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Introduction  

The interactive nature of social media allows organizations to have a constant and 

collaborative dialogue with all of their stakeholders, including employees. How are organizations 

taking advantage of these platforms? 

Mount Sinai Beth Israel (MSBI) has created an employee-focused Instagram account to 

align employees around organizational values and engage them during a time of uncertainty. 

This paper will explore the symmetry of MSBI’s social media tactics and how those tactics 

influence users’ view of their relationship with the organization.  

Review of Topic 

Grunig and Huang (2000) state that organizations will achieve better outcomes by 

fostering long-term relationships with their publics, and subsequent research shows that two-way 

programs are more successful than one-way programs (Grunig, 2009). Grunig and Huang (2000) 

argue that two-way symmetrical Public Relations (PR) programs involve developing 

mutually-beneficial relationships that can be measured by control mutuality, trust, relational 

satisfaction, and relational commitment (Grunig & Huang, 2000, pp. 29-31). In 2018, Lee’s 

study of the “Dynamics of symmetrical communication within organizations” found that when 

employees perceived communications efforts as two-way and symmetrical, they felt more 

satisfied with the employee-organization relationship.  

Digital media allows PR professionals to easily reach their publics in a more interactive, 

strategic way (Grunig, 2009). Heimans and Timms (2014) discuss how modern technology 

brings power to the people to express themselves and participate in information creation and 

sharing. Verheyden, in his 2016 article, states that social media, in particular, levels the playing 
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field, “flattens out hierarchies,” and allows information to travel from the bottom up 

(Veryheyden, 2016, p. 13). 

Some benefits to using social media internally are that employees can mobilize and 

communicate more freely, leading to better productivity, and they can build new relationships 

(Vaast & Kaganer, 2013 p. 78; Ewing, Men, & O'Neil, 2019, p.121). It’s also easier for them to 

broadcast their ideas across the organization, amplifying the employee voice (Haddud, Dugger & 

Gill, 2016, p. 4). Benefits to the organization include that they can converse with employees 

asynchronously, and scan the environment for crises before they occur (Vaast & Kaganer, 2013, 

p. 78;  Haddud, Dugger & Gill,2016, p. 4). For these reasons, social media can outpace 

traditional internal communications channels. 

Several researchers have found that even though social media gives PR professionals the 

opportunity to be interactive in their communication, many still use it as a “dumping ground” for 

broadcasting information (Grunig, 2009, p.7; Verheyden, 2016, p. 122). Plowman and Wilson 

(2018) argue that many PR professionals “implement what they think of strategy in tactical 

ways,” not tying social measurements back to larger organizational goals (p. 140).  

Background 

MSBI is undergoing rapid change by transforming to a much smaller inpatient hospital 

while growing their ambulatory footprint and building a new behavioral health center all within 

five years. This miasma of change came on the heels of a merger with a major health system in 

2013. The intensity and uncertainty of this transformation forced the MSBI executive team to 

reevaluate their relationships with employees and to create a new internal communications 

function in 2017. Because of the inflexibility and bureaucracy of being a giant corporation with 
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complex privacy and security issues, our umbrella company, Mount Sinai Health System, has no 

innovative, robust, internal, two-way channels available with which to connect employees. 

Several years ago, the health system implemented Yammer, which is widely ignored. Specific 

technology tools like Skype and email are used primarily by administrative staff, and the intranet 

is an archaic platform with disorganized information dating back to 2012.  

MSBI chose to create an employee-focused Instagram account in 2018 for several 

reasons: it is two-way and allows for dialogue; it is free; one can measure engagement; MSBI 

had success with visual recognition content on other channels; and, MSBI wanted to meet 

employees somewhere they already were so they could get more adoption and engagement with 

the content.  

The goal of the MSBI Instagram account is to align employees around company goals 

and values, recognize and appreciate employees, create an interactive dialogue with the 

community, and amplify the employee voice. The account remains public, and the content serves 

a dual purpose of promoting the MSBI brand and values to the community.  

Analysis  

MSBI outlined an Instagram strategy to engage employees through recognition, 

interactive conversations, user-generated content, and contests (with prizes). The contests are 

meant to incentivize more employees to join the platform and to share their own content. The 

account also occasionally shares event and externally-appropriate company news.  

A review of content from July 1, 2019, to September 30, 2019, shows that the 

top-performing posts are recognition posts, e.g., awards, promotions, employee features, and 

“#LifeatMSBI” employee takeovers.  
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MSBI uses Instagram stories more than the traditional feed. Of the 226 Instagram 

“stories” posted July through September, a total of 18 directly asked for employees’ feedback, 

though many more featured employee-generated content through “#LifeatMSBI” employee 

takeovers. Of those 18 interactive story posts, 50% asked for feedback on a larger strategic 

organizational or operational project, and 50% were merely for fun and engagement.  

Of the 148 direct messages received during this time, the majority (64.8%) were short 

reactions to the content like praise for a featured employee. MSBI responded to only 14.5% of 

these short messages. The other messages initiated dialogue when the employee asked a 

question, made a suggestion, or participated in a content campaign, and MSBI responded to these 

messages more regularly, as shown in TABLE 1. 

TABLE 1:  

Direct Messages sent to @mountsinai_bethisrael between July 1, 2019, and September 

30, 2019, and MSBI response rate 

Category Number Percentage to which MSBI 
Responded 

Praise/Short Response 96 14.5% 

Suggestion or Feedback (on 
post or org) 

21 61.9% 

Question 7 85.7% 

Participated in Call for 
Content 

24 91.6% 

Further, only 11 of these more interactive individual exchanges served a functional 

purpose beyond recognition or engagement; and, for only four of these messages, was MSBI able 

to fully close the feedback loop or provide a definitive answer. 
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When reviewing MSBI content, one must relate to the point that Plowman and Wilson 

(2018) make in their article: many PR professionals have trouble tying their social media goals 

and tactics back to the larger initiatives of the organization, and often implement strategy with 

tactics. This appeared to be true when analyzing MSBI’s content and discussions via Instagram, 

aside from promoting company values regularly. 

This review of MSBI’s tactics also shows the challenge that MSBI had while responding 

to messages, likely due to a lack of resources and competing priorities. When they do respond, 

they can’t always close the loop in a meaningful way.  

None of these tactical measurements indicate that the strategy is truly symmetrical, 

because a response from a user does not mean that the relationship between MSBI and its 

employees is improving.  

To assess the two-way symmetry of this channel more strategically and broadly, MSBI 

surveyed nine nurses on their use of Instagram and their impressions of the 

employee-organization relationship. To measure this, MSBI used six statements contained in 

Grunig and Huang’s (2000) “Measurement of Relationship Outcomes” (p. 31). 

The first section on the confidential survey asked a series of questions that ranked the 

employee’s engagement with MSBI’s Instagram account from 0-7. The second part asked the 

employee to rank their agreement of statements in Grunig and Huang’s (2000) “Measurement of 

Relationship Outcomes” on a Likert scale of 1-4 (p. 31). The main goals in Grunig and Huang’s 

(2000) outcomes include control mutuality, trust, satisfaction with the relationship, and 

commitment to the relationship ( p.31). 
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In this very limited study, there was a correlation between how engaged an employee was 

with the MSBI Instagram account and their assessment of the employee-MSBI relationship. 

Employees who did not engage in Instagram responded with an average ranking of 2.0 or below 

on a scale of 1-4, with an average of 1.84. Employees who had knowledge of MSBI’s Instagram 

account ranked higher than 2.25 in their responses about relationship indicators with an average 

of 2.55, as seen in TABLE 2. Instagram users appeared to be newer to the organization and may 

be less skeptical of the current changes because they are earlier in their career. Likewise, 

longer-tenured employees may be less likely to engage in social media platforms overall.  

TABLE 2:  

Relationship Indicators Average compared to Instagram use and Length of Time at 

Company 

IG User ranking  
(0=no IG account; 7=sees 
MSBI posts daily and 
regularly participates) 

Average for Relationship 
Indicator Questions 
(1=strongly disagree; 
4=strongly agree) 

Number of Years at 
Company 

0 1.75 5-15 

0 1.75 5-15 

0 1.875 15-25 

0 2 25+ 

2 2.375 5-15 

6 3.125 2-5 

6 2.25 5-15 

6 2.25 5-15 

7 2.25 2-5 
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Recommendations 

MSBI is producing the kind of content they intended to when initiating the Instagram 

account while fostering opportunities for the employee voice to be heard through regular 

#LifeatMSBI employee takeovers. MSBI can be more proactive in conversing with employees 

through direct messages and comments, and by asking for feedback on posts and stories. This is 

especially true for simple reactions to content; there does not need to be an operational question 

or suggestion to foster conversation and relationship-building. MSBI should consider its process 

for closing the loop on employee suggestions and questions so that employees can rely on the 

account as an effective communication channel. 

In this limited study, there was a correlation between an employees’ Instagram use and 

the way they ranked their relationship with the organization. Further studies would include a 

larger sample size and more disciplines, locations, and departments throughout the organization.  

The active users of Instagram indicated that they were more satisfied with the 

employee-organization relationship. They were also primarily newer to the organization. MSBI 

should explore other channels that could engage the 20% of its employees that have more than 

20 years’ experience with the organization, and possibly less impetus to join new social media 

platforms. 

Also, MSBI should consider finding a channel that has the same or higher user adoption 

while staying private. MSBI’s Instagram page is limited to externally-appropriate content, and 

because of this, most of the content is recognition and values-based. To delve more into a 

two-way symmetrical model, MSBI needs to find a way to create interactive content that is tied 

to other organizational goals, and these may be private to the company.  
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Lastly, MSBI needs to push adoption for whichever channels it deems most effective in 

improving the employee-organization relationship. MSBI has 4500 employees while having only 

1040 Instagram followers, only some of whom are employees. To have a broader impact on the 

employee body, MSBI should think of ways to promote Instagram or other collaborative 

channels. 

Conclusion  

MSBI’s use of Instagram may be improving the employee-organization relationship with 

certain groups of employees, but further study is needed to assess this impact. MSBI’s tactics 

show an effort to engage employees in interactive dialogue, but these tactics do not always tie 

back to organizational goals. To improve the use of social media at MSBI, the communications 

team can consider promoting the channel to get broader adoption, improving the process for 

responding to feedback, and considering channels that reach more employees and provide 

privacy for the organization and employees.  
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