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ABSTRACT 

This project addresses the problem of inefficient and inconsistent social media content planning, 

particularly for individuals and small businesses lacking access to expensive, complex 

scheduling tools. The investigation focuses on developing a customizable, user friendly Social 

Media Content Calendar Tool using Google Sheets. Materials and methods include a literature 

review on content strategy, platform algorithms, and usability design, as well as a comparative 

analysis of existing tools like Hootsuite and Buffer. A prototype calendar was created with 

features such as hashtag grouping, performance tracking, and platform specific monthly and 

weekly planners. Usability testing was done using an AI driven evaluation to improve 

accessibility and workflow efficiency. The conclusion reached is that a well designed, structured 

content calendar can significantly improve engagement, consistency, and user productivity, 

filling a gap left by current scheduling tools that are often too expensive or overly complex for 

everyday users. 
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I. Introduction 

In the evolving digital world, social media platforms have become essential communication, 

branding, and community engagement tools. However, maintaining a consistent and strategic 

presence across platforms remains challenging for many individuals, businesses, and 

organizations. This thesis responds to that challenge by proposing and developing a customizable 

Social Media Content Calendar Tool, a digital artifact created in Google Sheets to help users 

efficiently plan, organize, and optimize content across multiple platforms. 

This project incorporates information design, digital marketing technology, and social media 

strategy. It explores how structured content planning, guided by research on platform algorithms, 

content scheduling best practices, and user experience design, can enhance engagement and 

workflow efficiency significantly. The final deliverable will be a functional prototype calendar 

that includes key features such as customizable drop downs, hashtag grouping, performance 

tracking, and color coded calendar views for both weekly and monthly planning. 

The primary objectives of this project are to (1) create a practical, user-friendly content planning 

tool; (2) help users maintain consistency in posting to drive engagement; (3) integrate content 

strategy best practices into a visually structured format; and (4) evaluate how information design 

enhances usability. 

The project aims to answer the following research questions: 

1. What are the essential components of an effective social media content calendar? 

2. How does structured content planning improve engagement and consistency for social 

media users? 
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3. What digital tools and frameworks are most effective for scheduling and managing social 

media content? 

4. How do different social media platforms’ algorithms influence content planning 

strategies? 

5. How can information design principles enhance usability and efficiency in social media 

planning tools? 

Ultimately, this project aims to provide an affordable, accessible, and adaptable solution for 

content planning that supports long term engagement, particularly for small businesses, 

freelancers, and independent creators. The findings also contribute to a larger discussion on how 

digital tools and thoughtful information design can streamline content strategy in a fast paced, 

media environment driven by algorithms. 

 

II. Literature Review 

 

ii.1 Introduction 

Social media platforms have become essential for businesses, influencers, and organizations to 

engage with their audiences. However, maintaining consistency, adapting to evolving platform 

algorithms, and optimizing engagement remain significant challenges. This literature review 

explores research on social media content strategy, scheduling tools, and engagement 

optimization, synthesizing past and current studies to highlight gaps and opportunities for 

improvement. 
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This review includes studies on structured content planning, platform algorithms, engagement 

metrics, and the usability of existing social media scheduling tools. This review does not focus 

on influencer specific marketing strategies, paid advertising, or viral content creation, as the 

emphasis is on organic content management and scheduling tools. 

 

Most studies conclude that strategic content planning improves engagement and reach, yet many 

existing tools lack user friendly design and affordability for small businesses and independent 

creators. Despite advancements in automation and analytics, unresolved debates remain 

regarding the balance between scheduled and organic content, and the effectiveness of current 

scheduling tools. 

 

ii. 2 Main Body 

 

ii.2.1 Historical Background of Social Media Content Scheduling 

The need for structured content scheduling in social media marketing emerged with the rise of 

digital platforms in the early 2000s. Kaplan & Haenlein (2010) discuss the introduction of early 

business friendly tools that helped brands maintain an online presence. Over time, platform 

algorithms evolved to prioritize engagement over chronological posting (Pew Research Center, 

2019), prompting marketers to shift towards data driven scheduling strategies (De Vries et al., 

2017). 

 

The development of third party scheduling tools like Hootsuite (2008) and Buffer (2010) allowed 

for advanced content planning, but these tools had challenges with usability and integration 
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(Zhang et al., 2020). More recently, AI-driven tools such as Sprout Social have introduced 

predictive analytics, yet they remain costly, leaving small businesses without accessible solutions 

(Agostino & Sidorova, 2016). These findings highlight the need for customizable, affordable 

scheduling tools that support cross-platform engagement strategies. 

 

ii.2.2 Research Context: Open Questions and Debates 

Despite extensive research on social media marketing, unresolved debates remain: 

1. Effectiveness of Scheduling on Engagement: While Cvijikj & Michahelles (2013) 

suggest that content quality outweighs scheduling, Bucher et al. (2018) argue that regular, 

structured posting leads to increased audience retention. 

2. Automation vs. Authenticity: Voorveld et al. (2018) assert that automated scheduling can 

reduce authenticity, whereas Tafesse & Wien (2018) find that strategic scheduling 

improves engagement without negatively impacting authenticity. 

3. Usability and Accessibility of Existing Scheduling Tools: Many businesses struggle with 

high cost tools that prioritize enterprise users, limiting their effectiveness for independent 

creators and small businesses (Hanna et al., 2011; Zhang et al., 2020). 

 

These ongoing discussions show the need for further research into how structured content 

planning can optimize engagement while maintaining authenticity and usability. 

 

ii.2.3 Relevant Theories and Concepts 

ii.2.4 Information Design Theory 
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Tufte (1990) emphasizes the role of information visualization in usability and efficiency. When 

managing social media, a structured content calendar with visual planning elements can enhance 

workflow efficiency and reduce cognitive load. 

 

ii.2.5 Social Media Algorithm Theory 

Social media algorithms prioritize content driven by engagement rather than chronological order. 

Research indicates that understanding engagement metrics specific to target platforms such as 

likes, shares, and comments can help marketers optimize posting schedules (De Vries et al., 

2017). 

 

ii.2.6 Engagement Metrics and Content Performance 

Studies indicate that post timing, format, and frequency influence audience engagement (Tafesse 

& Wien, 2018). A structured content calendar can help businesses track performance metrics and 

adjust strategies accordingly. 

 

ii.2.7 Research Expanding on Past Work 

Existing studies analyze social media engagement strategies but rarely address the usability 

challenges of content planning tools. This project builds upon: 

● Hootsuite & Buffer Analysis: Zhang et al. (2020) highlight the enterprise focus of these 

tools, limiting their applicability for small scale users. 

● PlatformSpecific Engagement Research: Tafesse & Wien (2018) emphasize the need for 

tailored scheduling strategies per platform. 
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● Usability Studies: Voorveld et al. (2018) show that interactive, visual planning tools 

enhance workflow efficiency, supporting the development of easy to use content 

calendars. 

 

By exploring these aspects, this research contributes to designing a scheduling tool that bridges 

accessibility, affordability, and engagement optimization. 

 

ii.2.8 Supporting Evidence for a Practical Problem 

The primary issues facing businesses and content creators include: 

1. High Costs of Existing Scheduling Tools: Subscription Based platforms often exclude 

essential features from free versions (Agostino & Sidorova, 2016). 

2. Limited CrossPlatform Compatibility: Many free tools only support select platforms, 

restricting flexibility (Hanna et al., 2011). 

3. Usability Barriers: Many tools are not optimized for small businesses and independent 

creators (Zhang et al., 2020). 

 

By addressing these issues, this project aims to develop a flexible, user friendly content calendar 

that enhances engagement while maintaining accessibility. 

 

iii. Conclusion 

This literature review demonstrates that structured content planning significantly improves 

engagement, yet existing scheduling tools face challenges related to cost, usability, and 
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accessibility. Research gaps remain in examining the direct impact of content planning tools that 

are usability focused, on social media engagement. 

 

This project will contribute by designing an adaptable scheduling tool that integrates platform 

specific engagement strategies, information design principles, and cross functionality across 

platforms. Future research should explore usability testing and real world implementation to 

assess its effectiveness. 

 

III. Methods 

A qualitative research approach is used to develop a structured content calendar tool for social 

media management. The methodology consists of content analysis, usability evaluation, and 

prototype development. Content analysis involves reviewing existing literature on social media 

strategy and scheduling tools to identify best practices. This ensures that the tool incorporates 

features that align with industry standards. Usability evaluation focuses on assessing the 

effectiveness of available scheduling tools, determining their strengths and weaknesses, and 

integrating findings into the tool’s design. This phase will also involve an evaluation to refine the 

tool’s interface for a better user experience. 

Prototype development follows an iterative design process, where the tool will be built using 

Google Sheets. The prototype will include core functionalities such as content categorization, 

hashtag groups, and calendar features. AI-driven usability evaluation will simulate user 

interactions, finding inefficiencies and suggesting improvements. The final version will prioritize 

an intuitive interface and streamlined workflow for social media managers and their teams. By 

combining theoretical research with practical application and AI-driven testing, this study aims 
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to create an accessible, efficient, and user-friendly content calendar tool that enhances digital 

marketing efforts. 

 

Research Methods Reflection:   

Pros and Cons of My Chosen Approach?   

Pros:   

1. Practical Application – My research method doesn’t just analyze existing tools, it actively 

contributes to developing a functional digital product that can be used in real-world social media 

management.   

2. Incorporation of Best Practices – By conducting content analysis, I ensure that my tool aligns 

with industry standards, making it competitive and effective.   

3. User-Centered Development – The usability evaluation phase allows continuous refinement 

based on insights into what works and what doesn’t.   

4. AI-Driven Testing for Efficiency – Instead of relying solely on manual user testing, AI-based 

usability evaluation helps identify inefficiencies quickly, reducing the time and effort required 

for traditional user testing 

.   

Cons:   

1. Time-Intensive – Reviewing existing literature, analyzing tools, and repeating multiple 

iterations of usability evaluation take considerable time.   

2. Limited Generalizability – Since this is a qualitative approach, the findings will be 

context-specific and may not apply to every social media manager’s needs.   
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3. AI Testing May Lack Human Insight – While AI simulations can detect inefficiencies, they 

might not capture all the nuances of human user behavior, such as emotional responses or 

personal preferences.   

4. Potential Bias in Tool Selection – Since I am evaluating existing tools, my selection process 

could inadvertently overlook emerging solutions that may offer innovative features.   

 

What I Learned Along the Way?   

1. Social Media Scheduling Tools Have Gaps – Through my content analysis, I discovered that 

many existing tools lack strong collaboration features and automation for workflow efficiency.   

2. Usability Is a Major Concern – Many social media managers struggle with complex interfaces 

or tools that require steep learning curves, reinforcing the need for an intuitive, user-friendly 

solution.   

3. AI Can Accelerate Testing but Not Replace Human Input – AI-based usability evaluation is a 

good way to identify technical inefficiencies, but real user feedback is still essential for refining 

the tool’s final design.   

4. Iterative Design Is Key – My approach confirmed that prototyping and continuous refinement 

are necessary for building an effective content calendar tool rather than relying on a one-time 

development cycle.   

 

Alternative Methods Considered but Not Chosen?   

1. Surveys and Interviews – I considered gathering insights through surveys or structured 

interviews with social media managers. However, these methods can be time-consuming, and the 

feedback might be too subjective or broad rather than offering concrete usability insights.   
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3. Case Studies of Social Media Teams – Studying how social media teams use existing 

scheduling tools could have been insightful, however,  findings might not have been directly 

applicable to developing my own tool.   

4. Experimental Usability Testing with Real Users – While this would have provided strong 

qualitative feedback, it would have required a dedicated pool of test users and longer testing 

phases, which I did not have the resources for.   

 

How My Method Choice Affects My Research Focus?   

Since I focused on qualitative usability and functionality, my project will be more 

design-oriented than theoretical research alone. My approach ensures that:   

- Industry best practices shape the core features of the tool.   

- Existing tool evaluations guide improvements by identifying gaps.   

- AI-based usability testing allows for efficient real-time refinements.   

Had I chosen a different method, such as surveys or interviews, my project might have  focused 

on user opinions rather than usability and functional improvements. Instead, I am building and 

testing a working product that will address social media managers' needs.   

 

Project Questions & How My Method Helps Answer Them?   

1. What are the key challenges experienced by social media managers when scheduling content?   

   - Answered through content analysis of existing research and social media tools.   

2. How can a structured content calendar improve workflow efficiency for social media 

managers?   
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   - Answered through usability testing of the prototype, evaluating whether the tool streamlines 

the process.   

3. What essential features should a content scheduling tool include to enhance automation and 

collaboration?   

   - Answered by identifying missing functionalities in existing tools and integrating them into 

the prototype.   

4. How can AI-driven usability evaluation improve the tool’s effectiveness?   

   - Answered by analyzing AI-generated reports on user interaction patterns, efficiency gaps, and 

interface usability.  

 

IV. Outcomes 

When creating this tool, research was done on existing content calendar templates and 

scheduling tools to decide what features would be most beneficial to include. This information 

was used to design different sheets within the tool, such as hashtag grouping, follower tracking, 

and platform-specific content pages. Other important features were found to be progress 

tracking, visual assets for each post, and tracking goals such as engagement clicks and 

conversions. Once the basic layout was built, the tool was critiqued using ChatGPT to simulate 

user interaction, provide design feedback, and help identify areas for improvement. This process 

gave a clearer understanding of how the tool functions from a user’s point of view and led to 

several helpful updates to make it more usable and efficient. 

Structured content planning improves engagement and consistency by helping a brand stay 

relevant and consistent in an environment of frequently changing trends creating trust and 

encourages interaction with the target audience.  

16 



 

Google sheets was determined to be the most effective and user friendly tool for scheduling and 

managing social media content. Google sheets is free and highly customizable and allows for 

collaboration with team members in a cloud based platform without extra software costs. Google 

sheets have functional  components such as color coding, links, image attachments, drop down 

menus and automatic date formulas.  

 

Each social media platform values different types of content and engagement. Instagram favors 

reels, carousel posts and engagement such as comments and saves. Facebook depends more on 

meaningful interactions such as comments and shares and community engagement. TikTok 

prioritizes highly engaging short form videos and relies highly on trends. Linkedin leans more 

toward professional high value content and rewards early post engagement.  The study by  De 

Vries et al., 2017 indicates that understanding engagement metrics specific to target platforms 

such as likes, shares, and comments can help marketers optimize posting schedules. Because all 

of these platforms have their own preferences, the content planning strategies  need to adapt to 

optimize those preferences. For example, more video content should be crafted for instagram and 

TikTok, whereas posts for Linkedin and Facebook should be more conversation driven. 

 

A few of the main design principles that were found to be useful in enhancing usability and 

efficiency in social media planning tools are clarity, hierarchy, consistency and simplicity. Clear 

timelines and categories, well organized layouts and clear headings reduce errors, saves time and 

increases utility across users. Tufte (1990), stated that a structured content calendar with visual 

planning elements can enhance workflow efficiency and reduce cognitive load. 
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Given the above considerations, it was determined that the following components be included in 

the final artifact: 

Customize Data: A page to lay out all the choices that will populate in the drop downs 

throughout the sheet 

 

Figure 1: Customize Data 

Hashtag Groups: A page to categorize and lay out hashtags to quickly pull for posts   
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Figure 2: Hashtag Groups 

Followers: A page to track your followers and quarterly goals for each platform  

 

Figure 3: Followers 

Important Dates: A page to see an overview of important dates for each month  
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Figure 4: Important Dates 

Weekly Content All Platforms: A page to organize all posts by day of the week  

 

Figure 5: Weekly Content All Platforms  

Monthly Content IG: A page to organize posts and their content specifically for Instagram for 

the whole month  
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Figure 6: Monthly Content IG 

Monthly Content (Name): A copy of the previous page that can be used for other platforms 

 

Figure 7: Monthly Content (Name) 
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View the Full Content Calendar Tool: 

https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/1wcsqbaeXGToiYpoRckK7PjSUoLIYnWrp/edit?usp=sh

aring&ouid=104839631710803319439&rtpof=true&sd=true  

  

V. Conclusions and Future Outlook 

This project was meant to design a customizable and user friendly Social Media Content 

Calendar Tool to support consistent, organized, and strategic content planning. By combining 

research on content strategy, platform algorithms, and user experience design, the final product 

offers a simple yet effective solution for individuals and small businesses managing their own 

digital marketing. Built using Google Sheets, the tool includes key features such as hashtag 

grouping, follower tracking, platform-specific planners, and a centralized calendar layout. 

One of the most valuable aspects of this process was using AI, specifically ChatGPT, to simulate 

user interaction and critique the tool's design. This AI evaluation helped identify usability 

improvements and led to changes that made the tool more intuitive and accessible. It 

demonstrated how AI can assist in streamlining the design process and improving functionality 

from a user perspective without having any real human interactions. 

Looking ahead, this tool has the potential to be developed further with added automation, 

integrations with third party platforms, or a more advanced web based version. It could also 

benefit from real world testing with social media professionals to gather more direct feedback 

related to realistic concerns. Overall, this project highlights how thoughtful information design 

and emerging AI technologies can come together to create practical tools that can be used to 

meet the real needs of digital content planners. 
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