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New media and organization culture formation: A comparative study of mission statement 

implementation and the role of social media 

 Mission statements were established as an important practice in business in the 1980's and 1990's 

and have become increasingly popular as a strategy to inform and mobilize an organization's members 

and stakeholders (Bart, 1997; Desmidt & Prinzie, 2008).  They allow directors, executives and owners to 

communicate the core values and direction of their business.  As such, mission statements are a valuable 

means of developing an organization's identity, and if successfully constructed are capable of inspiring a 

culture of efficiency in its members ( Bart & Burke, 1998; Bart et al. 2001).  However, recent empirical 

research (Desmidt & Prinzie, 2008) suggests that achieving stakeholder engagement is increasingly a 

problem, particularly in large organizations with multiple, geographically disparate branches, and that 

successful dissemination of mission statements has become the real challenge.  How do we fix this?  In 

recent years social media has emerged as a powerful instrument for communication and some 

organizations have embraced it as a vehicle to advance their missions, with varying success (Sang Lee et 

al. 2006).  There is nevertheless a demonstrated reluctance in the private sector to invest in Web 2.0 

solutions (Tapscott & Williams, 2008, pp. 58-59), particularly in the current economic climate.  This 

reluctance is in part due to the fact that there is a lack of evidence to justify the cost-benefit to investors.  

While Web 2.0 as a phenomenon has proven itself a powerful socializing force, it is as yet unclear how it 

can best be applied in the organizational environment.  This project proposes to examine this problem by 

studying how social media is being used by organizations, and how it can be harnessed to advantage in 

the interest of mission statement dissemination and implementation.  I will achieve this by conducting 

and comparing a series of case studies. 

 The mission statement has two primary benefits as identified by Bart and Baetz, one behavioural 

and one financial (Bart & Baetz, 1998, pp. 826-27).  The behavioural benefit is motivational; 

organizational members are provided a deeper meaning that transcends business needs, transforming 

jobs into vocations and resulting in superior performance.  This is sometimes referred to as feeling "the 

heat of the mission" (Bart et al., 2001). The financial benefit is that a mission statement pinpoints the 

direction of an organization, which results in a more effective use of resources and higher returns.  

Today the mission statement has become a common practice, even though its value is still highly 

contested (Bart & Baetz, 1998).  A European study compared shareholder and stakeholder approaches 

and determined that a stakeholder approach, which "embraces a wider remit of corporate responsibility" 

(and of which the mission statement is a principal component) does not lead to inferior returns for 

shareholders (Omran et al. 2002).  A 2006 study of 57 US companies revealed that mission statements, 

while valuable, must align with industry standards while answering the concerns of stakeholders to be 

successful (Peyrefitte & David, 2006).  In a 2008 study of European firms, Desmidt and Prinzie 

discovered that mission statements were only successful in engaging a small fraction of the 

organizations' members/stakeholders; their conclusion suggests that members need a reason besides 

authoritarian pressure to engage with their organization's mission (Desmidt & Prinzie, 2008).  The 

literature agrees on one point; there is a demand for sound, conclusive research on the effectiveness of 

mission statements (Bart & Baetz, 1998; Bart et al., 2001; Desmidt & Prinzie, 2008). 
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 Social media is a valuable instrument for communication in business, particularly within the 

context of globalisation (Uljin et al. 2000).  Web 2.0 has become a digital culture phenomenon; the myth 

that interest and use would be limited to the "Net-generation" has been dispelled with the rise in usage of 

blogs, wikis, social tagging, and online communities in every demographic (McKinnon, 2009; Tapscott 

& Williams, 2008). McKinnon, director of the Enterprise 2.0 strategy team at Open Text Corp., indicates 

that one of the principal advantages of social media is its ability to engage the user.  Still in the early 

stages of implementation (McKinnon, 2009), the business community must contend with significant 

challenges such as information governance, and as demonstrated in Sang Lee et al.'s study of usage in 

Fortune 500 companies social media can even negatively impact efficiency when improperly 

implemented (2006).  Nevertheless there is an undeniable potential to improve modern stakeholder 

approaches.  We need only look at the conclusion drawn by Desmidt and Prinzie (2008); a need to 

improve mission dissemination has been identified, and social media could be the answer to fulfilling 

member engagement.     

 Using qualitative methods (Maso, 1989), the proposed project will begin with case studies of 

three organizations that have implemented both social media tools and a unique mission statement.  

Consisting of a series of exploratory interviews with three to four specialists within each organization, 

each case study will examine (a) that organization's mission, and (b) its use of social media.  The studies 

will determine if social media is being used as a vehicle for each organization's mission, whether this is 

done deliberately or not, and if and how these technologies are effective in advancing the mission at 

different levels of the organization.  Once completed, the strategies represented in each case study will 

be compared to determine best practices.  This comparative research method can be valuable in a number 

of ways: (1) it will demonstrate what social media approaches in business are currently in circulation; (2) 

it will provide a distinct, context-driven perspective of the needs social media can fulfill in the realm of 

private enterprise and corporate culture-building; (3) it will serve as a basis for user studies that test the 

effectiveness of new strategies to mobilize the workforce; (4) it will inspire the innovation of new media 

uses in organizations. 

 As a student in the combined MA/MLIS in Humanities Computing at the University of Alberta, I 

am uniquely situated to complete my program of study.  I have the distinct advantage of working in one 

of the few digital humanities graduate programs in Canada, while at the same time professionalizing in 

the field of information science.  My courses provide a firm theoretical base while learning practical 

applications of technology in humanities research (e.g. HUCO520: Project Design, LIS505: Research 

Methods).  Among faculty, I am advised by Dinesh Rathi, who has researched social media as a means 

of knowledge management, as well as Geoffrey Rockwell who has developed social media projects in 

the humanities (i.e. 'Dictionary of Words in the Wild'). I also have direct experience implementing social 

media tools in the corporate context, having worked at TELUS for the last five years collaborating in 

knowledge management projects that implemented several internal reference sites and wikis.  My 

proposed project will form the basis of my graduate thesis; as the project develops, I intend to submit my 

findings to conferences and for publication in venues spanning business and the digital humanities, 

allowing me to accumulate perspectives from the many disciplines that touch upon my research. 
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