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Introduction
Steve Jobs, the co-founder of Apple Inc., was quoted saying: ‘innovation is the ability to see change 
as an opportunity and not a threat’. One of the most significant innovations has been information 
technology (IT) (Ben-Daya, Hassini & Bahroun 2019:4720). The Internet can be considered as one 
of the most influential on the evolution of all business processes (Markova & Petkovska-Mircevska 
2013:90; Swan 2017:6). Likewise, there have been many innovations in the supply chain industry 
with the emergence of IT over the years such as enterprise resource planning (ERP), SAP, Oracle 
and PeopleSoft, to name a few (Wong & Ngai 2019:158). 

This emergence of IT in supply chain management (SCM) has created both opportunities and 
challenges for firms to engage, manage and communicate with customers, which have been 
augmented by social media (Wang, Wang & Che 2019:280).

Orientation: Social media is often described a double-edged sword, yielding opportunities 
and challenges. It brings organisations closer to their customers, and when executed properly 
it can help drive business and provide a significant return on investment.

Research purpose: To explore the opportunities and challenges that social media has created 
in SCM in the South African FMCG retail industry.

Motivation for the study: Limited research has been conducted on the innate link between 
supply chain management (SCM) and social media, especially within the context of the fast-
moving consumer goods (FMCG) retail industry and within a developing country context 
such as South Africa. 

Research design, approach and method: A generic qualitative research approach was adopted. 
Semi-structured interviews were conducted with 12 top and middle managers from the South 
African FMCG retail industry. Thematic analysis was used to analyse data. This was done in 
sequential phases, namely by data familiarisation, generating codes, identifying themes, 
constructing thematic networks and drawing conclusions from the data.

Main findings: The findings indicate that social media has created faster and more collaborative 
communication between an organisation's suppliers and their customers. However, it has also 
empowered consumers and forced FMCG retailers to respond faster to consumer complaints 
and queries to maintain customer relationships for sustained competitive advantage. The lack 
of control over content that is shared by customers on organisations' social media platforms is 
a challenge that organisations experienced. The predominant social media platforms found to 
be used were WhatsApp, Facebook and Twitter.

Practical/managerial implications: Traditional methods of communicating are changing, and 
organisations need to adapt to social media as an alternative form of technology customer 
engagement and relationship management. For managers, if social media is embedded in the 
supply chain, the supply chain can gather information from a broad base of different sources.

Contribution/value-add: This collective intelligence can be used to uncover evolving trends 
or for better-informed decision-making, planning and overall collaboration between supply 
chain partners.

Keywords: supply chain management; social media; FMCG retail industry; opportunities; 
challenges; generic qualitative research; South Africa.
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Customer engagement is central to the effective use of 
social media and likewise customer relationship 
management (CRM) in SCM (Markova & Petkovska-
Mirčevska 2013:92). Customer relationship management, 
underpinned by relationship marketing principles, is an 
important research domain, which has experienced peaks 
and troughs of interest, with both success and failure stories 
on the marketing and technology sides (Payne & Frow 
2005). Similarly, CRM is a key supply chain process that 
concerns the relationship between the organisation and its 
customers (Nguyen & Mutum 2012:404). Organisations, 
especially organisations operating in the fast-moving 
consumer goods (FMCG) industry, need to embrace the 
opportunities presented by social media engagement 
platforms as FMCG retailers are required to be flexible to be 
able to cope with technological change, innovation and 
globalisation, as well as the constantly changing customer 
demands, needs and expectations (Manders, Caniëls & 
Paul 2016:181).

Social media CRM is gaining momentum as the next 
generation for CRM (Choudhury & Harrigan 2014:149). 

Traditional CRM strategies focussed on management 
solutions for channels such as corporate web sites, call 
centres and brick and mortar locations (Agnihotri et al. 
2016:172). With social media CRM, these strategies now 
take into account the instantaneous dynamics of the 
community-based environment that defines social media, 
which is an environment in which control of the relationship 
has shifted to the customer, who has the power to influence 
others in his or her social network (Zadeh, Zolfagharian & 
Hofacker 2019:284).

From an academic perspective, the significance of social 
media for organisations has been investigated from a 
multiple-disciplinary perspective. Ngai, Tao and Moon 
(2015:33) researched social media from and information 
management perspective; Alavi and Denford (2011:105) 
researched the efficiency of information sharing in knowledge 
management. From a human resource management 
perspective, Poba-Nzaou, Uwizeyemungu and Clarke 
(2018:1) identified the challenges of adopting social media for 
organisations. As such, there has been criticism for the lack of 
research and overall use of social media in SCM (Orji, Kusi-
Sarpong & Gupta 2020:1522; Singh, Shukla & Mishra 
2018:398).

Furthermore, according to the research by Kasemsap 
(2018:12) as well as Ramanathan, Subramanian and Parrott 
(2017:105), two-thirds of organisations in the supply chain 
industry worldwide have done little in terms of social media 
presence. This is a poor reflection on the industry, considering 
that with advances of technology such as smartphones, 
customers are less passive, more empowered and more 
inclined to use social media for communicating with 
organisations and their brands (Gunarathne, Rui & Seidmann 
2017:315).

Thus, in line with the above suppositions, a distinctive gap in 
extant literature that the study investigates is the lack of 
research on social media in SCM, which is evident in the lack 
of literature reviews and empirical studies, which provides 
justification for the purpose of the current study. 

The primary aim of this generic qualitative study was to 
explore the opportunities and challenges social media 
poses in SCM, with a specific focus on the FMCG retail 
industry in South Africa. The secondary aim of the study 
was to identify the landscape of current social media 
platforms that South African FMCG organisations use to 
improve both their CRM and SCM. The following research 
questions guided the study:

• What opportunities has social media created in SCM 
within the South African FMCG retail industry?

• What are the challenges that social media has created in 
SCM within the South African FMCG retail industry?

• Which predominant social media platforms are used by 
FMCG retailers and their customers within South Africa?

The study provides findings on the opportunities and 
challenges that social media use may offer, specifically for 
South African FMCG retailers. More definitively, the study’s 
findings motivate the integration of social media practice 
into the SCM of FMCG retailers and demonstrate how other 
FMCG organisations that are already using these applications 
can improve existing social media practices in their SCM. 
Secondly, the study elucidates the predominant platforms 
for customer engagement in a South African FMCG retail 
context. Additionally, the study indicates the social media 
platforms’ potential to be used to monitor organisational 
responsiveness to engage with customers and improve 
overall social media CRM. Finally, the study describes the 
effects of social media engagement between an FMCG retailer 
and its customers on the customer and the influence of an 
empowered customer on the retailer.

Literature review
Overview of the fast-moving consumer goods 
retail industry
Mvubu and Naude (2016:274) have described the SCM of 
organisations as the management of seamless, value-added 
flows of products, information and funds throughout the 
supply chain. FMCGs are often products that offer a low 
profit margin and have high sales volumes such as 
beverages, packaged food, personal care and household 
cleaning products (Bala & Kumar 2011:23). The global 
FMCG industry is recognised as a leader in SCM practices 
(Rodrigues 2013:351). Fast-moving consumer goods 
organisations’ primary focus is creating a supply chain that 
provides for the needs of customers in the most effective 
and efficient possible manner (Syed & Siddiqui 2019:9386). 
Because of the agile nature of FMCG supply chains, 
flexibility is crucial for meeting customers’ demands 
(Govender et al. 2018:1766).
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Likewise, in South Africa, the FMCG industry represents one 
of the most important growing economic SCM sectors for 
gross domestic product (GDP) development (Meyer, 
Niemann, Uys & Beetge 2019:3). The FMCG retail industry in 
South Africa is faced with the challenge of providing high 
service quality to customers. Service quality is described as 
the distance between a customer’s expectation of how they 
feel a service should be performed, and their perception of 
how that service was performed (Gouws & Motala 2019:1).

The South African FMCG industry has experienced had 
immense growth in the past 2 years, which examines 
consumers’ online purchasing behaviours, reported that 91% 
of South African consumers who have access to the Internet 
have made a purchase online, with the most significant growth 
in the fashion industry and online restaurant deliveries and 
meal kit services (Nielsen 2018). However, the FMCG retail 
industry has one of the most challenging and complicated 
supply chain industries to manage not only because of the 
complexity of its goods and service offerings but also because 
it is very end-consumer centric (Singh et al. 2018:398).

A way to address the pressures arising in the FMCG industry 
to remain competitive is to incorporate the use of social 
media throughout the supply chain as it permits the 
development and meaningful CRM with current and existing 
customers (Rapp et al. 2013:547).

Social media platforms
Social media is a group of Internet-based applications that 
build on the technical foundations of Web 2.0 and allow the 
creation and exchange of user-generated content (Whiting & 
Williams 2013:133). Social media includes online sources of 
information that are formed, distributed and used by 
consumers to inform one another about products, services 
and brands (Whiting, Williams & Hair 2019:133). Moreover, 
social media comprises social networking sites, online 
communities, video-sharing sites, review sites, dating sites 
and the virtual game world (Gussenhoven & Rabinowitz 
2014:9). The Internet has boosted the abundant growth of 
social media in the past decade, with the emergence of social 
networks such as Twitter, Facebook and Instagram amongst 
others (Meixner et al. 2013:29). 

As social media is vast and ever-changing, how a customer 
can identify a physical store by its branding must be the same 
way in which a customer can identify the organisation’s 
online presence and be able to access the right accounts when 
needed (Kapoor et al. 2018:532). The ability to meet customers’ 
demands in full and on-time is what creates a competitive 
advantage for FMCG retailers (Vogt, Förster & Kabst 2014:85). 
Social media communication strategies offer FMCG retailers 
a mechanism for improving their agility for customers 
engagement, smoothing demands and gathering data about 
customer opinions on goods being provided, at a low cost 
compared with paid marketing and advertisement campaigns 
(Kasemsap 2018:1154).

Diffley and McCole (2019:114) posit that organisations that 
have little to no social media presence are lagging behind 
their competitors. Ultimately, social media use has 
influenced organisations to change how they view and 
manage their customer relationships, which has required a 
transformation of traditional approaches to meet the 
changing demands of customers (Pearson 2015:20). Unlike 
traditional media, social technologies push towards 
collaborative relationships with customers rather than mere 
exposure and impression marketing (Markova & Petkovska-
Mircevska 2013:90). Social CRM is based on the four basic 
building blocks of ‘social engagement’ (Evans, McKee & 
Bratton 2010:15), which are consumption, curation, creation 
and collaboration. These fundamental blocks lead to and 
support a ladder-type engagement model with customer 
collaboration as the end point and desired result (refer to 
Figure 1). 

Supply chain opportunities from social media
There are several opportunities for organisations to enhance 
their social media presence and thereby improve their 
customers’ experiences (Kietzmann et al. 2011:242). The 
empowered customers tend to have an extremely low 
tolerance for poor service and quality and readily report their 
problems online (Cui et al. 2018:1). Social media has enabled 
additional service channels for customers, whereby 
organisations can offer a more personal touch as opposed to 
traditional methods of lodging complaints, for example, 
telephonically or via email (Pearson 2015:21).

The correct adoption of social media CRM within an 
organisation can have a positive influence on brand loyalty 
and image (Ismail 2017:129). Social media can be applied 
within an organisation’s operations at a relatively low cost, 
as there is little to no cost associated with implementation. 
For example, there is no cost involved in creating a Twitter, 
Facebook or WhatsApp profile, and organisations acquire 
the opportunity to create online communities for their 
customers and communicate actively with their customers 
through these online communities (Meixner et al. 2013:29).

A study conducted in 2017 on United States (US) social media 
marketing regarding marketing strategies was undertaken by 
Ripl. The study collected 371 responses from businesses; when 
posited with their strategy and variety of choices ranging 
from organic (i.e. self-posted) social media posts, their own 
branded website, paid advertisements and other options, the 

FIGURE 1: Structured engagement.
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results indicated the strong trend to social media as the main 
method to reach customers as depicted in Figure 2. 

Furthermore, the amalgamation of social media in the supply 
chain can provide organisations with additional insight and 
data from consumers (O’Leary 2011:122). An example of 
extrapolating data from social media is McDonald’s. 
McDonald’s turned to social media to find out how important 
all-day breakfast was to its customers. Combing through 
Twitter, they uncovered more than 334 000 tweets from 
McDonald’s fans mentioning all-day breakfasts dating back 
to 2007. McDonald’s then sent personalised tweets to nearly 
12 000 fans who craved McMuffins at midnight, alerting 
them of their debut of all-day breakfast. The launch was 
such a success: All-day breakfast is credited with helping to 
reverse a 14-quarter decline for the company, as well as a 
10% improvement in positive customer sentiment.

In a follow-up research article by O’Leary (2016:215), it has 
been suggested that Facebook-like capabilities can be created 
to help SCM in various ways. Facebook creates the 
opportunity for gathering information about opinions, 
building and maintaining relationships, so ultimately trust 
can be built amongst networks. A social media platform 
allows an organisation to build enterprise trust and a personal 
relationship with its customers, who feel closer to an 
organisation if they can easily access the organisation 
(O’Leary 2016:215). 

Even though it can be argued that it is difficult to place a 
monetary value on implementing social media practices 
within an organisation, social media provides organisations 
with the opportunity to build strong social capital through 
engagements on online networks. This has great potential to 
provide intelligence for improving supply chain performance 
as social capital can also be used as a competitive advantage 
(Swain & Cao 2013:4). 

At the same time, it is extremely important to justify 
investments in social media and to assess critically social 
media’s financial value to the organisation if any (Deans 
2011:188). Some organisations have gone to the extent of 

incorporating social media applications in their demand 
forecasting to derive real demand (Chae 2015:247; Singh et al. 
2018:404).

Supply chain challenges of social media
Social media has also changed how business is conducted 
and how organisations communicate with their customers 
(Rapp et al. 2013:548). Customers have become more 
information-seeking, and their decisions are influenced by 
what they see about other customers’ experiences on social 
media platforms. These experiences impact the decisions 
customers will make on their next purchase (Bronner & de 
Hoog 2014:51). Social media is evolving and organisations 
that do not have a social media presence run the risk of being 
out of touch with their customers (Kietzmann et al. 2011:214).

Social media has also become an important tool for customers 
to use in making their purchasing decisions, and this is now 
changing how customers behave and perceive organisations 
(Gunarathne et al. 2017:315). Everyone on social media 
platforms is considered a publisher (Meixner et al. 2013:28), 
and research has shown that information that is shared on 
review sites, on individual’s pages, blogs, Facebook and 
Twitter influences consumer decisions (Asur & Huberman 
2010:2). As a result, organisations have little or no control 
over the narrative that is shared on these various sites and 
social media platforms (Gunarathne, Rui & Seidmann et al. 
2018:491; Kietzmann et al. 2011:242).

The choice of the appropriate social media platform to 
operate on may be challenging for organisations but is crucial 
(Campie 2015:51). Consequently, an organisation should not 
choose a social media platform for the simple purpose of 
being active online or because a competitor is on that 
platform. Rather, the social media strategy should align with 
the organisation’s strategies and objectives (Kaplan & 
Haenlein 2010:65). Different social media platforms appeal to 
different segments of the market. An organisation may 
therefore be faced with the challenge of having to manage 
multiple social media accounts to cater to the different market 
segments (Kaplan & Haenlein 2010). 

FIGURE 2: Channels used for customer engagement.
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Furthermore, the organisation must choose between creating 
an online application and making use of an existing social 
media platform (Kaplan & Haenlein 2010:65). Social media 
creates open access between the customer and the 
organisation. Whilst this may be the aim of creating social 
media platforms, and it may be done with a positive intent, it 
can be to the detriment of the organisation if it cannot respond 
adequately to customers (Bharucha 2018:75). Does the 
question become how much access should the organisation 
allow? Information can be volatile on social media, and from 
a public relations standpoint, there need to be limitations and 
careful strategies created as a line of defence for the 
organisation if there is an unfavourable online incident 
(Valentini 2015:171).

It is challenging to remain interesting and impactful on social 
media because of how fast information is consumed by users. 
Organisations are faced with the challenge of having to stay 
relevant and up to date with users to appeal to them (Kaplan 
& Haenlein 2010:66). The key is, to be honest, with what it is 
that the organisation can offer to customers through the 
interaction that they display (Bronner & De Hoog 2014:52). 

Social media can be seen as a theatre stage, and organisations 
need to remain authentic with their customers at all times 
(Kaplan & Haenlein 2010:67).

Moreover, organisations may be in control of what they post, 
but how posts and campaigns are interpreted is based on 
users and customers. At times an organisation cannot control 
the negativity that customers have shared online. 
Unfavourable reviews, for example, are displayed in the 
same section as favourable reviews. 

Moreover, consumers have been described as having 
different types of power that affect how organisations will 
operate and serve them (Flynn et al. 2008:170). Expert power 
is described as the power that a customer has based on 
expertise or knowledge, whilst coercive power is described 
as the ability of the consumer to provide criticisms that are 
detrimental to the organisation (Flynn et al. 2008:171).

The above-mentioned powers are brought to light at a faster 
rate and experienced more intensely because of social 
media; consumers exercise these two types of power at any 
given moment with a large audience that can be easily 
reached through social media (Flynn et al. 2008:170). Quick 
response is a key concept not only in the supply chain but 
also in social media. Organisations must take into account 
how long it takes to respond to customers online, as the 
longer it takes the more difficult it becomes to manage the 
narrative that is being shared online (Ramanathan et al. 
2017:3).

If something untoward happens, this almost makes 
organisations powerless, as at that time the power lies 
completely in the hands of that consumer (Shirky 2011:2). 
The possible reputational damage that can be experienced 

because of the dissatisfaction of the consumer does not solely 
affect the organisation at hand; it may at times extend to 
supply chain partners as well. Reputational damage can be 
immense and can take a long time to remedy and repair 
within the organisation and with supply chain partners 
involved (Canada 2019:12).

Methodology
Research design
The study was guided by generic qualitative research design. 
Generic qualitative research seeks to understand a variety of 
perspectives and the views of those people who are involved 
with the study (Bellamy et al. 2016:672). This research 
approach draws concepts and insights from data as opposed 
to using data to test a preconceived hypothesis (Taylor, 
Bogdan & DeVault 2015:7). The generic qualitative approach 
was therefore used as this was the most appropriate research 
technique for this study. By using generic qualitative 
research, the researcher already has a body of pre-knowledge 
about the topic but aims to gain more understanding of the 
perspectives of participants to add to the existing body of 
knowledge (Percy, Kostere & Kostere 2015:78). This study 
aimed to investigate the opportunities and challenges of 
social media in supply chains in the FMCG retail industry. 
Semi-structured interviews were conducted with senior 
managers in the FMCG industry.

Study population and sampling strategy
A total of 12 interviews were conducted with participants 
from 12 different FMCG retailers. The study employed 
homogenous sampling. This was used as the study 
investigated similar or identical characteristics within the 
FMCG retail industry, and homogenous sampling of the 
units (retailers) ensured the chosen sample members had 
similar or identical characteristics (Elmusharaf 2012:15). It 
allowed for deliberate selection of FMCG retailers to be 
studied because these organisations are ‘information-rich’ 
and offered the best opportunity to inform and add to the 
expected outcomes (Guest, Bunce & Johnson 2006:16). 
Organisations had to be located in South Africa, operate in 
the FMCG retail industry and to have been in business for 
over 10 years as this would reflect an organisation that has 
experienced changes in the industry. 

Similarly, the most suitable and knowledgeable individuals 
in these organisations were targeted in an effort to get deep 
access to the organisations. Participants had to be in senior 
or middle management SCM position and have at least 3 
years of experience in the industry. In studies consisting of 
homogenous participants, data saturation can be achieved 
within the first 6–12 interviews (Mason 2010:78). Data 
saturation was achieved after 10 interviews as no new 
information emerged after the 10th interview; two 
additional interviews were conducted before data collection 
was terminated. Table 1 shows a profile of the study 
participants.

http://www.actacommercii.co.za�
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Data collection
The study explored a phenomenon that required the personal 
perspectives and experiences of participants and therefore 
made use of semi-structured interviews. These interviews 
provided an opportunity to generate rich data and gain 
insight into perceptions (Newton 2010:2). The semi-structured 
interviews were guided by a discussion guide with questions 
that allowed the interviewers to gain as much information as 
possible. Seven interviews were conducted at the 
organisations’ headquarters, and five interviews were 
conducted telephonically. A discussion guide was developed 
with the study’s research questions as a basis and underwent 
a pretest with one organisation. No significant changes were 
required, and data collection continued. 

Interviews began with a brief description of the study 
followed by requesting participants to sign an informed 
consent form. All were recorded and the transcriptions 
outsourced to a professional transcription service. 

These were checked to ensure the accuracy of information by 
reviewing each transcription whilst listening to the 
corresponding recording. The average length of interviews 
was 45 min as shown in Table 1.

Data analysis
This study employed a thematic analysis of data as this 
approach provides an in-depth description and interpretation 
of each participant’s perspectives (Vaismoradi et al. 2016:101). 
The thematic analysis was done in five phases, namely data 
familiarisation, generating initial codes, identifying themes, 
constructing thematic networks and integration and 
interpretation (Robinson 2014:25). This research utilised a 
computer-assisted qualitative data-analysing software 
(CAQDAS) package called Atlas.ti (version 8) to efficiently 
analyse the large amounts of data from the interviews. Atlas.
ti is specifically developed to generate and manage codes as 
well as identify the relationship between codes and themes. 
The researchers became familiar with the data by reading the 
transcripts whilst listening to the recordings. During data 
analysis, inductive codes were created from the data and 
merged with deductive codes found (Braun & Clarke 2012:57; 

Creswell 2012:243). These codes were then analysed and 
combined into a set of overarching themes according to their 
relevance to the study’s overall research questions (Braun & 
Clarke 2012:57; Creswell 2012:243). These themes were then 
analysed against the transcriptions to ensure that they 
covered all relevant patterns (Braun & Clarke 2012:63–65). 
This process was repeated where it was deemed necessary.

Trustworthiness
Four trustworthiness criteria, namely credibility, 
transferability, dependability and confirmability, were 
employed to ensure the trustworthiness of this qualitative 
research study (Polit & Beck 2012:583). Credibility relates to 
how well the findings in the study reflect the genuine 
perspectives and experiences of the participants (Lietz & 
Zayas 2010:191). To obtain credibility, the researchers firstly 
ensured compliance with the ethical requirements of both 
confidentiality and voluntary participation from each 
participant. Secondly, the researchers employed trusted 
methods such as purposive sampling and thematic analysis 
of the data collected to ensure accuracy (Polit & Beck 
2012:584). Transferability was also ensured by using an 
existing methodology that can be replicated for alternate 
situations, contexts, practices or future research (Lietz & 
Zayas 2010:195; Polit & Beck 2012:585). 

Dependability was used as explained by Lietz and Zayas 
(2010:195) as the degree to which a research study’s procedures 
are documented, allowing someone outside the study to 
follow and critically evaluate the research process. 
Confirmability was used; this is concerned with objectivity, 
and steps were taken to ensure that the responses of 
participants were not influenced by the preferences or biases 
of the researcher (Polit & Beck 2012:585; Shenton 2004:72). 
Open-ended questions were used in the discussion guide to 
permit the participants to navigate through the questions by 
giving their experiences in their way (Milne & Oberle 
2005:415). Also, transcripts of the interview recordings were 
confirmed by reading the interview transcripts at least twice 
whilst listening to the recordings (Milne & Oberle 2005:416). A 
detailed explanation of the context of the research study as 
well as a discussion guide and interview protocol are provided. 

TABLE 1: A profile of the study participants.
Participant Position Firm Gender Years employed Length of interview in min

P1 Logistics Manager F1 Male 3 47.33
P2 Customer Facing Supply Chain and Market Service Strategy Lead F2 Female 12 38.17
P3 Customer Team Logistics Leader F3 Male 12 35.46
P4 Africa Zone Compliance Manager F4 Male 5 31.27
P5 Supply Chain Manager F5 Male 18 64.04
P6 Supply Chain Manager F6 Male 5 74.00
P7 Category planning manager F7 Male 3 40.24
P8 Logistics Manager F8 Male 3 39.43
P9 Operational Planning Manager F9 Male 7 24.00
P10 Supply Chain Director F10 Male 3 53.08
P11 Manager: Special Projects Supply Chain F11 Female 5 31.59
P12 Supply Chain Manager F12 Female 3 66.00

Note: Average interview length: 45 min.

http://www.actacommercii.co.za�
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Ethical considerations
The ethical permission for the study was obtained from the 
Research Ethics Committee, Department of Business 
Management, University of Pretoria. All participants provided 
voluntary consent by reading and signing an informed consent 
form before the interviews commenced. The researchers 
emphasised the anonymity and confidentiality of information 
provided and findings of the study and reminded participants 
that they might withdraw from answering any question that 
they did not feel comfortable answering. Pseudonyms were 
assigned to each participant and firm to ensure further 
anonymity and confidentiality in the study.

Findings
Three themes were identified and extracted from the collected 
data. The related sub-themes are discussed under each main 
theme. 

Theme 1: Supply chain opportunities social 
media has created
The first research question of this study related to 
opportunities social media has created in SCM within the 
South African FMCG industry. The sub-themes that 
were identified are Internal Communication, External 
Communication and CRM (refer to Figure 3).

Internal communication
All 12 participants stated that social media has created 
opportunities and benefits for their supply chain. Moreover, 
social media has created a way for organisations to 
communicate faster and more effectively with supply chain 
partners. The following extracts pertain to the social media 
application:

‘So, when it comes to social media, we, have our own platform, I 
would rather liken it to Instagram if you are internal. It is local 
but to everyone in the organisation only. So, it is not only for 
South Africa, it is everyone linked to this organisation in its 
entirety.’ (P12, female, Supply Chain Manager)

‘We have our own internal kind of social media platform, called 
Ruby Report, where you can see top management being 
promoted; what brands have launched; what other companies in 
other countries have done. So, it’s obviously more internal use 

for people to keep aware of what’s happening. Things that you 
wouldn’t mind the rest of the world seeing, but the rest of the 
world doesn’t need to know.’ (P6, male, Supply Chain Manager)

The findings of the study support the research of Rapp et al. 
(2013) state that social media has changed how business is 
conducted. The above-mentioned extracts also support the 
findings of Meixner et al. (2013) who state that social media 
can be applied within an organisation’s operations.

External communication
Eleven respondents indicated that social media was key for 
external communication with customers and for marketing 
purposes, whilst organisations encourage communication 
with their customers through their social media platform and 
have the ability to reach more customers with the use of 
social media. The following quotes illustrate this:

‘Definitely more opportunities can be created with the use of 
social media because you can reach people outside of your own 
geography and you can create benchmarking opportunities and 
experiences across channels and you can leverage off mature 
markets and developed markets …’ (P10, male, Supply Chain 
Director)

‘A key thing is things like really getting the communication out 
on adverts, Black Friday if you have Black Friday deals coming 
on where there will be a banner on a News 24 programme or on 
Facebook or on Instagram.’ (P6, Male, Supply Chain Manager)

Ismail (2017:129) states that social media platforms facilitate 
open communication between organisations and their 
customers. The findings are in agreement with the extant 
literature; however, a framework for external communication 
is yet to be successfully created within South African FMCG 
retailers.

Customer service
Six respondents indicated that they were currently not using 
social media for customer service purposes and still relied on 
traditional methods of customer service such as customer 
care and service call centres as well as emails. This is indicated 
with the following quotes:

‘Not much, generally customer service is telephonic or via 
email. I would say customer relationships and marketing 
activities is more in the traditional social media space.’ (P2, 
Female, Customer Facing Supply Chain & Market Service 
Strategy Lead).

‘Those kinds of platforms definitely need a custodian who is 
there if there is a query or a comment, it needs to be responded 
to almost immediately, which is not always possible.’ (P12, 
female, Supply Chain Manager)

Diffley and McCole (2019:114) state that organisations 
that have little to no social media presence are lagging 
behind their competitors. The study revealed that South 
African FMCG retailers are still using traditional CRM 
approaches in terms of using social media for customer 
service purposes.

CRM, customer relationship management.

FIGURE 3: Theme 1 findings.
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Theme 2: Supply chain challenges that social 
media has created
The second theme of this study relates to the challenges that 
social media has created in SCM within the South African 
FMCG retail industry. The sub-themes identified are 
empowered customers, the lack of control over the 
information that is shared on social media and fake news. 
(refer to Figure 4)

The empowered customer
Nine respondents have mentioned that customers are more 
empowered because of social media. The voice of the 
customer is broadcast over a platform where many other 
customers can see their sentiments albeit positive or negative. 
The following quotes illustrate examples of the empowered 
customer: 

‘The power that lies with the end consumer nowadays, and the 
effect that it can have on your brand, is overwhelming, so I think 
that’s changed the engagement with the final consumer. Social 
media has given them more power and the power to affect your 
brand.’ (P1, male, Logistics Manager)

‘If you have a Facebook page, you need to be willing to accept 
and expect bad feedback. People normally rather complain than 
compliment. So, you need to monitor that. You can’t allow these 
types of questions to remain unanswered.’ (P7, male, Category 
Planning Manager)

If something untoward happens, this almost makes 
organisations powerless, as at that time the power lies 
completely in the hands of that consumer (Shirky 2011:2). 
This sentiment is supported by the findings as FMCG retailers 
are struggling to proactively meet the changing customer 
demands and following trends on social media.

Lack of control
Six of the respondents stated that the nature of social media 
makes it difficult to control the information that is shared 
online; the information shared is displayed in full view of 
other customers and has the potential to influence 
customers positivity or negatively. The following quote 
illustrates this:

‘Those kinds of platforms definitely need a custodian who is 
actively there if there is a query or a comment, it needs to be 

responded to almost immediately.’ (P12, female, Supply Chain 
Manager)

‘Yes, very much so. The bulk or a good percentage of our 
customer complaints come from social media.’ (P4, male, Africa 
zone compliance manager)

The findings support the research by Valentini (2015:171), 
who states that information can be volatile on social media, 
and from a public relations standpoint, there need to be 
limitations and careful strategies created as a line of defence 
for the organisation if there is an unfavourable online 
incident.

Fake news
Four respondents expressed that they had experienced some 
form of negativity on their social media platforms that were 
because of disgruntled customers. The following quote 
describes the nature of the negatively that occurred:

‘Generally, media backlash due to exaggeration is due to fake 
news. We’ve had a lot of damaging fake news, in the last, let’s 
say five to 10 years.’ (P2, female, Customer Facing Supply Chain 
& Market Service Strategy Lead)

‘Twitter has dragged the company a couple number of times 
through the mud, we launch a campaign or something like that 
and it’s not well received by the community at large then it starts 
to trend on social media and then it’s a hashtag this or something 
similar and it does affect the business and we take it very 
seriously. We take every case very seriously.’ (P4, male, Africa 
Zone Compliance Manager)

The findings support the research of Canada (2019:12), who 
states that fake news spread on social media has the potential 
to cause reputational damage, which can be immense and 
can take a long time to remedy and repair within the 
organisation and with supply chain partners involved. 

Predominant social media platforms used
The third research question of this study relates to mainstream 
social media platforms that are predominantly used by 
FMCG retailers to communicate with their suppliers and 
customers. (refer to Figure 5)

WhatsApp
All 12 respondents indicated that WhatsApp is used within 
their organisations; however, the findings show that they 
only use it for either to communicate internally amongst 
employees or with suppliers. This is illustrated with the 
following quotes:

‘We have a couple of WhatsApp groups with our suppliers. So, 
instead of sending an email and the guy getting it in the afternoon 
then you rather send the WhatsApp on the group and they 
attend to it quite fast.’ (P8, male, Logistics Manager)

‘We have WhatsApp groups for our distribution managers. 
These guys post on the WhatsApp group what’s their warehouse 
utilisation like; how many vehicles did they dispatch; did they 
dispatch them on time; what was the utilisation of those vehicles; 
were there any staff issues. So just like a short update in the FIGURE 4: Theme 2 findings.
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morning and that’s sent to basically all the management and 
above levels within the supply chain.’ (P11, female, Manager 
Special Projects Supply Chain)

‘The WhatsApp groups definitely improved collaboration with 
our suppliers.’ (P12, female, supply chain manager)

The findings support the research by Pozin, Nawi, Mydin, 
Riazi & Imran 2019), who state that the use of WhatsApp 
overcomes the communication barriers between supply 
chain partners and provides real-time feedback, which in 
turn results in faster communication and decision-making. 
This finding presents a latent research question on how 
WhatsApp can be utilised for customer engagement. 

Facebook
All respondents reported the use of Facebook to communicate 
with their customers as well as receive feedback from 
customers. This is illustrated by the following quotes:

‘We have acustomer services team. We had a consumer 
complaints hotline, but more often people use Facebook and 
don’t go there, so we’ve been monitoring; you actually have 
businesses that monitor brand mentions and stuff, and they 
would alert us to, “Hold on, here’s the problem” and then you 
can react to that.’ (P5, male, Supply Chain Manager)

‘I think Facebook because the the older generation and youth use 
Facebook more or less. More youth use Instagram than the old 
people. So we are on Facebook, we have more customers to get to 
than Instagram.’ (P8, male, Logistics Manager)

‘Primarily they use Facebook. The reason why is you want to 
have people engaging with other people on there. You want 
people to talk about their experiences.’ (P6, male, Supply Chain 
Manager)

The findings support the research of Triantafillidou and 
Siomkos (2018:164), who state that Facebook is the most 
engaging platform for customer engagement and is best 
suited to build, invest in and maintain relationships. 

Twitter
Six of the respondents use Twitter for customer promotion 
purposes, as illustrated by the following quotes:

‘So that goes with hits. I think that’s the term that we use. So, the 
more hits you get on a particular platform, Twitter is I’d say is 
probably the biggest for us, the more energies and resources we 
put.’ (P4, male, Africa Zone Compliance Manager)

‘We use Twitter, it’s positive but we are cautiously optimistic …’ 
(P10, male, supply chain director)

There is potential for Twitter to be used more by FMCG 
retailers in South Africa as the majority of respondents 
currently do not use it for advertising purposes, and this may 
be because of a possible lack of knowledge they have of 
Twitter, as indicated by the following quote:

‘So there is a big future with Twitter, I suppose it’s for the experts 
to tell us how would be the best way to deploy …’ (P4, male, 
Africa zone compliance manager)

According to Chae (2015:256), Twitter can generate sales for 
organisations. If a campaign is effectively promoted on social 
media the realised profits that can be substantial. The 
findings are in line with the extant literature; however, 
FMCG retailers need to be educated on how Twitter can be 
used as a strategic tool to extract data and predict demand 
more than just merely using it for promotions as is the 
current case.

Other platforms
Five of the respondents indicated that in conjunction with the 
above-mentioned social media platforms, they make use of 
enterprise social media platforms such as Microsoft Teams, 
Workplace and Skype for business to share confidential 
information as well as communicate internally as employees 
in a faster manner as opposed to sending emails or scheduling 
meetings. This is illustrated by the following quote:

‘Microsoft Teams gives you the opportunity to share all your 

files directly, so everybody is working on the same things 

whereas in the past it was very disjointed. If someone left or 

somebody was on leave and all the information was on the PC, 

[personal computer] we would struggle. Now with Microsoft 

Teams, you put everything there and everybody works on it. It’s 

accessible.’ (P3, male, Customer Team Logistics Leader)

‘We do a firm “Facebook” called Workplace, that we use 

extensively …’ (P2, female, customer facing supply chain and 

market service strategy lead)

Conclusion
Summary of findings
This study aimed to explore the opportunities and challenges 
of social media in SCM within FMCG retailers in South Africa. 
The first research question of this study explored the 
opportunities social media has created in SCM within the 
South African FMCG retail industry. The study confirms 
that there are opportunities that organisations have identified, 
mainly the ability to communicate more effectively internally 
and create better external communication with customers. 
The second research question investigated the challenges 
that social media has created in SCM within the South African 
FMCG retailers. Empowered consumers can share their 
sentiments any given moment with a large audience that can 
be easily reached through social media, and respondents 
confirmed that customers are more prone to complain or 

FIGURE 5: Theme 3 findings.
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leave negative comments than to compliment organisations. 
The lack of control over content that is shared by customers 
on organisations’ social media platforms is a challenge that 
most respondents experienced. Fake news affected some 
organisations, but it is a factor that all organisations that use 
social media are potentially exposed to.

The third research question examined mainstream social 
media platforms that are predominantly used by FMCG 
retailers and their customers within South Africa. All 
respondents in the study used WhatsApp and Facebook. The 
interesting finding is that WhatsApp is only used for 
suppliers and Facebook is only used for customers. The 
findings suggest that Twitter is used by FMCG retailers 
mainly for promotional purposes.

Theoretical implications
The findings of this study contribute to the academic body of 
knowledge by identifying the use of social media in SCM as 
a form of new technology that may affect the supply chains 
of the future. Organisations are aware of the impact that 
social media has on the supply chain, and organisations that 
seek to be market leaders in the field of SCM can leverage off 
the use of social media to differentiate themselves and allow 
organisations and brands to stand out. The implication for 
the academic body of knowledge is that the study’s findings 
motivate the integration of social media practice into the 
SCM of FMCG retailers that do not currently use social 
media and demonstrate how other FMCG organisations are 
already using this application, although there is also an 
opportunity to improve existing social media practices in 
their SCM.

Managerial recommendations
The study revealed that social media platforms are 
currently being under-utilised by managers and 
organisations to engage with their suppliers and, more 
significantly, their customers. There is potential for 
organisations to use these social media platforms to gather 
data, as seen in some organisations that have gone to the 
extent of incorporating social media applications in their 
demand forecasting to derive real demand. As one 
participant mentioned, the need for experts to educate 
organisations on the true power of social media might be 
the catalyst for FMCG retailers to leverage the full benefits 
of social media platforms. 

Secondly, managers should not see social media as a part of 
their technology strategy that is not worth investing in. 
Specifically, for supply chain managers, the study provides 
insights into how social media as a means of technology is 
being used in other organisations, as well as the potential 
importance that social media will have within SCM in the 
future. As technology grows and evolves, social media can 
provide organisations with alternative ways of effective 
communication with customers as well as cost-effectively 
create customer services solutions. 

Limitations
The small sample size used in this qualitative study limits the 
generalisability of its findings. Moreover, because of the 
qualitative nature of the study, only one participant from one 
department from each organisation was represented. 
Therefore, it would be valuable for future research to be 
conducted from a quantitative methodology to compare the 
research findings. Future research could focus on different 
sectors in the FMCG industry or other industries such as 
manufacturing or third-party logistics industries, which also 
have strong customer interaction. 
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