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Abstract. In the era of information, the global network has become one of the ways for
expanding entrepreneurship and, consequently, various kinds of network services have
emerged as well. Social networks provide the spread of information, the positioning of a
company and the company’s communication with its clients. There is competition among
such service providers, their services are diverse and the social networking opportunities
offered are increasing; accordingly, the present research analyses opportunities to raise the
competitiveness of social network services. The research aim is to perform an examination
of the features of social networks in Latvia for ensuring the competitiveness of the social
networks.

The research focused on the social networking features of and the opportunities offered by
the following social networks: draugiem.lv, facebook.com, ok.ru, vk.com.

The research employed the following methods: analysis and synthesis, induction and
deduction, the monographic method, document analysis, the graphic method and the
sociological method - a survey.

The competitiveness of social networks is mainly determined by the functional diversity and
innovations of the social networks. Any social network company has to use innovations to
outperform its competitors in an oversaturated market by means of providing new
networking features.
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Introduction

The presence of the global network in daily social life is very obvious -
studies on the consumption of global network services prove it. In 2016,
approximately 80% of the population of Latvia could be found and reached
on the global network. The latest studies show that better reachability is
observed in small countries in particular, which indicates that the population
of Latvia are active Internet supporters and users. In 2016, 1 430 000 active
Internet users were reported a month; about 800 000 individuals used the
Internet in their computers, while roughly 400 000 used it in their phones
and/or tablet PCs. These data are approximate, as part of the population used
the Internet both in their computers and in some of their gadgets - phones,
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tablets etc.; for this reason, the data overlaped (Biznesa augstskola Turiba,
2016).

According to the Harvard Business Review 2015, 80% of the managers
of the world’s largest corporations were engaged online and had social
networking sites (Hyder, 2017). This means that social networks are a
popular means of communication not only in the social life among family
members, acquaintances and friends but also with entirely unknown
individuals as well as an important component of company activities and
other processes. Digital marketing specialist Shama Hyder pointed out that a
considerable change had occurred since 2010 when only 36% of the
managers were “social”. However, in the modern world, a strong leader has
to learn not only how to follow social environment streams but also to make
a difference and develop. The mentioned activity of corporation managers
also requires social network owners to act in order to be able to compete in
the Internet environment. However, it is also important that social media,
especially social networks, are a tool for enhancing the competitiveness of
other companies.

The key function of social media and therefore social networks is to
provide the flow of information in various ways: “Following, friending,
subscribing, sharing, and retweeting are just a few types of practices of
engagement with users and content that determine how information flows
in social media spaces. Using social media, any individual can subscribe to a
wide range of information sources, traditional and others, and can
potentially become a source of information for many others. Alternatively,
users can also use these social spaces to re-create and reinforce traditional-
hierarchical structures by continuing to rely on just a few information
sources or by choosing to limit interactions to a select group of similar others.
Patterns of connections among users within social media take the form of
social networks. The structure of a network is an indicator of its unique
patterns of information flow” (Himelboim, Smith, Rainie, Shneiderman,
Espina, 2017).

Even though communication technologies are used in the process of
supply of information, the role and participation of an individual is
emphasised: “In the traditional model, commercially - produced works such
as books, television, and film were the raw materials we socially evaluated,
interpreted, and used. In the new model, however, our thoughts, tweets, and
inside jokes are themselves the raw materials that become monetized. It's
not that Facebook and Twitter finally allow us to be social, but that these new
mediums are wholly dependent on our sociability” (Childress, 2012). This
means that the individual him/herself has changed the kinds of
communication and the individual is the one that shapes the content,
while the network performs the function of cooperation - it spreads the
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information. For these reasons, competition among social networks is
determined by the number of users and their activity.

The research aim is to perform an examination of the features of social
networks in Latvia for ensuring the competitiveness of the social networks.
To achieve the aim, the following specific research tasks were set:

- toexamine the theoretical aspects of company competitiveness and
the ways of enhancing it;

- to identify the most popular social networks in Latvia and to
perform an examination and a comparison of their features for
ensuring the competitiveness of the social networks.

Research hypothesis: to identify whether the scope of features of the
most popular social networks in Latvia is broad enough for ensuring the
competitiveness of the social networks.

The research employed the following methods: analysis and synthesis,
induction and deduction, the monographic method, document analysis, the
graphic method and the sociological method - a survey.

The research used the theoretical findings of foreign scientists, Internet
resources and survey data.

Theoretical aspects of company competitiveness and the ways of
enhancing it

There are various theoretical models that assist a company in enhancing
its competitive advantages. Advantages a company has over other market
actors or competitors are called competitive advantages (Kay, 1995).

Research studies on competitiveness refer to K.Ohmae’s model that is
based on trilateral relations among a firm, a target audience or clients and
other firms - competitors. Ohmae’s model is called the “3C” model. In the
opinion of the author of the model, three key market actors - a buyer, a
competitor and a firm - have to be analysed by using a “3C” strategic triangle.
This technique assists a firm in developing a business strategy and
sustainable competitive advantages (Ohmae, 1982).

J.Kay, an English economist, writes that the specific potential of a
company and the use of this potential creates competitive advantages for the
company. There are three kinds of specific potential of a company:

1) “organisational architecture”;

2) “reputation”;

3) ‘“innovations” (Kay, 1995).

It is known that companies being innovative and persistently
developing the qualities and quality of their products as well as using the
newest technologies gain higher competitive advantages in their industry.
Innovations also reduce costs and allow a company to lower prices on its
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goods or services without an effect on its profit or even make a higher profit
(Ohmae, 1982).

Such authors as V.Cespedes, A.D"Aveni and C.Lavelock point out that
nowadays the intensity of competition increases persistently. This could be
explained by an increase in market actor professionalism, the application of
new global approaches and strategies, technological progress, market
deregulation and overall globalisation that contribute to the globalisation of
competition as well (Vandermerve, Lovelock, 1994).

One of the prerequisites for increasing the competitiveness of a
company is the development of a strategy that is one of the basic functions of
management; besides, the term strategy has to be referred to organisational
activity and the kinds of management that could be employed to perform
organisational tasks and achieve the goal of the company in relation to
enhancing its competitiveness. One can distinguish seven forms of strategic
management as effective ideas of competitiveness management for a
company (MBaHoBa, 2011).

Competitiveness enhancement management in a company is a kind of
organisational management that is based on the human potential of highly
motivated employees as the foundations of the organisation; it involves
comprehensively developing relations with consumers to satisfy their needs
through producing goods and services at a level that is close to ideal; it
implements elastic regulation and modern changes in the organisation,
which are in line with the pressure made by the surrounding environment
and allow gaining competitiveness advantages that, in general, allow the
organisation to survive and achieve its goals in a long-term. Identifying key
success factors is one of the main priorities in designing a management
strategy for enhancing the competitiveness of a company. The factors can
serve as cornerstones in designing the competitiveness enhancement
strategy, even though they could differ from industry to industry. Usually,
three or four factors are specific to any industry, while one or two of them
are the most important ones, and an analysis of the factors has to highlight
them. The key success factors and the elements of the factors are enumerated
below. Many of the factors are important for social network companies as
well.

1) Factors related to technology: competence in relation to scientific
research (research-intensive industries in particular); capability to
introduce innovations in production processes; capability to
introduce innovations in products; experts’ role with regard to a
specific technology.

2) Factors related to production: low production cost (economies of
scale, effectiveness of build-up experience); product quality; high
capital productivity; production facility locations guaranteeing low
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costs; availability of an adequate and qualified labour force; high
labour productivity (in labour-intensive industries in particular);
low designing cost and technical support; production flexibility in
case models and sizes change.

3) Factors related to distribution: a strong network of
distributors/dealers; an opportunity to get revenue from retail
trade; a distribution network of the company itself; fast delivery.

4) Factors related to marketing: a well-tested way of selling;
convenient and available technical maintenance service; accurate
execution of buyer orders; a broad assortment of goods;
commercial art; attractive design and packaging; warranty.

5) Factors related to qualification: excellent talents: quality control
know-how; design specialists; technology specialists; capability to
create an accurate and clear advertisement; capability to produce a
new product and spread it in the market fast.

6) Factors related to the organisation’s opportunities: excellent
information systems; capability to react to any change in market
conditions; a competent management and know-how management.

7) Other factors: a favourable, positive image and good reputation;
self-awareness as a leader; a convenient location; pleasant and kind
service; access to financial capital; patent protection (MBaHoBa,
2011).

Since social networks provide the flow of information, the content of it
has to be referred to as an important factor. People’s selectivity in choosing
media is increasing. This choice is increasingly context dependent. Only the
most appropriate medium for a particular need in a specific context will draw
attention and invite to use it (van Dijk, 2006).

In view of all the above-mentioned factors, it is possible to develop an
effective competitiveness enhancement strategy that is based on increasing
the effects of positive factors and decreasing the effects of negative factors in
the organisation’s activities. The environment of social networks and
communication is characterised by researchers as multifaceted, and it is
organised by a number of actors: “The producers of communication
networks operate on a market that is characterised by a convergence of
formerly independent networks of tele-, data and mass communication that
stimulates horizontal concentrations. The distinctive layers of these
networks (infrastructure, transport and services) spur attempts of vertical
concentrations by general media companies” (van Dijk, 2006).

Since an assessment of product and market opportunities as well as the
competition situation for a company is performed at the analytical stage, the
most appropriate strategy for enhancing the competitiveness of the company
is determined based on all the factors (Satrevi¢s, 2016). A number of
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conceptual modules (matrixes) that assist companies in formulating market
management strategies for enhancing their competitiveness have been
developed, provided that the modules are applied adequately.

Any company, including any social network company, chooses its own
competitiveness management strategy based on the situation in the industry.
For example, sociologists have assessed the role of the social network
Facebook in research: “Facebook isn't just writing on friends™ walls, polking
people and posting pictures: social scientists are using it as an innovative
research tool. Facebook is a treasure trove of sociological data. Going beyond
self-reporting, social scientists can actually observe how networks take
shape over time. The social networking site also provides data on many
aspects that could influence friendships, like the region of origin, high school,
and interests” (H.N., 2011).

After analysing the success factors, the development of a
competitiveness enhancement strategy for a company allows identifying the
direction and the way how to move towards the goal, while the
implementation of the strategy and its correction create conditions for the
company to implement its development strategy based on its competitive
advantage.

Comparison of the features of the most popular social networks in
Latvia

The most popular social network in the world in 2017 was Facebook.

The Russian social network VK (“vkontakte”) was in second place, followed

by Ozone - the most popular social network in Asian countries. Figure 1
shows a popularity map of social networks as of January 2017.

T SEE

-

@ czone @ v Kontakte Odnoklassniki

B Twitter B Linkedin B nstogram

Fig.1 Popularity map of global social networks as of January 2017
(source: World Map of Social Networks)
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To identify the popularity and competitiveness of social networking
service companies as well as the features they provide, 399 randomly
selected residents of Latvia were surveyed in the spring of 2017. The survey
was conducted using a Google form. Figure 2 presents the percentage
distribution of social network accounts of the surveyed Latvian residents.

draugiem, draugiem, twitter _ facebook

odnoklassniki, twitter 2% _\ 2% odnoklassniki
2% 1%

draugiem,
odnoklassniki
7%

draugiem
35%

draugiem, facebook
odnoklassniki, twitter
6%

draugiem, facebook,
odnoklassniki
7%

Fig.2 Percentage distribution of social network accounts of the surveyed
Latvian residents in 2017 (n=339) (source: Larionovs, 2017)

As shown in Figure 2, 35% of the surveyed residents of Latvia had an
account only in the social network Draugiem.lv. Of the surveyed residents,
19% had accounts in Draugiem.lv and Facebook, 19% in Draugiem.lv,
Facebook and Twitter, 7% in Draugiem.lv, Facebook and Odnoklassniki, 7%
in Draugiem.lv. and Odnoklassniki, 6% in Draugiem.lv, Facebook,
Odnoklassniki and Twitter, 2% in Draugiem.lv, Odnoklassniki and Twitter,
2% in Draugiem.lv and Twitter, 2% only in Facebook and 1% had an account
only in Odnoklassniki.

The survey data allow concluding that only a third of the respondents
income earners (employees, working pensioners and working students).
Most of the respondents had a computer at home. The surveyed residents
were mostly young individuals aged up to 25, had unfinished primary or
secondary education as well as finished secondary education (educational
attainments could be explained by the age of the respondents). Of the
respondents, 84% used a computer every day. Only 10% used a computer
one a week, 3% once a month and 3% did not use it at all. Of the respondents,
86% were registered in social networks, and the most popular ones were
Facebook and Draugiem.lv. Most of the respondents published several
photos in their social networks and had a lot of “friends”. All the surveyed
individuals did not pay attention to Internet security and did not change their
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password regularly; almost half did not do that at all. This is a problem, as
any social network has to be secure, and its users have to be actively engaged
in maintaining the security of their profile.

In the present research, an analysis of competitors was based on an
examination of various features that provided the popularity and
competitiveness of the social networks. Table 1 presents information on the
user features of the analysed social networks.

Table 1 Most popular features of social networks for ensuring the
competitiveness of the social networks in Latvia in the spring of 2017
(source: Larionovs, 2017; draugiem.lv; facebook.com; ok.ru; vk.com)

Category Features Facebook | Draugiem.lv | Odnoklas | VK
sniki
Personal settings Yes Yes Yes Yes
Profile Animation Yes Yes - Yes
Friend groups Yes Yes Yes Yes
Following option Yes Yes Yes Yes
Long text Yes Yes Yes Yes
Text Text formatting - - - -
Commenting Yes Yes Yes Yes
Pictures in Yes Yes Yes Yes
Commenting commentsl
Comment rating Yes Yes Yes Yes
Comment Yes Yes Yes Yes
notifications
Pictures Yes Yes Yes Yes
Video Yes Yes Yes Yes
Full-size photos Yes Yes Yes Yes
Media Photo albums Yes Yes Yes Yes
Photo editing Yes Yes No Yes
Tagging friends in Yes Yes - Yes
a photo
Sharing Yes Yes Yes Yes
Post (timeline) Location Yes - Yes Yes
features Smileys Yes Yes Yes Yes
Spell check Yes Yes Yes Yes
Advertising Yes Yes Yes Yes
opportunities
Chat Yes Yes Yes Yes
Video chat Yes - - -
Other features | Interest groups / Yes Yes Yes Yes
associations
Events Yes Yes - Yes
Games Yes Yes Yes Yes
Mobile version Yes Yes Yes Yes
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Table 1 continued

Private / business Yes Yes - Yes
webpage

Search Yes Yes Yes Yes

Paid advertising Yes Yes - Yes

opportunities

Music albums - - Yes Yes
(play list)

Total features 29 27 23 29

An analysis of the information shown in Table 1 reveals that Facebook
and Vkontakte were more multifunctional than Draigiem.lv and
Odnoklassniki. Draigiem.lv and Odnoklassniki had fewer features than
Facebook and VK, which were competitors to the former ones. For example,
Draigiem.lv lacked such features as location in timeline, video chat and
messenger as well as music lists with an option to listen to the most favourite
music (this feature was available in VK and Odnoklassniki).

Conclusions and suggestions

1. Companies being innovative and persistently developing the qualities
and quality of their products as well as using the newest technologies
gain higher competitive advantages in their industry.

2. In 2016, approximately 80% of the population of Latvia could be found
and reached on the global network. The most popular social network in
the world in 2017 was Facebook. The Russian social network VK
(“Vkontakte”) was in second place, followed by Ozone - the most
popular social network in Asian countries.

3. According to the survey data, 86% of the respondents were registered
in social networks, and the most popular ones in Latvia were Facebook
and Draugiem.lv.

4. Intheresearch, an analysis of competitors was based on an examination
of various features that provided the popularity and competitiveness of
the social networks. The hypothesis proved to be true, as the scope of
features of the most popular social networks in Latvia was broad
enough for ensuring the competitiveness of the social networks. The
analysis showed that the social networks Facebook and Vkontakte were
more multifunctional (with 29 features) than Draugiem.lv (27 features)
and Odnoklassniki (23 features).

5. The competitiveness of the social networks of Latvia is mainly
determined by the diversity of their features and their innovations. Any
social network company has to use innovations to outperform its
competitors in an oversaturated market by means of providing new
networking features.
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