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Introduction 

 

The nature of work at large is undergoing massive shifts (Standing, 2011), often 

facilitated by new digital technologies (Precarity Lab, 2019) while also being a great source 

of meaning in the lives of many people (Gregg, 2013). Therefore, it is vital to understand 

what role digital communication plays in shaping, maintaining, and directing the domain of 

work in the lives of individuals. Discussions of social media and work specifically have 

veered off into vastly different directions. Are social media always a type of unpaid 

exploitation (e.g. Andrejvic, 2011), are they only a distraction in the realm of “actual work” 

(e.g. North, 2010), or are they a venue of professional expressions (e.g. Johnson, 2017)? 

Giving a universal answer to these questions is impossible, as they each rely on very different 

conceptualisations of “social media” and even of “work”, and particularly of how these two 

subjects intersect. Understanding this may prove vital to how we perceive the coming future 

of work, where digital media – including ones not immediately related to work – may prove 

to play new and interesting roles.  

This article will map eight different conceptualisations of the intersection of “social 

media” and “work” as they implicitly appear in the existing research. These 

conceptualizations are informally inspired by 16 months of theoretical and empirical inquiries 

into the role of social media in working life. In the following these conceptualizations will be 

exemplified by references to existing peer-reviewed research, thus relying on what is 

commonly on what may be termed “certified knowledge” (Fernandez-Alles & Ramos-
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Rodríguez, 2009). As I proceed through these different conceptualisations, I will emphasize 

what difference they make from the perspective of an individual, as opposed to groups, 

organisations or societies at large. This focus on the individuals’ perspective is not in order to 

situate individual agency as the definitive factor, but rather to convey a sense of how social 

media in and around working life may be perceived “from the bottom up”. I propose these 

conceptualisations as a useful tool for untangling both different individual experiences of 

how a given person may experience the intersection between their own social media use and 

their work, as well as a delineation of adjacent research interests around social media and 

work. Following my walkthrough of the conceptualisations, I will briefly discuss how they 

contrast, and particularly how the final conceptualisation of Social Media under Work 

provides new perspectives on the existing research. Following this, I will end on suggesting 

further avenues for research on the intersection of social media and working life.  

  

 

Background 

 

In large parts of the world, digital media have become foundational as an 

infrastructure for personal and professional life, and for many institutions as well. One effect 

of this is that individuals have a constant task of choosing the appropriate media for any 

given situation in their everyday life (Helles, 2013) and are often left with the task of 

deciding how available they should make themselves in different contexts, especially 

considering with mobile devices that allow almost constant availability (Middleton, 2007; 

Helles, 2013; Mazmanian et al., 2013). In a sense, a large part of the ordinary work of the 

highly digitized countries takes place across a host of media, and involves a large degree of - 
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among other things - online identity management (Fast and Jansson, 2019), boundary 

management (Mazmanian et al., 2013) practical coordination (Lomborg, 2014) and 

sociability (Papacharassi & Mendelson, 2010; Schroeder, 2016). 

All of this has led to discussions of how different domains of life - e.g. work and 

personal life - relate to each other in the present media landscape. These discussions have 

taken place on the level of devices (e.g. Mazmanian et al., 2013; Wajcman et al 2009), or of 

the mobile internet more broadly (e.g. Coget, 2011; Wajcman et al., 2010). In the following, I 

will take the discussion to the level of “social media”. I do this for four major reasons. 

Firstly, because social media represent a middle ground between the materiality of specific 

technologies and devices (e.g. smartphones) and the ephemerality of communication as such. 

Secondly, as a genre of communication crossing into different domains of life, they are 

usually perceived of as being “personal” and migrating into the realm of work, rather than the 

other way around, as can be argued in the case of, for instance, e-mail. Thirdly, the specific 

genre affordances of social media lead to a large amount of identity work being performed by 

individuals on these platforms. The nature of this identity work may vary highly depending 

on how an individual may perceive the intersection between a given social medium and 

working life, which leads me to my fourth and final reason for my choice of focus: Social 

media are simply a very contested category both in research and in the lived lives of people – 

which bleeds into how the epistemological construction of their relation to work may be 

constructed -  as will become apparent in the following.  

 

Social Media: A delineation 
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 As has been pointed out, the term “social media” is strictly speaking akin to 

“nonsense” (Lomborg, 2014), since it implies that other types of media are definitionally 

lacking in a social dimension. This is of course an assertion that flies in the face of both 

media history and sociology like a slap from an unruly child (see e.g. Briggs & Burke, 2009). 

Rather, the more colloquial (but still academically acceptable) use of the term “social media” 

is as an umbrella term for a number of web-based applications and services with a high 

emphasis on user-generated content (Bechmann & Lomborg, 2013; boyd, 2015; van Dijck, 

2013).  While social media sites have antecedents in services such as Internet Relay Chat and 

BBS’s, it has been recently assumed to be a feature of the “named internet” (Hogan, 2013), at 

least as far as social networking sites go. This “named” feature will become central to the 

discussion of professional and personal identity management, which is a central theme of 

several of the conceptualizations I present below.   

My cited examples will mostly concern themselves with Facebook, Twitter, 

Instagram, YouTube and LinkedIn. I attribute this largely to the longevity of these particular 

platforms, which in turn has facilitated a large amount of research output about them across a 

variety of fields. However, the following conceptualization - though reliant on these 

examples for explanatory power - will be platform agnostic. This is recognition that while 

some platforms may conform somewhat clearly to being more related to the “professional”, 

the “personal” or a hybrid of these (Archer-Brown et al., 2018), more often platforms may be 

caught in a tug of war between being intended for different uses by different groupings of 

both their developers and users (e.g. Burgess & Baym, 2020; Brügger, 2014). As such, the 

dynamics I describe will be theoretically independent from specific platforms, though the 

final conceptualization will discuss how social media platforms designed for organizations 

complicate this.  
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Work: A Delineation 

 

“Work” might be an even trickier term to nail down than “social media”. Raymond 

Williams (1976) points out that “work” is the English language’s “most general word for 

doing something” (334).  Inspired by sociologists of work (Watson 2012, 6-7) and recent 

discussions in a transmedial landscape, I conceive of the activity of work as “the carrying out 

of tasks that produce values (of economic, cultural or social kind) that allow people to make a 

living within their specific context” (Fast & Jansson, 2019, 9). However, work is also a 

context in itself insofar as one can not only do work, but also be at work. “Work” can thus be 

conceived of as a distinct domain of life, whether this is termed as a distinction between 

“work” and “life” (e.g. Fleck et al., 2015), “work” and “home” (e.g. Peeters et al., 2005), 

“work” and “family” (e.g., Clark, 2000) or “work” and “leisure” (e.g. Thompson, 2019).  For 

the purposes of this article, I will therefore approach “work” as a domain of activities. This 

means that work can refer to both specific tasks, as well as the context within these tasks 

occurs. 

This distinction between domains has also been discussed within the context of a 

digital mediascape in general. Terms such as “boundary work” or “border work” (e.g. 

Nippert-Eng, 1996; Clark, 2000) denote activities whose primary purposes is the delineation 

of different domains of life. Usually this means keeping work delineated from other areas of 

life. In practice, this will mean very different things to very different people.  

I choose term “work” over the term “labor” for two major reasons. Firstly, while I 

find “labor” to be an adequate description of the activity of work, I find it to be an inadequate 

description of a domain of life. Secondly, I do not conceptually perceive of the “work” related 



 The Future of Work and Social Media: The Reconfiguration of an Intersection 

Christoffer Bagger, Aug 3-5 2020 

 

6 

 

to social media use as “labor” per se, as this is a distinct domain of inquiry in itself (se e.g. 

Fuchs & Sevignani, 2013). This will be the subject of the final distinction of this article. The 

main point of this article is that the conflation of “social media usage” (Understood as the 

sum total of any activities performed on social media) and “work” (understood as 

exploitation of unpaid labor by platform providers) runs the risk of overshadowing the 

myriad uses of social media in relation to work. This in turn also runs the risk of overlooking 

vital directions for future research. 

 

Eight conceptualizations of social media and work 

 

Below, I present eight conceptualizations, which may underlie both individual 

perceptions of the intersection social media and work, as well as academic discussions of the 

same. These are named and structured after how they implicitly conceive of social media as 

they relate to work: 

 

1 - Surrounding: Social Media around work 

2- Intrusion: Social Media at work 

3 - Radiation: Social media about Work 

4 - Resource: Social Media for work 

5 - Task: Social Media as work 

6 - Legacy: Social media after Work 

7 - Labor: Social media are always already work.  

8 - Infrastructure: Social Media under work 
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These conceptualizations are not paradigms which have consecutively replaced one 

another. As I will demonstrate, all eight conceptualizations may be found within the recent 

literature. These eight categories are also not mutually exclusive from the perspective of the 

individual. An individual’s use of a social media can traverse the eight categories, both in that 

different social media may be conceptualized as belonging to different categories, or even 

that a single social medium may in some way serve a function in all categories.  

In extension of this, the conceptualizations are presented here as descriptions of 

different epistemological understandings of the intersection of social media and working life. 

These epistemological categorizations may in turn inform the social uses of this intersection 

by individuals and organizations. The categories are not presented here as normative 

categories with a moral hierarchy between them. I unpack each of the eight 

conceptualizations below. 

  

 

1 - Surrounding: Social Media around work 

 

The first conceptualization of how Social Media intersects with work is - strictly 

speaking that the two don’t intersect. Social media are seen as a personal (as opposed to 

professional) activity within this conceptualization. In terms of identity work, a person may 

have a presence one or several social media platforms, but this is neither used for work 

purposes, or in any way explicitly linked to their professional identity or their workplace. In 

terms of boundary work, this separation may be strictly enforced by a person, or it may be 

merely incidental.  
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In principle, this separation may be possible, but empirically any such separation is 

highly fragile, and even if one tries to keep social media disconnected from work, work - so 

to speak - can be hard to disconnect from social media. One very obvious manifestation of 

this is in the use of “cybervetting” (Berkeleaar & Buzzanelli, 2015; Berger & Zickar, 2016; 

Gruzd et al., 2020) procedures in recruitment processes. Here, recruitment personnel may 

scan and vet a potential candidate’s online presence - including presence on social media - in 

order to evaluate their fit for a given position. Already a decade ago, discussions in business 

research emphasized the need for professionals to manage their online identities (Labrecque 

et al., 2011). This will also become relevant in the fourth conceptualization, social media 

about work.  

In this sense, social media is not only around work, but it is also prior to work. This is 

both in the sense that any social media presence is potentially scrutinized before a person 

may gain any specific job (see e.g. Davison et al., 2011), but also that social media presence 

may be scrutinized before a person gains any job at all (see e.g. Melton et al., 2018). 

Empirically, this is of course not necessarily the case, and it is certainly not the case across all 

types of jobs. However, it is the foundation of this conceptualization. Social media - and any 

presence an individual may have on these exists both around work - in the sense that they can 

be thought of as something which surrounds work and does not immediately influence that 

sphere, and thought of as prior to work, in the very literal sense that from a life course 

perspective, a person entering the job market at the current point in history will likely have a 

history of social media use behind them. Just as social media presence may influence hiring 

decisions, they may influence termination decisions as well (Crane, 2011; Davison et al., 

2011; O’Connor & Schmidt, 2015; Parker et al., 2019). The rationale behind this is often 

something along the lines of hiring the “whole person” (e.g. Powell, 1998). 
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In summary, this conceptualization emphasizes how social media become a factor 

which affects an individual’s relation to their work (including whether they keep - or even get 

- a job) before they as individuals even enter the workplace or the workforce, and before we 

as researchers have even gotten around to discussing work at all. In the following 

conceptualizations, work and social media are seen as – if not more integrated, then at least 

more entwined.  

 

2 - Intrusion: Social media at work 

 

In this conceptualization, social media are seen as primarily a personal pursuit, and 

any use of these in the context of work is regarded with suspicion and must justify itself. One 

early study (North, 2010) delves into the perceived acceptability of checking personal social 

media services during work time. Here the conclusion is that such activities are provisionally 

acceptable. In this conceptualization, as in the first one, social media activities are generally 

not conceived of as being meaningfully associated with work tasks. Both in the sense that 

they are not essential to the completion of work tasks, but also that they hardly relate to work 

or professional identity at all.  Any activity on here will be seen a priori as something which 

an employee does as a private individual, and something which in an immediate sense 

detracts from their professional efforts. Any positive outcomes of social network and social 

media usage are thus framed as appearing very indirectly, if at all. Social media use in 

worktime may thus be tolerated, but not actively encouraged.  

Fundamentally, this conceptualization presents a question of whether or not social 

media are a distraction (cf. Wu et al., 2018). In the most negative light, social media - along 

with many other ostensibly “nonproductive” categories of digital activities can be adversely 
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bunched together under the umbrella terms of “social loafing” or “cyberloafing” (Andreassen 

et al., 2014; Liberman et al., 2011) in this thread of discussion. Keywords such as “excessive 

use” or “hedonic use” (e.g Cao & Yu, 2019; Delalíc et al., 2019) of social media may also 

appear – underlining the idea of this being perceived as a personal activity intruding into the 

realm of work.  In extremis, scholars will even go so far as to offhandedly suggest that the 

overall proliferation of social media services can be owed to people spending time on them 

during work hours (e.g. Graeber, 2019). Discourses of “social media addiction” (e.g. 

Priyadarshini et al., 2020; Zivnuska et al., 2019) are also likely to appear, as are discussions 

of “technostress” due to personal social media use in a work context (Brooks & Califf, 2017). 

Usually, the recommendation is that social media policies be implemented, understood and 

enforced (e.g. Johnston, 2014). Organizations thus commit themselves to a high degree of 

boundary policing, often by outsourcing this to their employees. 

The idea that social media use during work time is primarily a “personal” as opposed 

to “professional” endeavor is not entirely without empirical merit. One study by Pew 

Research for instance, underlines how this is indeed a primary motivation for employee’s 

social media use during working hours (Olmstead et al., 2016). However, this explanation is 

not exhaustive for the uses of social media during worktime – as will become apparent in the 

following conceptualizations. For instance: If a study or a discussion proceeds from an 

assumption of social media as potential databases of knowledge for individual workers – and 

just an opportunity for them to “loaf” or manage their personal identities and networks - the 

discussion takes place within the next conceptualization. 

 

3 - Resource: Social media for work  
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In this conceptualization, we have discussions of how social media are used for 

professional purposes, without it being a core task of the individual user. The 

conceptualization of Social Media as a work task or an essential part of work will be treated 

in the next category. From the perspective of the individual, any social media use here is 

voluntary, and done with the aim of aiding or improving one’s work tasks. Here, the 

assumption that social media can have a positive effect on professional efforts, is made 

explicit. In this conceptualization, I place any use of social media - here still being conceived 

of as a category of communication which deals with a “private” or “personal” individual for 

professional purposes that are not an explicit work task. An example would be looking for - 

or providing - professional advice on platforms such as Twitter, Facebook and Instagram. 

Here, social media may afford an opportunity for the individual for feeling “ahead of the 

game” (Lupton & Michael, 2020).  

The research in this area is extensive within the business and information sciences. 

Within business literature, the potential for monitoring social media for business and 

customer insights was discussed extensively at least a decade ago (e.g. Kietzmann et al., 

2011). Incidentally, this is not too dissimilar to how academics have largely treated social 

media as a data source, which has currently become far harder to access (see Bruns, 2019 for 

an overview). To be clear: This area of activities fits within this category insofar as it 

represents an avenue for an individual to gain data insights and knowledge.  

Aside from being sites of monitoring and capturing of information, social media are 

also sites of voluntary knowledge sharing (e.g. van Zoonen et al., 2016). Here studies have 

established that the predictors of the use of social technologies for knowledge sharing may be 

contingent on an employee’s gender, position, size of the organization (Yan et al., 2014) as 

well as the expected benefits of such use (Paroutis & Saleh, 2009). Some studies link social 
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media use during work hours positively to work performance, but underlines how both 

“hedonic” and “utilitarian” motivations are intertwined in the use (Leftheriotis & Giannakos, 

2014). The use of personal social media for work purposes can be strongly associated with 

both a sense of autonomy as well as work pressure, with one study documenting that 

employees seem more burdened by this accessibility than enjoying it (van Zoonen & Rice, 

2017). Some studies frame social media rather unambiguously as a stress factor in a work 

context (Bucher et al., 2013). 

In general, I perceive this conceptualization to be result of the very diffuse roles social 

media can serve for people in work situations where a lot of individual flexibility is afforded. 

This can in turn result in both innovative solutions, a high rate of frustration and burnout – 

and many more things in between. In the next two conceptualizations – social media use will 

serve ostensibly more specific purposes.  

 

 

4 - Radiating: Social Media about Work 

 

In this category, we find conceptualizations of Social media as a tool for broadcasting 

one’s own professional identity. In the first conceptualization (Social media around work) 

was concerned with how social media fit in before one was in the job market or if one did not 

explicitly connect their social media presence to their professional lives. Here the purpose is 

in some sense the opposite. In effect, this is intentionally sharing from the domain of work 

and into a broader sphere. This is not “work” in the sense of recruitment and surveying 

coming to one’s personal sphere, rather this is individuals bringing their “work” into other 

domains. This may be just “broadcasting” one’s professional identity - perhaps in anticipation 
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of the activities discussed in the first category (social media around work). Another example 

could be socializing with work colleagues in venues not controlled by the organization (see 

e.g. Gregg 2013), or even the organization of labor unions via social media (Lazar et al., 

2020). These activities are about work – but they are not in and of themselves the work.  

In terms of identity work, a large predictor of whether or not one associates with 

one’s place of work on digital platforms seems largely dependent on one’s organizational 

identification (Fieseler et al 2015; Archer-Brown et al 2019), that is – the degree to which 

one feels a sense of identification with the organization in question. It is also a question of the 

degree to which individuals integrate (as oppose to segment) the domain of work from other 

areas of life (Batenburg & Bartels, 2017).  

This “radiating” of the domain of work into other domains of life can be varying 

degrees of intentional, in this way it mirrors the second category of social media as an 

intrusion into the domain of work. However, I argue that studies and practices in which social 

media are an explicit work task belong in the next category. What distinguishes this category 

is that social media are neither an explicit work task nor something which provide an explicit 

advantage in performing work tasks.  

This conceptualization is the result of the internet in general (and social media in 

particular) becoming a space where real-name interactions are far more common than ever 

before, with pseudonymous and anonymous fora being regarded as less valid, and thus 

leaving people with less opportunity to segment different parts of their life online (see e.g. 

Hogan, 2013; van der Nagel, 2017). Obviously, this perceived unity of the self is one which 

benefits not only social media platforms, which as Van Dijck (2013) puts it, have a vested 

interest in positioning “the online self as a standardized tradeable product.” (201). This will 

be discussed in more detail in the seventh conceptualization – social media is always already 
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work. For now, it is merely important to keep in mind how this perspective is compatible 

with the interests of recruiters and HR managers interested in keeping tabs on prospective 

and current employees.  Perhaps the sentiment behind this shift was expressed most clearly 

by Facebook CEO Mark Zuckerberg : 

 

“You have one identity . . . The days of you having a different image for your work 

friends or co-workers and for the other people you know are probably coming to an end 

pretty quickly. Having two identities for yourself is an example of a lack of integrity” (quoted 

in Kirkpatrick, 2010, 199)  

 

Thus, it leaves little room for the molding and segmentation of identity online. Aside 

from undervaluing secrecy as a common (personal and corporate) practice (Birchall, 2016; 

Costas & Grey, 2009), it leads individuals into a paradigm of visibility management, where 

individuals must constantly strategically disclose certain information about themselves 

(Flyverbom, 2019).  

This “radiating” can be framed as the domains of work bleeding into other domains of 

life. However, as examples like the unionization case have demonstrated, this need not be a 

universally negative phenomenon. What both this conceptualization and the previous one 

(Social media for work) have in common however is a usage of social media in the domain of 

work as something happening ostensibly at the initiative of the individual – or at least without 

a specific requirement from, for instance, their workplace. To discuss this practice of social 

media as a required activity, I move on to the next conceptualization.  

 

5 - Task: Social Media as Work  
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If an individual’s job is directly to deal with the production or management of social 

media content, then we are within this conceptualization. Here, social media are a work task. 

Usually, social media will be a channel of communications to a large (often external - but 

occasionally internal) audience. Concretely, a person may be formally tasked with producing 

or monitoring content on social media platforms. It may be their sole work task, or it may be 

one in a broad portfolio of tasks. This content production may be explicitly stated as a goal in 

and of itself, or it may be required for other purposes.  

Any content production on behalf of a workplace will fall into this category, 

regardless of whether the explicit sender is an individual person (e.g. Gilpin, 2011) or an 

account speaking on behalf of an organization, speaking on behalf of another person (e.g. a 

political actor or an executive) or even a fictional character (e.g. Kinney & Ireland, 2015).  If 

it is an explicit or essential task, it is performed by at least one actual individual, and it 

belongs within this framework.   

While a person may latently use social media for the purpose of self-promotion in the 

first and fourth conceptualization (Social media around and about work, respectively), in this 

category we find discussions of people who are applied terms such as “influencer” or 

“content creator”. Here, the work for these individuals consist of producing content for social 

media platforms which they can either monetize directly or indirectly. Here, some fuzziness 

will appear around whether or not a person conceives of their content production for social 

media as a central or essential work task, and to what extent they perceive this content 

production as to their own benefit or to the benefit of their organisation. Extensive empirical 

research has already revealed that much of the effort that goes into becoming a professional 

content producer is “aspirational work” (Duffy, 2017) or “visibility labour” (Abidin, 2016).  
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Aside from content production, there is also the task of content management as 

performed by human persons.  One fundamental way in which this differs from content 

production is in its relatively invisible (to other users) nature. A bulk of this curation is 

performed by workers with very low, if any visibility (Gray & Suri, 2019; Roberts, 2019), 

and it is therefore hard to imagine this conceptualization of use as congruent with more 

casual use of social media platforms. This work can be on both a paid basis (e.g. Roberts, 

2019), or on a volunteer basis (Matias, 2019). 

Undoubtedly, tacitly or explicitly being required to perform tasks with social media 

are a central part of many current jobs, and very likely in a number of ways that have not yet 

been extensively covered by the research. This may prompt us to ask – as I discuss in the 

seventh conceptualization, whether social media should always be considered as work. 

Before this, I will discuss to what extent social media may play a role in the lives of 

individuals who are outside the realm of work. 

   

 

6 - Legacy: Social media after Work 

 

This conceptualization exists mostly by virtue of inference, rather than by virtue of a 

large body of existing research. In the first conceptualization we briefly asked what 

implications no use of social media might have for the intersection of social media and work 

- here we might open with the question of what being outside the realm of work has for this 

intersection. Let us therefore take as a point of departure a group of the general population 

who are well-researched and who’s members can often relatively uncontroversial stand 

outside the labour market: (Retired) older adults. Older adults are of course an extremely 
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heterogenous group - but they have the advantage of being studied extensively across a 

number of disciplines. Plenty of research has been done considering the benefits of having 

older adults be digitally connected in general and using social media networks more 

specifically (see e.g. Leist, 2013; Nef et al., 2013; Xie et al., 2012). However, these studies 

are usually biased towards inquiring into leisure activities and their beneficial health effects. 

As far as I have been able to discern, no studies exist specifically considering what role social 

media may play in older adults connecting to their areas of (former) professional identities - 

or even former colleagues - into retirement. This is in spite of the fact that connectivity to a 

professional area of expertise is a commonly accepted predictor of retirement happiness 

(Atchley 1999). This also extends to a general lack of consideration of older adults as 

“producers” of media in more than a trivial sense (see Givskov & Deuze, 2016). At best, 

there is a discussion of older adults actively resisting the use of social media (e.g. Syvertsen, 

2017).  

How, are we then to make sense of what is “left behind” in the domain of work? And 

how are we to understand practices of people wishing to “stay connected” to their areas of 

work via social media? These are questions which are pertinent to older adults outside of the 

job market, but they also gain a more universal pertinence when we come next return to one 

of the first points touched upon in this article: That social media are always work, and that 

any activity on these platforms leaves traces which benefit others.  

 

7 - Labour: Social media are always already Work  

 

The final perspective to be considered here, is that of any social media activity as 

being always, definitionally work. This brings us full circle to the original discussions of this 
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article.  The operational logic behind this assumption is that, since all social media platforms 

rely largely or exclusively on user-generated content and/or user-generated moderation, these 

are forms of labour which creates the value of the platform. The value is thus in accessing the 

people and the content on the platform (e.g. Brügger, 2014). This leads to a framing of such 

“mundane” communicative acts as sharing, liking and reacting to posts as a type of labour 

(Picone et al 2019), or merely the act of having and curating a profile – performing identity 

work - as labour (e.g. Lim, 2020). In this framing they are not merely labour required by an 

employer of an employee (this is covered in social media as work) but labour done for the 

benefit of a platform provider. This user-generated content can then be thought of as “free 

labour” (e.g. Hesmondhalgh, 2010; Terranova, 2000). The discussion of social network 

media as exploitative also appears very early in this research (e.g. Andrejvic, 2011; Fuchs & 

Sevignani, 2013). The argument is not so much that social media platforms provide nothing 

in terms of algorithms or moderation that make them attractive to users (for argument against 

this see e.g. Bucher, 2012; Gillespie, 2010), but that the value provided by the users 

themselves goes uncompensated – or has even more drastic negative consequences.   

Some scholars stop just short of categorizing the act of contributing to these platforms 

as actual labour (e.g. Srnicek, 2017), while other go much further in condemning these 

practices (e.g. Precarity Lab, 2019; Zuboff, 2019). Interestingly for our purposes, these 

discussions - even the most critical ones - have thus far largely avoided touching upon the 

nature of organization-specific social media for these purposes. I will return to this in the next 

conceptualization 

 

8 - Infrastructure: Social Media under work 
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This final categorization represents not only one of the newest developments in the 

intersection of social media and work – the usage of social media as a foundation of the 

communicative operations of an organization, usually in the form of specifically developed 

social media for internal usage. This conceptualization is interesting for a number of reasons. 

For the most part, it reveres the usual premise of (at least a specific) social media as 

something intruding into, or at best supplementing the domain of work. This in reverses the 

directionality of the questions of boundary and identity work.  

In this conceptualization, social media serve as the infrastructure of work itself. That 

is, organizations can formally or informally rely on social media services for their daily 

operations. Not so much in their externally focused communications tasks (This was covered 

in previous segments) but in terms of everyday internal communications, knowledge sharing 

and information management. If this is done through a service designed for this purpose, this 

may be termed a “Enterprise social media” (Leonardi et al., 2013), “Enterprise social 

networking site” (Wehner et al., 2017) or an “internal social media” (Madsen, 2016). 

Occasionally the term “Organizational Social Media” will also be used (e.g. Högberg 2018; 

Van Osch & Coursaris, 2013).  

Here, the perceived benefits of implementing such media is usually that the 

advantages discussed in the previous conceptualizations will now all be contained within a 

single platform (Ellison, Gibbs and Weber 2015; Leonardi et al., 2013).  These specific 

media are usually discussed within the realms of business and organizational 

communications. As such, while the studies are often quite good at considering the 

organizational implications and effects of the uses of this software, but for the purposes of the 

present overview, the perspective of the individual per se is usually not at the forefront. As 

the social medium in questions serves as an infrastructure in this conceptualization, it makes 
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some sense about to discuss it as a potentially invisible or ubiquitous service. I will delve into 

some of the most pertinent questions that arise from this in the discussion section of this 

article.  

 

 

Work after Social Media? Discussion and Future directions 

 

Crucially, I believe the appearance of the final categorization – that of social media as 

an infrastructure for work – forces us to recontextualize the previously outlined conceptions. 

If the new future of work is to consider what role social media will play, it must consider to 

some extent both the infrastructural (and structuring) role, as well as the more visible 

functions it plays in the lives of working individuals. I will encourage future research to 

consider how social media as an infrastructure of work is compatible (or isn’t) with ideas of 

social media as labour. Are new considerations of social media as being both a tool of 

exploitation per se now compounded more by the potential for them to be a tool of 

exploitation and datafication by employers? Even the most critical or thorough takedowns of 

social media giants such as Facebook tend to overlook the company’s efforts into creating 

enterprise software (e.g. McNamee, 2019; Zuboff 2019). This opens up questions of how 

both specifically produced enterprise social media may appropriate all the other intersections. 

How do both the tech companies developing these platforms and their individual users 

perceive and manage their legacies on these platforms? What existing and new types of tasks 

may emerge in the closed or semi-closed systems of enterprise social media? How are 

individuals expected to talk about their work on these new platforms? Is the use of social 

media for work no longer optional, and no longer an individual opportunity to improve one’s 
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tasks - but rather a requirement which puts the onus on the individual to stay informed? What 

are the implications of social media no longer exclusively being viewed as a potential angle 

for intrusion? Are ESMs merely “a mechanism to keep cyberslacking at bay” (Niveditha & 

Sheik Manzoor 2020) and does this represent an appropriation of a potential venue for 

performing small boundary transitions within the domain of work?  

 

 

Conclusion 

 

This article has enumerated eight ways in which the intersection of social media and 

has been constructed in the research literature - with an emphasis on how this distinction 

makes a difference viewed from the perspective of the individual. Strictly speaking, as long 

as both “social media” and “work” exist within the life of an individual - the ways in which 

these are mutually constituted will continue to be globally relevant. As an extension of this I 

suggested that future research should be sensitive to the potentially very multifaceted nature 

of the domain of “work”, and consider the role that social media play in both supporting and 

shaping this domain.  

Mainly, I argue that this can be found in potential inquiries into how social media as 

an infrastructure for work recontextualizes the other constructions of the intersection of 

social media and work both theoretically, and in the lived experiences of individuals.  

Perhaps the most central consideration to consider is the role of organisations in 

which work take place. These will play a vital role in the future social shaping (cf. Burgess & 

Baym 2020) of how specific solutions are shaped for use - and what implications this has for 

the intersection of social media and work.  
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The other half of this equation is the shifting nature of work. With a greater emphasis 

on temporary or part-time employments, or employment that otherwise deviates from the 

norm of full-time employment (e.g Standing, 2011), individual usage of different social 

media platforms for different purposes is likely to become an even more complex system of 

practices. I encourage future research to bear this in mind, and look forward to the exciting 

new developments that may appear.  
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