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Abstract  
Despite the fact that the majority of Australian franchise systems are utilising social media, no best 
practice guidelines exist to guide their use. This exploratory research seeks to understand how social 
media systems are implemented and controlled within interdependent franchise systems. Analysis of 
results allowed development of a typology of Social Media Control in Franchising (SMCF). This showed 
that a combination of coercive and non-coercive sources of power elicit control mechanisms, which 
provide maximum value to the entire franchise system. Best practice guidelines are developed which 
centre on operational support provided to franchisees. This exploratory study develops a typology 
framework to understand social media control systems in franchises, and provides a stepping stone upon 
which to base further scholarly studies.  
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Introduction 

 

Social media is constantly growing, changing and evolving (Korschun & Du, 2013; Perrigot, Kacker, 
Basset & Cliquet, 2012) becoming a landscape of ubiquitous connectivity, enabled through mobile 
devices (Labreque, vor dem Esche, Mathwich, Novak & Hofacker, 2013). Social media are online 
applications, platforms and media which aim to facilitate these interactions, collaborations and the 
sharing of content (Richter & Koch, 2007). Recognised as a dramatic shift in societal interactions, it has 
consequently been recognised as changing the way individuals interact with companies and each other 
(Korschun & Du, 2013). Corporations are increasingly relying on social media to enable peer to peer 
communication to engage consumers, employees and other stakeholders in compelling and ongoing 
virtual dialogs (Korschun & Du, 2013), as illustrated  in research showing that 64% Australian franchises 
have a Facebook presence, while 59% utilise an intranet, and 39% are active on Twitter (Frazer, 2014). 
Social media use among consumers has proliferated and as such is increasingly being used by Australian 
franchise systems to connect with their customers. Practitioners are encouraged to use a portfolio of 
social media to ‘extend their brands, engage their customers or even expand their businesses’ (Ankeny, 
2011; 116, in Perrigot, Kacker, Basset & Cliquet, 2012), allowing one to do so with less effort and cost 
than before (Kim & Ko, 2012). For this reason, social media use between a business and customer and 
potential customers will be the focus of attention.  

With this proliferation of social media marketing, it is imperative to be able to monitor the social media 
strategy within the firm. However, and significant to this study, “not much consideration has been given 
to the question [of social media] in a franchising context” (Perrigot, Kacker, Basset & Cliquet, 2012: 
543). Given the new social technology that is present, and the increase of interactions between 
stakeholders that this allows, there is a need for development of new theoretical approaches to investigate 
such relationships, followed by empirical studies to support such frameworks.  To this end, this research 
seeks to understand social media brand use in Australian franchise systems, and to generate guidelines 
for best practice. 

Unique problems faced by Franchise systems when using Social Media 
 

While social media usage by the firm has been empirically investigated, this study seeks to delve into the 
franchising sector due to the unique challenges this business model encompasses. Franchising is a form 



 
 

of relational exchange (Kaufmann & Stern 1988) in which franchise channel members are commercially 
interdependent and co-create value through ongoing negotiation and exchange (Palmatier, Dant, Grewal 
& Evans, 2006). This interdependency can often lead to concerns surrounding control over operations, 
the brand name and intellectual property. As such, control is a pertinent issue for franchise systems. 
Using agency theory as the theoretical underpinning in this study, previous research in this area has 
addressed control by examining the nature of power and its consequences for channel relationships. 
Within this relationship, both parties have an inherent interest in avoiding disputes (Giddings, Weaven, 
Grace & Frazer, 2011) and working cooperatively to contribute to the attainment of system-wide goals 
(Uncles, 2011). However, agency theory presupposes that one party (the principal) delegates work to 
another (the agent) (Quinn & Doherty, 2000). By definition then, agency theory implies control by the 
principal over the agent, and the operations undertaken. This relational concept of control (Brexendorf, 
Kernstock & Powell, 2015) contends that as control is relinquished from the franchisor (the principal), 
the franchisee (agent) gains more power and control. Additionally, agency theory asserts that the main 
source of power and control is through the enforcement of the franchise contract, which is a form of 
coercive power. On the other hand, non-coercive power includes acts such as providing training and 
support to the agent. Agency theory highlights the information transfer process (sharing information 
between the principal and agent), the information asymmetry problem (the agent having more 
information) and associated monitoring costs (Quinn & Doherty, 2000).  

However, this top-down, centralised control system may not always be applicable when developing a 
social media strategy for use by a franchise system. The qualities of social media being organic, 
spontaneous and fluid do not necessarily fit well with the legal franchise contract and the rigid, inflexible 
operations manual. As presupposed by agency theory, information asymmetry suggests that agents, being 
involved in the day to day running of the firm, have access to detailed information on the operations, and 
are local area specialists and best placed to cultivate the existing relationships with their clientele through 
localised social media strategies. In the absence of scholarly research upon which to rely, short term 
social media management strategies have been implemented. In order to provide a theoretical 
understanding of how social media is controlled in franchise systems, and provide guidelines for 
franchise systems on social media best practice, the following research question was proposed: How do 
Australian franchise systems implement control over their social media systems? 

Methodology 
 

In order to answer this exploratory research question, a total of six focus groups were undertaken with 
marketing personnel in Australian franchise systems. A focus group has the advantages of attaining 
multiple in-depth responses in a short period of time, while allowing flexibility in the respondents’ 
responses (Krueger, 1994; Liamputtong, 2009). Participants were solicited from a university database 
they had previously opted-into receiving marketing and franchising related information. This sample is 
highly convenient, though participants have self-selected (Onwuegbuzie & Collins, 2007) to attend the 
event and to increase their knowledge of franchise marketing. The sample comprised a total of 50 
participants from 46 Australian franchise systems from a variety of small, medium and large franchise 
systems. Participants can be classified as being either franchise employees (n=47) and franchisees (n=3). 
Participants were highly homogenous, with respect to their occupations (franchisor, directly employed by 
a franchisor or franchisee). Therefore, these participants are directly involved with developing and 
implementing the marketing strategy of their franchise system, and are therefore likely to provide 
information that allows the research question to be addressed.  

In essence, this research aims to gain an in-depth understanding of how franchisees broadly view the use 
of social media, and their experiences in using this media. Therefore, each focus group was asked one 
broad question to begin discussion “What role should franchisees play in developing, implementing and 
maintaining your social media communications?” While this question was expected to generate a wealth 
of responses that the participants may be willing to share, probing questions were used throughout the 
focus groups where necessary to elicit more information and to gain a depth of understanding on the 
topics of social media use, management and brand governance. Thus the research was flexible, allowing 
the direction of inquiry to change dependent on the participant’s responses (Neuman, 2006; Yin, 2009). 
At the completion of six focus groups, information saturation was reached (Liamputtong, 2009), at which 
point no new information generated new understanding (Kitzinger, 2005; Morgan, 1997).   



 
 

The focus groups were recorded, transcribed and a manual textual analysis was performed. In addition to 
the transcripts, researcher and research assistant reflection notes were included in the analysis. A 
thematic analysis of transcribed focus group audio was performed. Coding followed a cyclical process in 
which multiple passes through the data were conducted beginning with preliminary data analysis, further 
refinement of codes, leading to final codes being assigned to the data. That is, firstly broad codes were 
identified, which were further refined into sub codes, allowing theoretical abstraction to occur.  

Discussion of Results 
 

All but one franchise system representative in attendance reported they were active on social media, 
though the degree to which the participants regarded social media as a key component of their 
promotional strategies differed largely.  Some systems were actively using social media with great 
success (self-reported), while others were yet to develop their social media strategy and put this into 
practice. Analysis of results showed that the biggest theme surrounding use of social media within a 
franchise system is one of control; the degree to which franchisors were willing to relinquish control to 
the franchisees, with regards to their social media communications. This control extended to discuss 
control over the choice of social media networks and platforms, development of individual social media 
accounts and development of content that would appear on social media. A recursive analysis of results 
allowed a typology of Social Media Control in Franchising (SMCF) to be developed. This resulted in 
three categories; high, moderate and low SMCF, a summary of which is shown in Table 1. Further 
discussion of each category is now provided to illustrate real life social media marketing strategies used 
by Australian franchises, as discussed in the focus groups. Following discussion of the typology, 
propositions are given to guide future research on the topic.  
 
High Social Media Control in Franchising 
Displaying coercive and non-coercive power are the means by which franchisors can control the 
behaviour of franchisees, with the franchise contract providing the primary means of control (Quinn & 
Doherty, 2000). A high level of SMCF delivered by the franchise system was characterised by coercive 
power, with social media policies written into the operations manual. These policies would prescribe 
control to the franchisor only, allowing streamlined social media implementation to the whole franchise 
system, nationwide. This level of control seemed to offer the most consistent form of monitoring with 
larger franchise systems having a specialised social media management position to develop and oversee 
social media implementation for the entire system.  

 
The choice by the franchisor to exhibit a high level of SMCF, is due to the lack of skills franchisees 
possess, as well as the expectation that social media forms part of the contractual obligations of the 
marketing function of a franchisor.  

We have come across the issue of franchisees having their own social media accounts, it’s tricky. Of 
course you want a franchise in your store to be more engaged in that local area marketing. The issue 
is, social media is a very specific, tough market as the franchises grow ….Unfortunately not everyone 
understands social media, that’s nobody’s fault…social media is an expected part of the brands role 
[focus group 2, participant 2]. 

A barrier to relinquishing control to franchisees that was cited was geographical territory issues. Being 
that social media, and indeed any online communication, is not geographically bound, this is an 
important consideration for a franchise system. One participant reported: 

I’m a social media retard too. It’s all managed by marketing. Franchisees have no say, and we have to 
be careful because we are at their territories, so social media internet can be seen as advertising inside 
their territory [focus group1, participant 9]. 

As the above shows, this franchise overcame the geographical territory concerns by creating one national 
social media account for the franchise system, which is managed by the franchisor’s marketing team.  

 
Even though a high level of SMCF can mean the franchisor employed control over the social media 
implementation, in some instances franchisees had input into the content displayed on social media. As 
one franchisor stated “we encourage them to share some things that are going on”. Additionally, another 
example showed franchisors involved in service recovery efforts concerning complains on social media. 
In this instance, the franchisor could oversee the social media account, but seek the advice of the local 
franchisee concerned with the complaint.  



 
 

We try to deal with that publicly and then take it offline and then push to the franchisee, to manage 
the feedback, in 24 hours, bring it back to us and we will deal with it [focus group 6, participant 10]. 

In summary, a high level of SMCF was borne out of the willingness to overcome geographical 
challenges, mitigate risks, due to a lack of skills among franchisees and the belief that contractually, the 
franchisor is obligated to provide this service.  

Moderate Social Media Control in Franchising 
In contrast to the coercive power utilised in the high SMCF, a moderate level of SMCF utilises a variety 
of non-coercive elements to deliver a strategic combined approach that integrates the idiosyncrasies 
within the system. Almost all participants (n=40, 80%) reported utilising a social media strategy that fell 
into the moderate SMCF categorisation. This makes sense considering when entering into a franchise 
agreement, the aim of the franchisee is to obtain some degree of autonomy but at the same time seek a 
support package from the franchisor (Quinn & Doherty, 2000). 
 
This research provided numerous examples of non-coercive power in the form of support packages 
(initial and ongoing training, ongoing field support, technological help, and marketing support) that were 
given to franchisees. A primary consideration when implementing a social media strategy is training 
franchisees in how to take control over their social media operations. Training may take place to inform 
the franchisees of social media policies and procedures. This could be completed with franchisees during 
the induction or at a one day workshop for multiple franchisees, or one-on-one in the workplace, as one 
participant 



 
 

Table 1. Typology of Social Media Control in Franchising (SMCF). 
Source: Developed for this research.  
 
Level of 
Control by 
Franchisors 

Who creates & 
oversees social 
media accounts 

National or 
Local social 
media accounts 

Guidelines in 
Place 

Who writes content Monitoring of the social media 
accounts 

Training offered to 
franchisees 

High  
SMCF 

Franchisor only National only.  Yes. Written 
into the 
operations 
manual.  

Franchisor writes all content. Often 
uses a promotional calendar and 
scheduling program to automatically 
post content regularly.  

Accounts are monitored 
constantly by the franchisor. 
Bigger systems may have a 
specialised position to oversee 
this.  

There is little need for 
training, as the 
franchisor oversees all 
social media.  

Moderate  
SMCF 

Franchisor has 
admin rights, 
but Franchisee 
can write and 
post own 
content.  

Often a 
combination of 
both.  

Some 
guidelines and 
systems may 
be in place. 
These may not 
be formalised.  

Franchisor predominantly writes 
content, pictures and templates of 
responses to customers. The 
franchisees are then able to ‘copy and 
paste’ these onto their own social 
media channels/pages.  
Franchisee has the option to use their 
own social media, but often the 
franchisor will offer to do this as part 
of the marketing package. 

Franchisee may predominantly 
monitor the account, however 
due to time restraints (e.g. the 
franchisee is more focused on 
actually servicing customers), it 
may be necessary for the 
franchisor to oversee things 
after hours and during busy 
periods.  

Training takes place to 
inform franchisees of 
policies and procedures. 
Could be at a one day 
workshop for multiple 
franchisees, or one-on-
one at the workplace.  
 

Low  
SMCF 

Franchisee Predominantly 
local social 
media accounts.  

Unlikely Franchisee decides what to write, how 
often to write it. 

Franchisee decides how often to 
monitor the account. Due to 
time restraints this is unlikely to 
be 24/7, despite this being the 
nature of social media.  

Often little to no 
training is given to 
franchisees on how to 
oversee their social 
media account. 

 
describes; “We also have our franchisees through a social media eLearning course, so they’ve learned a bit having guidelines, of using the system, that type of 
thing” [focus group 2, participant 3]. 
 
Whilst recognising training as an important consideration, many systems still try to make the monitoring of social media as easy as possible for franchisees. This 
was the case in instances where the franchisor had given the franchisee the rights to create and oversee their own social media accounts. This support was 
provided by giving suggestions on how to operate on social media, developing a resources bank, or providing ongoing assistance.  
 

We give them suggestions on what they should post. We have also built our main page, our branding page just got 2 000 likes on Facebook, so we share a lot of 
quotes on there, we post pretty regularly and we encourage them to share to their own pages [focus group 5, participant 10].  



 
 

Another participant added to this idea with their practice of having built systems in place to guide 
franchisees; 

Its copy-paste, easy to do, and we find that in case of a better admin view, so it’s more guided 
model. That being said, probably 95% of our admins have nothing to do with it, apart from having 
to post on that page [focus group 4, participant 4].  

This shows franchisees needing a little prompting in the right direction with their social media. 
However, while some franchisors choose to allow a certain degree of autonomy, other franchisors 
provide a scaffold approach to the franchisee to the franchisee. 

We do a marketing campaign which is a bit more descriptive in case they don’t want to think 
about themselves. It’s available in our ordering system. Franchisees can go on and can pay for 
whatever artwork they want, personalised to their local store, and they can also download the 
Facebook approved download to post on the pages. So, they can download like Facebook posts, 
for promotion they’ve chose, through print and ordering system, and also like cover images for 
their Facebook pages, so it’s personalised to their salon, but it’s downloaded through the ordering 
system [focus group 5, participant 10]. 

 
A moderate level of SMCF was often exhibited by a franchisor creating the social media account as 
part of the marketing package delivered. That is, the franchisor would create a social media account 
and remain an administrator to this account. 

We allowed them to have social media in full, Facebook only, to be able to have access to their 
own Facebook page that we’ve created, we are the admin. They’re just like a concept creator only 
[focus group 4, participant 6]. 

The franchisor requiring administration rights to the social media accounts is a key strategy to 
maintaining control over the social media, and allows the franchisor to take action in cases where this 
may be necessary.  

We are admin of it. If we see something, we just take that straight down or we reply to it quickly. 
Because I may not have time, or they may not be replying to some of it [focus group 4, participant 
7]. 

 
No matter who created the account, or retained administration rights, one of the underlying 
characteristics of a moderate SMCF was the collaboration between the franchisor and franchisee to 
deliver value through their social media strategy. One such strategy included a franchisor-led private 
Facebook group for franchisees, which one participant described; 

I would have to say through our group on Facebook…I can jump on there if I have something to 
say…share ideas, that sort of thing, and we have adjusted who owns the group and she monitors it 
all and gives small feedback….we talk to each other about what works, what doesn’t work, that 
always helps more than someone at the office talking about the same issue [focus group 5, 
participant 2]. 

This collaboration also extended to utilising a select group of franchisees for a social media trial; 
We’ve actually been working with those guys to develop some sets of guidelines, to come up with 
a really good library, to show some good and some bad things we’ve done. Then you can actually 
establish a case to push it with the rest of the franchisees saying “you need to be doing this now, 
look at the traction we’ve got over here, these guys have been doing this for 12 months” [focus 
group 4, participant 8]. 

Overall, many participants said they appreciated the support that was offered to them as they didn’t 
think they could oversee all of the social media due to a lack of skills, time or resources.  
 
The benefits of operational support for franchisees are evident. Absence of a sufficient support 
package restricts the franchisors ability to enforce controls on the franchisee. In addition to the non-
coercive power described previously, many franchise systems also chose to formalise the social media 
guidelines, in order to provide a framework within which social media activities can take place.   

Having guidelines in place which were communicated to the franchise network…if they are aware 
what the guidelines are, if the franchisees are aware the guidelines exist, then it sort of helps your 
job….so if an employee is going onto Facebook page for instance and making negative 
comments, you need to have that discussion with the franchisee to say actually that’s actually 
outside the guidelines [focus group 4, participant 1]. 



 
 

In summary, a moderate SMCF level showed franchisors employed an increased incidence of non-
coercive elements including a great deal of support to franchisees. This included delivering training, 
creating downloadable content, collaborating to create guidelines and undertaking a trial of social 
media for the system. However, often guidelines were in place to restrict individual franchisees from 
performing in a negative way that would impact on the whole franchise system. In this way, a balance 
of coercive and non-coercive power was utilised to exhibit a moderate level of SMCF.  

Low Social Media Control in Franchising 
However, not all franchise systems saw the value in implementing moderate to high levels of control 
over the social media use. Instead, a low SMCF level was characterised by the franchisee being 
primarily responsible for creating and overseeing a social media account, which was often set out for 
the local individual franchise (e.g. McDonalds Surrey Hills, as opposed to a national McDonalds 
account). Guidelines are unlikely to exist to direct the franchisee in how to operate the social media 
accounts. Essentially, this level of SMFC allows autonomy to individual franchisees to administer 
localised marketing campaigns on social media. While some participants expressed that this strategy 
exhibits a high degree of risk, one franchisor employed participant said: 

So, it’s pretty interesting for us, we haven’t had any bad experiences so far, we’ve actually been 
trying to really push the creativity of the franchises to just go out and do your own thing. After, 
they return to us with a big tip. It’s going well so far [focus group 4, participant 2]. 

This shows that the benefits to harnessing the creativity of franchisees seem to outweigh the risk of 
social media mismanagement for this participant, though only limited participants (n=3, 6%) adopted 
this approach. Additionally, franchisors should take into consideration that implementing low SMCF 
is likely to place the burden of overseeing the social media accounts on the individual franchisee, who 
may not have the resources to monitor the account 24 hours a day, as social media demands.  

Summary of guidelines for best practice 
Overall, franchise systems that report using social media successfully have: 
 Chosen the most appropriate social media channels, most relevant to their customer base (e.g. 

Travel related franchise systems predominantly focus on Trip advisor, while a hair dressing 
firm has great success displaying visuals of their hair cuts on Instagram).  

 Developed a social media marketing strategy that exhibits a high to moderate level of control.  
 Tested their social media strategy. This was done through a trial of the most notable 

franchisees utilising social media successfully, who then add clout to the Franchisor’s efforts 
when implementing this to the rest of their system.  

 Added the social media strategy to their Operations Manual. This forms an important part of 
the systems of the franchise, and contains valuable intellectual property.  

 Developed a training program to deliver to franchisees. This includes educating franchisees 
on the value of social media, how the franchisor prescribes it to be used, and proper crisis 
management tactics. 

 Ensure social media is used consistently by all parties, whether that includes multiple 
franchisees displaying the same images, account names and having a similar ‘voice’. One 
Franchise system discussed the benefits of utilising a bank of social media updates, images, 
and ideas for individualisation, all housed within an intranet [focus group 5, participant 10]. 

 
Implications for theory and practice 

 
The results from this study exhibit a number of theoretical and practical implications. Theoretical 
understanding prior to this research centred on how to apply behaviour control mechanisms within the 
franchising system. Instead, this research adds to the understanding of how coercive and non-coercive 
behaviour control mechanisms are implemented in actuality, which can guide how to apply existing 
behaviour control mechanisms to social media management in franchises. Importantly, this study has 
identified a typology of different Social Media Control in Franchising (SMCF) strategies in use, and 
has discussed how to create or adapt new SMCF strategies to suit the individual needs of your 
franchise system. In addition to the theoretical contributions offered by this research, numerous 
practical implications are suggested.  In the absence of timely marketing rhetoric, Australian franchise 



 
 

systems have previously developed their own short term SM strategies, and implemented various 
SMCF strategies. This research has shown real, practical examples of how social media strategies are 
developed, implemented and controlled in franchise systems. Australian franchise systems would 
benefit from understanding how issues of control and autonomy are overcome in real world, and see 
examples of best practice.  Therefore, it is important to broadcast such examples, and disseminate 
relevant research for the benefit of the fast-changing one billion dollar Australian franchising industry 
(Frazer, 2014).  
 

Conclusion 
 

This paper has explored the issue of controlling social media use in Australian franchise systems, and 
has presented a typology of types of control implemented. A moderate level of SMCF was found to be 
the most utilised approach, which makes sense considering that this provided the optimum level of 
autonomy craved by franchisees, and control required by the franchisor. It can be concluded that 
franchise systems utilising a combination of coercive and non-coercive elements of power delivered a 
support system that provided maximum value to the franchise system as a whole. This study was 
limited by the fact that the sample was restricted to Australian franchise systems only, and that 
franchisees were underrepresented. This was a cross sectional data collection, and further research is 
required to validate these findings and to make them more generalisable to all systems and 
environments.  Further research could overcome these limitations by utilising a case study 
methodology, investigating which behaviour control methods for SMCF are appropriate for which 
new variables. For example, does this vary by industry, maturity of the system, experience of the 
franchisee? This research can be extended to a larger sample, in a larger number of worldwide 
markets. Longitudinal research would offer value in being able to see adaptations of social media 
strategy as systems grow and mature in size, intellectual property and operations.  
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