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ABSTRACT

This study examines the role of social media analytics (SMA) in providing competitive intelligence 
(CI). Building on CI theory, the data from qualitative semi-structured interviews with respondents 
belonging to social media, manufacturing, telecommunication, IT, and service industries were analyzed 
using Nvivo coding and matrix queries. The results show that SMA provides an expanded CI beyond 
the previous limits of customers/markets and competitors, including insights on supply chains, costs, 
and information-flow. Moreover, SMA-driven CI can provide visibility to supply chain uncertainties 
enabling improvements in demand planning and inventory management. SMA can provide CI about 
competitors’ strengths and weaknesses and customers’ dynamics; however, the bi-directional nature 
of CI could be determinantal if SM-linked customers are not educated/kept informed. Matrix query 
results illuminate the differences/similarities in respondents’ views. Academically, the study shows 
that SMA provides expanded CI to businesses beyond previously known scope of competitor analysis.
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INTRodUCTIoN

The use of social media (SM) in business and everyday life is increasing exponentially. A recent 
report shows that there are 3.196 billion SM users globally (representing an annual growth of 13%), 
with 79% of the global internet population (estimated at 4.021 billion in 2018) and 90% of brands 
using SM to build brand awareness (Chaffey, 2018). These staggering figures point to the potential 
value of SM for businesses. In particular, given the pervasiveness of SM use among multiple tiers 
of society, SM data can provide valuable business intelligence about customers, including their 
demographics and psychographics, purchasing habits, preferences, and behavioral intentions (He et 
al., 2017). User-generated data from SM, including users’ geolocations, opinions, and preferences, 
can reveal valuable information about customers’ tastes, thoughts, and behaviors, constituting an 
important source of analytics to obtain competitive intelligence (CI) and other types of business 
intelligence for decision-makers (Shollo & Galliers, 2016).

Pellissier and Nenzhelele (2013) define CI as:
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a process or practice that produces and disseminates actionable intelligence by planning, ethically 
and legally collecting, processing and analysing information from and about the internal and external 
or competitive environment in order to help decision-makers in decision-making and to provide a 
competitive advantage to the enterprise. (p. 7)

Given the increased competition and associated technological developments (e.g., big data 
analytics) that enable the collection and processing of large volumes of multicontextual data, CI has 
assumed center stage, arguably becoming a core business strategy to enhance market position and 
profitability (Lee, 2018). Moreover, as the world is becoming interconnected enabling formation of 
new organizational structures and alliances internationally, leveraging upon the insights developed 
from global information resources (e.g. SM), and management of such information resources is pivotal 
to survive and succeed in the global marketplace (Rialp-Criado & Rialp, 2020).

Social media–driven big data (hereafter ‘SM data’) are an important source of unstructured and 
external data that are suboptimally utilized for CI purposes (Xu et al., 2017). Facebook alone has 
more than 2 billion active users (including businesses), 1.5 billion of whom are active on a daily basis 
(Marr, 2018). Other SM platforms such as Twitter, Instagram, WeChat, and Snapchat contribute to the 
creation of staggering volumes of data comprising transactions, communications, and information. 
The SM platforms being used globally are becoming potent IT infrastructure for the companies to 
expand internationally (Rialp-Criado & Rialp, 2020). This is seen from the impact of SM, which 
is visible at, both, global (e.g., Rialp-Criado & Rialp, 2020) as well as national cultural level (e.g. 
Halawani et al., 2020’s study conducted in a Lebanese context). The insights derived from SM data 
are helping companies understand local and global market sentiments and strategize accordingly 
(Iftikhar & Khan, 2020). Therefore, SM analytics (SMA), or the collection and analysis of SM data to 
create business value, provides a significant opportunity to acquire CI to improve business operations 
and competitive positioning (Halawani et al., 2020). This position is in line Chen and Ching’s (2004) 
study as they suggest that organizations should use technology infrastructure to improve their CI 
capabilities for customer relationship management and product innovations.

However, the academic understanding of the role of SMA in obtaining CI is fragmentary and 
limited. This study addresses this gap by posing the following research question: What role does SM 
analytics play in providing CI beyond traditional competitor-based insights? The motivation for 
this research question stems from a number of issues that need attention. First, current SM-driven 
CI research (e.g., He et al., 2015; Xiang et al., 2017) has mainly focused on customer sentiment text 
analysis or, to some extent, competitor analytics, CI, however, is much broader in scope, going beyond 
the traditional customer–competitor orientation (Porter, 1980). Köseoglu et al. (2019) explain this 
important consideration:

The scope of the CI process is broad since it is directly related to both organizational strategy 
and strategic decision-making . . . Data about CI activities comes from both external and internal 
environments such as customers, the market, competitors, and business interactions. (p. 284)

This conceptualization is in line with the findings of a large-scale survey on CI by Calof (2017), 
confirming the broad scope of CI. Guimaraes, Sato and Kitanaka (1999) concur as they found that CI 
scope is wider and includes implementing business change. Second, many current studies on acquiring 
CI from SM are preliminary in nature, such as developing a conceptual framework (Rathore et al., 
2016), presenting a consolidated review of the literature (Lee, 2018), or developing an analytical 
approach to using SM for CI (He et al., 2017). Third, despite the relative novelty and developing 
nature of SMA for CI, apart from a few examples (e.g., Köseoglu et al., 2019; Muninger et al., 2019), 
few studies have taken a theoretically informed qualitative approach to building a robust and in-depth 
perspective on the subject.
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We argue that these issues limit the applicability of CI in seeking broader insights into factors 
beyond customers and competitors. This necessitates further work to develop a richer understanding of 
CI advancing work by earlier studies (Calof, 2017; Guimaraes, Sato & Kitanaka, 1999; Köseoglu et al., 
2019; Porter, 1980). Moreover, the role of SMA in enabling improvements in operational capabilities 
such as demand prediction, supply chain and business performance as have been highlighted in recent 
studies (e.g., Halawani et al., 2020; Iftikhar & Khan, 2020) further necessitates building knowledge 
on the contributions of SMA in CI. The study achieves this objective.

LITERATURE REVIEw

Theoretical Underpinning: Competitive Intelligence Theory
CI has its roots in strategic planning and management (Prescott, 1995). Although the concept of CI 
originally focused on competitor analysis, it has since evolved to become much broader (Safarnia 
et al., 2011). CI can provide insights about various strategic and tactical options for economic and 
technical decisions in organizations (Calof et al., 2016). Thus, CI includes “competitor intelligence 
as well as intelligence collected on customers, suppliers, technologies, environments, or potential 
business relationships” (Dishman & Calof, 2008, p. 768).

Cleland and King (1975) developed the following eight premises of CI theory:

1.  CI is essential for successfully competing in a market by providing an understanding of markets, 
competitors, and customers, which is pivotal for strategy formulation and implementation to 
achieve a strategic advantage (Safarnia et al., 2011).

2.  Market dynamics necessitate adequate systems for collecting CI. This premise is based on the 
understanding that customers’ changing needs and demands, supply variations, and other market 
forces necessitate a system that can provide insights for companies to continually adjust their 
operations and offerings (Prescott, 1995).

3.  Companies require total systems for providing effective CI.
4.  CI collection should be both rigorous and personalized.
5.  CI should be action oriented, providing exception-based information for managerial 

decision-making.
6.  CI can be gathered from a variety of sources, some of which may appear to be unprofitable.
7.  CI should be considered bidirectional.
8.  CI can be effectively collected without resorting to illegal means.

Building on these tenets of CI theory and drawing upon Calof’s (2017) conceptualization, we go 
beyond the traditional scope of competitor analysis by including the dimensions of sales and business 
development and product development in our investigation of SMA-driven CI. The inclusion of these 
two additional dimensions was guided by the empirical findings of Calof (2017), who concluded 
that among the various dimensions, sales and business development and product development are 
the main focus of companies in collecting CI. Moreover, SM is an emerging technology in sales and 
product development; thus, focusing on these two areas in examining the role of SMA in obtaining 
CI aligns with the objectives of this study.

The Role of Social Media Analytics in Competitive Intelligence
Our literature review shows that one of the primary reasons for obtaining CI is product and service 
innovation. Rathore et al. (2016) argue that SMA can help improve product design and facilitate new 
product development. For instance, comments in SM forums about product defects may be used to 
incorporate new features during product development. In addition, through sentiment analysis of SM 
content (e.g., tweets), companies can gain intelligence by comparing the perceived product value 
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of their own and their competitors’ products, enhancing business value and market intelligence 
capabilities (He et al., 2015).

New product development requires an understanding of customers’ behaviors, needs, and concerns 
(Rathore et al., 2016). Thus, a number of studies have examined the role of SMA in gaining CI in 
relation to customer issues (e.g. He et al., 2016). SM data can provide intelligence on customer 
sentiments, preferences, and tastes, product and service function and feature requirements, and future 
development needs, facilitating planning for daily and future operations (He et al., 2015; Xu et al., 
2017). While tweets have word limits, online reviews with greater text flexibility can provide firms 
with greater insights about customer sentiments, purchase intentions, and opinions about competitors’ 
products and services.

Xu et al. (2017) used text mining to analyze customer reviews of hotels. However, caution should 
be exercised when using reviews for decision-making processes because the quality of reviews can vary 
(Xiang et al., 2017). Thus, Chang et al. (2019) proposed an integrated approach involving elements 
such as data crawlers, data preprocessing, sentiment-sensitive tree construction, and visual analytics 
to overcome the algorithm limitations for gaining decision-making information.

SM can also be used to build relationships with customers, improve decision-making, and address 
customer complaints. The provision of location-based services and integration of product features 
according to regional and cultural variations will help companies enlarge their customer portfolios (He 
et al., 2017). However, the real-time and around-the-clock nature of SM input makes it challenging 
to stay current with changing sentiments; thus, more research is required to find practical solutions.

The literature suggests that SMA can be used to identify areas in which a company is lagging 
compared with its competitors (He et al., 2015). For instance, using sentiment analysis, opinion 
mining, and statistical analysis of tweets following the release of iPhone 6, Kim et al. (2016) found 
that the number of tweets containing the words “iPhone 6” or “Galaxy S5” reflected the market 
leadership of the respective companies and, to some extent, customers’ purchase intentions. Thus, 
CI obtained from an analysis of competitors’ SM presence can be used to understand new trends, 
design new products, and develop marketing strategies to enlarge a company’s customer portfolio 
(He et al., 2017). However, given that the effect of SM has been found to vary, even within the same 
business segment (He et al., 2016), it is vital to investigate the manner in which SM is leveraged by 
firms to gain benefits.

The key to achieving operational benefits is to build an effective information flow through which 
to engage with customers and keep them about the company’s progress, such as updates on product 
or service offerings (Lee, 2018). Sheng et al. (2017) argue that analysis of big data, including SM 
data, can provide a broader view of the effects of information flow on business operations in real 
time. Additionally, SMA was found to help companies obtain information about customers to develop 
strategies for new products and/or personalized services.

The above review shows that while studies have explored the use of SMA for the traditional 
understanding of customer needs, market sentiments, and competitors, the large volume and variety 
of SM data can provide insights beyond traditional knowledge, including costs and supply chain 
management. However, little research has examined the role of SMA beyond the traditional scope, 
resulting in a gap in the knowledge on the various types of CI that can be obtained from SMA. 
Therefore, this study fills this gap by taking a theoretically informed approach to examining the role 
of SMA in providing CI from a multidimensional perspective.

RESEARCH METHodoLoGy

Research design and Sample Selection
Given that SM is a relatively new field of research and studies on the use of SMA for obtaining CI are 
limited, this study used an exploratory qualitative research methodology. Data were collected using 



Journal of Global Information Management
Volume 29 • Issue 6 • November-December 2021

5

semi-structured interviews, enabling the researcher to seek a more detailed and in-depth understanding 
of the issues under investigation.

A purposive sampling technique was used to identify respondents who could provide an in-depth 
understanding of the various aspects of the role of SMA in gaining CI (Patton, 1990). This approach 
is consistent with those of earlier SM studies (Muninger et al., 2019). One of the authors of this 
paper identified respondents through her links with the SM and manufacturing industries and from 
Weibo. These respondents were knowledgeable and had been involved in business intelligence, big 
data, or SM-related projects. Their credentials were checked when seeking consent to participate in 
the interviews. We conducted 20 semi-structured interviews following recommendations of Morse 
(2000) and Gruber et al. (2008), who posit that 20 interviews are sufficient for qualitative research, 
and Köseoglu et al. (2019), who assert that a minimum of 15 interviews is ideal. Respondents 
included information technology managers, chief technology officers, data analysts, data scientists, 
and marketing managers. Sixty percent of respondents came from large organizations, 30% from 
medium-sized organizations, and the remaining 10% from small organizations (see Table 1 for details 
on respondent profiles).

A semi-structured questionnaire was developed based on the literature review, confirming to 
works by Calof (2017) and Köseoglu et al. (2019), and the abovementioned tenets of CI theory. 
The questionnaire consisted of two parts: the first comprised questions to collect respondent profile 
information, and the second comprised questions related to CI (see Table 2).

data Collection and Analysis
Data were collected from 20 semi-structured interviews with industry experts (see Table 1). Being a 
qualitative study, the sample size was adequate and consistent with earlier studies (e.g., Muninger et 
al., 2019; Schlagwein & Hu, 2017). Moreover, given that the research on SM is still in the early stages 
of development, a sample size of 20 was sufficient to meet the purpose of developing basic knowledge.

Table 1. Respondent profiles
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Interviews were conducted face-to-face or online through Skype or SM communication tools 
such as WeChat. On average, interviews lasted 45–60 minutes. Some were audio recorded with 
interviewee consent, while others were recorded by note-taking. All interviews were conducted by 
one author to ensure consistency and reliability in the data collection process. Because the research 
was conducted in China, all respondents spoke Chinese during interviews. The author who collected 
the data was bilingual in Chinese and English and translated the Chinese transcripts into English for 
analysis purposes.

The study adopted an open coding approach to code the interview data using NVivo 12.0 software, 
which is in line with prior studies in the SM domain (Muninger et al., 2019). First, data were checked 
to ensure completeness. Because all respondents answered all questions, a high level of quality was 
achieved for the compare and contrast stage of analysis. Initial data analysis was theoretically driven 
and drew upon questions borrowed from previous studies (see Table 2) to code the data into main 
themes (Strauss & Corbin, 1994). Next, the answers within each theme were inductively analyzed, 
compared, and contrasted to examine similarities, differences, and patterns in responses to identify 
subthemes and code data accordingly.

The following example illustrates the coding process: Based on the results of the questionnaire, one 
theme was labelled “Improving supply chain management”. All 20 respondent answers for this theme 
were carefully analyzed, resulting in the identification of various subthemes, coded as “Understanding 
of supply and demand, demand planning, and inventory management”, “Identification of factors and 
uncertainties that may affect the supply chain”, and “Limitations and recommendations”. The analysis 
of data in this manner is also consistent with that of other studies in the SM context (e.g., Köseoglu 

Table 2. Item measures used in the semi-structured questionnaire

Key issues identified 
from literature which 

were adopted for 
building semi-structured 

open-ended questions

Areas of competitive Intelligence 
concept as per Calof, (2017); 

Köseoglu et al. (2018)

Open ended questions Some literature 
References

1. Cost Business Development In your opinion, do 
analytics using data 
from social media can 
help to understand cost 
drivers?

Štefániková and 
Masàrovà, (2014)

2. Location-based services Product Development/Business 
Strategy

In your opinion, do 
analytics using data 
from social media can 
help to provide location 
based service?

Fan, Lau and Zhao 
(2015); Hu et al. 
(2019)

3. Supply chain 
management

Sales or Business Development In your opinion, do 
analytics using data 
from social media can 
help to improve supply 
chain management?

Fan, Lau and Zhao 
(2015); Hu et al. 
(2019)

4. Information flows Business Development/
communication

In your opinion, do 
analytics using data 
from social media 
can help to identify 
bottlenecks in 
company’s information 
flows?

Fan, Lau and Zhao 
(2015); Hu et al. 
(2019)
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et al., 2019). Once the data were coded into themes and subthemes, responses were systematically 
combined to enable interpretation of the data. Details of themes and subthemes are provided in Table 3.

We also analyzed the coded data using coding queries and matrix coding queries in NVivo 
to identify the association between respondent attributes (e.g. job title, type of organization, and 
organizational size) and responses. Using matrix coding queries, we could gain insights into 
perspectives according to respondent profile, enabling us to consider the possible reasons for these 
unique perspectives.

Reliability and Validity
A number of steps were taken to ensure reliability and validity. First, given that the topic under study 
has had limited research, methodological coherence between the study aims (exploratory) and research 
method was ensured by taking a theoretically informed approach, collecting data from semi-structured 
qualitative interviews (which is aligned with exploratory investigations), and analyzing data by 
coding them into themes and subthemes to identify factors related to the role of SMA in obtaining CI. 
Second, item measures used in developing the research questionnaire were drawn from prior studies 
on SM and confirming to conceptualization in Calof, (2017) and Köseoglu et al., (2019) (see Table 
2). Third, care was taken to choose respondents with knowledge on the subject by confirming whether 
they had been involved in SM, big data, or business intelligence. Fourth, the use of NVivo for data 
coding and analysis (through queries and matrix queries) allowed systematic, granular, and replicable 

Table 3. Themes and subthemes extracted from NVivo

Themes, Sub-themes codings of data extracted from NVivo 12.0 Sources Quotes

I. Understanding of sources of costs 12 12

Limitation (information sufficiency, utility of SM, and technological availability) 9 9

Use internal data or combine with internal data for costs 4 4

Viability and nature of sources of costs 1 1

II. Providing location-based services 17 17

Events identification and Other Opportunities 5 5

Limitations (privacy, regulatory compliance) and recommendations 5 5

Develop privacy preserving tools 1 1

Increased people mobility may lessen utility of SM for location-based services 1 1

Localization strategies 4 4

III. Improving supply chain management 16 16

Identification of factors and uncertainties that may affect the supply chain 2 2

Limitations and recommendations 4 4

Combine SM data with other data 3 3

Understanding of supply and demand, demand planning, and inventory 
management

6 6

IV. Identifying bottlenecks in information flow 11 11

Limitations and recommendations 8 8

Use internal data or combine with SM data for info flow effectiveness 2 2

Understanding of weaknesses of effectiveness of info flow and opportunities 5 5

Opportunities of finding new directions 2 2
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coding and analysis, contributing to the reliability of findings (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Finally, the 
data were coded by two authors independently. The level of agreement between both manual and 
NVivo-based coding, which were conducted independently of each other, was 100%, demonstrating 
high intercoder reliability. For example, using manual coding, data from one of the questions were 
coded into the theme “Improving supply chain management” and subthemes, “Improved demand 
planning and inventory management”, “Uncertainty identification”, and “Combination of data with 
other data to support decision-making”. This manual coding was fully consistent with the coding for 
the same theme using NVivo (see Table 3 for NVivo coding).

RESULTS ANd dISCUSSIoN

Analysis of the interview data offered several new insights and identified limitations in the role of 
SMA in obtaining CI. These are discussed in detail below and presented in Table 4.

Understanding Sources of Costs
The data analysis shows that there were mixed views about the role of SM data in providing insights 
about the sources of costs. Obtaining a granular understanding of a company’s costs in comparison 
with its competitors may be an area in which SM data can provide insights, According to Respondent 2:

The profit goes down if cost is larger than income. However, why is the increase in cost larger than 
the increase in income? This can be analyzed through big data analytics on social media data. Is it 
because of product transition? Or is it because of fierce competition? Big data will help to find the 
possible reasons and take corresponding actions to cut cost.

This finding indicates the potential for examining SM data to identify cost drivers. We believe 
that user-generated content (e.g. opinions, comments, feedback, blogs, or customer interactions) can 
provide insights about cost differentiation (e.g., delivery, troubleshooting, customer service, and 
maintenance costs). This understanding may help companies identify whether costs in some areas are 
higher or lower than those of their competitors. These costs may increase or reduce operational, and 
ultimately product and service, costs. This finding expands on those of earlier works (e.g., Štefániková 
& Masàrovà, 2014) on the role of SMA in providing insights on costs.

NVivo Query Results Analysis
Matrix coding analysis showed that respondents from manufacturing, service, and large companies 
were uncertain about the role of SMA in providing insights on costs and recommended that internal 
financial data (potentially in combination with SMA data) be used to gain such insights. Such a 
finding seems reasonable given that SM-driven information about costs may be broad and unfocused, 
making it difficult to gain valid insights. To overcome this challenge, data analysts and other relevant 
employees should work together to design appropriate algorithms for mining actionable CI from the 
large SM data pool.

Providing Location-Based Services
The results show that SMA can help provide location-based services, increasing the ability to be 
competitive, particularly given the increased level of population mobility. Users may be categories 
based on location logs to further analyze similarities in habits and tastes. Businesses operating in 
countries with vast territories (e.g., China) often need to customize their offerings and marketing 
because people living in different geographical regions have different customs and preferences. Such 
information can help develop location-based marketing strategies in terms of, for example, promotional 
messages, pricing, and product packaging. Respondent 9 explained that “people living in the same 
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area tend to have similar customs, habits, tastes, and preferences. These are valuable information to 
develop [a] location-based marketing strategy.”

Combining SM users’ locations with their interactions, discussions, and transactions can provide 
intelligence on customers’ purchasing behaviors, intentions, and future activities. This knowledge may 
be used to refine existing and design new localized sales and marketing strategies, ultimately leading 
to increased customer satisfaction. Further, mining the SM location log may not only provide insights 
into the company’s own products and services but also yield valuable intelligence on competitors’ 
offerings, helping to localize the company’s offerings. Particularly, as SM is a globally used technology, 
it can be very useful in helping companies in their internationalization endeavors by providing an 
understanding of customers’ needs based on customers’ geographical locations. Such an understanding 
will enable tailoring sales and marketing campaigns to the geographical locations and help company 
expand internationally. This is in line with findings of Rialp-Criado and Rialp’s (2020) study who 
argued that speed of use of SM is positively associated with the speed of internationalization.

Another perspective that emerged from the analysis is that while regional events may influence 
the local market, they may not be prominent enough to be covered by the mainstream media. SMA 
for a particular location may help identify events being discussed by SM users that are not promoted 
through mainstream information channels. The intelligence gathered can then be used for sales, 
marketing, and customer engagement activities, enhancing the competitive position of a company:

For example, social media is always a good place to know about local events. These events may 
have an impact on the local market but may not be broadcast on [the] news. If log data is included 
in big data analytics, companies may find these events in time and make adjusted response to these 
local events. (Respondent 16)

NVivo Query Results Analysis
The query results show that respondents from both the manufacturing and service sectors were 
enthusiastic about the use of SMA for gaining location-based CI to design and refine their business 
strategies. Further, we found that regardless of organization size, all respondents considered SMA 
to be useful for gaining location-specific CI. However, large companies were more concerned about 
privacy issues, which is understandable given that large companies face bigger legal, financial, and 
reputational risks.

Improving Supply Chain Management
The results show that SMA can improve at least three aspects of supply chain management. The first 
aspect is demand planning and inventory management. SMA can help identify customers’ preferred 
products and services that are more likely to be purchased or consumed. This information may be 
used to support demand planning and inventory management to improve supply chain activities, as 
explained by Respondent 2: “It can provide a sign ahead of time before the transaction records are 
available. Good comments on products tend to attract more purchase behavior, which can be observed 
on social media analytics.”

The second aspect that emerged from our analysis is that the real-time capture of SM data can 
help identify uncertainties that may affect supply chain operations. SM data such as group discussion 
threads, blogs, comments, and product reviews can yield abundant information about sentiments, 
events, or factors that may affect supply chain processes in the near future. Respondent 20 explained 
this succinctly: “I guess there are many factors [that] can influence the supply chain management 
process, and big data analytics is able to detect these factors and uncertainties.”

The third aspect that emerged from the interviews is that SM data should be combined with data 
from other sources such as transactions to gain a more complete picture of supply chain management: 
“I think it will be more effective if combined with other data such as logistic data or transaction data” 
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(Respondent 18). This important finding advances that of an earlier study, which found that analysis 
of customer sentiments in Twitter helped improve supply chain efficiency (Singh et al., 2018). Chae 
(2015) also analyzed Twitter, agreeing that SM plays an important role in supply chain practices such 
as demand shaping, supply chain risk management, and stakeholder engagement. Our findings also 
further strengthen work of Iftikhar and Khan (2020) who demonstrated through a case study that SMA 
help improve demand forecasting accuracy in a supply chain. While it is known that SMA can help 
build supply chain management capabilities for logistics, innovation, and service recovery (Singh 
et al., 2018), more research is required to understand the role of SMA in supply chain management. 
Algorithms and technologies available for analytics are also in the early stages of development. 
Therefore, using other supply chain data together with SM data may be a more effective approach 
for companies to understand the benefits of and build confidence in using SM data to improve supply 
chain effectiveness.

NVivo Query Results Analysis
Our query analysis shows that mostly respondents from large and medium-sized companies considered 
SMA a valuable source of CI for supply chain management, particularly for demand planning and 
uncertainties. This may be because opinions, comments, and discussions on SM can provide vital 
intelligence about the overall sentiments of consumers, which can help in demand planning, inventory 
management, and adjustments in overall supply chain management strategies. Moreover, the continuous 
generation of SM data provides the opportunity to conduct SMA in real time or over shorter periods, 
which may be of enormous benefit to supply chain management adjustments and potentially increase 
profits. Interestingly, we found no observable patterns between the views of respondents belonging 
to manufacturing versus service or other types of companies. This could be because the use of SM 
data for supply chain management is still new and not sufficiently streamlined.

Identifying Bottlenecks in Information Flow
Our results show that SMA can provide a better understanding of information flow and help identify 
bottlenecks. Bottlenecks in information flow arise from issues such as the sharing of incomplete, 
inaccurate, biased, or delayed information and companies being unable to reach out to desired 
customers and stakeholders. An understanding of bottlenecks can help companies adjust their 
communication strategies and improve the fluency of their information flow, which can enhance 
their competitive abilities:

I think most of the companies use social media as a tool to communicate with consumers and also use 
it as a channel to post company information. Therefore, big data analytics on social media data can 
find out how the information flows and also find out the bottlenecks in information transformation. 
(Respondent 15)

SMA can provide insights on weaknesses in the management of a company’s information flow. 
Companies can also learn about the effectiveness of their information flow compared with that of 
their competitors from users’ comments and opinions in SM. This intelligence may be exploited to 
improve communication and find new means of communication, ultimately improving customer 
engagement, sales, and profitability (Respondents 2, 4, and 5).

NVivo Query Results Analysis
Our query analysis shows that using SM data to identify bottlenecks in information flow is contentious. 
Respondents from large and manufacturing companies saw the value in using SMA for gaining insights 
into information flow effectiveness but also believed that combining SM data with other data would 
be more effective. Query results suggest that business-related respondents (e.g., marketing and sales) 
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were more enthusiastic about using SMA for gaining insights into information flow, while technical 
staff (e.g. information and technology managers) advised caution in relying on SMA for this purpose.

Limitations of Social Media Analytics in obtaining Competitive Intelligence
Our analysis shows that despite the seemingly many benefits of using SMA for obtaining CI, the 
insights gained from SMA also have many limitations. One argument that clearly emerged from 
the study findings is that SM data should be combined with companies’ internal financial data to 
identify sources of costs for implementing strategies to improve cost competitiveness, as explained 
by Respondent 17: “It is better to use social media data together with some internal financial data 
to give an unbiased view.”

Further, our analysis shows that privacy concerns and related regulations are challenges to 
providing location-based services. Our results suggest that companies should be cautious in handling 
location-based data because users may be concerned about privacy violations. One suggestion was 
that technology development should focus on building privacy-preserving algorithms that can provide 
companies with desired intelligence while preserving the privacy of users.

Moreover, Respondents 1, 3, 6, 7, 8, 14, 17, and 18 pointed out the limitations of using SM data 
for gathering intelligence on information flow, including (1) that it may be effective for some industries 
but not others (Respondents 3 and 7); (2) the variability in dependency on the use of SM for the 
company’s business (Respondent 8); and (3) that SM data alone are insufficient for obtaining a full 
understanding of the effectiveness and bottlenecks in information flow. Respondent 1 recommended 
using SM along with internal data: “The bottlenecks in company information flows should be analyzed 
within the company with internal data and internal business process. The external data from social 
media may have little influence on this.”

These results underline the importance of having a strategy that considers the strengths and 
weaknesses of SMA-driven CI and leverages the benefits of using SMA for CI.

dISCUSSIoN

SMA can obtain multidimensional aspects of CI, confirming the tenets of CI theory and the 
conceptualizations of Calof (2017) and Köseoglu et al. (2019). While earlier works (e.g., Štefániková 
& Masàrovà, 2014) have shown that CI can help reduce costs, the present study provides a new 
perspective that SMA can provide CI to understand sources of costs. This knowledge then be used 
to make informed decisions on cost management and improve cost competitiveness. Sources of costs 
can also be better understood by gathering location-specific CI. Earlier works (e.g., Lee, 2018) have 
discussed the possibilities and need for location-specific analytics using SM. This study provides 
further evidence that SMA can provide intelligence on location-specific habits, tastes, preferences, 
and current and future purchasing intentions, which can be used for improved decision-making. SM 
being a technology that is used across various cultures and nationalities (e.g., Wechat in China or 
Whatsapp globally), our results extend work by earlier studies (e.g. Halawani et al., 2020; Iftikhar & 
Khan, 2020; Rialp-Criado & Rialp, 2020) which have emphasized managing SM as a key information 
resource for achieving operational performance and sustainable growth.

SMA appears useful for providing location-specific information. These results strengthen earlier 
work where Balduini et al. (2012) underlined the usefulness of SM data to provide personalized and 
localized services. As well, it can help in increased internationalization and global reach-out as is 
argued by Rialp-Criado and Rialp (2020). Extending the discussion, Brandt et al. (2017) found that 
spatial and semantic analytics of SM data can provide useful insights for smart tourism management. 
However, the continuous nature of data generation through SM may make it challenging to keep up 
with the analysis of data and tailor products in a timely manner. Tailoring products/services, sales, 
and marketing strategies for short periods based on location-specific intelligence seems a more 
realistic approach.
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Our analysis also shows that SMA-driven CI can help in achieving supply chain and information 
management efficiency. From an IT perspective, SM provides multi-format big data about customer 
sentiments, supply and demand variations, and environmental factors that effect supply chain 
management. Analytics of such data has a positive impact on supply chain and organizational 
performance (Iftikhar & Khan, 2020). Further, real-time around-the-clock data gathered from a 
variety of SM channels can help in understanding market dynamics and customer needs, the analysis 
of which may facilitate with addressing supply–demand uncertainties and achieving supply chain 
efficiency (Singh et al., 2018).

Moreover, we find that SMA provides insights on effectiveness of information flow, which 
facilitates improved interactions with customers, suppliers and other stakeholders, as also proposed by 
Bukhari et al. (2010). However, we believe that optimizing the potential value of SM and associated 
analytics requires technological advancements, policy and regulatory infrastructure development, 
and education of user communities. The current level of knowledge shows that SMA is still in the 
early stages of development, and extensive efforts are required to gain the full benefits. In particular, 
technological advancements in algorithm development, real-time analytics, visualization, and privacy-
preserving data analytic tools, hardware, and software are needed to crunch multiformat big SM 
data for achieving business efficiency. One suggestion from our analysis was the need to develop 
privacy-preserving algorithms.

CoNCLUSIoN

The exponential growth of SM is changing the business environment, and companies are using SM 
as a vital source of CI to understand competition dynamics and implement appropriate strategies 
to remain sustainable in the marketplace. Advancing the knowledge on this subject, this study has 
concluded that SMA plays a valuable role in obtaining CI. Complementing earlier works, the results 
offer multiple new insights into the benefits and limitations of SMA in obtaining CI, presented in 
Table 4, and discussed as follows:

1.  Sources of costs: Companies can identify sources and benchmarks of some types of costs 
(e.g. delivery, troubleshooting, customer service, and maintenance costs) against comparable/
competing businesses based on SMA. However, this intelligence is limited in nature and should 
be complemented with internal cost data to obtain more valuable insights and improve cost 
competitiveness.

2.  Location-based tailored products and services: The multilayered (local, regional, and global) 
nature of SM data enables the gathering of intelligence on upcoming location-specific events that 
may not be publicized in mainstream media. This intelligence creates business opportunities to 
tailor sales and product development and marketing strategies as well as expand globally (Rialp-
Criado & Rialp, 2020).

3.  Supply chain management effectiveness: Using SMA-driven CI, companies can achieve 
enhanced demand planning and inventory management by identifying consumers’ preferences 
or positive views about certain products - a finding which advances earlier work by Iftikhar and 
Khan (2020). Other areas in which SMA may facilitate supply chain management include: (1) 
understanding the uncertainties that may affect supply chains based on real-time data capture 
(e.g., from group discussion threads, blogs, comments, and product reviews); and (2) achieving 
better visibility of the supply chain by combining supply chain–related data (e.g., logistics data) 
with SM data. However, algorithms and technologies for the analysis of SM and supply chain 
data to provide useful CI need to be developed.

4.  Information/communication diffusion: To some extent, companies can gain insights on 
the effectiveness (e.g., timely delivery, ability to reach out to or communicate with the target 
audience, and message format, completeness, correctness, currency, and accuracy) and bottlenecks 
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in information flow. Our results show that SM data alone are inadequate to understand the 
effectiveness of or bottlenecks in the information flow and should be combined with other 
relevant internal information to gain better intelligence on information flow.

To conclude, SM data are a vital source of CI to enhance internal efficiencies and external 
positioning. The multipronged effects of SMA may empower organizations to effectively manage a 
range of elements, including supply chains, information flow, personalized offerings, and location-

Table 4. Results summary

Notes: CI: competitive intelligence; SM: social media; SMA: social media analytics.
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based provisions. There could be variations in the way SM is used across different cultural contexts 
(such as Wechat is the main SM app used in China versus Whatsapp is favored outside China), but 
it seems that the management and use of information driven from SM for business have similarity 
of purpose and benefit proposition (Halawani et al., 2020). Further, we argue that while the results 
of this study done in a Chinese context correspond to and extend earlier work (e.g., Halawani et al., 
2020; Iftikhar & Khan, 2020), the understanding of complementarities in the role of SMA for CI 
across various cultural contexts need further examination.

It is also pertinent to note that organizations cannot solely rely on SMA. SM is an open medium 
in which every actor has an equal opportunity to gain the desired CI, making it difficult to achieve a 
long-term sustainable advantage based on SMA alone. Thus, organizations also need to guard against 
leakage of information to competitors through SM channels. Therefore, it is beneficial to complement 
SMA with company-specific operational, financial, and managerial data to achieve the desired results.

Moreover, because a large proportion of SM users comprise members of younger generations, 
SMA may generate skewed results with limited applicability to other tiers of society. The cost, 
time, and effort involved in collecting and analyzing SM data must be weighed against its potential 
benefits. Although SM is popular, it is not suited to every type of business; thus, its limitations and 
constraints must be considered.

IMPLICATIoNS, LIMITATIoNS, ANd FUTURE dIRECTIoNS

Implications for Theory and Practice
This study makes several contributions to theory and practice. The study contributes to global IT 
information management literature by developing insights on the role of SMA in providing multi-
faceted information to organization in the form of CI (particularly as SM is a globally used technology). 
We show that SMA can provide expanded knowledge resources to businesses, including insights on 
information flow effectiveness, supply chain management, and costs, beyond the traditional scope of 
CI (which is predominantly focused on competitor analysis), as proposed in prior studies. These results 
show that CI is a multidimensional construct, contributing to an improved theoretical measure of CI 
than that limited to competitor analysis. Such an understanding will advance theoretical knowledge 
development on the strategies for management of information resources with a particular focus on 
SM and other related communication technologies. The Chinese context of the study will also help 
in advancing theoretical knowledge on the cultural and nationalistic perspectives of SM use for 
business as well.

The study also shows that the behaviors of competitors, customers, suppliers, and other 
stakeholders may be understood through analysis of SM-based information. While showing the 
usefulness of CI theory for examining SM-related issues, the results complement and extend those 
of earlier studies (e.g., Halawani et al., 2020; Iftikhar & Khan, 2020; Rialp-Criado & Rialp, 2020) 
and contribute to the research on the development of SM theory in global information management 
context. Finally, our results have identified some benefits and limitations of using SMA to obtain CI, as 
presented in our framework (see Table 4), adding to the theoretical understanding of the role of SMA.

The results provide insights for chief information officers, SM managers, and operations 
managers about the role of SMA in providing CI, guiding them to plan and implement business and 
technological strategies to leverage SM-driven global information resources for enhanced decision-
making and operational efficiencies. The results will help managers to put in place strategies and 
take appropriate actions for efficient collection and processing of SM driven information to identify 
insights for competitive advantage. Guided by findings of the study, managers will be able to recognize 
the opportunities (such as for improved supply chain performance, cost efficiencies, and tailored 
sales and marketing management) available at a global as well as national level by leveraging SM-
driven information. Such a recognition will enable developing plans to use SM-based information 
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resources effectively for business benefits. The limitations and benefits identified in this study (see 
Table 4) serve as a framework for considering the necessary improvements in SMA algorithms and 
technologies to maximize the benefits of using SMA for business purposes.

Limitations and Future directions
This study has some limitations. First, while rich in outcomes and knowledge, like other qualitative 
studies, the findings of this study are limited by the subjective opinions of field experts. Second, 
although our sample size was adequate and consistent with prior studies, the number of people 
interviewed in this research was limited. Third, interviews were conducted in one country; therefore, 
the generalization of findings to a broader context and other business environments may also be limited.

This study opens a number of avenues for further research. For example, a qualitative study 
with a larger sample size comprising individuals from several countries will help consolidate the CI 
construct and add additional elements to provide a more comprehensive perspective of SMA-driven 
CI. Further studies are needed to understand how customer sentiments are influenced by SM channels, 
how different SM channels influence the effectiveness of gathering CI, and how such differences 
affect the achievement of business value and decision-making efficiency from CI.
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