety net. 
However, interviewee eight states that since they do not post any personal or 
opinionated information like bloggers do, they do not receive any hateful messages. 
Therefore, they do not consider any major disadvantages with using social media. The 
biggest fault he see is if they were to post too much and that this would be annoying for 
their followers. Other interviewees have different opinions regarding this, for 
example, participant seven thinks that the disadvantage is if one posts too little and do 
not get the desired exposure. Moreover, interviewee seven argues that a bad or an 
unthoughtful post can be bad advertising for the agency. She explains that: 

“A small thing like a photo with bad exposure, a blurred photo or a photo which just 
does not belong there can result in bad advertising”. 

Interviewees two, three, four and five find it difficult to think of any disadvantages. 
Although, interviewee two, three and four states that a disadvantage could be that one is 
having too much information on one’s social media that is similar to competitors. But 
they do not consider it to be a problem since they consider themselves to be different 
from others. Interviewee six agrees and states that social media platforms are not 
attractive if everyone have the same mind set and use social media in the same way. He 
says that: 

“It would be like browsing through the same newspaper every day”.  
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He argues that the solution for this is to challenge the followers’ intelligence and use 
social media in a different way than others.  

5.2 Corporate Identity 

When discussing with the interviewees how their organization is perceived by the 
internal stakeholders and how they want customers and potential customers to perceive 
their organization, all seem to be aware of their respective agencies’ general opinion. All 
interviewees share one common feature of how they would like to be perceived; they all 
want to be perceived as real estate agencies with pleasant realtors. Otherwise they all 
obtain different views of their agencies’ identities, therefore, their respective perceptions 
will be explained separately, beginning with how they see themselves and subsequently 
explaining how they want to be perceived.  

Interviewee one explains that, at his agency, they are having fun at the office and 
consider themselves as being ambitious real estate brokers. They want potential 
customers to consider their agency as the most legitimate in the city or at least as one 
alternative potential customers would like to hire. They do not have to be the only 
alternative, but among the primary couple of alternatives because then they are likely to 
get hired as they consider themselves good at their job. He continues and points at an 
important aspect; customers or potential customers should never feel threatened by them 
if they decide to proceed with another agency. The employees at his agency are to 
accept the choice with ease.  

When discussing the issue with interviewee two, she explains that her agency focus a lot 
on being informational, working with their presentations, and with feedback. They 
consider themselves as taking good care of their customers. In a positive way, she 
confirms that they are working more with feedback than their closest competitors do. 
Because they consider these aspects important and they usually remind each other when 
they have busy work schedules. When continuing the discussion the interviewee says 
that: 

“We want to be perceived as a modern real estate agency that is timely.” 

She further explains that they want to be perceived as a quality real estate agency; that 
they are talented realtors who are informational and care for their customers.  

Interviewee three begins with explaining that they believe in themselves. She continues 
by explaining that they have well established routines and working methods as well as a 
good working environment. The interviewee also adds that they have almost no trouble 
with business deals. Interviewee four, who is working at the same real estate agency, 
adds that they are a local real estate agency that do not exist nationally, hence, they can 
work more freely. She continues by explaining that they want to be perceived as having 
an eye on the situation and ‘having done their homework’ so that no problems will arise. 
Interviewee three adds that they want to be perceived as talented and sincere realtors. 
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She continues by arguing that they do not have any intentions to portray the agency in 
ways that are not reflecting the reality and that they are unable to live up to.  

Interviewee five explains that the employees at his firm are loyal and they have worked 
at the agency for a long time and are pleased with how they are doing business. At his 
real estate agency, they want to be perceived as welcoming and cheerful. They want 
others to recognize their environmental work and similar important aspects. Interviewee 
five assumes that they live up to their desired identity as the company is expanding and 
they are working with more business deals every year.  

Interviewee six argues that a typical real estate broker working at his agency is a young 
and driven person who is innovative and hardworking. He explains that a general 
picture of realtors is that they ought to sell many properties because the business is all 
about seeing results. It is the focus at his agency but he also adds that they value their 
well-being and comfort. When continuing the discussion he explains that the agency is 
not owned by a bank, instead they are able to adapt their communication and marketing 
to various markets with different customer preferences, prices and conditions. He says 
that:  

“We have a solid foundation, but we fine-tune the details for each market.” 

According to interviewee six, his real estate agency does not have to be the alternative 
for all potential customers, they want to be perceived as offering a better service than 
mediocrity. He explains that they are an option for people who want a proper business 
deal, not for someone who thrives with mediocrity.  

Interviewee seven explains that they consider their firm as being innovative and that 
they dare to be different in a good way. She continues by explaining that they want their 
customers and potential customers to perceive them in a similar manner. They want to 
be a real estate agency which differentiate from its competitors and is innovative so that 
people become curious and interested. They do not want to be perceived as a traditional 
agency which works in a similar manner as its competitors. 

Interviewee eight explains that they consider themselves as working in a structured 
manner. They recently hired a new CEO who have implemented many routines and 
structure in their work. They also have several assistants who are helping the real estate 
brokers with many tasks facilitating their workload. In general they consider themselves 
as working in a simple but structured manner and having a relaxed atmosphere. When 
continuing the discussion she explains that: 

“We want customers and potential customers to perceive us as engaged, because it is a 
big moment in life to sell and buy housing.”  

Moreover, interviewee eight says that they want to be perceived as sincere and as being 
easy to work with. Because it is not good if realtors are dishonest or if give the 
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impression that it is difficult or annoying to work for the customers. They must portray 
themselves as cooperative.  

Interviewee nine explains that they consider themselves as being familiar and easy to do 
business with. She pushes on the fact that they have many offices in Sweden and also 
abroad, which enable them to provide a complete solution for someone who is about to 
sell and/or buy housing. They are able to help people throughout the whole process. 
Moreover, she explain that they want customers and potential customers be aware of 
their high competence and to feel secure with them as realtors. She is aware that the 
agency is not the trendiest, but it does not seem to bother her too much, because they 
focus on delivering business deals.  

Interviewee 10 explains that they are working quite freely, not bound to work a typical 
nine to five day, as long as business is running as usual which seem to be appreciated 
amongst the employees. They consider themselves as going the extra mile and he also 
explains that they always try to update their customers with how business are 
proceeding. He explains that they want customers and potential customers to see that 
they do their jobs and that they sell fine and good properties. Even though they are an 
exclusive real estate agency, they want to portray themselves as not only selling 
exclusive properties, to obtain a broader market.  

5.3 Perceived Corporate Image  

When asked about whether the respondents are aware of their customers’ or potential 
customers’ image of their agencies, the answers varied. Many of the interviewees do not 
know for sure how their agency is perceived. Interviewee seven explains that they 
sometimes hear about it from other real estate brokers. Interviewee three says that some 
customers notify them about their opinions directly. Both explain that they assume it is 
positive when customers recommend their agency to others. According to interviewee 
two the realtors sometimes hear people talk when displaying a property and their 
customers also notify them at meetings. She says that they are perceived as being 
timely, visible and selling many properties. Interviewee nine explains that they have 
been hiring a company to conduct surveys of how people perceive them. According to 
their last survey, which was conducted a few years ago, they are known to be traditional 
realtors, maybe not the coolest agency but known for having good local knowledge. 
Interviewee five explains that they appear to be perceived as being sales focused and as 
being an exclusive real estate agency. He says that: 

“We sometimes ask potential customers and customers how they have heard of our 
agency, and about their image of us”.  

On the other side, interviewees one, five and eight are sending a survey for their 
customers to fill in when a business deal is completed. However, they all agree that not 
everyone respond but that the majority of the respondents have positive perceptions and 
experiences. Interviewee nine used to send out surveys as well but recently stopped as 
they did not consider it to function as they wished. Moreover, interviewee eight and 
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nine, sends a link to a rating site where they invite their customers to rate the realtor and 
make a review after completed business deals. In this way, some of the respondents 
receive feedback on how customers perceive their businesses. None seem to become 
aware of their corporate image through social media. Although, many agree that social 
media has a positive impact on how they are perceived. Interviewee one argues that it 
conveys a different image of the company. Interviewee six states that: 

“It affects but it is not crucial for the business”.  

Interviewee eight believe that it is appreciated to be on social media as everyone is 
active there. Interviewee 10 adds that he consider the agency to be exposed to new 
people who maybe would not have known about the agency otherwise.  

When discussing how the agencies try to manage their corporate image, many of them 
mention that they try to show a more personal side of their realtors. According to 
interviewee one, it shows a softer side of them. Interviewee two adds that there are so 
much more in the everyday life of realtors than people imagine. She continues by 
explaining that they also arrange competitions in social media to attract new customers 
and to create an interest for the agency. Interviewee four explain that they try to use a 
light-hearted tone; an easy and pleasant tone. The majority agree that it is important 
with some variation of what they publish on their social media. Interviewee eight 
highlights the importance of good photos, both in regards to the quality and the subject. 
Interviewees one, five and seven, often publish upcoming properties, with a nice photo 
and an approximate location, to create interest. Interviewee six explains that they are 
cooperating with a non-profit organization and donate a certain amount of money for 
every property valuation, to show that they are also doing something good for someone 
else. He explains that it should not be the only reason why they are chosen, but that it is 
good to show that the company stands for something good.   

Moreover, interviewee one explains that they sometimes share articles, for example, 
about renovations, to show that they obtain the knowledge about the issue and want to 
share it. Finally, he explains that they receive help from an external advertising agency 
to ensure that their social media maintain a high level.  

5.4 Social Media’s Impact On the Corporate Reputation 

All interviewees agree that their reputations are vital for their agencies’ survival. With a 
bad reputation they will not survive on the market. Interviewee three says: 

“We live on our reputation”. 

She continues and says that with a bad reputation there will be no business; nobody will 
want to sell with them. According to interviewees six and 10 it is vital to ensure 
business deals and to sell as much as possible. Interviewee six further believes that no 
real estate broker would work as much as they do if money was not involved. But that if 
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reputations are not good, it does not matter how much the brokers are working, he 
claims that: 

“Nobody will sell with an agency which has a bad reputation”.  

Interviewee five adds that it takes a long time to build a reputation but that it quickly 
can be damaged. According to interviewee one, word spreads quickly if one does not 
handle a situation correctly. Interviewees two and seven argue that their reputations are 
important for them to be able to develop new customer relations and to not miss out on 
any potential customers. Interviewee two continues by explaining that they are very 
careful to do a good job, that they always tries to do their best, to not miss out on any 
business deals and so that their company can expand. Although, interviewee eight 
makes a good remark: 

“I do not believe that it will affect the amount of buyers, because an apartment is still 
an apartment, you do not decide to purchase an apartment because of the company”. 

She continues by arguing that the agencies’ reputations are more important when 
deciding on which agency to cooperate with when selling a property. Moreover, 
interviewee eight explains that they are constantly dependent on new customers. 
Interviewee one urges that the reputation is also important for the individual realtors. He 
explains that if he were to move to another agency, his former customers are likely to 
remain loyal to him. But he also believes that in the long run it is easier to remember the 
agencies names.  

When discussing the impact of social media on the real estate agencies’ reputations, the 
majority of the interviewees argue that it has a positive impact. Although, interviewees 
two and six do not believe that it affects their business deals, but that it gives them 
exposure which is good. Interviewee six adds that if real estate agencies are posting 
informative and interesting information; if one has a good account, the agency may be 
considered as being in the frontier, thus, improving the reputation.  

Interviewee two and five argue that social media enable them to be exposed to many 
people and to remind them about their existence, even though they are not currently 
planning on selling their property. Interviewee two also states that: 

“I believe that our use of social media will benefit us in the long run”.  

Interviewee three agrees and hope that it will lead to more business deals in the future, 
at least indirectly. Both interviewee three and seven argue that if social media did not 
have a positive impact, they would have stopped using it already. According to 
interviewee one, they were not using social media at first as they did not have time to 
manage it and because if they were to use it they wanted to do it wholeheartedly. He 
continues by explaining that they have used social media for about a year and have 
started to notice influxes, what people find interesting, what is shared, and that it allows 
for a different type of dialogue. Interviewee four means that people look at the website 
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’www.hemnet.se’ when actively searching for properties, therefore her agency enjoy the 
opportunity to share other aspects of their business in social media. Interviewee four 
explains that many people talk about real estate agencies and brokers, both in positive 
and negative ways. Therefore social media allow for an opportunity to show more about 
their business than solely properties. Interviewee eight explains that they have noticed 
that many people enter their website through a link that they have on their Facebook 
page. 

The majority of the interviewees consider it difficult to differentiate their agencies on 
social media. They argue that many real estate agencies post similar things on their 
various social media. Interviewee nine says that: 

“It is our goal to be different, but it is difficult”. 

Interviewee one and two also argue that it is difficult to stand out among the others. 
According to interviewee two, many post photos on styling and properties for sale, but 
they try to be more personal and show the everyday life at their agency. Interviewee 
four, six, and seven also try to show a more personal side of their respective real estate 
agency on social media. By daring to stand out and not follow the book, interviewee six 
argues that they are able to be different. They are communicating in a direct manner. 
Interviewee six emphasizes that: 

“You must capture the readers, it ought not to be the cold brokerage language”.  

He argues that the formal brokerage language was popular many years ago and that it is 
not today. At his agency they want to be remembered because they are different. When 
continuing the discussion with interviewee five, he explains that they sometimes post a 
short film clip where a realtor provides some short information about a property and 
shows around. According to interviewee two and seven they draw attention to their 
individual real estate brokers to present and expose them.  

The majority of the interviewees also follow other real estate agencies on social media 
and all except for interviewee five and nine acknowledge that they are inspired and 
influenced by others. Interviewee five explain that, even though they follow other real 
estate agencies they try to find their own path. This is also acknowledged by 
interviewee 10, who says that they do not copy anyone else. He explains that they have 
considered competitions but do not consider it appropriate in this industry. Interviewee 
two explains that they monitor what their competitors and admits that others activity 
may influence their activity. Interviewees three, four, and six agree that it is important to 
monitor what competitors do. Although, interviewee four explains that they do it 
carefully to not copy exactly what competitors do. If someone has a competition, they 
might have a different competition later on.  
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5.5 Corporate Communication 

When discussing how the real estate agencies use social media, the interviewees 
mention a few different aspects of ow they are managing it. All interviewees post photos 
and information about properties. All post about properties for sale and many post about 
upcoming properties. Interviewee 10 explains that when publishing information about 
their properties they communicate that: 

“This property is just published and available for sale, or this will soon be up for sale, 
when it will be displayed, and which realtor that is responsible that can be contacted for 
more information”.  

Interviewee 10 also explains that they use various hashtags to make the post easier to 
discover. According to interviewee seven, they also use hashtags to reach out, but also 
to find other accounts to interact with on, for example, Instagram. When it comes to 
interaction, all interviewees explain that they try to respond to comments and questions 
instantly when receiving them. Interviewee two firmly states that: 

“One has to do it actively, otherwise there is no point in having social media”.  

Many of the interviewees also say that all comments are not possible to reply to, for 
example, when someone compliments a nice photo, but that they always try to do it if 
possible. Interviewee seven explains that in these cases they have started to ’like’ the 
comments, as it is possible on both Facebook and Instagram. She further highlights that 
it is also important to respond to negative comments.  

There are some agencies that not only post information and photos of properties; they 
post about other things as well. Interviewee one, two, three, six and seven post more 
personal information, for example, about the everyday at their respective agencies. 
Interviewee one explains that they use social media to show their existence, they show 
photos with a short text, they communicate their services and also touches upon current 
topics. For example, if there has been an issue with inspections, they acknowledge that 
they provide this service. Interviewee two posts according to their guiding themes; 
properties, inspiration, activities and their everyday life. According to interviewee six 
they have previously communicated that their customers can get a discount on 
cohabitation contracts if they enter the agency’s name as a discount code. The aim with 
this message was to be remembered. Interviewee seven explains that they try to manage 
their social media strategically and that: 

“Mondays are a good day to post about properties that were sold before the weekend”. 

She continues by clarifying that on Fridays it may be too recent. People might not 
reflect on it, at least not the sellers. But on a Mondays, the sellers might want to share 
the information with their friends.  
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When asked about if the real estate agencies know what their followers find appealing 
on their social media many do not know, some predicts, and some conduct analyses. 
Interviewee one explains that their marketing department make trend analyses and know 
about such issues. He also explains that the advertising agency they are working with 
helps them to make analyses as well. Interviewee one also adds that: 

“We notice when there is much focus on a certain issue, then we discuss the issue”. 

Others, such as interviewee two, assume that if one is following a real estate agency on 
social media one probably desires to see upcoming properties or properties for sale. But 
they notice that people like to follow them to be inspired about interior design. 
According to interviewee three, five, seven and eight, they assume what is appealing 
based on the amount of likes, comments and the spread of their posts. Because on 
Facebook, it is possible to trace how many people that have shared and viewed the post. 
Interviewee three explains that they see a trend that more personal posts are found most 
appealing among their followers. Interviewee nine, on the other side, assumes that it 
depends on the target group. She means that mainly younger people are using social 
media, therefore they try to adapt their posts to be appealing for them.  

When discussing how the agencies establish credibility on their social media, many say 
that they publish good photos and information. However, interviewee six and 10 argue 
that establishing credibility is not the focus on social media, the main focus is exposure. 
Interviewee eight explains that they try to establish credibility and mention that: 

“It is important to not have any spelling mistakes, nor any bad messages, and to publish 
posts on decent time.  

Interviewee five agrees and argues that they aim to have a clean and good image. 
According to interviewee seven it is important to be serious and not post or share 
deceptive information. Interviewee two explains that they try to give a professional 
impression. Interviewee one explains a concern they have with publishing photos of 
properties and explains that: 

“We have amazing photos that we never post”. 

He explains that this is because the photos may be too nice for the property. They 
carefully consider photos to not show a distorted view. Because they do not want 
customers to be disappointed when seeing the property in reality. Interviewee one 
continues by explaining that, even though they want their photos to be nice and 
appealing, it is better to tone them down a notch to not be misleading.  

When discussing if the real estate agencies engage their customers on social media, 
some explain that they sometimes arrange competitions. Others focus on interaction, to 
show availability and respond to comments. Interviewee 10 focus on these aspects and 
as mentioned they do not find competitions suitable in the real estate industry. 
Interviewee four firmly argues that one has to engage on social media, because if people 
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do not view or like one’s posts they tend to disappear from these peoples feeds. She also 
acknowledges that: 

“It requires much for individuals to comment and interact with companies”. 

Therefore, to be more on the same level as individuals, they focus on posting personal 
things. Interviewee six acknowledges that with competitions and activities, where 
people are supposed to like or tag friends, information spread with a ripple effect. 
Interviewee six further explains that they are cooperating with a non-profit organization. 
He further explains that they wish that they could donate a certain amount of money for 
each click, to engage and to allow followers to make a difference with something as 
little as a like or a comment. Moreover, it would give them a reason to take the agency 
into account when time comes to sell their property. Interviewee one explains an 
activity they recently had to engage potential customers and the society. The aim was to 
gain a certain amount of likes in a certain amount of days, and if the goal was reached 
one employee would shave his hair and his beard, and the real estate agency would also 
donate a certain amount of money to charity. After only two days the goal was exceeded 
and they ended up donating twice the amount of money. Interviewee one explains that 
they noticed that people are more active when there is a good cause involved. Many 
people engaged and commented due to this aspect, but there were of course some that 
did it to see the guy shave his beard and hair. He acknowledges that the activity enabled 
a good dialogue between the agency and other people. 

Interviewee seven also explains some activities they have engaged in to engage with 
others. They have handed out bicycle saddle protections because it was season, and a 
good cause, and because it was advertising for their firm. They posted this on social 
media and invited others to contact them if they also wanted one. She firmly 
acknowledges that it is appreciated when they do something good for someone else. 
They have also had a campaign where they installed street signs, on which they had 
printed their logo and contact information. They shared this campaign in social media 
and invited people to comment and explain where they wanted a similar street sign. It 
was one of their most successful activities where they got a lot of interaction. She 
further explains that: 

“It is a way for us to get advertising, to show that we are kind and generous, at the 
same time as we are favoring someone else. Foremost, that we are favoring someone 
else”.  

5.6 Reaching Out on Social Media  

As earlier mentioned the reach on social media is an important factor for the real estate 
agencies’ use of social media. Several of the interviewees consider it a possible threat if 
negative information about them or their posts are shared uncontrollably on social 
media and the internet. When discussing if the interviewees are monitoring what is said 
about them on social media their answers varied. Interviewee one states that: 
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“We have a person who is monitoring everything that is written about the company. If 
there is a problem, they will call us or respond to it right away.” 

Interviewee one means that it is important to be alert on this because it could affect the 
corporate reputation. With other words, they consider it to be a part of their strategy, and 
they acknowledge that one has to be able to stand up for oneself and one’s company. 
But at the same time be able to recognize if something has gone wrong. Interviewee two 
also states that they have a support unit who monitor if anything inappropriate is written 
about them on social media. Some of the agencies try to keep an eye by themselves on 
what is written about them and in what context. Interviewee five says that: 

“Obviously you cannot have a Facebook or Instagram account that you as an owner 
just check every other week. Then, of course, anything can happen on it”. 

Furthermore, interviewee five explains that they regularly google themselves and the 
company. This is something that interviewee seven also reveals that they do sometimes. 
Interviewee three, four and five all explain that they sometimes look at their hashtags 
and see if someone has written anything about them. This is something that participant 
two also does but she states that it is rare that someone posts something with their 
hashtag. She continues by explaining that she believes that the hashtag is a good tool 
and if anyone were to use it they would see it immediately. 

Interviewees seven, eight and 10 do not monitor what is said about them on social 
media other than what is written about them in reviews on their pages. Interviewees five 
and seven state that they have support from their headquarters if something were to 
happen. Interviewee seven explains that: 

“Once we had a customer that was worrisome and gave a bad review on Facebook. The 
headquarter stepped in as a neutral part and acted as a mediator between us and the 
customer”. 

She concludes by saying that this rarely happens and that it is important that one as a 
company is able to address negative criticism. This is something that most of the other 
interviewees agree with and all explain that they rarely experience negative comments. 
The knowledge about the risk seem well established when it comes to many of the 
participating real estate agencies. Several of the interviewees also believe that if 
negative information would spread they would have to act on it fast. 

One interviewee that differ from the rest is participant six, who states that his agency 
does not feel the need to monitor what is said because: 

“The real estate industry is not that popular on Instagram yet. I think people spend 
more time on talking about soccer, professional soccer players, hockey professionals, 
tennis stars and other things like that”. 
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This interviewee has like several others also tried to google the company name but 
noticed that there was nothing that could affect the corporate reputation. Since they are 
not big on social media yet interviewee six does not see any need for them to monitor 
what is said about them on social media and the internet.  

Most of the real estate agencies have a positive attitude to individuals sharing their 
content. Interviewees five and eight do not see any downside with it at all. Interviewee 
one explains that one of the biggest advantages is that sellers can share their properties 
on social media. The spread will be totally different than with traditional media and the 
agency also gets free advertising. This is also something that interviewee two, nine and 
10 agree with. Interviewee two argues that it is great when people feel like their 
information is good enough to share. Interviewee nine states: 

“It is positive when people share our information, then it will reach out to more 
people”. 

Furthermore, interviewee two mentions that they collaborate with their photographer 
and interior designer to reach even more people by using hashtags. They also urge their 
followers to share their content if they, for example, have a competition. Interviewee 
nine explains that among their followers, competitions are the most popular thing to 
share. On the other side, interviewees three and four argue that they do not want to urge 
their followers to share their content because they are afraid to portray themselves as an 
unserious business. Interviewee three states: 

“Personally we think it is annoying if people share various companies’ posts, it is just 
something that you scroll past in your feed”. 

Interviewees three, four and 10 explain that they are glad if people feel that they want to 
share the agencies’ messages spontaneously. Interviewee six explains that they are 
aware that people are sharing posts on social media and therefore carefully consider 
what they post. 

Another thing that many of the interviewee discuss is that the sellers themselves often 
share the residential ad on Facebook. Interviewee five explains that most of their shared 
posts are sellers that share their properties for sale. She continues with explaining that 
they invite all of their sellers by email to share their ad on Facebook. Interviewee eight 
also advise their sellers to share their property ads through them on social media instead 
of through, for example, www.hemnet.se. 

When it comes to sharing other companies or individuals’ information on social media 
interviewee six states that they have a positive attitude to this as long as it is for a good 
cause. He further explains that a friend of theirs, who also happened to be an artist, had 
a charity auction of one of her paintings where the money was donated to a nonviolence 
project. Interviewee six explains that they really enjoy sharing this kind of information, 
and also information which is not upsetting anyone. However, not all interviewees share 
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information of others. Interviewee seven explains that they are not doing that, with the 
exception of sometimes sharing information that other offices in their organization post.  

Building relationships on social media does not seem to be common for real estate 
agencies. Interviewee one states that it is not that common that the customers respond 
and it is therefore difficult to develop relationships. Interviewee five, on the other side, 
states that they have a relationship with their customers after the deal is closed by 
following up with them. However, on social media they do not actively work with 
managing or developing relationships. This is also mentioned by interviewee six, who 
believes that relationships are of great importance in the industry, however, not 
managed on social media. Interviewee eight constantly works with previous customers 
to see if they will to sell with them again, but they do not do this through social media. 
According to interviewee 10, their activity on social media does not concern relations, 
instead they just want to show their existence. Furthermore, interviewee one describes 
that the customers’ interest lay with the posted content. Interviewee one and nine states 
that they do not work with relationships but are planning on doing it in the future. Since 
interviewee one’s agency is working with an external advertising agency they are 
developing their plans together with them. He states: 

“Next step is to use the posted information to educate people”. 

Some of the interviewees have tried to develop relationships by interacting with 
customers in different ways. Interviewees three and four state that they try to use their 
hashtag to interact and then develop relationships with people. They continue and 
explain that if someone uses the hashtag they always try to comment or like the post. 
This is something that interviewee eight also tries to do as they interact with people 
through following others, liking and sharing posts. If someone in their team is noticed 
in, for example, the newspaper they argue that it is a perfect example for them to share 
this information. Interviewee 10 has tried to trigger reactions by posting that they are 
searching for a certain property and appreciate when sellers are contacting them. 

When discussing the importance of likes, shares, views, and followers on social media 
many agree that these factor are not crucial, but still of importance. The general opinion 
about likes seems to be that real estate agencies want others to like their posts. 
Interviewees three and four reveal that they often compare the amount of likes they 
receive with the amount other real estate agencies receive. Interviewee two says that 
they consider likes to be important so that the posts will spread. For the same reason 
they always share their posts on their private Facebook accounts and many of their 
friends share their posts in their turn. For interviewee eight the main importance of likes 
is that the posts reach more people. 

The number of followers is described by interviewee one as a tool to measure and 
evaluate. He argues that their goal is to become better on social media and that the 
number of followers reflects on how they are doing. Similar opinions are shared by 
interviewees three, four and five who agree that the number of likes is a way for them to 
receive confirmation from their followers. Interviewee seven states that: 
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“If you are not visible, you do not exist”. 

It is argued by interviewee eight that the amount of views of their posts are of greater 
importance for them than the number of likes that they receive as it indicates their 
exposure. Interviewee one argues that if they are marketing themselves they need to 
measure it in some way, therefore, the views are of importance for them. Furthermore, 
he mentions the importance for them to be able to measure their success: 

“Somewhere we must get feedback for our work on social media. It makes it much more 
fun to work and we can see if we should invest more resources or not”. 

Most of the real estate agencies strive to gain more followers on social media. They 
share the opinion that it is difficult to gain more followers and that it is a process. 
Interviewee four states that it was easy up to a certain point, but believes that more 
followers will come with sponsored posts. She explains that they have acknowledged 
that sponsored posts are getting a wide reach. Sponsored posts are used by most of the 
agencies and it is believed that this increases the amount of followers. Interviewee five 
also invites their customers to follow them which increases the number of followers. 
Interviewee two acknowledges that they need to work more actively with gaining more 
followers and interact with other users, but states: 

“It all comes down to time, time that we do not have”. 

For several of the real estate agencies the time constraints seems to be a factor forcing 
them to prioritize. Interviewee two belongs to this group and describes the profession as 
quite stressful where one always has something to do. She continues and explains that 
they wish they had more time for managing their social media. Several of the 
interviewees explain that they are paid on commission; if they do not sell properties 
they do not earn any money. Therefore, social media often suffers as a result of the real 
estate agencies lack of time.  

"57



6. Analysis and Discussion  
____________________________________________________________ 

This chapter analyses the findings presented in chapter 5 and discusses them in relation 
to the theoretical framework in chapter 2. Beginning with real estate agencies use of 
social media and their purpose of using it. Continuing with discussing the relation 
between their desired corporate identities and perceived images. Subsequently, the real 
estate agencies reputation management will be discussed and analysed. Including the 
importance of corporate reputation, positive and negative aspects with communication 
in social media, and reaching out on social media.  
____________________________________________________________ 

6.1 Real Estate Agencies Use of Social Media  

Harquail (2011, p. 245) states that companies have realized the potential to represent 
themselves, communicate, interact and create relationships with the help of social media 
and that this is something that will influence their corporate reputation. In the thematic 
findings it is presented that real estate agencies have mixed intentions with their use of 
social media. The most common purpose for them is to be present and show their 
existence, reach potential customers, building and managing their brand, and to show 
their properties for sale. The respondents’ answer partially confirm Harquail´s theory. 
From what we have seen the main purpose for the real estate agencies use of social 
media is simply to show their existence.  

The findings in the thematic analysis present that all real estate agencies are active on 
Facebook and eight are active on Instagram. Kaplan and Haenlein (2010, p. 61) state 
that a high presence on social media leads to a large extent of influence power on others 
behavior. Furthermore, in the thematic findings it is revealed that seven interviewees 
consider one reason for their activity on social media to be to show other users and 
potential customers that they exist. For real estate agencies it authorizes the narration of 
their story and happenings to be told. Since this is the main purpose for many of the real 
estate agencies we argue that the block of presence from the honeycomb framework is 
one of the most important blocks for the real estate agencies. Kietzmann et al. (2011, 
pp. 245-246) mean that it is important for companies to understand and be observant of 
the users’ availability and activity because these factors can have an effect on the 
communication between the two parties. The thematic findings conclude that many real 
estate agencies mean that they could not have been present in traditional media in the 
same way that social media has enabled them to be. Harquail (2011, p. 246) states that 
being present can help a company understand and get closer to customers and also 
adjust its content depending on how it is perceived. He continues and states that the 
presence of a company is experienced as online ‘humanness’ which can create authentic 
communication and play a great part in the customers’ perceptions (Harquail, 2011, p. 
246). All participants have talked about their customers and through the amount of likes 
or comments received on posts they can interpret what is appreciated by their followers 
and not. We argue that the real estate agencies could use this information to analyze 
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their posts. Furthermore, we agree with Harquail (2011, p. 246) and argue that by being 
present on social media and interpret the different kinds of response in terms of likes or 
comments real estate agencies may be helped to understand what is of interest for their 
customers. Tsimonis and Dimitriadis (2014, p. 334) state that a good indicator for 
companies to be active on social media is the presence of its competitor. In relation to 
this theme it is revealed that many of the real estate agencies get inspired or have an eye 
on their competitors’ social media platforms. We argue that many of the real estate 
agencies are in a way dependent on one another, hence, it is also difficult to differentiate 
from others.  

The thematic analysis demonstrates that four interviewees argue that a driving factor for 
them to use social media is to show properties. Since the real estate industry is focused 
on the selling of properties we do not consider this as something surprising. In the same 
section it is presented that other reasons for being active on social media is to market 
their business. Kaplan & Haenlein (2010, p. 65) argue that for companies, social media 
is not about straightforward advertising, instead it includes both sharing, participation 
and collaboration. Since real estate agencies usually have other purposes behind their 
presence on social media we argue that most of them have a deeper agenda than straight 
forward advertising. We argue that even if properties are shown in a real estate agency’s 
social media the agenda can be, for example, to inspire others, which two of the 
agencies focus on. Kietzmann et al. (2011, p. 245) explain that an implication can be 
copyright issues, or content that is perceived as unsuitable or offensive. However, since 
the agencies use their own photos they have no problem with the copyright laws. 
Furthermore, even if the real estate agencies try to make their post personalized they do 
keep a certain class on their posts that are never offensive and therefore we strongly 
argue that this is not to be seen as a problem for the industry. 

It is presented that another reason for real estate agencies to use social media is to build 
their brand. This is beyond the results that could be connected to the theories. However, 
based on the large amount of real estate agencies that considered this a reason for them 
to be on social media we cannot exclude this form our research. Therefore, we consider 
this as an important part as well as the other mentioned reasons for a real estate agency 
to be active on social media. 

Many of the real estate agencies express that they wish that they could invest more 
effort and time into their social media. One of the real estate agencies states that time is 
money for them and that if they do not sell properties they do not generate any money. 
Many of the other real estate agencies have similar statements in their interviews. We 
believe that because it is difficult to directly connect the presence on social media to the 
generation of new customers and new business deals, social media is sometimes left 
behind. In this way we argue that the potential social media has sometimes is neglected. 
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6.2 Perceived Corporate Image and Achieving the Desired 
Corporate Identity  

Since both the external and internal perceptions of an organization are constituting an 
organization’s reputation (Roper & Fill, 2012, p. 36), both the corporate image and 
corporate identity will be discussed in this section. Focusing on the perceived image and 
on how the real estate agencies are working on achieving their desired identities. As 
visible in the thematic analysis, the majority of the interviewees have a general 
understanding of how their real estate agencies’ perceive their respective identities to be 
and how they want their customers to perceive them.  

According to Huang-Horowitz & Freberg (2016, p. 197) an organization’s corporate 
identity and its organizational culture are interrelated because the organizational culture 
forms the behaviors of the organization. In some cases, it is evident that the agencies’ 
organizational cultures are the basis for their behavior and their work to achieve their 
desired corporate identities. For example, at the agency where interviewee three and 
four works. According to them, they have well established routines and working 
methods at their office and no problems with their business deals. They also explain that 
they have a good working environment and are able to work freely as they are a local 
company. According to interviewee four their desired identity is to be perceived as 
keeping an eye on the situation, being knowledgeable and as being talented and sincere 
realtors. They try to present themselves on a personal level in social media to obtain a 
better relation to their customers and show their knowledge and local sense. Interviewee 
eight is another example of when corporate identity and organizational culture are 
compiling with each other. At her agency they are working structurally according to 
routines and getting much help by their assistants; facilitating the agency’s work. This 
enable them to engage and work more with their customers in a sincere manner as it is 
their desired corporate identity to be perceived as sincere realtors. Although, some 
interviewees did not explain much about their culture, thus, we could not establish a 
relation between their organizational culture and their corporate identity. But we 
obtained a good perception of how they perceive their identity and their desired 
corporate identity. It is seen that a few agencies wish to obtain a corporate image similar 
to their organizational identity. Therefore, we assume their desired corporate identity to 
be quite similar to their organizational identity. An example is interviewee seven, who 
states that they consider themselves to be innovative and that they want their existing 
and potential customers to perceive them in a similar manner.  

It is considered that both organizational culture and identity are essential for 
organizations and their stakeholders to form interaction strategies (Roper & Fill, 2012, 
p. 35). As discussed, some real estate agencies show consistency between their identities 
and their organizational cultures. Moreover, we see that many of the real estate agencies 
are strategically working on conveying their desired corporate identity and managing 
their corporate image through social media. We consider their behaviors to be in 
accordance with how Kietzmann et al. (2011, p. 244) consider that organizations should 
operate on social media platforms; to develop identity strategies.  
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According to Roper and Fill (2012, p. 35) an organization’s desired corporate identity is 
important for it to be able to position itself and to differentiate itself amongst its 
competitors. As can be seen in the empirical result, the real estate agencies’ 
characteristics vary and they barely have any in common except that they all want to be 
perceived as pleasant real estate agencies. Different characteristics mentioned were, for 
example; professional, sincere, knowledgeable, legitimate, caring, observant, 
information rich, welcoming, cheerful, exclusive, and not too exclusive. It can therefore 
be assumed that their various desired corporate identities are attempts to position 
themselves amongst their competitors and to differentiate themselves amongst them.  

We acknowledge that many consider carefully what they post on social media to affect 
their corporate image and that the majority aim for variation in their messages. Some 
post about upcoming properties, some share articles, some arrange competitions, some 
post inspirational photos, and some post more personal messages. Kaplan and Haenlein 
(2010, p. 62) argue that identity can be expressed in a more subjective manner by 
expressing feelings and thoughts in social media. This is something that many of the 
interviewees aim to do by showing a more personal side of their realtors and agency in 
social media. Interviewee two explained that there are so much more in realtors’ 
everyday life than people often are aware of. One can assume that these are efforts to 
remain on a similar level as individuals to influence the corporate image and to get 
better contact with potential customers. The variation in the real estate agencies’ 
corporate communication on social media is seen to be their attempts to form their 
customers’ and potential customers’ image of them. As Chun (2005, p. 97) discussed, 
organizations’ desired corporate identities are considered to be included in the process 
of attempting to manage their corporate images, by using visual and strategic cues. One 
can assume that their aim for communicating with variation is to achieve a more 
favorable and trustworthy image. 

Although, the agencies are not completely aware of their customers’ image of them, and 
nobody use social media directly to find out. A few send surveys after a completed 
business deal, but do not consider it to be very efficient. Some hear people talk or ask 
customers and potential customers about it. Interviewee nine is the only agency which 
has hired an external organization to investigate their corporate image. It can be 
acknowledged that the real estate agencies do not follow up to see if their image 
management is effective or if they should manage in a different way. Due to the fact 
that nobody is using social media for this purpose, there are opportunities to explore the 
possibilities of doing it in the future.  

According to many of the interviewees, social media is considered to have a positive 
effect on their corporate image. They get more exposure and consider it to be 
appreciated to be present on social media as everyone is using it today. But at the same 
time, it is not considered to be crucial for their business as they cannot see a connection 
between their social media use and, for example, increase in sales. It is considered that 
customers’ experiences and perceptions of an organization form the corporate image 
(Chun, 2005, p. 96). One could assume that the exposure the agencies get on social 
media, and them keeping up with the modern way of communicating are contributing to 
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a better corporate image. People might consider them to be in the forefront and as 
keeping up with the technological development. Due to the fact that many of the 
interviewees explain that they are communicating more personally might also be a 
reason for their customers to form a better image of them. 

According to Gray and Balmer (1998, pp. 698-699) consumers are often interested in 
the quality, reliability and price of organizations’ products and services. Although, 
Harquail (2011, p. 245) argues that social media makes it possible for organizations to 
present themselves and to develop closer relationships with their stakeholders in similar 
manners as individuals do with each other. As real estate agencies provide services we 
consider their approach for interaction important. We argue, in accordance with 
Harquail (2011, p. 245), that social media opens up opportunities for organizations to 
prove themselves in a different way. Acknowledging the interviewees’ answers, we do 
not consider social media to be a place where real estate agencies solely ought to 
present their services and properties. It rather ought to be a place where they are able to 
advertise their properties and services but that also enables them to achieve a more 
personal image and to interact differently. Moreover, Gray and Balmer (1998, p. 699) 
made an interesting notion that customers have a growing interest for organizations’ 
ethical and social policies. We see that some of the agencies are displaying such aspects 
by for example, acknowledging environmental work and similar aspects, or by 
cooperating with a non-profit organization. This may be considered to contribute in 
shaping customers’ and potential customers’ images of these real estate agencies.  

6.3 Reputation Management 

6.3.1 Importance of Reputation 

In line with Burke (2011, p. 6) and Davies et al (2003, p. 25), interviewee five argued 
that it takes a long time to build a corporate reputation but that it quickly can be 
destroyed. All interviewees consider their corporate reputation to be vital for their 
respective real estate agencies’ survival. The interviewees consider it essential in order 
to ensure business deals as they are constantly dependent on new customers. Therefore, 
we consider it to be of utmost importance for them to carefully manage their reputation 
and issues relating to this. 

According to interviewee six, a real estate agency with a bad reputation will probably 
not attract new sellers. We consider the connection made between a favorable reputation 
and the attractiveness to customers to be in line with Backhaus (2011, p. 111) argument 
that customer satisfaction and customer loyalty are influenced by an organization’s 
reputation. However, interviewee eight do not consider the reputation to affect buyers. 
She means that they are interested in the property and not the agency. Therefore, we 
argue that, in the real estate industry, the corporate reputation does not have to influence 
customers’ behaviors. Rather, it may depend on the customers’ intention for working 
with an agency; if they are selling or buying a property. According to Abratt and Kleyn 
(2012, p. 1049), a reputation might constitute as a competitive advantage. Depending on 
the notion made regarding the different types of customers, we consider the corporate 
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reputation to possibly enable a competitive advantage in relation to sellers and not as 
much in relation to buyers.  

A few interviewees remarked that the individual real estate brokers’ reputation also are 
important. Interviewee one explained that a realtor’s customers often are loyal to the 
realtor. Again, we see a relation between reputation and customer loyalty as was argued 
by both Dijkmans et al. (2014, p. 59) and Backhaus (2011, p. 111). Although, 
interviewee one also remarks that the agency’s brand might be easier to remember in the 
long run. We can therefore assume that the reputations of the various individual realtors 
at a real estate agency are important and contributing to the corporate reputation of an 
agency. 

Another benefit with favorable reputations, discussed by Dijkmans et al. (2014, p. 59), 
is that they are likely to increase customers’ willingness to pay higher prices for 
products and services. Interviewee six made an interesting notion in relation to this 
when discussing realtors working spirit. He believes that no realtor would work as much 
as they do if money was not involved and that the working spirit will not matter if the 
agency’s reputation is bad. We can therefore assume that realtors are recognizing the 
benefit and as their reputation is vital for their business they do not experience any 
issues with this. Moreover, as the interviewees consider their business to be dependent 
on their reputation, one can assume a confirmation of Burke’s (2011, p.4) statement that 
corporate reputation and organizational performance are related. 

An aspect which is considered to be important in reputation management is the aspect 
of monitoring what is said about the companies. Because as people are sharing 
messages and communicating with each other on social media, words are spreading and 
the companies might not notice everything. As Dijkmans et al. (2014, p. 59) argue, it is 
important to monitor what people are saying and to address negative comments. Some 
of the interviewees monitor what is said by checking their hashtag regularly. 
Interviewee nine explained that they used to hire an external organization to monitor 
what was said about them. If social media will become a more explored organizational 
tool in the future one might argue that it will be important to monitor what is said more 
properly. 

6.3.2 Positive Aspects with Corporate Communication on Social Media 

Kietzmann et al. (2011, p. 247) present that depending on the content posted and the 
social media platform used a company can measure its reputation in different ways. 
Kietzmann et al. (2011, p. 247) continue and state that one way of measuring it is 
through the amount of likes a post receives, another way is to look at the views of a post 
and a third way is to analyze the quality of the followers. In the empirical result the 
importance of likes, shares, views and followers on social media are presented. Some 
real estate agencies use likes as a tool to compare with competitors and evaluate their 
success on social media. A few value likes because of the spread a post reaches on 
social media. Furthermore, many of the real estate agencies agree on the importance of 
likes, shares, followers and views because they are seen as tools of confirmation and 
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evaluation of how the agency is managing social media. For example, interviewee one 
argues that their goal is to constantly get better on managing their social media and the 
followers are a way of measuring this. There are some depictions whether one of the 
aspects of likes, views, shares or followers is more important than another. However, 
one real estate agency strongly argue that views are most important because it allow 
them to measure how many that have seen the post. We argue that the idea of measuring 
the success on social media is important and that likes, views, shares and followers are a 
sort of feedback from the agencies’ followers on social media.  

Tsimonis and Dimitriadis (2014, p. 339) argue that social media can act as a tool for 
companies to generate new ideas and identify problems. We strongly agree with 
Tsimonis and Dimitriadis (2014, p. 339) and consider the likes, shares, views and 
followers as well as comments as a form of feedback to the real estate agencies. We 
consider this feedback crucial as it can be used as a guideline for the real estate agencies 
to identify problems, acknowledge what is appreciated, and possibly generate new 
ideas. As we have seen, the theory by Kietzmann et al. (2011, p. 247) is applied in the 
reality by the real estate agencies and we argue that it is a great way of measuring the 
success of the agencies. Moreover, feedback is considered to be of importance for 
decision making and external communication in the management of the corporate image 
and corporate reputation (Gray & Balmer, 1998, p.p. 700-701). We consider the 
feedback received in social media to be of importance for the real estate agencies. 
Essentially for those who are active and are well established on social media. Gray and 
Balmer (1998, p. 701) further discussed that it is valuable for organizations to make 
analyses of their corporate image and corporate reputation regularly, by themselves or 
with help from consults. Feedback in social media might be a possible tool for 
organizations to analyze their corporate image and corporate reputation.   

Gillin (2007, p. 4) states that social media has brought the ability of communicating 
with an audience in a cost efficient way that was not possible through traditional media. 
The findings of the thematic analysis show that participant one, three and four consider 
the opportunity to communicate with their potential customers as one of the great 
advantages with using social media. This also strengthen our argumentation of the 
importance of the block of conversation from the honeycomb framework. Kietzmann et 
al. (2011, p. 244) argue that many platforms were created mainly to promote 
conversations among users and to gather similar minded persons. In relation to this 
participant one states that their use of social media has opened up for dialogue with 
potential customers instead of just monologue which they used to have through 
traditional media and they can now show more personal features. Gillin (2007, pp. 
183-184) explains that one of the underlying forces to the shift of social media is just 
the declining response rate, that is to say, the ignorance of traditional marketing. 
Although, the conversation factor is not the main reason for real estate agencies use of 
social media we believe that they have seen the opportunities with it. 

Tsimonis & Dimitriadis (2014, p. 337) state that companies expect benefits for their use 
of social media and one of the most important one is the engagement from customers. It 
is revealed that several of the real estate agencies see great opportunities to 
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communicate and engage with their potential customers through social media. van 
Doorn et al. (2010, p. 259) mean that when customers are engaged and give their 
support to a brand they can help the company to build a long-term reputation and 
acknowledgement of the brand. We strongly agree with van Doorn et al. (2010, p. 259) 
and argue that the engagement between customers and the real estate agencies are of 
great importance.  

Tsimonis and Dimitriadis (2014, p. 330) explain that companies want to engage with 
loyal customers, spread information, get inspired, and influence others. In relation to 
this interviewee one states that social media has opened up for dialogue with potential 
customers and not only monologue like they use to have through traditional media. He 
also states that even if they do not engage directly they can do so by reading comments 
made by others. Some of the real estate agencies believe that the corporate 
communication through social media is perceived as less formal and bureaucratic. 
Therefore, it can be used to influence a more personal corporate image of the company 
and the realtors. We agree with this and argue that social media opens up for a more 
personal connection with customers. Kaplan and Haenlein (2010, p. 66) mean that 
customers need an underlying reason to engage with a company and that this can be 
created if the company listens to their customer’s interests, what they want to talk about 
and their values. Hence, use this information when creating material to communicate on 
their social media. It is presented that some real estate agencies sometimes arrange 
competitions to interact with potential customers while others focus on responding to 
comments and thereby trying to interact. Some real estate agencies see that the posts 
where they arrange competitions usually get most response from potential customers. In 
the same section interviewee four firmly argues that one has to engage on social media 
but she also explains that it require much for individuals to comment and interact with 
companies. We interpret this as the real estate agencies not getting much comments and 
that they might experience a difficult time with engaging potential customers. 
Furthermore, we firmly agree with Kaplan and Haenlein (2010, p. 66) and argue that a 
competition could be the underlying reason for customers to engage with a real estate 
agency on social media. However, if the agencies arrange competitions we strongly 
argue that they listen to their customers and potential customers to know what they 
value to decide upon a price for the winner. 

However, it is also presented that there are some disagreements on whether 
competitions are suitable for the industry as one of the interviewees argue against it and 
some agencies have chosen to focus on posting personal things instead. In the same 
section another interviewee acknowledges that competitions and activities engage 
people as the information spreads with a ripple effect. The same interviewee is the one 
that has a collaboration with a non-profit charity organisation and ideas about donating 
a certain amount of money per like or comment to get the potential customers to engage 
with them and to remember the agency for when it is time to selling their property. 
Furthermore, interviewee one explains that they have noticed that people are more 
willing to engage if there is a good cause involved. They too have donated money for a 
good cause, by mixing the donation with a bet which seemed to activate people and 
enable opportunities for conversations. Participant seven firmly acknowledges that it is 
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appreciated when they do something good for someone else and states that they also 
have done some charity. This in turn strengthens our argument that it is important to 
have an underlying factor to get customers to engage on social media and also the fact 
that customers are interested in these aspects. Hence, by this we also argue that 
combining a good cause or something fun as the underlying factor could have a great 
impact on the customers’ willingness to engage in conversations with the company.  

6.3.3 Negative Aspects with Corporate Communication on Social Media 

Gillin (2007, p. 4) means that social media nowadays also is a tool for dissatisfied 
customers to use to spread their negative messages to a wide audience. It can therefore 
be considered an issue for organizations and imply that they need to be aware of how to 
manage their social media carefully. It is described that several of the real estate 
agencies experience the possible spread of negative information as a threat. In relation 
to this interviewee one states that even though they have not experienced this yet, 
companies must be prepared to handle such situations. Because if someone has bad 
intentions or is demanding it is quite easy to anonymously write negative things which 
can easily spread on social media. It seems like many of the interviewees are aware of 
these issues and are trying to carefully manage their social media.  Floreddu et al. 
(2014, p. 739) explain that the use of social media has given customers the possibility to 
communicate and engage with each other and share their opinions about a company. 
Hence, this could potentially threaten the company's reputation. We argue that the 
theories by Floreddu et al. (2014, p. 739) and Gillin (2007, p. 4) are confirmed by what 
most of our interviewees are claiming. However, it seems like many of the interviewees 
are aware of the issues and are trying to carefully manage their social media. One of the 
interviewees claims that they do not post any personal or opinionated information and 
therefore does not receive any hateful information. Therefore, they do not consider this 
as a major disadvantage with social media. Since a larger number of the interviewees 
experience this as a threat we argue that it is of great importance to take this factor into 
consideration. It indicates that it is important for the real estate agencies to know what is 
said about them in social media, hence, for this reason we see that to monitor this is 
more or less necessary. 

Another disadvantage with social media that is described by interviewee one is the 
possibility of posting too much information which would be annoying for their 
followers. We interpret this as the respondent not wanting to disappoint their followers 
by spamming them with information. In relation to this it is also explained that a few 
interviewees have experienced the opposite, if they post too little they do not get the 
exposure that they strive for.  Another thing that has been noticed by interviewee seven 
is if the posts are of bad quality or unthoughtful they can be bad advertising for the 
company. We have reflected on these factors and we suspect that there is a balance of 
how much a company can post. If a company posts too much we predict that the 
followers get overwhelmed and stop following the company and if a company posts too 
little we agree that they may not get the desired exposure. We suspect that the real estate 
agencies consider their followers’ thoughts and do not post things that they would not 
like to see themselves. On the other hand it could also be because real estate agencies 
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are afraid of doing things wrong and that that would affect their corporate image. The 
fact that the real estate agencies care about what other people think about them can be 
connected to the highly valued corporate reputation in the industry.  

6.3.4 Reaching Out on Social Media 

Tsimonis and Dimitriadis (2014, p. 337) argue that if the target group for a company 
consists of young people there is a greater chance that the company is already present 
on social media. The findings in the thematic analysis demonstrate that the real estate 
agencies agree on that the users on social media used to be young people but that it 
today are people of all ages. Therefore, most of the real estate agencies in general do not 
attempt to target a specific audience on their social media. However, many of the real 
estate agencies target specific groups with posts of specific properties when paying for 
the marketing on social media, but the post is available for everyone to see on their 
social media platform. We argue that since the real estate agencies in general do not 
target any specific group on social media and the users of social media are of all ages 
and demographics it is a perfect place for them to reach a wide target group. 
Furthermore, we argue that for real estate agencies that have been active for a long time 
it could have been the young users of social media that seemed attractive to reach out to 
in the beginning. However, we argue that today the benefit for real estate agencies lay 
more in the possibility of reaching out to more people.  

The findings in the thematic analysis reveal that the main reason for the agencies using 
social media is to reach potential customers. The interviewees share the opinion on 
whether to find new customers or not. It is also described that the benefits of using 
social media and one of the greatest experienced benefit is the possibility of reaching a 
wide context. Gillin (2007, p. 4) states that with social media is possible to 
communicate with small audiences in a cost-efficient way that would not have been 
possible to reach in traditional media. Kaplan and Haenlein (2011, p. 262) also argue 
that social media offers a fantastic potential for a low cost. We agree with Gillin (2007, 
p. 4) and Kaplan and Haenlein (2011, p. 262) that social media has enabled real estate 
agencies to reach a wider spread in a cost efficient way.  

It is presented that most of the real estate agencies have a positive attitude toward other 
individuals sharing their messages to reach out to more people. Most real estate 
agencies agree on that the possible sharing by the seller enables for a wide spread and 
that this one of the biggest advantages with social media. Kilgour et al. (2015, pp. 
327-334) mean that if organisations can manage their customers to share their 
information for them the messages are likely to be perceived as more trustworthy and 
non-commercial than if the information was posted by the organisation itself. Some of 
the real estate agencies invited their followers to share their content while some do not 
want to urge their followers to share their messages. One of the interviewees states that 
the most popular thing to share among their followers are competitions. However, there 
seem to be a bit of a disagreement within this subject because another interviewee 
strongly argues that they do not invite people to share their messages because they fear 
that they will portray themselves as an unserious business. However, they believe that 
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spontaneous sharing made by other individuals are positive. We interpret this as that 
they like individuals to share their content but that they want to leave this up to the 
followers themselves to decide. Even though there are some disagreements on whether 
to invite individuals to share messages we argue that for a company it is a good thing to 
get individuals to share your information.  

All real estate agencies seem to agree that it is positive when good information is shared 
by others and that the spread of the post probably will be wider. In line with this we 
argue for the importance of the block of sharing from the honeycomb framework. We 
also believe that it probably is easier for the real estate agencies that invite others to 
share their posts to get more shares and a to reach out to more people. Furthermore, we 
argue that more sellers would probably share their properties if they were reminded that 
it could help the sales process. We argue that real estate agencies should invite their 
sellers to share their properties. It this is a good thing both for reaching out with the 
property for sale and because it is free commercial for the real estate agency that is 
selling the property. Furthermore, as earlier discussed real estate agencies are aware of 
the possible threats of sharing as well. 

Kilgour et al. (2015, pp. 327-334) mean that if an organisation handles social media in 
the right way, providing a co-operative form of interaction and dispersion to a large sum 
of users, they have the chance of changing the organisations message to be perceived as 
a social source rather than being commercial (Kilgour et al., 2015, pp. 327-334). 
Several of the real estate agencies are collaborating with other stakeholders. Interviewee 
two, for example, explain that they are closely working with their photographer and 
stylist. They encourage them to mention the agency’s name in their posts and use 
hashtags to get attention when this person, for example, upload ph from their selling 
objects. It is also presented that some of the real estate agencies share others 
information on social media. One of the interviewees states that they sometimes share 
relevant articles for the industry as an informational purpose. Another agency shares 
other user’s information based on social good for example a charity auction. We agree 
with Kilgour et al. (2015, pp. 327-334) and think that the sharing part has the possibility 
of changing the perception of the shared information. We strongly argue that the 
collaborations with others are a good way of achieving this.  

Harquail (2011, p. 245) and Tsimonis and Dimitriadis (2014, p. 339) both state that it is 
common that the interaction and dialogue between companies and its customer leads to 
the establishment of relationships. Harquail (2011, p. 245) continues and states that 
relationships established through social media are used by companies to found 
trustworthy messages and image of themselves as more authentic hence this contribute 
to a company’s reputation. We argue that it is important for a company to be perceived 
as trustworthy and authentic and especially in the real estate industry since the 
reputation is crucial. However, the findings in the thematic analysis imply that the 
development of relationships is not that common for real estate agencies on social 
media. Interviewee one states that one of the reasons behind this could be that followers 
rarely “talk back”. We interpret this as that he consider relationships mainly to be 
formed on their social media by talking to followers through comments. Furthermore, 
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since the “talking back” is a problem the development of new relationships is also 
difficult. We argue that conversations lay the foundation for developing relationships 
with customers, hence, this implies that the block of conversations is of essential 
meaning. Several of the real estate agencies implies that relationships are of great 
importance in the industry and claim that they manage their relationships with their 
customers or former customers to measure the satisfaction in terms of follow-ups.  

However, this is not something that is handled through social media. We acknowledge 
that real estate agencies are having a difficult time with developing relationships on 
their social media platforms, however, we acknowledge that since the real estate 
agencies work with this in real life they consider it as an important part of their work. 
Therefore, we argue that the block of relationship from the honeycomb framework 
should be of importance for the real estate agencies. Some of the interviewees have tried 
to interact on social media by using a hashtag for their agency. They can see when 
others use the hashtag and can then comment or like the posts to interact and maybe 
form relations. One real estate agency also hopes to create relationships by the 
interaction that is created from liking, sharing and following others. Two of the 
interviewees are planning to start working with relationships on social media in the 
future. We argue that there are many ways to develop relationships for a company and 
that the interaction and dialogue that Harquail (2011, p. 245) and Tsimonis and 
Dimitriadis (2014, p. 339) talk about can be managed in various ways. We believe that 
the development of relationships can be made through likes, comments, followers, 
hashtags, and sharing of content. As of now we believe that it is the interaction and 
dialogue between real estate agencies and customers that they need to work on to be 
able to form new relationships.  

6.4 Key Findings 

From our analysis of the empirical data we have seen the real estate agencies have some 
differences with their use of social media. The real estate agencies often have an agenda 
behind what is posted, furthermore, they experience and consider social media as a tool 
that they can use to achieve different things. Since almost all of them has a main 
purpose to show their existence it indicates that the block of presence from the 
honeycomb framework is one of the most important ones for the real estate agencies. 
Another opportunity that the use of social media has enabled is the opportunity to 
communicate and engage potential customers. In line with this it is shown that the block 
of conversation and the corporate communication are important parts of the real estate 
agencies activity. It is confirmed that corporate communication is essential in the 
reputation management as indicated in the ‘Operational model for managing corporate 
reputation and image’. The conversations on social media are considered as great ways 
of reaching out to a wider crowd in a cost efficient way. Furthermore, the agencies are 
believed to be perceived by the potential customers as less strict, bureaucratic and that 
they show a personalized image of the company. For a company who wants to form 
relationships corporate communication is crucial. However, the real estate agencies 
express that it is difficult to get followers to interact with them and therefore difficult 
for them to develop new relationships online. We acknowledge that if potential 
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customers were to have an underlying reason to communicate with the real estate 
agencies it might be easier to also form relationships. Some of the real estate agencies 
use underlying reasons; they arrange competitions, work with charity or collaborations. 
One of our unexpected findings within the thematic analysis was that it is common for 
the real estate agencies to use social media as a tool for brand management. 

We have acknowledged a relationship between some of the agencies’ identities and their 
organizational culture. It is evident that many of the real estate agencies are working 
with identity strategies to convey their corporate identity in order to affect their 
corporate image. All seem to perceive their respective agencies in slightly different 
ways, thus, it can be considered as their attempt to differentiate themselves and achieve 
a competitive advantage. The majority of the real estate agencies are strategically 
communicating in social media. We acknowledge that many are trying to variate their 
posts to achieve a more personal corporate image. While a few only post information 
about their properties to create awareness and promote their business. Some 
interviewees have acknowledged customers’ interest in social and ethical policies and 
are displaying such aspects when managing their reputation. None of the agencies are 
currently using social media to discover how their corporate image or corporate 
reputation is perceived by their customers, nor to follow up how their management is 
affecting the customers. Therefore, possibilities exist to explore this in the future. The 
agencies all experience social media to impact their reputations in positively. Although, 
none seem to acknowledge whether it has a direct impact on, for example, sales. 

It is acknowledged and confirmed that a favorable corporate reputation has a positive 
effect on customers’ satisfaction and loyalty. The individual realtors’ reputation are also 
important for these factors. The corporate reputation and the realtors’ reputation seem to 
be foremost important in the aspect of sellers, because they carefully consider who they 
will hire for the job. Whilst it is not as important for the buyers of a property as they are 
more interested in the property itself and do not have as much contact with the realtor. It 
can therefore be assumed that the corporate reputation may enable a competitive 
advantage in relation to sellers and not as much in relation to buyers. Moreover, 
corporate reputation and organizational performance are related as business is 
dependent on corporate reputation in this industry.  

Many interviewees express that they wish that they could invest more time into social 
media. It is difficult to see any direct connection between social media and the sale of 
properties and because the real estate agencies work on commission they express that 
they need to focus on the selling of the properties. Therefore, they have less time for 
social media than they would have wanted. The likes, shares, views and followers on 
social media is considered as a kind of feedback for the real estate agencies and is 
considered as an important part to observe their potential customers. The importance of 
likes, shares, views and followers are not crucial for the real estate agencies themselves, 
but are used as tools for comparison with competitors and as an evaluation tool for how 
they are managing social media. Since the real estate agencies live on their reputation it 
is of great importance to maintain a good one. The interviewees expressed a fear of 
posting too much and to be perceived as annoying or posting too little and not get the 
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desired exposure. Hence, it seems to be essential for the agencies to find a balance when 
posting. The negative aspects with social media are not many, however, most of the real 
estate agencies have expressed the concern for negative information and messages about 
them spreading.  

In general, real estate agencies do not target any specific group with their use of social 
media but it is common that they use segmentation for some of their posts to reach a 
relevant target group. Furthermore, most real estate agencies have a positive outlook on 
having others share their content to reach a wider audience. This is considered to be a 
huge advantage by most of the interviewees. This indicates that the block of sharing is 
of great importance for the real estate agencies and their use of social media. If the real 
estate agencies manage to get users to share their messages the information can be 
perceived in a different way than being commercial.  

From the key findings we consider it necessary to modify our conceptual model to 
better support the findings. Since additional factors is found to be important for the real 
estate agencies communication and use of social media the conceptual model is 
modified. The factors of monitoring and brand management are considered important 
aspects in the corporate communication in social media, therefore they are added in the 
conceptual model (Figure 2). 

Figure 2. Modified Conceptual Model of Reputation Management in Social Media. 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7. Conclusions  
______________________________________________________________________ 

This chapter presents the research findings and connect to the research question and the 
purpose of the research. Subsequently, theoretical contributions and managerial 
implications are presented and discussed. Finally, limitations of the research and 
suggestions for future research are presented. 
______________________________________________________________________ 

7.1 General Conclusions  

The purpose of this study was to examine and gain a deeper understanding of how real 
estate agencies use social media to manage their corporate image and corporate 
reputation. The study aimed to investigate how the real estate agencies communicate 
their identities to influence their customers’ corporate image, as it is part of the 
corporate reputation. By conducting a qualitative study we have gained a deeper insight 
in how real estate agencies can use social media as part of their corporate 
communication when managing their corporate reputation and influencing their 
corporate image. This has allowed us to fulfill our purpose and to answer our research 
question;  

How do real estate agencies manage their corporate reputation through corporate 
communication in social media? 

The analysis has laid the foundation for a number of conclusions. As can be seen in the 
analysis the various blocks of the honeycomb framework are of different importance for 
the real estate agencies social media management. The purpose behind real estate 
agencies use of social media is ambiguous and perceived in different ways. Despite the 
differences that has been found, the most common purpose for the participating real 
estate agencies activity on social media is to be present and show their existence and 
with this reach out to sellers and buyers. As seen in the result the real estate agencies 
have a high presence on social media in general, all except one were active on 
Instagram and all were active on Facebook at the time when the interviews were 
conducted. Furthermore, another common reason is to show properties. In conclusion, 
we acknowledge that the real estate agencies may have different purposes, although, 
they have some similarities as well. Presence on social media, sharing messages and 
converse on social media is considered especially important. Although, the interviewees 
do not acknowledge that social media affects their business operation noticeably, rather 
it may affect indirectly. But we assume that it may become more noticeable in the future 
when social media has become a more developed organizational tool, thus, our concern 
for focusing on managing it properly.  

Many of the real estate agencies try to communicate in a more personal way on social 
media and to vary their posts to affect their corporate image. Because they are not able 
to do it in traditional means of communication. There are also a few that only display 
their properties. In conclusion, it is possible to manage it either way, but that social 

"72



media has opened up for new ways to communicate to influence the corporate image 
even more than the real estate agencies previously have done. It is also acknowledged 
that many use social media in brand management. This can be connected to presence, as 
it may be considered to be an underlying condition to develop and manage a brand on 
social media. It can also be connected to sharing, as it is a way to reach out in the brand 
management process. Moreover, it may include conversations as interactions may 
enhance the brand. Therefore, we can conclude that the real estate agencies are not only 
communicating to shape their corporate image when managing their corporate 
reputation. They are also concerned with brand management. Moreover, as the agencies 
have different desired corporate identities it can be concluded that they desire a 
competitive advantage. It can also be concluded that a favorable reputation contribute to 
a competitive advantage and that the corporate reputation is most essential in relation to 
sellers of properties. 

For the real estate agencies, the possibility to receive feedback in form of likes, shares, 
followers and views are considered to be more or less important as feedback often is 
perceived as a tool of confirmation of the success of their social media management. 
The feedback contribute to develop a greater understanding for customers and potential 
customers’ perceptions. Because right now, nobody seems to really be aware of how 
their customers and potential customers perceive them. This in its turn enable 
organizations to analyze their perceived corporate image and also their corporate 
reputation. In conclusion, it is crucial for real estate agencies to receive feedback in 
order to form an understanding of how they are perceived and about how they 
continuously consider their identity and how they choose to communicate their desired 
corporate identity to influence their corporate image positively. 

One of the greatest opportunities that the real estate agencies see with the use of social 
media is the possibility to communicate with potential customers. This captures another 
importance of the block of conversations in the honeycomb model as well as the 
significance of corporate communication. It is expressed, in general, that it is quite 
difficult for the real estate agencies to get any response in form of comments or other 
interaction from potential customers. However, there are much more response if the 
potential customers has an underlying reason to engage with the real estate agencies, for 
example, competitions, collaborations and charity. Therefore, we can conclude that an 
underlying factor invites potential customers to interact and engage with the agencies.   

Another benefit with the use of social media that is perceived by the real estate agencies 
is the low cost, the possibility to reach and intergrade with a wide context that would 
not have been achieved through traditional media. In conclusion, corporate 
communication and conversations on social media are important because it allow for 
relationship development and management. Since the real estate agencies experience a 
difficult time with having conversations on social media it is also difficult for them to 
form relationships through social media. In conclusion, the conversations and corporate 
communication are of great importance on social media.  
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As a final conclusion we see that the real estate agencies are mainly applying 
organizational and marketing communication in social media. At the majority of the 
agencies there are not managers handling the social media, thus, management 
communication in social media is not common. Rather organizational and marketing 
communication as the agencies are conveying public relations and service related 
messages.  

7.2 Theoretical Contribution  

Previous research of corporate communication and reputation management has had 
much focus on traditional media (Gray & Balmer, 1998, pp. 699-701). Much previous 
research has focused on individuals’ use of social media. Little research has focused on 
organizational use of social media and reputation management in an online environment 
(eg. Floreddu et al., 2014). Research in the field of social media has also been exploring 
the importance for organizations to understand how users interact and influence each 
other through social media (eg. Kilgour et al., 2015). 

We argue that our study has contributed with an understanding of how the phenomena 
of reputation management and social media management are related. As shown in the 
‘Operational model for managing corporate reputation and image’, corporate 
communication is argued to be a vital factor in reputation management (Gray & Balmer, 
1998, p. 695). Our conceptual model enabled us to show that various elements of 
corporate communication have significant relevance in the reputation management in 
social media as well. In conclusion, the following blocks of the Honeycomb framework 
(Kietzmann et al., 2011) are important aspects of corporate communication: presence on 
social media; sharing information; engaging in conversations; and forming relationships 
on social media. These aspects contribute to and may ease the process of reputation 
management. Because it is a rather easy way to interact with customers and potential 
customers in order to influence their perceptions of the company, which is not possible 
in other media. As the factors monitoring and brand management are considered 
important in the reputation management on social media, these are incorporated in our 
conceptual model in the corporate communication, thus contributing with new 
theoretical knowledge in this field of research.  

This research advances the theory of the ‘Operational model for managing corporate 
reputation and image’ (Gray & Balmer, 1998) by explaining that it is possible to apply 
in a social media environment as well as a traditional media environment. Furthermore, 
the theory of ‘the Honeycomb of social media’ (Kietzmann et al., 2011) is advanced and 
modified with new blocks suitable for companies offering services. We argue that this 
research complements previous research within the fields of corporate communication, 
reputation management and social media management, by providing further knowledge 
about how to communicate in social media to affect the corporate reputation.  
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7.3 Managerial Implications  

We believe that real estate agencies that are using social media has a great advantage on 
the market. Furthermore, our research resulted in some managerial implications that we 
believe can help managers in charge of the social media that strive to use it as a 
corporate communication and marketing tool.  

In the industry of real estate, the reputation is highly valued, the real estate agencies 
care about what is said about them and what other people think of them. It is important 
to find a balance of the amount that is communicated and posted on social media to not 
overwhelm the followers or not receive the desired exposure. When it comes to the 
spread of negative messages on social media several real estate agencies experience this 
as a possible threat to their organisation. Furthermore, we recommend managers to 
monitor what is said about them on social media to exclude the potential threat of 
negative information to be spread about them without them knowing about it and to 
have the possibility to intervene. By following up on what is said about the company on 
social media allow them to see if their corporate communication and the corporate 
reputation management are effective. This would also enable them to improve their 
corporate communication; the way in which they communicate their desired identity in 
order to affect their corporate image. Moreover, it is likely to create more opportunities 
for the real estate agencies to interact with potential customers and for them to be able 
to boost their reputation management.  

The low cost of using social media together with the possibility to a reach out to and 
interact with a wider audience is something that we believe should be utilized. We 
believe that since social media comes with low costs the real estate agencies could 
benefit financially by using social media more. Since is expressed by several real estate 
agencies that reaching out to a wide context is one of the biggest advantages of social 
media we consider this an opportunity that the real estate agencies cannot afford to 
miss. Furthermore, the interaction on social media is important to establish relationships 
with customers and this is something that real estate agencies are having a difficult time 
with on social media. The majority of the real estate agencies are finding it difficult to 
get people to engage with them which affects their ability to develop new relationships 
negatively. We believe that the forming relationships starts with interaction and 
therefore we recommend the real estate agencies to work more with interaction on 
social media. Managers need to recognize that social media is a growing phenomenon 
which more and more people use and choose to communicate through. Therefore, even 
though they have limited time they need to prioritize this phenomenon as it in the future 
probably will have an even greater impact on the corporate reputation. 

The fact that a real estate agency can be perceived as more trustworthy and their 
information as less commercial if their information is shared and spread by others on 
social media is something that the real estate agencies should bear in mind. If real estate 
agencies were to get credit for their information elsewhere than on their own social 
media it could affect their corporate reputation positively and allow them to reach out to 
a larger or a different group of people. Therefore, we consider this a great opportunity 

"75



and encourage the real estate agencies to get other individuals or organisations to share 
their information. Collaborations with others that are sharing their information referring 
back to the real estate agency should also be encouraged to possible reach out to more 
potential customers.  

7.4 Limitations and Future Research  

When conducting this research a few limitations were encountered. A limitation is 
acknowledged to obtain an even deeper understanding of how real estate agencies are 
managing their reputation through communication in social media and to obtain a more 
generalizable study, it would have required us to conduct more interviews. Both with 
more real estate agencies in other cities, and with staff at the national agencies 
headquarters. Another limitation encountered in this study is the fact that the study only 
provides a one-sided perspective, the managerial perspective of the reputation 
management in social media.  

Future research may therefore explore the opportunity to explore a wider sample, 
preferably in many different parts of Sweden. Other countries may also be an 
opportunity to explore. It is also interesting for future research to look at the differences 
in how local offices manage their reputation compared to national companies. Future 
research may also explore the opportunities of investigating reputation management in 
social media with a dual perspective and study both the managerial perspective and the 
consumer perspective of reputation management in social media. This would assumably 
allow for an even more thorough examination of how the reputation management is 
experienced and how effective it is. 

As it was acknowledged that brand management was an interest and a focus for the real 
estate agencies on social media, it may be an interesting topic to explore further. To 
examine how they conduct brand management in social media and how it contrasts to 
the reputation management. An issue that was acknowledged in this research is the 
agencies’ lack of time to focus on managing their social media. It would be interesting 
to investigate if there are possibilities to ease the procedure in order to enable the 
companies to focus on forming their followers’ perceptions and on the reputation 
management. Furthermore, as social media is continuously developing; enabling new 
opportunities to communicate and manage social media, it may be interesting to conduct 
a research similar to this one in the future to update the research and to discover 
changes and developments.  
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8. Truth Criteria 
______________________________________________________________________ 

This chapter presents the truth criteria which aid us in evaluating the quality of our 
research. We will discuss them as we find it vital to determine and evaluate the quality 
of our research.  
______________________________________________________________________ 

LeCompte and Goetz (1982, p. 31) state that, in order to strengthen the quality of any 
type of research, it is important for researchers to evaluate and explain the credibility of 
their findings. When discussing and evaluating the quality of this research we will base 
it on two criteria; reliability and validity.  

Reliability regards to the replicability of a research (LeCompte & Goetz, 1982, p. 32). 
Saunders et al. (2012, p. 193) argue that researchers need to be methodologically strict 
in the arrangement and execution of their research to avoid minacious reliability in the 
conclusions as far as possible. There are two subdivisions of reliability; internal and 
external reliability (Bryman & Bell, 2011, p. 395). Internal reliability concerns the 
degree of which other researchers, predicted in the same previously produced constructs 
can match the data in an equal way as the original researchers (LeCompte & Goetz, 
1982, p. 32). During the process of our research we have been open with our dialogue 
and our thoughts to each other as well as in the research. We argue that this has 
increased the internal reliability of our study. We have also conducted all the interviews 
together and we both have reviewed the transcribed data to make sure we have the same 
interpretation of the collected data.  

The external reliability is defined as to what extent a study can be replicated and 
generate the same result in a resembling setting (LeCompte & Goetz, 1982, p. 32; 
Bryman & Bell, 2011, p. 395). Bryman and Bell (2011, p. 408) state that when it comes 
to qualitative research, replicability it is not normally the goal since the study is formed 
by the researcher which is unique. We agree with this and as the main focus with our 
qualitative research has been to gain a deeper understanding within our subject creating 
replicability has not been our focus. However, LeCompte & Goetz, (1982, p. 37) 
describe five recommendations in order to increase the external reliability and this is 
something that we have adapted in our study. The first recommendation is to identify 
the role of the researcher and the status they possess in a group (LeCompte & Goetz, 
1982, p. 38). We have tried to analyze how our external impact could have had an 
impact on our study. Furthermore, we have tried to make this impact as little as 
possible. The second recommendation is to be open with as much information as 
possessed about the participating individuals (LeCompte & Goetz, 1982, p. 38). This is 
a factor that we have considered, however, information that could possible harm the 
anonymity of our study has been kept to ourselves. The third recommendation is that the 
researchers need to take the social situations and conditions into consideration as these 
factors can have an impact on the findings, hence, by describing these factors the 
replicability can easier be detained (LeCompte & Goetz, 1982, p. 38). We have 
described the social situations and environments and provided information about any 
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situational factors that could possibly have had an impact on our study. The fourth 
recommendation is that it is of great importance for qualitative researchers to illuminate 
any presumptions that lay the foundation to the choices that has been made and describe 
these perceptions about the studied concept (LeCompte & Goetz, 1982, p. 39). We have 
provided clear information about possible presumptions and perceptions for this study. 
Last but not least LeCompte and Goetz (1982, p. 40) recommend that the reason behind 
the chosen theories, the choice of data collection method and the analysis should be 
clear. We have consistently been clear about our choices and the underlying reason for 
them. We strongly reason that we have done everything in our power to increase the 
external reliability. 

Validity regards to the accuracy of the scientific research and its findings. When 
determining the validity, the extent of the empirical reality that represent a conclusion 
must be determined (LeCompte & Goetz, 1982, p. 32; Bryman & Bell, 2013, p. 63). 
There are two subdivisions of validity; internal and external validity (Saunders et al., 
2012, p. 193, LeCompte & Goetz, 1982, p. 31). The internal validity concerns the extent 
the observation and measurements represent the reality in an authentic way (LeCompte 
& Goetz, 1982, p. 32). For this research we consider the internal validity as being high 
because our data collection technique allowed us to examine what we intended to. As 
the data for this study was collected with semi-structured interviews, it allowed the 
interviewees to speak rather freely and it allowed us as researchers to follow up on 
questions that were needing more attention to deepen our understanding. Furthermore, 
we gave all the interviewees the possibility to take part of their transcribed interview to 
make sure that we had interpreted their answers in a correct way. We clarified that the 
interviewee could correct or add information to the transcription if they wanted to do so. 
We believe that this minimized the risk of possible misunderstandings, hence, 
increasing the internal validity.  

The external validity concerns whether the result from a research is generalizable in 
other studies or settings (Saunders, 2012, p. 194; LeCompte & Goetz, 1982, p. 32). For 
qualitative research it is often more difficult to meet this criterion since the social 
environment is constantly changing (Bryman & Bell, 2011, p. 395). Moreover, 
LeCompte and Goetz (1982, pp. 31-32) add that this issue arise because qualitative 
studies often contain small samples or are conducted as case studies. Bryman and Bell 
(2011, p. 395) state that generalizability is not common for qualitative studies other than 
the studied objects. Since we are conducting a qualitative study we do not aim for 
generalizing the findings of this research. We do not consider this research to be 
generalizable and we therefore consider the external validity to be low. Even though the 
result are not generalizable we believe that the result for other real estate agencies in 
Sweden would be somewhat similar to the ones that we have collected. This because the 
use of social media is globalized and as mentioned earlier many real estate agencies 
keeping an eye on other real estate agencies. When conducting the interviews, we also 
saw similarities and patterns in the information that we collected. We believe that this 
strengthen our argument that information from other real estate agencies would have 
something in common with the already collected information.  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10. Appendices 

Appendix 1: Interview Guide (Swedish) 

Syftet med vår studie är att undersöka hur mäklarbyråer hanterar kommunikation i 
sociala medier för att påverka den externa bilden av företaget och företagets rykte.  

Intervjun kommer uppskattningsvis ta mellan 30 och 60 minuter.  

Den information vi samlar in kommer behandlas anonymt. Du kommer alltså inte kunna 
kopplas till de svar du ger under intervjun, det är endast vi författare som kommer veta 
vilka svar som är dina. Är det okej att vi spelar in intervjun för att förenkla analysen av 
informationen? Filen kommer raderas efter vi kodat svaren.  

Försök besvara frågorna utifrån förutsättningarna på den lokala byrå du är anställd hos. 
Är det något du inte förstår eller har frågor under intervjun är det bara att avbryta så 
förklarar vi. 

Har du några frågor innan intervjun börjar? 

Allmänna frågor:  

1. Vilken roll har du i företaget? 

2. Vilka är företagets målgrupper på sociala medier?  

Allmänt om sociala medier:  

3. Vad har företaget för riktlinjer för användandet av sociala medier? 

4. Hur stor del av företagets marknadsföring sker via sociala medier?  

5. Vad är syftet med företagets användande av sociala medier? 

6. Vilka plattformar är företaget aktiv på?  

7. Vad ser företaget för fördelar respektive nackdelar med att använda social media? 
  

Rykte: 

8. Varför är företagets rykte viktigt?  

9. Hur anser företaget att sociala medier påverkar deras rykte?  
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Identitet och Bild: 

10. Vad är den allmänna uppfattningen av företaget på arbetsplatsen?  

11. Hur vill företaget att potentiella kunders bild av företaget ska vara?  

12. Hur lever företaget upp till den önskade bilden?  

13. Vet företaget hur sina potentiella kunder uppfattar företaget, och i så fall hur får ni 
reda på det?  

14. Hur tror företaget att aktiviteter på sociala medier påverkar potentiella kundernas 
bild av företaget? 

15. Hur anpassar företaget sitt innehåll i sociala medier för att påverka potentiella 
kunders uppfattning?  

Kommunikation:  

16. Hur aktivt är företaget på sociala medier och hur åskådliggör ni er tillgänglighet?  

17. Hur jobbar företaget med att bevara och skapa nya relationer via sociala medier?  

18. Hur vet företaget vad som tilltalar sina potentiella kunder på sociala medier?  

19. Bevakar företaget vad som sägs om det på sociala medier, och isåfall hur?  

20. Hur engagerar företaget sina följare med det som publiceras på sociala medier?  

21. Hur resonerar företaget gällande besvarande av kommentarer och frågor från 
andra användare?  

22. Vad har företaget för avsikt med det som delas på sociala medier?  

23. Hur tänker företaget kring att andra användare vidareförmedlar företagets delade 
information på sociala medier? (positiva /negativa spridningar)   

24. Försöker företaget differentiera sin kommunikation gentemot konkurrenterna, och 
isåfall hur?  

25. Hur influeras er aktivitet av konkurrenternas aktivitet? 

26. Hur skapar företaget förtroende hos sina potentiella kunder via sociala medier?  
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27. Hur viktigt anser företaget att antalet gillningar och visningar är samt antalet 
följare företaget har på social media?  

Övrigt: 

28. Är det något som du tycker är viktigt i detta sammanhang som vi har glömt att 
fråga? 

29. Tack för ditt medverkande! 

30. Vi kommer att transkribera vår intervju och sen skicka ut den till dig efter ett par 
dagar så att du har möjligheten att kontrollera att dina svar är korrekta! 

31. Sedan kommer vi självklart skicka slutgiltiga resultatet när det är klart i juni!  
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Appendix 2: Interview Guide (English) 

The purpose of our study is to examine and gain a deeper understanding of how real 
estate agencies use and communicate in social media in order to manage potential 
customers’ image of the agency and the corporate reputation.  

The interview is expected to last between 30 and 60 minutes.  

The gathered information will be handled anonymously. It will therefore not be possible 
to connect you to your answers. It is only us authors who will know which answers that 
are yours. May we have your permission to record the interview to simplify the analysis 
of the information? The audio file will be deleted after coding the answers.  

Try to answer the questions from your prerequisites at your agency. If there is 
something that you do not understand or if you have any questions during the interview, 
feel free to interrupt and we will explain.  

Do you have any questions before we begin? 

Introductory Questions:  

1. What is your role in the organisation? 

2. What is the organisations target group on social media?  

Questions About Social Media: 

3. What are the organisations guidelines for the use of social media?  

4. What extent of the organisations marketing occurs through social media? 

5. What is the purpose with the organisations use of social media?  

6. What platforms are the organisation active on?  

7. What advantages and disadvantages does the company see with the use of social 
media?  

Reputation: 

8. Why is the organization’s reputation important?  

9. How does the organisation think that social media has affected its reputation?  
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Identity and Image: 

10. What is the general opinion of the company at the workplace?   

11. How do the organization want its potential customers’ corporate image to be?  

12. How does the organisation live up to the desired image?  

13. Does the company know how potential customers perceives the organisation, and 
if then how do you get this information?  

14. How does the company think that its activity on social media affects the potential 
customers  perceived picture?  

15. How does the organisation adapt its content in social media to affect customers 
perceptions?  

Communication: 

16. How active is the organization on social media and how do you show your 
availability? 

17. How does the organization work with preserving and creating new relationships 
by using social media? 

18. How do the organization know what is appealing to its potential customers on 
social media? 

19. Does the organization monitor what is said about them on social media, and if so, 
how? 

20. How do the organization engage its followers with what is posted on social 
media?   

21. How is the organization's reasoning about answering comments and questions 
from other users? 

22. What is the organization’s intention with what is posted on social media? 

23. What are the organization’s thoughts about other users sharing the information 
you have posted on social media? (positive/ negative sharing) 

24. Does the organization try to differentiate itself from competitors with its 
communication, and if so, how?  

25. How is the organization affected by its competitors activity on social media?  
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26. How does the organization build trust with your potential customers on social 
media? 

27. How important does the organization consider the amount of likes and views, and 
the amount of followers to be on social media?  

Other Questions: 

28. Is there something that you consider important in this context that we have not 
discussed? 

Thank you for your participation!  

We will transcribe the interview and send to you in a couple of days. This will give you 
the possibility to make sure your answers are correct.  

We will send you the final result when it is done in June!   
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Appendix 3: Theoretical Connection to the Interview Guide 

Interview Question Theoretical 
Connection

Introductory Questions

1. What is your role in the organisation?

2. What is the organisations target group on social media? Social media

Questions About Social Media 

3. What are the organisations guidelines for the use of social media? Social media

4. What extent of the organisations marketing occurs through social 
media? 

5. What is the purpose with the organisations use of social media?  

6. What platforms are the organisation active on? Implication of social media 
- Presence 

7. What advantages and disadvantages does the company see with 
the use of social media? 

Social media 

Implications of social 
media

Questions About Corporate Reputation

8. Why is the organization’s reputation important? Corporate Reputation

9. How does the organisation think that social media has affected its 
reputation? 

Questions About Identity and Corporate Image

10
.

What is the general opinion of the company at the workplace?  Organizational Identity

11
.

How do the organization want its potential customers’ corporate 
image to be? 

Desired Corporate Identity 

Implication of social media 
- identity

12
.

How does the organisation live up to the desired image? Desired  Corporate Identity

13
.

Does the company know how potential customers perceives the 
organisation, and if then how do you get this information? 

Corporate Image

14
.

How does the company think that its activity on social media 
affects its potential customers’  perceived image? 

Implications of social 
media 
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15
.

How does the organisation adapt its content in social media to 
affect customers perceptions? 

Corporate Image

Questions About Communication

16
.

How active is the organization on social media and how do you 
show your availability?

Implication of social media 
- presence

17
.

How does the organization work with preserving and creating new 
relationships by using social media?

Implication of social media 
 relations

18
.

How do the organization know what is appealing to its potential 
customers on social media?

Implication of social media 
- relations

19
.

Does the organization monitor what is said about them on social 
media, and if so, how?

Implication of social media 
- conversations 

Operational model - 
feedback

20
.

How do the organization engage its followers with what is posted 
on social media?  

Implication of social media 
- conversations

21
.

How is the organization's reasoning about answering comments 
and questions from other users?

22
.

What is the organization’s intention with what is posted on social 
media?

Implications of social 
media 

23
.

What are the organization’s thoughts about other users sharing the 
information you have posted on social media? (positive/ negative)

Implication of social media 
- sharing

24
.

Does the organization try to differentiate itself from competitors 
with its communication, and if so, how? 

Corporate Communication 

Implication of social media 
- conversations 

25
.

How is the organization affected by its competitors activity on 
social media? 

Implications of social 
media

26
.

How does the organization build trust with its potential customers 
on social media?

Implication of social media 
- reputation  

Corporate Communication

27
.

How important does the organization consider the amount of likes 
and views, and the amount of followers to be on social media? 

Social media 

Operational model - 
feedback 

Implications of social 
media

Other Questions

28
.

Is there something that you consider important in this context that 
we have not discussed?
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