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Abstract - In the current university course books we can learn that mutually beneficial co-operation among Supply Chain (SC) 

members can be established only through time-consuming, long lasting relationships, which finally will lead to cooperation 

and trust. It might be still in effect, but times are changing. Time based competition does not allow the “waste” of such long 

lasting approaches. Today, we are witnessing that a new paradigm is emerging: social media has accelerated this process.  

Based on the globalization of SCs and Social Media (SM), even international SCs require less time to establish cooperation and 

alliances. Cultural differences between nations and people will no longer be insurmountable difficulties. On the contrary, large 

corporations may hinder these advantages, because they are usually dominant partners in the chain.   

 

This paper aims to investigate how SMEs should create a strategy towards a better use of current Social Media resources. 

 

Index Terms - Social media, Supply chain performance, Digitalization, SME, Strategy. 

  

I. INTRODUCTION 

 

In the digital age - when focusing on value creation - 

we can distinguish among terms like Internet of 

Things (IoT), Industry 4.0, Artificial Intelligence (AI), 

robotization, etc. For SMEs, these terms are still a 

somewhat foggy future. On the other hand, another 

digital term, called “social media” is well known and 

widely used by them. It is also generally accepted by 

researchers that SM has changed the way businesses 

interact with the customers as well as with other 

stakeholders, as they can now improve their 

performance (usually driven by consumer 

conversations). This suggests to us that SM has also 

reduced the gap as well as allowed quick - real time - 

communication among the chain members. 

 

Parallel to this, visibility has grown. Keeping 

company confidentialities  and inhibiting information 

hand outs in a supply chain will not be so easy in 

future: information used by the downstream partners 

of the chain will be more and more visible for the 

upstream SC-members as well. Digitalization, data 

mining, social media, etc. will deliver these on-line 

and automatically. The new sources of information 

create – through SM - new types of visibility along the 

pipeline, which ensures that the product/service will 

be driven by real demand (and not by forecast).  

 

After studying the relevant literature, it has become 

clear to us: the higher the amount of SM supply chain 

partners use, the better their supply chain performance 

will be. Besides understanding how social media 

usage can influence the outcome of an end-to-end 

supply chain, strategic leaders of an SME within the 

chain should adjust their (Social Media) strategies 

towards a sustainable competitive advantage. 

 

II. SOCIAL MEDIA AS A COMMUNICATION 

CHANNEL IN END-TO-END SUPPLY CHAINS 

 

Estimates point out that, following an enormous 

growth in the last decade, there are over 3 billion 

social media users in the world (of which 1,5 billion 

belong to Facebook). (See Figure 1. ) 

 

 
Figure 1 

Key Statistical Indicators for Digital 

Communications in the World (Jan. 2018) 

Source: Based on: hootsite.com (2019) 

 

Another research estimates that beside individuals, 

businesses also make extensive use of SM:    91% of 

retail brandsuse two or more social media channels, 

and 81% of 

 all small and medium businessesuse some kind of 

social platform. (www.v12data.com 2018) 

 

 We agree with Luo et al., who havefound that there 

are three main factors, which distinguish social media 

from the traditional media, namely:   

http://www.v12data.com/
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The magnitude of usage/reach, 

  

1. The ease of use, and  

2. The pace of transmission of information,  (Luo, X., 

Zhang, J., & Duan, W. 2013). 

 

We assume that these factors clearly emphasize the 

value of digitalization for businesses. Nevertheless, 

for SMEs, the difficulty is the lack of managerial skills 

and competencies to understand the strategic value of 

these and making them possible for enabling 

employees to use it every day in a business-friendly 

way. The problem might be the floating and 

ever-changing character of social media: When going 

along with its definition from Blackshaw & Nazzaro, 

the social media content is “a mixture of fact and 

opinion, impression and sentiment, founded and 

unfounded titbits, experiences, and even rumor” 

(Blackshaw & Nazzaro, 2006). It is obvious that it is 

not an ideal tool for traditional decision makers who 

are used to hard aides, like technology-based, 

double-checked facts and figures.  

 

When conducting information search for various 

decision-making processes, leaders have to rely more 

and more on SM platforms as these have proven 

themselves as the most efficient tools for now: they 

facilitate on-time, convenient and multiway sharing of 

information among the SC-partners.  

 

The attitudes have dramatically changed in the last 

decade. In 2010 an HBR report indicated that “…close 

to 90 % of companies are unaware of where and what 

their most valuable customers were talking about 

them, about 35 % of companies do not even measure 

effectiveness of social media, and just 20 % of them 

can use social media analytic tools”. (Rust et al. 2010).  

The reasons for this were the following:  

 

1. Social media was just a new tool in organizational 

studies and to track its effectiveness there were not 

many established methods, and 

2. Deriving meaningful and relevant data from billions 

of tons of vast noisy unstructured data was a big 

challenge for companies. (Rust et al. (2010)). 

These findings became outdated very soon. In a 2014 

research paper in Austria it was already reported, that 

62% of Internet users – including corporate users - 

consulted the reviews and ratings of other users before 

making a purchase (Weitzl, 2014).  

 

Today, studying product reviews and ratings for SMEs 

has become commonplace. According to recent 

surveys available, SMEs in developed economies are 

aware of its importance (see the results of a recent 

survey in Figure 2). 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 2 

The Impacts of Social Media on Supply Chain Management 

Source: based on https://blogs.oracle.com/scm/ 

 

We can see that more than three quarters of the 

respondents expect a high influence of social media on 

their business in the future. In the last years besides 

witnessing the exponential growth of use, also new 

analytic tools (big data analysis, block chain 

technology, etc.) have emerged.  

The visibility of the SC-partners to their business 

rivals has increased significantly.  

SMEs are usually located at the end and the beginning 

of the chains. They should define their location exactly 

within the chain, they should “define” themselves 

more accurately, and should more exactly measure 

their value added. 

The overall goal should be to be more and more able to 

raise their level of negotiation power and to strive for 

raising their level of dominance in the supply chain.  

 

III. THE EFFECT OF SOCIAL MEDIA ON 

SUPPLY CHAIN CHARACTERISTICS, AS KEY 

ENABLERS OF SC PERFORMANCE  

 

In our literature review first we focused on empirical 

tests of social media usage to study the relationship 

between SM and SC. Unfortunately, there are not 

enough scientific studies dealing with end-to-end SCs, 

so that almost all the findings are cross sectional 

and/or based on self-reported data. Then we decided to 

continue with the review of real social media 

experiences from the aspect of looking at the various 

supply chain characteristics. We have chosen the 

classic terms of  

a.) Information sharing 

b.) Collaboration and cooperation and  

1. SM will make Supply chain 
processes more 
efficient, responsive and cost 
effective

https://blogs.oracle.com/scm/
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c.) Trust and commitment. 

 

In the followings, our view toward an SC will focus on 

the “external” supply chain. The “end to end pipeline” 

will be used as a synonym. The basic model of it 

shows Figure 3. 
 

 
Figure 3. 

The traditional view of the external Supply Chain 

Source: authors’ own figure 

 

In this figure, we intended to illustrate the connections 

between each consecutive SC member. The spread of 

information in the traditional chain is not “given”, the 

actors keep their information confidential, they treat 

these as their own “know how”. It is obvious that a 

Supplier cannot easily get first-hand information from 

the final costumer (and obviously, as a result, the 

Bullwhip effect arises.) 

 

When studying the literature, we could not find 

separate, appropriate, distinctive information on the 

two main types of SCs: the “FMCG” and the 

“Industrial goods” supply chains.  

 

Making a distinction has been an obvious need: In 

FMCG chains it is usually the “Retailer” (big retail 

chains) who dominates the channel. In an industrial 

chain, it is the “Producer” who dominates usually both 

the upstream and the downstream sections. When 

speaking of “dominance”, the biggest problem we see 

is the bullwhip effect, that mostly affects SMEs 

located at the beginning of the value chain. 

 

Nevertheless, small and medium enterprises are 

usually located at the beginning (Suppliers, or even 2nd 

and 3rd tier Suppliers) and at the end (Retailers) of the 

external supply chains. 

 

In the next chapter, we will look of the effect of SM on 

the previously mentioned SC characteristics. 

 

The Effect of SM Information Sharing in SCM 

There is a positive correlation between supply chain 

performance and sharing information on supply chain 

processes such as point of sale (POS), collaborative 

planning, forecasting and replenishment (Angulo, 

Nachtmann, & Waller, 2004). The uniqueness of 

information sharing is that it is a great and easy way of 

creating customer values and reducing supply chain 

costs. Therefore, Inderfurth et al. (2012) mention, if 

the supply chain members trust each other to a certain 

degree, it will definitely decrease the supply chain 

inefficiencies due to information asymmetry, and 

control the behavior of supply chain members. 

Furthermore, it plays a huge role in increasing 

channel-wide collaboration across the supply chain.  

 

On the other hand, asymmetric information which is 

about having different level of access toward certain 

information on different resources - capacity, demand, 

inventory status, related costs, supply chain operations 

and performance - by different players in a supply 

chain causes negative consequences as low 

collaboration, difficulty in dealing with market 

uncertainty, suboptimal decisions, and opportunistic 

behavior. (Simatupang & Sridharan, 2005). These 

consequences can significantly affect supply chain 

performance negatively. In this case, Social Media 

comes to stage to provide real-time, convenient, 

quality information sharing among a wide range of 

supply chain partners because of its reach, ease of use, 

fast-paced transmission of information (Luo, Zhang, 

& Duan, 2013). These data suggest that the more 

supply chain members share their information in 

social media, the higher SC performance they get. 

 

The Effect of SM on Collaboration and 

Cooperation in SCM 

Collaboration in the supply chain context is about the 

sharing of product related supply chain information, 

such as product development, production processes, 

logistics and distribution strategies, and all forms of 

planning (Lejeune & Yakova, 2005). It consists of 

factors like coordination, communication, relationship 

management, trust and structure. So having proper 

collaboration among supply chain partners can 

improve efficiency, effectiveness, profitability and a 

stronger and long-lasting relationship among partners 

(Min et al, 2008). Digitalization has made it easier for 

partners with different portfolios and backgrounds to 

collaborate effectively not just to develop their 

individual supply chain performances but also to 

coordinate their activities in the overall supply chain 

network. There is a hugh number of socially related 

factors (formal and informal communication, trust, 

motivation, and social ties.ect.) which contribute to the 

collaboration. (Scjott-Larsen et al, 2003).  

Social media usage has a positive contribution on 

successful online collaboration through social 

relations among supply chain partners.  

 

 

The Effect of SM on Trust and Commitment in 

SCM 

Trust and commitment are traditionally important 

drivers to improve the relationship among 

partners,that creates added value. Supply chain 

integration has positive association with improving the 

performance of the supply chain. High integration 
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among various supply chain functions such as design, 

purchasing, production, marketing/sales and 

distribution is dependent on a strong relationship 

among SC partners (Chen & Paulraj, 2004). 

Social media is a platform where it gets easier to build 

social capital of a user by building trusted 

relationships in the network. From a supply chain 

perspective trust is understood as the level of intention 

from where supply chain members start to work for the 

improvement of overall supply chain performance. At 

the same time, trust is the level of buyer’s confidence 

and reliance on supplier’s expertise, which is 

important for performing an activity effectively. 

Social media usage has been found to be positively 

correlated with maintaining or strengthening existing 

offline relationships of communities (Ellison, 

Steinfield, & Lampe, 2007). Therefore, it can be 

assumed that the more the supply chain partners trust 

in social media, the higher the supply chain 

performance they will have. 

In this way social media increases development of 

effective and strong commitment of members which 

leads to trust and improve supply chain performance. 

In this sense, it is claimed that the more supply chain 

partners talk about commitment of partners on social 

media, the higher their supply chain performance will 

be. 

 

IV. POTENTIAL LIMITATIONS OF USE OF 

SOCIAL MEDIA IN THE SUPPLY CHAIN FOR 

SMES 

 

Management is likely to have some direct concerns 

towards social media even in our days. It is arising 

mostly from their own experiences of non-business or 

personal use of it. They are afraid of some sort of 

misuse of this nontangible “tool” by the employees. In 

the followings, we will list some of these fears. 

 

Personal (Mis)Use of Social Media at Work 

A potential concern is that social media will be used 

for personal purposes, rather than organizational 

purposes. In doing so, time may be spent in 

non-productive efforts.  Managers may also be 

concerned that social media might be used to attack or 

undermine their own management eforts. Rather than 

simply being non-productive, the efforts may have a 

negative effect on productivity.  

 

Privacy and Information Protection Issues  

In many cases, corporate information flows would 

require protection or at least limitations, such as “who 

can access” the information. Creating layers in a 

smaller firm is difficult. Accordingly, the use of social 

media in corporate supply chain settings would require 

development to ensure information privacy and 

information protection.  

 

Duplication of Information  

One application of social media discussed above was 

to use social media to provide transaction information 

in additional channels, to accommodate the need for 

broader and alternative uses of information. One 

potential problem of having information available 

through multiple channels is that the information 

quality may suffer from multiple channels of 

information. Ultimately, information delivered 

through different channels may differ, resulting in 

potentially different actions.  

 

Dominating channel members get access to our 

data 

Other channel members can more easily get access to 

our data and us these data for their own advantage. 

And, it has been  much easier way to create supplier or 

buyer communities for a dominating channel member. 

 

V. SUGGESTIONS TO CREATE SM 

STRATEGIES FOR SMES AS CHANNEL 

MEMBERS 

 

In this section we will introducea toolsetwe have 

elaborated for creating, using (or modifying of already 

existing) strategies of SMEs. This toolset focuses on 

the main influencing factors, consisting four main 

groups (See Figure 4).  

 
Figure 4. 

Social Media Strategy Model for SMEs 

(Proposed Influencing Factors on Creating and Using SM 

strategies for SMEs) 

Source: authors’ own figure 

 

Hereby we will present short comments concerning 

each of our suggested influencing factors. 

 

Leverage the importance of social media beyond 

your firm 

Social media can be taken as a tool for reengineering 

of the processes of an SME. Placing the customer at 

the starting point of their supply/value chain (as a 

paradigm shift) may lead to profound changes in the 

organization; it also relies on a new vision of business, 

turning the activities towards service. Initiated about 

twenty years ago, this “transformation” has become 

the essential condition to guarantee the agility of an 

increasingly complex supply chain.  
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Transforming the SC into demand chain means simply 

to start the supply chain with customer needs (and not 

with the supplier) See Figure 3. again. The "demand 

chain" reinforces the opportunities to offer customer 

services far beyond the simple product. This is called 

augmented trade: a personalized, relevant and 

enriched offer. The challenge for companies along the 

pipeline will be to change and transform their 

processes accordingly. 

 

The effective use of all technological tools and levers 

might be easier this way.  

When looking at the short life cycles of products, the 

supply chain must be transformed continuously to stay 

in touch with customer expectations. It is now the 

customer who initiates flows and gives the tempo of 

the flows within the supply chain.  

 

Supply chain management is no longer just about 

adapting to the constraints of production and 

operations, but to consumer demand.  

 

According to Bernardes, large SC member companies 

are aware of social capital creation. For SMEs, the 

opposite is true. Supply chain partners can have social 

capital as a main driver to the competitive advantage 

as it can have great influence on supply chain 

performance. This indicates that social capital plays a 

key role in developing and managing buyer-supplier 

relationships and it is one of the most important tools 

of value creation in a supply chain (Bernardes, 2010). 

 

Reengineer your Customer Service through Social 

Media 

Enabling "Always-On" communication refers to the 

global marketplace.  When looking on SM, it is 

probable that it can often get much better prices and a 

much wider choice of components if the business goes 

beyond borders. (One should be aware that, once the 

company is globalized, communication becomes more 

difficult. Time zone differences should be mastered 

effectively.) 

 

In a “social” logistics chain, all participants can 

collaborate using existing social media platforms 

instead of email. Some applications make all this 

possible through a native social feature. There are also 

SM solutions for bridging this phenomenon: one 

example is of Supplyeo, launched in July 2014, which 

is an online platform reserved for supply-chain 

professionals for purchasing, logistics, transportation, 

and sales administration and customer 

relations(hootsite.com, 2019). 

 

Social media may reduce the cost of customer service 

because customer support is made cheaper via social 

networks. They allow us to make significant savings in 

phone-time, due to attending customer relationship 

services via social networks (social CRM). 

 

Create Supplier/Buyer Communities  

Finally, we can add that the result is the emergence of 

supplier communities likely to respond to a call for 

tenders, networks of manufacturing subcontractors 

scattered around the world offering products at a lower 

cost. Through e-procurement, a provider can now 

provide a quote in one click; companies collaborate to 

reduce their delivery costs and their carbon footprint 

by sharing their logistics. Moreover, customer 

networks that never make a decision without first 

consulting the Internet are multiplying. 

Being an initiator (or a first mover) an SME can 

leverage itself very well. 

 

Transform Your Value Adding Processes Through 

Social Media 

New digital technologies should also be used as a lever 

of transformation that will help companies reinvent 

themselves and define much different customer 

service objectives. Social media generates a huge 

amount of data about your customers’ thoughts in real 

time. You can use that information to custom tailor 

your services. All of the major social networks offer 

analytics that provide detailed information. This can 

help you tailor your strategy to better speak to your 

segments. 

 

Other transformation options might be to improve the 

product visibility, to enable the employees (through 

education, training, management support) to be 

flexible and to meet promt decisions. 

 

CONCLUSION 

 

Our intention with this paper was to find and to 

analyze investigative reports related to social media 

and SME strategies and to elaborate a toolset for SM 

strategies (see Figure 4).  

 

The findings in literature were sistematically 

analyzed. 

Literature states that there are important advantages of 

using social media and networking when thinking in 

supply chain terms, such as managing the suppliers’ 

performance, interactions with the downstream 

channel members, or social networking with 

employees and other stakeholders.  

The use of social media can be the optimal tool for 

decision makers to choose the best strategy to observe 

and define changes according to global market trends.  

 

We have also learnt that networks are bringing us 

together with our own customers and suppliers, 

making it possible to identify the notions of breaks; 

they can bring the members into important reactivities 

and will create additional values.  

However, an SME must be aware of the risks and the 

dangers of social media as well. The dominant channel 

members have been practicing social media strategy 
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with highly skilled workforce; they have access and 

are able to generate more information, etc.  

Choosing the appropriate technology, considerations 

of network architecture require precautions as well, for 

example, the width of the network must be carefully 

considered, both to be able to respond to requests and 

to focus on the most important adaptation needs.  

In response to a present-day problem, that SMEs are 

not dominating the chains, social media and 

digitalized information systems might help to improve 

this situation.  
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