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Corporate Activism (CA) and related concepts such as Brand- and CEO- Activism are growing
business practices with significant media and academic attention, encompassing the
fundamental act of a company stance on a divisive sociopolitical or environmental topic. While
extant research has addressed a multitude of strategic considerations around CA and examined
various antecedents and consequences, the author contends that there is a lack of focus around
the immediate post-stance phase of CA, which refers to company actions that take place
directly after the activist stance has been communicated. Utilizing a sample of Twitter accounts
from 100 global brands, and through categorizing various two-way interactions within
company social media platforms around the Black Lives Matter movement, the author provides
a first insight into the proposed post-stance phase. Through qualitative content analysis
methods and an inductive coding exercise, the author highlights a variety of findings; company
behaviors can range from a selfless support of the initial stance to a company-centric and value-
focused approach, or to a focus on company policy and reputation management. On the other
hand, consumer interactions can involve stance-related criticism, inquiries, suggestions, and
emotional responses. Simultaneously, the author identifies a set of company and consumer
interactions that are not related to the stance, occurring within the same context. As the main
result, findings indicate that there is no standardized approach for responding to activism-
related consumer comments, that customer service-related issues are often taking precedent,
and that companies will typically reply to a marginal amount of comments while rarely
engaging in debate around the topic in question. As well as highlighting an additional avenue
for future Corporate Activism research, the findings of this thesis can also be used by
practitioners to better understand and prepare-for post-stance dialogue with consumers.
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1. Introduction

1.1 Background of the study

Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) is an integral part of contemporary business (Rangan,
Chase and Karim 2015). What was once perceived as a largely philanthropic, reputation-
enhancing ‘side’ activity (Godfrey 2005) has now become more pronounced, integrated and
widespread, and it appears that a deeper concern for societal and environmental issues has
emerged from within the corporate world (Meier and Cassar 2018). CSR, a now widely
practiced and thoroughly researched phenomenon, appears to have a simple premise. By
engaging with societal issues that are relevant to business practices or by supporting any range
of popular causes through philanthropic efforts, businesses see a generally positive response
from consumers and simultaneously fulfil societal obligations (Hydock, Paharia, and Blair
2020). With evidence that effective CSR programs can bring about more profitability (Byus,
Deis, and Ouyang 2010) it is no surprise that this activity has become mainstream, and that
practices such as “social issue marketing, [...] volunteer initiatives, and diversity and inclusion

work” are a staple of contemporary business (Zheng 2020).

Despite this simple premise and all of the benefits that CSR can offer to both the company and
its stakeholders, skepticism regarding these initiatives has been a significant challenge for
organizations (Scheidler et al. 2019), stemming from consumer perceptions of greenwashing.
Defined as a “gap between symbolic and substantive actions”, greenwashing refers to deceptive
communication efforts that hide controversial aspects related to CSR, putting companies under
a positive light despite unsustainable, unethical or hypocritical practices (Siano et al. 2017:27).
To avoid negative impacts on reputation, CSR practitioners and business leaders have been
rather risk-averse, focusing on initiatives that are widely regarded as beneficial by society and

treating CSR as a strategic activity (ibid.).

However, with the recently emerging phenomenon of Corporate Activism (Eilert and Nappier
Cherup 2020), we are witnessing a significant paradigm shift: the role of business in society is
changing. Companies are now engaging with and taking stances on highly controversial
sociopolitical topics — actions that would be difficult to justify when viewed through the lens
of traditional CSR. In other words, in complete contrast to typical CSR activities that focus on

mass-appeal, risk-aversion, neutrality and reputation management (Eisenegger and Schranz
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2011), companies are antagonizing stakeholders by speaking out on divisive issues, and are
attempting to influence or contribute to societal change. Examples include Nike’s campaign
with Colin Kaepernick (Jill and Pauwels 2018) regarding police brutality, Ben & Jerry’s
engagement with the Isreali-Palestinian conflict (Benjerry, 2021), Patagonia’s support of youth
climate strikes (Patagonia, 2019), and dozens of other topics, including but not limited to
LGBT+ rights, gun control, female reproduction rights, immigration, gender equality and
privacy issues (Bhagwat et al. 2020). With increasing amounts of organizations engaging in
this controversial practice comes an increasing amount of consumer, media and academic
attention (Mukherjee and Althuizen 2020), however, there is much to be yet understood about

the motivations, antecedents, consequences and overall impacts of Corporate Activism.

Defined by Eilert & Nappier Cherup (2020:463) as “[...] a company’s willingness to take a
stand on social, political, economic, and environmental issues to create societal change by
influencing the attitudes and behaviors of actors in its institutional environment*, the practice
of Corporate Activism appears to be gaining a significant amount of academic attention.
Indeed, there are many research streams and schools of thought addressing this overall
phenomenon; brand activism (Vredenburg et al. 2020), corporate political activism (Hydock,
Paharia, and Blair 2020), corporate sociopolitical activism (Bhagwat et al. 2020), CEO
activism (Branicki et al. 2020) and simply corporate activism (Eilert and Nappier Cherup
2020). While each of these concepts are nuanced and differentiated based on theoretical
backgrounds, they all share a fundamental understanding of what activism in a company
context means; it is the act of taking a publicly visible stance on hotly debated issues in society.
Due to the nature of the issues at hand, CA will typically alienate some consumers (Vredenburg
et al. 2020) and can lead to boycotts (Hoppner and Vadakkepatt 2019); outcomes that
traditional CSR practitioners would consider as disastrous. On the other hand, there are also
some potential company benefits to CA, such as better financial performance, stronger

relationships with customers and a boost to company reputation (ibid.).

Interestingly however, despite being an evolution of CSR (Sarkar and Kotler 2018) with
radically different dynamics and focus areas, the previously mentioned issue of consumer
skepticism and cynicism continues to remain a significant challenge for companies engaging
in CA. Indeed, the term wokewashing has emerged in this new context (Vredenburg et al. 2020,
Sobande 2019), referring to the deceptive practice of greenwashing and the idea of being
‘woke’, or having social awareness. Discussed by Vredenburg et al. (2020:449) as the

misalignment of activist messages to corporate values, purpose and practices, perceptions of
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‘company wokewashing’ or ‘inauthentic brand activism’ pose similar threats to company
image and reputation as greenwashing, leading to potential boycotts and firestorms (Hansen,

Kupfer, and Hennig-Thurau 2018).

While extant research has looked at a variety of antecedents to and consequences of CA
activities (Hoppner and Vadakkepatt 2019, Eilert and Nappier Cherup 2020, Chatterji and
Toffel 2016, Bhagwat et al. 2020), the impact of company/CEO characteristics (Branicki et al.
2020) and how consumers perceive such stances (Korschun et al. 2019), it appears that CA is
still particularly understudied in some areas. Notably, CA research within the context of social
media is extremely limited, despite these platforms being critically important tools for
marketing and communications professionals. Indeed, companies are often taking stances on
social media channels as they are a fast, inexpensive and wide-reaching communications
medium, meaning any new insights into this phenomenon and context could be quite valuable

to CA practitioners.

Moreover, current literature fails to examine the ‘post-stance’ activities of companies engaging
in CA; while extant research on the antecedents and consequences of CA as well as the nature
of the CA stance itself is significant, the current CA research stream has not yet examined the
dynamics of additional company actions and communications that take place beyond the initial
stance. Given that social media is a facilitator for two-way dialogue between company and
consumers (Cade 2018), it is surprising that the literature on CA has not yet examined the
phenomenon in this context and addressed whether or not companies engage in two-way
discourse after taking a stand, and how companies are responding to various kinds of consumer
reactions and concerns about the stance. In other words, this ‘post-stance’ environment remains
unexplored in extant CA research, and the understudied context of social media provides ripe

opportunity to do so.

In addition to this main research gap, it appears that the aforementioned topic of CA
(in)authenticity (Vredenburg et al. 2020) is also relatively understudied. There is no research
concerning post-stance social media discourse and two-way dialogue, and how different
interactions (or non-interactions) can influence consumer perceptions of the company’s
commitment to the activist themes in question (i.e. perceptions of authenticity). Although a

deeper investigation of (in)authenticity in this context will fall outside of the scope of this



research, the findings of this thesis should nonetheless serve as an insightful starting point for

any future research around this topic.

By focusing on two-way discourse around CA topics on social media platforms, this thesis will
attempt to address the above discussed research gap through an empirical approach. This
undertaking will be particularly relevant to the disciplines of corporate communications, social
media- and marketing management, as companies often face external pressures from
stakeholders to engage in CA (Edelman Trust Barometer 2021) but have little resources
available to guide their CA activities. In summary, the primary objective of this research will
be to provide a first insight into how companies and consumers will interact with each other
after said company has taken a stance on social media, thereby ‘characterizing’ and providing
a clearer understanding of the proposed CA ‘post-stance’ environment. Ultimately, this
research aims to expand the scope of current CA literature while simultaneously providing a

set of basic practical insights to professionals who are engaging in CA.

To fulfil this aim, the author will examine company and consumer interactions within company
social media posts regarding an activist topic, and subsequently categorize, code and analyze
these interactions to provide a better understanding of the overall phenomenon. Afterwards, a
discussion section will expand on the most notable findings of the thesis along with
accompanying managerial implications and proposals for future research. By studying how
companies took stances on social media regarding the Black Lives Matter (BLM) movement
in mid-2020, one of the largest and most prolific movements in U.S. history concerning racial
equality, police brutality and systemic discrimination (Buchanan, Bui, and Patel 2020), the

author anticipates a rich set of data from both organizations and consumers.



1.2 Research questions and objectives

Main Research Question

The main research question aims to address the aforementioned gap in CA research concerning
the ‘fallout’ from CA stances and how or whether or not companies respond to various kinds
of consumer comments and interactions. By looking deeper into various kinds of interactions
related to Corporate Activism, this main research question should effectively introduce the
concept of the CA post-stance phase and demonstrate its significance and importance for future
CA studies. To successfully answer this main research question, additional sub-research-
questions will also be created with the goal of better understanding the discourse around CA

stances on social media.

Main RQ: What are the main kinds of company and consumer interactions that
characterize the post-stance phase on social media?

Sub-ROI

The purpose of this sub-research-question is to provide an overview into the different kinds of
responses that companies will be faced with after engaging in CA on social media, and to
investigate if consumer responses to CA are fundamentally different within this specific
context. By means of a sentiment analysis, this research question should clarify whether or not
the consensus in current CA literature regarding ‘unavoidable’ negative feedback will also
apply in the context of social media. In other words, this SUB-RQ will serve as a descriptive
first insight into the data of this thesis, while also validating that the chosen CA topic is indeed

an activist topic that can elicit a polarized set of responses.

SUB-RQ 1: What is the general consumer sentiment around company CA stances on social

media?

Sub-RO2

After the general insights provided by the sentiment analysis in the first sub-research-question,
it will be necessary to investigate the exact forms of consumer responses that are evident in CA
stances throughout social media. Doing so will provide academics and CA practitioners with a

better understanding of the potential kinds of consumer responses that could emerge after the



CA stance. Consumer responses to company CA stances will be collected and coded based on

an inductive coding process, involving the creation and use of a codebook.

SUB-RQ 2: What specific kinds of consumer responses do companies face on social media

posts after engaging in corporate activism?

Sub-RQ3

Current research has not yet examined how (or whether or not) companies interact with
consumers after taking a CA stance. Because of this, there is very little understanding of best
practices when responding to consumers in the context of CA, even less so on social media,
meaning that CA practitioners are forced to rely on in-house expertise and intuition rather than
CA literature to guide decision making. While research on CSR communications such as that
of Morsing and Schultz (2006) may offer some preliminary assumptions regarding various
kinds of one-way or two-way company communications, there is currently no empirical
evidence that illustrates how companies might behave in practice regarding CA on social
media. For this purpose, utilizing a sample of well-known brands should yield a comprehensive
set of insights; these brands will likely have a higher volume of consumers engaging with them
in the form of comments and feedback than that of lesser-known brands. Similarly to SUB-
RQ2, SUB-RQ3 involves identifying and coding company responses, also involving the

creation and use of a codebook.

SUB-RQ 3: How do companies respond to comments on social media posts after engaging in

corporate activism?



1.3 Definitions and key concepts:

Corporate Activism (CA)

Eilert and Nappier Cherup’s (2020:463) definition of Corporate Activism refers to a
“company’s willingness to take a stand on social, political, economic and environmental
issues”, with the goal of “influencing the attitudes and behaviors” of society and thereby
facilitating change. This stance-taking ‘component’ is present in multiple similar concepts,
such as that of Brand Activism (Vredenburg et al. 2020), Corporate Political Activism
(Hydock, Paharia, and Blair 2020), Corporate Sociopolitical Activism (Bhagwat et al. 2020)
and CEO Activism (Branicki et al. 2020), therefore, results should be relevant across all of

these nuanced focus areas.

Pre- and Post-stance

The idea of ‘pre-’ or ‘post-stance’ phases, environments or behaviors in the context of CA has
not yet been investigated or defined in any extant research. In this case, the central action or
event is considered as the CA stance, and any actions, strategies or behaviors that are conducted
prior to and/or in preparation for this stance are considered to be ‘pre-stance’. Similarly, the
‘post-stance’ phase or environment refers to any such actions, strategies or behaviors that take
place directly after the CA stance has been communicated (within a reasonable and relevant

timeframe, while the topic is still under discussion).

Consumer and company responses, reactions, interactions

Generally, ‘responses’, ‘reactions’ and ‘interactions’ are individually nuanced and broad
concepts that can encompass a large variety of different behaviors and actions depending on
the context. However, given that this thesis will utilize social media data from a very specific
context, ‘reactions’, ‘responses’ and ‘interactions’ here will be specifically referring to the
comments that are located within a company activist stance on social media platform Twitter.
For this thesis, such consumer or company responses/reactions/interactions will be analyzed in

text form.



1.4 Theoretical framework

The theoretical framework in Figure 1 demonstrates how extant CA literature has largely
focused on various strategic actions and considerations that aid the company in preparing for-
and creating a CA stance, as well as the nature of the CA stance itself, but has not yet accounted
for additional company actions and communications that take place beyond the CA stance. The
main elements under investigation in the proposed post-stance phase include various kinds of
company- and consumer interactions; for consumers, this involves collecting, categorizing and
analyzing initial responses and reactions to the stance, whereas for companies, the same
analysis will be applied to any additional company communications that have been identified
within the social media post, aside from the initial stance. Social media is a fitting environment
for examining the dynamics of CA within this new post-stance context, as data is plentiful and
post-stance communications or company-consumer interactions are clearly visible under

‘comment’ sections.

Consumer

responses and
/ reactions to stance
Pre-stance
company e Post-stance
strategy and Activist stance Phase of Corporate Activism
decisions
Additional
Extant research focus company actions,
communications,
discourse

Social media

Figure 1. Theoretical framework of thesis



1.5 Structure of the thesis

This thesis has been structured with close reference to LUT Master’s Thesis guidelines (LUT
University 2021). Overall, the thesis uses qualitative content analysis methods with an
inductive approach. The research methodology and inductive approach are discussed further in

Sections 3.1 and 3.2 respectively.

In a broad sense, the thesis has been broken down into three main sections. The first section of
the thesis, consisting of the introduction (1), literature review (2) and various sub-sections,
aims to provide the reader with a general understanding of the main concepts that will be
discussed, namely, ‘Corporate Activism’, ‘Social Media communications’ and ‘Authenticity’.
Towards the end of this section, a discussion around the Research Gap will summarize findings
from the literature review and present a thorough preface for the rest of the thesis. Although
‘Authenticity’ is referred to as a main concept in this thesis, theoretical delimitations mean that
only a surface-level investigation into this concept will be possible— a deeper understanding
falls outside of the scope of this research and would require significantly more time and

resources.

The second section of the thesis will detail the data collection methodology and process, the
chosen method of analysis, methodological delimitations, the validity of the study and the
subsequent results. As data collection and analysis for this thesis requires a variety of different
techniques and considerations, each sub-research question will be addressed through a separate
section with a respective process description. Similarly, results will also be presented and
categorized according to the respective sub-research questions. This thesis will primarily utilize
qualitative research methods, consisting of an inductive coding exercise with an accompanying
codebook. More specifically, the author intends to utilize content analysis research methods to
infer from and categorize the sample data, to test current theoretical understanding regarding
CA, and to conduct additional descriptive quantitative analyses consisting of ratio calculations,
frequency- and average- calculations (Elo and Kyngéas 2008). After this section, the reader will
have comprehensive knowledge of the data collection process and is presented with a thorough

set of results.

The final section of the thesis consists of a summary and comprehensive discussion around the
results, a subsequent set of basic managerial implications, and a conclusion based on all of the
findings of this thesis. For the purposes of consistency and clarity of information, these

discussions will also be presented on sub-research-question basis, accompanied by a general
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summary at the end. Within this section, potential focus areas for future research will also be
highlighted, and the overall limitations of this thesis will also be discussed. In other words, this
third ‘general’ section of the thesis should serve to clarify and discuss results in light of extant
CA research, highlight opportunities for future research around the subject area and discuss a

set of managerial implications based on the main findings.

2. Literature review

2.1 CSR and Corporate Activism

CSR is a staple of contemporary business, and the practice of good corporate citizenship has
been around for many decades (Scheidler et al. 2019). The proliferation of CSR can be
attributed to many different, widely studied factors, for example, company-related benefits and
incentives to engage with the practice (Du, Bhattacharya, and Sen 2010), consumer demand in
the form of various trends, pressure from stakeholders such as NGOs, governments and
supranational organizations (Weber 2008); these are just some of the reasons that can account
for the current popularity of the practice. Indeed, the fundamental logic behind this practice is
simple; by engaging in CSR activities and sharing company resources with the wider
community, organizations can expect “company-favoring responses from stakeholders”
(Bhattacharya, Korschun, and Sen 2009:257) that are likely to contribute to better financial
performance (Byus, Deis, and Ouyang 2010). In other words, there has long been a “business
case” for CSR (Bhattacharya, Korschun, and Sen 2009:257; Whelan and Fink 2016), and it is
now perhaps unsurprising that this activity has manifested into an entire discipline for some
companies. Rangan, Chase, and Karim (2015) discuss this idea in more detail, referring to three
main types of CSR that focus on “philanthropy, improving operational effectiveness” and
“transforming the business model” respectively. In addition to this, Rangan, Chase, and Karim
(2015) suggest how coordination and alignment between various CSR programs, the use of
performance metrics and an interdisciplinary approach can contribute to CSR effectiveness,
once again reflecting on the strategic and highly calculated nature of contemporary CSR. While
the nature of the activity can range from purely philanthropic contributions to intricate,

collaborative and future-oriented initiatives, Rangan, Chase, and Karim (2015) stress that best
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practices have one fundamental principle in common; CSR activities are aligned with the
companies’ purpose and values, addressing the needs of important stakeholders within the

wider community.

As consumers become more socially and environmentally conscious (Golob and Kronegger
2019) and companies look to shape their brand around these consumption trends,
organizational values are becoming increasingly more aligned with the principles of CSR and
sustainability. Calabrese, Costa, and Rosati (2015:313) note that indeed, “stakeholders are
increasingly interested and involved” in CSR issues, and that these stakeholders have more
positive attitudes towards company values that “conform to their personal values and beliefs”.
On the other hand, Calabrese, Costa, and Rosati (2015) point out that a mismatch between
company and consumer values can lessen the positive effects of CSR. Thus, maintaining a
match between company and stakeholder values is considered a central element of effective
CSR. Moreover, companies are expected to focus on ‘material’ issues that are closely related
to the business or industry in which they operate (Steinbarth and Bennett 2018), which explains
how the practice of materiality assessment has become widely practiced in the context of CSR
(KPMG 2014). Extant research demonstrates that regardless of the nature of CSR activity,
contemporary best practices should align initiatives with company values, attempt to match
stakeholder beliefs and expectations, and focus on material issues that are closely linked to the
organization. Overall, CSR activities should aim for and elicit a positive response among
consumers, resulting from a well-executed organizational effort to create value for stakeholders
(Peloza and Shang 2011) through supporting “widely popular causes” (Hydock, Paharia, and
Blair 2020:1136).

However, a recently emerging phenomenon under the umbrella of CSR has highlighted a
radically different form of company behavior that intentionally goes against the above-
mentioned best practices, giving rise to an entirely new stream of research. The practice of
Corporate Activism (CA) (Eilert and Nappier Cherup 2020) and closely related concepts of
CEO Activism (Branicki et al. 2020), Brand Activism (Vredenburg et al. 2020), Corporate
Political Activity (CPA) (Hydock, Paharia, and Blair 2020) and Corporate Sociopolitical
Activism (Bhagwat et al. 2020) are nuanced in context and focus, but refer to the same
fundamental activity of corporate involvement in controversial, sensitive or polarizing
sociopolitical topics. For example, while CA is comprehensively defined by Eilert and Nappier

Cherup (2020:463) as “a company’s willingness to take a stand on social, political, economic,
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and environmental issues to create societal change by influencing the attitudes and behaviors
of actors in its institutional environment”, Brand Activism is referred to as simply a “marketing
tactic for brands seeking to stand out”, however, encompassing also the fundamental act of
“taking public stances on social and political issues” (Vredenburg et al. 2020:444). Similarly,
Hydock, Paharia, and Blair (2020:1136) refer to CPA as “taking public stances on divisive
social and political issues”, which can also be referred to as “Corporate Social Advocacy”
(ibid.). Bhagwat et al. (2020:1) also discuss Corporate Sociopolitical Activism as a
phenomenon whereby firms “demonstrate their values by expressing public support for or
opposition to one side of a partisan sociopolitical issue”, and lastly, CEO activism refers to
CEOs that are “taking public positions on controversial social and environmental issues largely
unrelated to their core business” (Chatterji and Toffel 2019:1). For the purpose of this research,
Eilert and Nappier Cherup’s (2020) definition for Corporate Activism will be used; it is a fitting
definition for the practice of taking stances on publicly debated issues, and it refers to this
action from a general perspective, not through a specific context or discipline (i.e. a CEO

perspective, marketing perspective, political perspective).

The evolving dynamics of CSR and CA have been documented quite well in academic
literature. Earlier research regarding political CSR had already hinted at the emergence of CA
in that, for example, Gupta, Briscoe, and Hambrick (2017) found that CSR activities will be
significantly different based on the company and executive political ideology, which can be
liberal, conservative, or anywhere else along the political spectrum. Indeed, CEO political
ideologies have been known to have a considerable impact on organizational activities, and
given that CEO characteristics are quite heterogenous (Chin, Hambrick, and Trevifio 2013), it
is fair to conclude that a wide array of CSR activities can exist, leaning towards either side of
the spectrum. With this being said, CA activities, as a new form of CSR (Sarkar and Kotler
2018), take this notion one step further; instead of a pragmatic, calculated decision on which
topics to engage with based on political ideology and impacts to reputation and financial
performance (Korschun and Smith 2018), CA activities are intentionally alienating consumers
and stirring controversy due to the highly polarizing issues in question (Hydock, Paharia, and
Blair 2020). Instead of traditional CSR which seeks to understand consumer beliefs and align
with them through actions and statements, CA “involves issues on which consumers are sharply
divided”, meaning that alignment with a significant amount of these consumers will not be
possible (Korschun et al. 2019:5). In other words, consumers are typically united on issues

within the scope of traditional CSR, which tends to be risk-averse, but CA, in stark contrast,
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will “antagonize” stakeholders and potentially lead to “detrimental financial and non-financial
effects” (Hoppner and Vadakkepatt 2019:423). CA is “visible and high profile”, with a change
in focus from behind-the-scenes efforts to an immediate, transparent and public stance that can

be discussed by anyone (Chatterji and Toffel 2018).

However, despite these differing characteristics of CA when compared to CSR, one
fundamental element has remained critically important to both activities; that is, alignment
between company values and the topic in question. Sobande (2019:2740) summarizes the
current sentiment around CSR and CA quite well; “brands continue to face mounting pressure
to present themselves as being socially just, yet in ways that seem authentic and evidenced by
substantive actions, rather than their surface-level image®. Particularly in the case of CA, the
concepts of authenticity and alignment have become central components in evaluating the
substance and effectiveness of company stances. Similarly to the idea of greenwashing that is
widely discussed in the context of traditional CSR (Scheidler et al. 2019), the idea of
wokewashing has also emerged in recent years, which refers to the misalignment of CA
messages to corporate values, purpose and practices (Vredenburg et al. 2020). Indeed, the
question of whether or not companies are ‘walking the talk’ is an important influence on
consumer perceptions of CA; Vredenburg et al.’s (2020:451) research examined the alignment
between company values and practices with their activist messages, and proposed that brands
with a strong prosocial purpose and values are more likely to be perceived as authentic in their
actions, while on the other hand, companies with a weaker prosocial purpose and a lack of
“substantive prosocial corporate practices” are more prone to perceptions of inauthenticity or
wokewashing. Corporate hypocrisy is also a closely related concept which refers to the
misalignment of company actions to company characteristics and stakeholder relationships
(Wagner, Korschun, and Troebs 2020); the authors contend that moral or behavior hypocrisy
may lead to a variety of negative behavioral, cognitive or affective consumer responses (ibid.).
Ultimately, extant research demonstrates that company values are playing a stronger role in
CA activities, and that unlike CSR, which is focused more around ‘“actions and the
consequences of those actions”, authentic and effective CA requires a clearly aligned and
genuine stance towards at least one side of the debate around a sociopolitical issue (Vredenburg
et al. 2020:446). To further highlight the difference between CSR and CA, Vredenburg et al.
(2020:446) note that “CSR activities are viewed as beneficial by the majority of society”,
whereas, on the other hand, there is no universally correct response in CA, as the issue in

question is highly divisive. Inconsistencies in CA can take away from the credibility of the
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message and lead to cynicism from both advocates and critics of the issue in question, meaning
a failure to captivate either side of the spectrum and damages to company reputation (ibid.).
Thus, for CA practitioners, it makes sense to pursue authentic CA stances above all else,
appealing to at least one side of the polarized audience through a genuine and substantive

message.

Despite considerable research around the importance of alignment between company values
and both CSR and CA activities, managerial advice and recommendations have been largely
strategic and preventative in nature, focusing on decisions that can be made before the stance
will be taken. For example, in the closely related concept of CPA, Korschun and Smith (2018)
take the perspective that CPA is a calculated, strategic decision, for which the tone of the
message should change depending on the company’s values and relevance to the topic, and
they recommend ‘neutrality’ in cases where values do not align with issue and if the issue is
not material to financial performance. Similarly, (Korschun et al. 2019) address the question
of ‘can we take a stand?’, and propose that value-driven and market-driven company values
will illicit differing consumer responses after the company has taken a stand on a sociopolitical
issue, and that abstaining can be a risk for value-driven companies, whereas taking a stand can
be a risk for market-driven companies. Seeking to answer the same question of whether or not
to take a stand, Hydock, Paharia, and Blair (2020) explored how market share can influence
CPA, and found that for example, having an ‘original’ stance (versus copying competitors) is
particularly important in the case of small-share brands. Chatterji and Toffel (2018) further add
to this stream of strategic-CA research from the context of CEO activism, by contending that
the issue should have a “compelling narrative” for why it “matters to this CEO of this business
at this time”. Questions such as when to weigh in, how to weigh in, internal discussions with
stakeholders, “setting up a rapid response team” and whether or not to speak for yourself or for
the organization (ibid.) can all illustrate how CA, much like CSR, can be a strategic and
calculated decision, albeit with a much more controversial and divisive message. In addition to
these streams of research focusing on strategic decisions and managerial recommendations,
others have also examined the consequences of CA, such as whether or not CEOs can actually
shape public opinion through CA (Chatterji and Toffel 2016) and consumer responses to CA
(Bailey and Phillips 2020). CA, or CEO activism more specifically, has even been studied from
the perspective of morality (Branicki et al. 2020:1), where the authors encourage the general

public to “question the motives and effects of what CEOs do”.
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Overall, there is ample evidence to support the idea of CA as a strategic activity with significant
planning potential, especially with regards to choosing a suitable topic based on company
values, as well as crafting a finely tuned message that will appeal to one specific side of the
debate around the issue. However, companies may not always have the resources or capabilities
to create an ideal plan for their CA activities. Much like how traditional “CSR engagement is
approaching obligation” (Scheidler et al. 2019:339), consumers are now also “increasingly
expect[ing] big brands to enter the sociopolitical domain” (Vredenburg et al. 2020:445); 68%
of consumers agree that “CEOs should step in when the government does not fix societal
problems” (Edelman Trust Barometer, 2021:34). Given such a trend, it may well be the case
that CA stances on divisive sociopolitical issues are a response to consumer expectations
(Hydock, Paharia, and Blair 2020), and not necessarily always planned by the organization in
advance. For example, the existence of a ‘Black Lives Matter Green List’ praises companies
that have spoken out on the topic of racial injustice, and publicly scrutinizes those that have
not yet done so, claiming “Speak up or lose your business” (BLM Greenlist 2021). With
companies being almost forced to engage in activism in some cases, there is a lack of pragmatic
research around CA that can assist in doing so, especially when the organization lacks
knowledge and/or resources to do so in an ‘authentic’ manner. In other words, there may be
cases where a stance must be taken in a timely manner, but companies do not have the privilege
to carefully plan and coordinate their CA activity. Congruence between company values and
CA activity is one of the most important considerations according to extant literature, but such
a consideration is made before the CA stance takes place, meaning that in cases of urgency and
external pressure to engage with a specific topic, there is little opportunity for aligning

company values to the CA issue (or vice-versa).

In simple terms, much of current CA research focuses on this so-called ‘pre-stance
environment’ and strategic decisions that companies can make in advance of the CA activity,
but fails to consider that in practice, companies might not always have the privilege to decide
on the CA topic, align their values with the topic and take a calculated approach. Given ever-
increasing external pressures (Nalick et al. 2016), urgent or time-sensitive issues, or perhaps
an overall lack of resources and expertise, companies may find themselves taking a stance on
a sociopolitical topic that has not been discussed thoroughly within the organization, that might
not align with company values, and is the result of a sudden or arbitrary decision to engage in
CA. The question arises; given such circumstances, how can companies demonstrate a genuine

interest in the CA topic, even with non-ideal planning and preparation before the stance? Extant
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research fails to account for the ‘post-stance phase’ and the implications and consequences
behind various company (non-)actions and decisions after taking a stance. Thus, a research gap

in CA literature can be identified, which will be discussed further in the Research Gap section.

2.2 Social media & CSR communications

There is little debate about the importance of social networks as a medium for company
communications (Bradley 2010). Now regarded as a staple tool for almost any organization,
social media allows companies to engage with the general public and communicate a wide
variety of messages, including advertisements, company news and CSR activities (Kesavan,
Bernacchi, and Mascarenhas 2013). Even though the practice of CSR communications on
social media is a thoroughly researched phenomenon (Wang and Huang 2018), there is a much
smaller, almost non-existent focus on the company-centric concept of CA in this context.
Despite how popular CA is becoming, much of empirical research on CA has been conducted
through field experiments that focus on CA from a general perspective (Bailey and Phillips
2020; Hydock, Paharia, and Blair 2020; Korschun et al. 2019), and not through the lens of
social media. This is unusual considering that scholars have been acutely aware of the impact
of social media on company communications and CA; “social media is like a microphone that
is always on [...] so silence is ever more conspicuous” (Chatterji 2016). Although some scholars
have addressed the practice of CA on social media (Olkkonen and Jddskeldinen 2019), there is
still an overall dearth of research about the different kinds of CA that can manifest in social
networks, what kinds of company and consumer behaviors are visible and the overall dynamics
of CA in this context. Despite this, some assumptions can be made by looking at extant CSR
literature; for example, Morsing and Schultz (2006) discuss three potential strategies regarding
CSR communications; namely, ‘informing, responding and involving’. Considering CA as an
extension of CSR and social media as a hugely popular medium for disseminating company
information, it can be argued that these three strategies might also, in practice, apply to CA
communications on social networks. In other words, CA communications on social media
might potentially differ on the basis of whether they are one-way communications (informing),
two-way asymmetric communications (responding) or two-way symmetric communications

(involving) (ibid.).
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Research on social media CSR communications by Saxton et al. (2019:359) may also provide
some preliminary assumptions regarding CA in this context; for example, the authors found
that certain topics are more favorably perceived than others, that explicating the topic through
relevant hashtags, and that engaging in “existing social movement discussions” can all
contribute to more favorable reactions on social media. At the same time, the topic of CA
presents a paradox in that there is no universally correct stance that a company can take given
differing beliefs of stakeholders (Gupta, Briscoe, and Hambrick 2017), and that some element
of criticism, controversy and polarization will always be present (Korschun et al. 2019). Indeed,
given how fundamentally different the concept of CA is compared to CSR, and the overall lack
of research on CA in social media, there are few assumptions that can be made about CA within
this context. More specifically, with regards to the aims of this research, extant literature has
not examined company communications on social media within the previously mentioned
‘post-stance’ environment. In other words, the dynamics of post-stance company behavior on
social media have yet to be addressed in academic literature; there is no information regarding
what kinds of company and consumer behaviors are evident after a company has taken a stance
on a CA topic. Even though some extant research may provide suggestions for best practices
in crafting a CSR (and by extension CA) message, such as the use of explicit relevant hashtags
as suggested by Saxton et al. (2019), there is still no evidence of how such best practices are
perceived in the post-stance phase. One of the primary goals of this research is to examine this
gap in extant CA literature and provide a clearer understanding of the different kinds of
company CA activities on social media, particularly in the post-stance phase; this will be

expanded on in the Research Gap section.

2.3 Authenticity, firestorms, boycotts

Referring to judgements or evaluations around how genuine something is (Beckmann, Colwell
and Cunningham 2009), the concept of authenticity has long been considered an important
contributing factor to the success of CSR programmes (Joo, Miller, and Fink 2019). In CSR,
alignment between company values, stakeholder beliefs and the topic is one of the most
important factors in creating a well-received message (Calabrese, Costa, and Rosati 2015).
Research on CA has suggested a similar dynamic with regards to values (Korschun et al. 2019),
and provides a variety of pre-stance strategic considerations for companies (or brands or CEOs)

that intend to engage in CA, (e.g. Hydock, Paharia, and Blair 2020). In order to more clearly
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illustrate the importance of well-crafted, authentic CA and CSR messages, one can look at
some of the most notorious examples of a failure to do so; Pepsi’s 2017 advertisement which
mirrored on-going social unrest was widely scrutinized for its distasteful content and
messaging, leading to negative ‘buzz’, lower brand perception scores and a considerable drop
in purchase consideration among the intended audience (Tillman 2019). In general, there is a
strong consensus on avoiding inauthenticity, corporate hypocrisy, greenwashing, wokewashing
or any other related concepts in company actions or communications. Business practitioners
(Davies 2019) and scholars alike are criticizing such practices and calling for more
accountability in cases where “actions do not indicate any sustained commitment to addressing
[...] matters of injustice” (Sobande 2019). As an additional example, Walmart was referred to
as ‘Scrooge posing as Mother Teresa’ for hypocritical company CSR actions, leading to a

“large boycott, lost sales and a damaged reputation” (Scheidler et al. 2019:340).

To add to this, the development and proliferation of technology has further exacerbated the
negative perceptions and impacts of inauthentic or hypocritical company behavior. According
to Hansen, Kupfer, and Hennig-Thurau (2018:558), “social media has shifted power from
organizations to consumers” and allows consumers to express dissatisfaction in a more
bundled, collective and thus more noticeable manner. The widely studied phenomenon of
(online) firestorms illustrates how consumers can rapidly impact company reputation through
a “sudden discharge of large quantities” of complaints and negative word of mouth (WOM)
(Pfeffer, Zorbach, and Carley 2014:117). It is fair to say that social media is a ‘double edged
sword’ in this regard; while effective CSR (or CA) communications can lead to positive
outcomes (for at least one side of the debate), inauthentic communications can lead to social

conflict (Hauser et al. 2017) and a dramatic influx of negative WOM.

Overall, the literature on firestorms, boycotts and negative consumer reactions to CSR/CA
stresses the importance of authentic communications, particularly within the context of social
media, which will be the focus area of this study. Indeed, authenticity is a central concept in
CSR/CA which affects how consumers will perceive brands and communications (Joo, Miller,
and Fink 2019), meaning that authentic communications are imperative to any forms of
company engagement in sociopolitical or environmental topics. However, even with a strongly
aligned, authentic and ‘ideal’ CA stance, extant literature also demonstrates that consumer
scrutiny and polarization are largely unavoidable, given the fundamental nature of CA. In other

words, due to the divisive topic in question, companies are very likely to be faced with some
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degree of opposition and strong reactions against the stance, regardless of which side it will
appeal to. Indeed, previously mentioned outcomes such as boycotts, damaged reputation and
mistrust are all a potential consequence of taking a CA stance (Hoppner and Vadakkepatt
2019). Although there is now an increased understanding surrounding the benefits of CA such
as better financial performance and positive effects on recruitment practices (ibid.), it appears
to be widely agreed upon that some degree of criticism and polarization is inevitable. As
Vredenburg et al. (2020:444) note, “clear transparency about brand practice and values does
not shield brand activists from controversy”, meaning that even after ideal preparation for
taking a stance, CA practitioners will still be met with some form(s) of negative consumer
responses. It is fair to assume that controversy and negative reactions will also extend to the
activist company’s social media, where CA stances also often take place. However, extant
literature has not yet examined how and in what form such consumer reactions to CA will
manifest on the company medium of communications. In addition to this, CA literature does
not examine how companies might interact with such consumer responses to the CA stance,
and how such company ‘post-stance’ interactions may contribute to- or mitigate perceptions of

inauthenticity.

Thus, the question regarding CA timing and the ‘post-stance’ environment is brought up again;
after taking a stance, what can companies do to further demonstrate authentic interest in the
topic? Could more effective ‘post-stance’ behaviors mitigate some degree of negative
consumer responses, while simultaneously appealing more to those in agreement with the
stance, thereby increasing alignment and identification (Hydock, Paharia, and Blair 2020) with
the brand? Addressing such questions is particularly important in cases where companies do
not have the resources or capabilities to prepare adequately pre-stance, but may still wish to
demonstrate a genuine commitment to the issue. This thesis should begin to address this gap in
CA literature by highlighting various company actions that might be perceived as stance-
reinforcing or stance-undermining. Building on the findings of this thesis, future research could
attempt a more comprehensive analysis of authenticity within this context. As the practice of
CA continues to grow, the author contends that challenges surrounding authenticity, firestorms,

boycotts and negative WOM will become increasingly more important to investigate.
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2.4 Research gap

Communicating an inauthentic stance and support for a CA topic can bring about severe
reputational and financial consequences in the form of negative consumer reactions from both
sides of the debate. While current literature offers substantial recommendations to companies
or individuals for deciding on whether or not to pursue CA, this decision may not always be
for the company or individual to take, given ever-increasing pressure and demand to engage in
CA. Simply put, when organizations are under pressure, it may not always be possible to adhere
to best practices as suggested by CA research to date, which focuses entirely on pre-stance
considerations and decisions such as which topic to pursue and how to align values to this topic.
Furthermore, extant CA research does address the possibility for any additional ‘post-stance’
company actions and communications, which could potentially have impacts on the overall
effectiveness and authenticity of the stance. Such a ‘post-stance’ environment is particularly
visible in the context of social media, a public communications medium where companies are
met with a host of responses either supporting or opposing the CA stance, or perhaps enquiring
further about the company’s involvement. According to Morsing and Schultz (2006),
addressing stakeholder concerns about legitimacy and engaging in two-way dialogue are
important considerations in the context of traditional CSR, so perhaps doing so in the context
of CA may also prove beneficial in building relationships and clearing up misconceptions. Such
‘post-stance’ environments may be particularly relevant for CA practitioners that did not have
the resources or capabilities to effectively plan for the CA stance and create an ‘ideal” message
for the target audience beforehand, but wish to nonetheless convey an authentic commitment

to the CA topic in question.

Collectively, the current stream of CA literature fails to address the immediate post-stance
phase on social media, where any additional insights may be critically important for companies
who wish to demonstrate more authentic CA stances. In other words, extant CA literature
focuses mostly (if not entirely) on how companies can prepare for and communicate an
effective initial stance, referring to various strategic considerations such as topic alignment and
internal discussions among stakeholders, (e.g. Hydock, Paharia, and Blair 2020; Korschun et
al. 2019), but fails to address how practitioners can engage in further discussions and express
additional opinions after the stance has already been taken. By examining the post-stance phase

on company social media, this research proposes an additional focus for the current stream of

20



CA literature and will offer valuable insights for any company that is about to engage in CA or
has already done so; companies that have non-ideal planning circumstances should better
understand how to mitigate perceptions of inauthenticity after the stance has been taken,
whereas companies that have planned CA activity according to current best practices should
be able to further demonstrate authenticity through a deeper understanding of various post-

stance actions or strategies.

As this research on post-stance CA activities is the first of its kind, it is crucial to understand
the dynamics of this new environment before asking more focused questions. In other words,
this thesis will provide a basic understanding of the post-stance phase by investigating company
accounts on the Twitter social media platform and identifying various behaviors, responses,
patterns and any other relevant information regarding both company and consumers, but only
a surface-level investigation into the challenge of authenticity will be possible, as this is not
the central concept under investigation. Through empirical data and content analysis of well-
known brands engaging in CA, it will be possible to identify various characteristics of the post-
stance phase and provide some basic managerial implications, while simultaneously also

setting a foundation for further research into the topic.
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3. Research methodology & data collection

3.1 Data collection

In general, this thesis will utilize qualitative content analysis methods and an inductive
approach to achieve the stated research objectives. Content analysis is a fitting method for this
thesis as it involves a systemic and objective approach to analyzing data while allowing the
author to refer to extant research and therefore further test and validate findings (Elo and
Kyngds 2008). As well as facilitating the ideation of new concepts, content analysis allows the
author to present findings in a clear, categorized manner, which may prove particularly
valuable for understanding a new and thus far unexplored phenomenon— the post-stance phase
(ibid.). The above-mentioned inductive approach will be further expanded on in Section 3.2

Inductive Coding.

Data collection for this research involved one specific ‘activist theme’: the Black Lives Matter
(BLM) movement of mid-2020. There are a few justifications for this choice; firstly, the BLM
movement against systemic discrimination and police brutality has been one of the largest in
recent history (Buchanan, Bui, and Patel 2020), and because of this, data (in the form of
company stances and company/consumer discourse) is plentiful. Secondly, the research
questions are specifically investigating the ‘post-stance’ environment on social media and, for
this purpose, it is fitting to consider a theme that 1) is likely to be (or have been) addressed by
companies and 2) can elicit a variety of (polarized) consumer responses. On top of this, the
BLM movement has in many ways ‘called’ for companies to address the topic of systemic
racism, meaning some organizations have little choice but to speak out if they wish to avoid
negative consequences for brand image (BLM Greenlist 2021). One recent report by diversity
and equality strategy firm Paradigm highlights that 54% of Americans (sample size 2035)
would consider leaving a firm if it did not speak out on racial injustice (Paradigm 2021). This
is in line with research from Korschun et al. (2019) who suggest that abstaining from CA
activity may be detrimental for certain kinds of (value-driven) companies. In general, using
social media data is particularly fitting for the purposes of addressing the main research
question; consumer responses in the form of explicit text comments are publicly accessible

data that is more practical to source and analyze compared to e.g. interviews.
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To collect a sample of companies for analysis, the Interbrand Best Global Brands list was used
(Interbrand, 2020). This list is assembled by a privately-owned company, Interbrand, which
uses a set of rigorous and multifaceted criteria to select 100 best-performing global brands.
This list was fitting for the purpose of the research as it contains a sample of diverse companies
across many industries, allowing for a more comprehensive insight into the phenomenon. The
goal when choosing a sample to investigate was to find a unique but widely recognized set of
companies, therefore ensuring a higher chance to identify CA activity while also increasing the
generalizability of the study through utilizing a diverse set of companies. Furthermore, the
highly diverse sample from the Interbrand list should present many possible variations of post-
stance company and consumer discourse, providing valuable insights into this understudied
phenomenon. Thus, the sample of companies to be analyzed will be taken directly from the
Interbrand list, and consists of 100 ‘Best Global Brands’, included in the appendix of this thesis
(Appendix 1).

Given its ease-of-use, accessibility and the short, direct form of communications that it enables,
this study utilized data from the social media platform Twitter. Research utilizing data from
Twitter is abundant, as it is particularly useful for observing consumer behavior and company
communications (Zimmer and Proferes 2014). Twitter enables instantaneous and publicly
visible communications from both company and consumer perspectives; it is a commonly used
medium for CA activities and by extension, conversations around CA activities. All 100
companies were found to have an account on this social media platform, likely due to its
popularity and the omnipresence of well-known, successful global brands. Facebook is also a
suitable platform for this study, however, the scope of the research did not warrant an
investigation into multiple social media environments. Company Twitter accounts were
collected based on their Twitter handle and account descriptions, with priority given to
corporate- or group-level accounts and second priority to USA-based accounts in cases where
multiple regional accounts exist. The goal when collecting company Twitter data was to use
accounts that are active and representative of the company in question, and to prioritize
accounts that have the highest likelihood of posting about the issue in question (hence USA-
based accounts over other region-specific accounts, given the BLM movement takes place

predominantly in this region).

In order to answer the main research question (RQ) and provide enough insights for a

substantial, novel and practical contribution to CA literature, three SUB-RQs have been
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created. This research will utilize qualitative data and an inductive approach to explore a variety
of different elements within the post-stance phase. Namely, SUB-RQ1 will involve the
collection of Twitter data and a sentiment analysis, whereas SUB-RQ2 and SUB-RQ3 will
involve developing a codebook and categorizing various company and consumer interactions
according to common characteristics. Afterwards, a discussion and recommendations section
will highlight the main findings of this research, additional avenues for future research, and a
set of basic managerial implications. Data collection processes for the various SUB-RQs are

outlined in more detail below.

3.1.1 SUB-RQI: Sentiment analysis

Before understanding what kinds of responses companies are faced with after taking an activist
stance, it is necessary to find the stance in the first place. As there is currently no literature on
the exact elements that constitute an activist stance on social media, a basic criterion was
developed and used. Namely, posts that explicitly or implicitly refer to the activism topic and
demonstrate any kind of company interest or opinion were classified as relevant. Explicit
references include topic-specific keywords or media, while implicit stances might frame the
problem within a different context or avoid using hashtags, for example. Some samples of
activism Tweets are showcased below in Figure 2. Stances with highlighted numbers 1 and 4
contain explicit references to the Black Lives Matter movement, while numbers 2, 3, 5 and 6
do not explicitly refer to the Black Lives Matter movement, instead using terms such as

‘solidarity’, ‘black community’, ‘injustice’.
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Figure 2. Examples of Black Lives Matter Activist Tweets by companies
Thus, the author has manually searched the sample of 100 companies for a statement regarding
the BLM movement. Of 100 companies, 72 had taken a stance on the BLM movement,

tllustrated in Table 1.

Table 1. Sample size, Twitter presence and stances

Number of Companies

Sample size 100

Companies with Twitter presence 100

Companies with activist stance on BLM 72
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Statements were identified in various ways, primarily through Twitter’s search function. This
Twitter search involved looking at all company Tweets between the dates of 26.05.2020, the
day when George Floyd related protests were in infancy (Taylor 2021), to 30.06.2020, a month
after the BLM movement had re-gained prominence and attracted worldwide attention. In
addition to this manual check, a keyword search was conducted between those dates for terms
related to the BLM movement (including “BLM?”, “Black Lives Matter”, “Racism”, “Racist”,
“Black”, “Injustice”, “Race”, “Stand”, and hashtag-variants). When no results were found,
another search was conducted using Google’s search engine for information regarding whether
or not that specific company has taken a stand. This cross-check ensured that no company
stances were missed. In cases where a company Tweeted on multiple occasions regarding
BLM, the first instance of these Tweets was used for analysis; the goal of the research is to
understand company behavior after their initial engagement with the CA topic, where
presumably most consumer attention will be focused, rather than analyzing additional CA

stances which are prone to changes in content, tone and consumer responses.

After all BLM stances were collected for the sample of 100 companies, the next phase of data
collection involved using a scraping tool to extract comments on each of the stances. The tool
is open-source and free to use (Dryer 2020), requiring light modifications to the code in order
to extract replies from specific URLs. Thus, utilizing data from the previous ‘phase’, this step
required inputting Tweet URLs for each company’s stance in order to run a script and
subsequently store all responses in an .xls file format. The following points of information were
collected and stored in company-specific Excel files; Replier handle, Replying to, Timestamp
and Tweet content. Although this information was publicly available, ethical considerations
were still taken into account during the subsequent analyses; consumer handles (i.e. individual
user data) were deleted immediately after identifying corresponding company interactions.
Thus, no information remained in storage regarding individual user data, and no such
information will be presented in this research, apart from company-owned/brand handles.
Table 2 highlights the total amount of comments and unique usernames obtained from the full

set of 72 activist company tweets.
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Table 2. Sample size, total and unique comments under stance

Companies with stances on BLM 72
Total (company and consumer) comments under BLM stances 67604
Unique handles in comment sections 39260

Finally, in order to address SUB-RQI1, a basic sentiment analysis was conducted. This was
carried out within Excel using the Microsoft Azure Machine Learning Addon (Microsoft Azure
2021), which contains a sentiment analysis function utilizing machine learning algorithms.
Sentiment results for each comment under the activist Tweets were aggregated and presented
in the form of tables and basic visual charts, in order to highlight the general sentiment in post-
stance discussions (positive, negative, neutral). The goal of the sentiment analysis was to
provide a surface-level insight into what kinds of reactions can manifest after a company CA

stance. The results are presented in the Results section.

3.1.2 SUB-RQ2: Consumer responses

The data required for addressing this research question had already been collected by answering
SUB-RQI, however, the analysis for SUB-RQ2 and SubRQ3 required a different focus.
Namely, answering this research question required a more detailed look at consumer responses
across a variety of different company stances on the topic of BLM; that is, instead of focusing
on the overall sentiment, this part of the analysis closely examined the text content of the
responses. For this purpose, it was necessary to develop a codebook and conduct a coding
exercise; the goal of this was to identify similarities between consumer responses and group
them under categories with distinct separating features, allowing for a more nuanced

understanding of the post-stance phase.

However, the large dataset of consumer responses presented a tremendous challenge for
manual analysis, especially with significant time and resource limitations. Given that manually
analyzing 67604 comments was unfeasible, a delimitation was tested, in that one part of the
coding exercise was carried out only for consumer comments that have been responded to by
the company. This delimitation reduced the sample size to 611 comments, which was deemed
sufficient for the purpose of providing general insights into the phenomenon. In other words,

one part of the analysis involved a sample of 611 (two-way consumer and company)
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interactions. To build on this, another sample of 611 random consumer replies were analyzed,
in order to better highlight what kinds of comments companies are (and are not) responding to.
Simply put, a sample of 611 two-way interactions should demonstrate what companies respond
to, whereas the random sample of 611 comments should demonstrate the general kind of
environment that companies will be faced with after taking a stand. Table 3 details the number
of comments chosen for analysis. Two-way interactions were identified by first searching for
the company Twitter handle and variations of it (in case there are multiple company accounts
engaging with comments). Then, by examining the handle which the company is responding
to and by taking note of the timestamp, it was possible to find the corresponding consumer
comment, and thus the two-way interaction. For the random sample, company responses were

filtered out.

Table 3. Sample size and total comments chosen for analysis

Company sample 100
Total comments under BLM stances 67604
Total two-way company-consumer interactions 611
Random sample of consumer comments 611
Total comments analyzed 1222

For this SUB-RQ, all consumer comments were organized into a single file in preparation for
a coding exercise. This step involved two rounds of coding, one to determine whether or not
the consumer response was relevant to the CA stance, and another to determine the kind of CA-
related consumer response (i.e. content of the message). The first round of coding served as a
means for the author to familiarize with the data and prepare for a second, more precise
categorization of consumer responses. Through a second, more detailed analysis of consumer
responses, it was possible to identify a set of various distinct, reoccurring types of CA-related
consumer comments. These categorized consumer responses were then analyzed in terms of
frequency of occurrence, and then utilized in combination with SUB-RQ3 to highlight the
various forms of post-stance company/consumer discourse on social media, presented in the

Results and Discussion sections.
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3.1.3 SUB-RQ3: Company responses

Following an almost identical process to that of SUB-RQ2, SUB-RQ3 involved identifying
instances of companies responding to consumers within comment sections, and a subsequent
inductive coding exercise to categorize a variety of company communications. The primary
goal of this SUB-RQ was to provide insight into how companies behave after taking a
stand. For this coding exercise, two rounds of coding were also conducted; one to familiarize
with the data and mark any cases of companies responding to consumers with unrelated
messages, and the second to group together and create additional categories for those company

responses that are relevant to CA.

In summary, the goals of the coding exercises were to identify a set of the most common types
of consumer comments under CA stances (SUB-RQ?2), the types of comments companies are
responding to (SUB-RQ2), and the exact content of these company responses, i.e. how they
engage in post-stance communications (SUB-RQ3). Ultimately, by addressing SUB-RQ2 and
SUB-RQ3, this research should provide a clearer insight into how some of the most widely
recognized brands engage in (or abstain from) discourse with consumers after taking a stand. A
flat coding frame was used for both coding exercises, meaning no hierarchy of themes was in

place.

The forthcoming Results section presents basic quantitative analyses and a more
comprehensive set of illustrations and tables, the Discussion section will provide a more
detailed insight into the most notable findings, while additional Managerial Implications and
Outlining directions for future research sections will highlight the practical and academic
significance of the key findings. In tandem, these sections should effectively characterize the

post-stance phase and thereby address the main research question and objectives of the thesis.
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3.2 Inductive coding

For the purpose of analyzing the qualitative data presented in this research, an inductive coding
exercise was utilized. According to Skjott and Korsgaard (2019:12), “the inductive approach
is relevant when doing an exploratory study or when no theoretical concepts are immediately
available to help you grasp the phenomenon being studied”. Such is particularly the case for
this research, as post-stance two-way interactions on social media have not yet been studied in
extant literature, and there is little guidance to help categorize such data. Although some
insights stemming from CSR communications literature (Morsing and Schultz 2006), the
previously discussed outcomes of ‘boycotts, firestorms, and negative WOM’, and the general
consensus on the ‘polarizing nature of activism’ have served as guidance for familiarizing with
the data, such an understudied and context-specific phenomenon benefitted most from a fresh’
approach with highly data-driven coding and categorization. In other words, it was decided that
no pre-existing frameworks or categories would be used for the coding exercises, and that the
most appropriate approach would be to employ a data-driven, inducive approach by first
identifying any stance-related interactions, and then by further classifying and coding these

into more nuanced categories based on similarities and patterns in the data.

Thus, the inductive coding exercise was divided into two stages; the first round of coding
involved a binary relevant (1) or non-relevant (0) classification, after which the relevant
comments were then forwarded to the next stage. The goal of the second stage of coding was
to create a set of categories for all possible variations of consumer and company interactions
within a CA stance ‘comment thread’, in order to better understand the types of responses that
companies are faced with after taking a CA stance on social media, and how the companies
themselves are interacting with these responses. Based on the literature review, the author
anticipated that categories for consumer responses could include e.g. Stance support, Company
boycott, Criticism or Inquiries regarding company commitments. Similarly, a variety of
company response categories were expected, e.g. statements that defend the company,
statements that address concerns relating to company commitment on the issue, or statements
that are more ‘policy-oriented’. Following the actual coding exercise, a larger set of categories
were developed, so as to ensure that all forms of company and/or consumer responses were
accounted for. The complete set of company and consumer response categories along with

basic statistical analysis, created based on an inductive coding exercise, are presented below.
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3.3 Delimitations

Company sample: This thesis will investigate CA-related communications from a sample of
100 companies, consisting of widely recognized, popular brands. Given time and resource
constraints, a larger sample has been deemed unfeasible. This list encompasses a wide variety
of industries and companies across both consumer markets and B2B markets. The
heterogeneity of the sample will be useful for providing a broad insight into the proposed new
phenomenon; the author will not focus on any specific industry and instead will aim to cover

as many variations of post-stance communications as possible.

Coding exercise sample: The author will focus on a set of 611 two-way interactions between
company and consumer, identified by searching for company handles within comment sections
under CA stances. For all intents and purposes, 611 two-way interactions have been deemed
as a sufficient amount for providing a preliminary insight into the proposed post-stance phase,
and as this number consists of all company activity within the sample, it is not possible to find
more company comments without increasing the initial sample of 100 companies. However, to
provide further insights and further validate the codebook, the author will analyze an additional
611 ‘consumer-only’ comments. This number has been arbitrarily chosen as it matches with

the sample of two-way interactions.

Activism topic: The Black Lives Matter (BLM) movement will be the sole ‘activism’ topic of
investigation in this research, and company activity will only be analyzed in light of their
communications around this social movement. This sole focus on the BLM movement allows
for a more focused and consistent analysis of both company and consumer discourse, however,
the author acknowledges that ideally, a wider variety of activism topics should be investigated
to further increase the generalizability of the results. Despite this, the sole focus on BLM has
been a strategic choice; the movement had rapidly gained a significant amount of attention
among consumers, companies and the media, and correspondingly, a large sample of various
interactions is available for further analysis. The topic is also particularly relevant given the
sense of urgency that was established and substantial and rapid consumer-side demand for
company involvement, which are typically less pronounced in other ‘activism topics’ related
to e.g. environmental topics such as climate change, which have seen a significant but much

more gradual rise in popularity over time.
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3.4 Validity and reliability

All data collection took place during February 2021. All company Tweets are visible under the
company’s respective profile, and all comments on Twitter can be viewed under the Tweet
itself, so the data used for this thesis was publicly accessible. However, there are some

challenges associated with replication of results that are discussed below.

Data collection: Company stances on the BLM movement took place largely during mid-2020,
and while every measure was taken to ensure that stances were accurately identified, there is a
possibility that some of these Tweets were deleted since being published and have therefore
been missed. As time passes, there is a greater possibility that some company stances featured
in this thesis will be deleted by the company or by Twitter itself. Despite this, company BLM
stances are often documented and archived (BLM Greenlist 2021), especially with regards to

popular global brands, so future research should not have great difficulty in accessing this data.

The Twitter comment data has been collected using a scraping tool (Dryer 2020) that was
functional at the time of data collection. At the time of publishing this thesis, the tool is still
available, along with many other scripts and software to gather such data that can be found on
the Internet, considering the popularity of research using Twitter data. All comments under CA
stances have been collected, and the total number has been cross-checked with the number of
comments visible in the metrics section below the Tweet itself. However, as time passes,
collection of ‘comments’ from older Tweets is increasingly difficult to replicate, as both users
and companies can delete accounts and comments, while Twitter is also simultaneously
changing policies and infrastructure that can also affect availability of this data and the usability
of various data collection tools. Despite the challenges associated with tool-assisted collection,
such data can still be manually accessed, a feature which is unlikely to change in the foreseeable

future.

Inductive coding exercise: For the inductive coding exercises in SUB-RQ2 and SUB-RQ3,
the author conducted numerous rounds of ‘test’ coding to familiarize with the data before
creating the ‘final’ categories. Despite this, the author acknowledges the challenges associated
with using one coder for such a dataset, and future research should utilize a combination of

various coders to further increase the validity of various categorizations.

Sentiment analysis: Sentiment analysis on Twitter is a complex process, typically requiring

significant preparation and the use of advanced data processing techniques (Kharde and
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Sonawane 2016). Kharde and Sonawane (2016) propose that machine learning and lexicon-
based approaches are the most reliable for sentiment analyses, and that pre-processing and
‘cleaning’ data is also considered best practice. Although the sentiment analysis in this thesis
utilized a powerful, well-known machine learning algorithm (Microsoft Azure 2021), pre-
processing the data and training the algorithm using custom data fell out of the scope of the
research. Therefore, it is important to note the results from the sentiment analysis may differ to
those that would have been achieved through a trained algorithm with a pre-processed set of
data. Nonetheless, given the novelty of this research, the results of this ‘basic’ sentiment

analysis still proved insightful, and highlighted a number of important findings.

Deleted comments: There was an overwhelming prevalence of ‘N/A’ consumer comments in
the sample of 611 two-way interactions. While it is impractical to investigate the exact reasons
for such a significant number of deleted comments, some assumptions can be made regardless.
Given that CA stances are subject to both positive and negative reactions from a polarized
audience, it is fair to imagine that some of these could violate Twitter’s usage policy. Twitter
policy explicitly prohibits a wide variety of behaviors including but not limited to hateful
speech, threats, abuse, harassment and extremism (Twitter 2021), all of which could have
potentially emerged in the comment sections of a CA stance, especially when considering the
controversial nature of CA, the previously discussed concepts of firestorms and boycotts and
the ‘public, open forum’ that is social media. Another possibility is that the comments may
have been deleted by their author in the interest of privacy or any other personal reasons, or
perhaps their account was suspended by Twitter or deleted voluntarily. As time passes, the
comments analyzed in this thesis have a higher likelihood of deletion, meaning it is increasingly

difficult to fully replicate the data that was used.

Sentiment of categorized comments: While the general sentiment has been addressed in
SUB-RQI, it is important to note that individual categories of consumer responses have not
been broken down by sentiment. Doing so would have required a much more comprehensive
method for analyzing sentiment, which fell outside the scope of the research. Essentially this
means that consumer-side responses included both positive and negative content (e.g. positive

or negative ‘Criticism’ or ‘Emotional’ comments).
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4. Results
4.1 SUB-RQI

Table 4 depicts the criteria that were used for deciding the sentiment of each comment. Based
on a sentiment analysis of 67604 comments, Figure 3. demonstrates that CA on social media
can elicit a significant amount of both positive and negative feedback, with 49% of comments
classified as positive, 34% as negative, and 16% as neutral, coming from a sample of 72 (out
of 100) companies speaking out on the Black Lives Matter movement. This coincides with the
general understanding in extant CA literature regarding the controversial nature of CA
(Hydock, Paharia, and Blair 2020), and demonstrates that polarization and negative WOM can
also occur within the context of social media. The average sentiment of each category illustrates
a substantial difference between the positive (s=0.758) and negative (s=0.217) categories,
meaning that on average, negative comments were strongly negative, whereas positive

comments were strongly positive.

Table 4. Sentiment and corresponding sentiment score in Microsoft Azure configuration

Sentiment Scale (0-1)
Negative <45
Neutral 45 -.60
Positive >.60

Average sentiment for each Total comment sentiment

category M Negative (34.35%) [ Neutral (16.01%)
[ Positive (49.64%)

0.75886118
0.75

0.531254732
0.5

Sentiment scale

0217335316

0.25

Megative MNeutral Positive

M Average of Score

Figure 3. Average sentiment score and total sentiment per category
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To add to this sentiment analysis, the positive to negative comment ratio was examined for
companies with more than 100 comments on their stances, illustrated in Figure 4. The results
here are particularly insightful, as they indicate that companies can have significantly varying
feedback from consumers. JNJ (Johnson&Johnson) boasts a ratio of 4.73 positive comments
for each negative comment, whereas UPS had 0.66 positive comments for each negative, a
dramatic difference. On average, companies with more than 100 comments had 1.693 positive
comments for each negative comment. For all companies, this number rises to 2.033, however,
this is less representative of the phenomenon as some companies had very little comments and

therefore an imbalanced ratio. All of the above ratios and figures are summarized in Table 5.

Ratio of positive to negative comments,
companies with 100+ comments

1M
ZOOMm_us
amazon
LOreal
JohnDeere
IBM
Disney
Spotify
YouTube
Cisco
Google
Mike
LEGO_Group
pepsi
FedEx
CocaCola
Uber
Starbucks
kfc

BMW
netflix
adidas
salesforce
Microsoft
Apple
IKEAUSA
McDonalds
Sony
MNintendoAmerica
PayPal

4,738
2.823
2.656
2373
2250
2.028
2019
1.987
1.954
1.944
1914
1.712
1.692
1.655
1.645
1.560
1.512
1.508
1.474
1.390
1.336
1.272
1.25%9
1.232
1.174
1.143
1.138
1.105
1.027
1.000

instagram 0.952
UPS 0.667

0 1 2 3 4

[ ] Positive/negative comment ratio
Figure 4. Ratio of positive to negative comments, companies with 100+ comments
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Table 5. Sentiment score detailed numbers and averages

Total comments 67604
Comments classified Positive 33562 (49.64%)
Comments classified Negative 23221 (34.35%)
Comments classified Neutral 10821 (16.01%)
Average positive sentiment 0.75886118
Average negative sentiment 0.217335316
Average neutral sentiment 0.531254732
Average positive:negative ratio, companies with 100+ comments 1.693
Average positive:negative ratio, all companies 2.033

4.2 SUB-RQ2, SUB-RQ3: First round

611 two-way interactions were identified by searching for company comments and
corresponding consumer handles. Figure 5 depicts that of 611 consumer comments, 132 (21%)
were found to be related to the stance and 94 (15%) were found to be unrelated, while 385
(63%) of these had been deleted and were therefore unavailable for further analysis. There is
no one definitive explanation for such a large number of deleted comments, however, this has

been discussed in more detail in the Validity and Reliability section.

First round coding - Consumer comments
(responded to by company)

385

N/A(63.01%) [ NON RELATED (15.38%)
STANCE RELATED {21.6%)

Figure 5. Total consumer comments responded to by companies
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Figure 6 depicts that of 611 company responses to these comments, 183 (30%) were found to
be related to the activist topic/stance, while 428 (70%) were found to be unrelated. Both
consumer and company comments have been analyzed further through a second, more
thorough coding exercise which will be presented further throughout the results section. Table
6 summarizes the above counts and percentages for both consumer comments and company

reSponses.

First round coding - Company responses, by
type

B NONRELATED (70.05%) I STANCE RELATED (29.95%)

Figure 6. Total company responses, by type (related or non-related to CA)

Table 6. Consumer comments and company responses, by type (related or non-related to CA)

Type of comments Count Percentage
Two-way consumer-company interactions 611 100%
Stance-related consumer comments 132 22% (of 611)
Unrelated consumer comments 94 15% (of 611)
N/A consumer comments 385 63% (of 611)
Stance-related company responses 183 30% (of 611)
Unrelated company responses 428 70% (of 611)
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4.3 SUB-RQ2: Second-round consumer-side coding exercise

In order to appropriately answer this research question using an inductive coding exercise, a

codebook was developed. Various categories of consumer responses were identified and are

summarized below in Table 7 with accompanying examples from the data, in no hierarchical

order. Table 8 shows categories of consumer responses and corresponding counts and

percentages, with Figure 7 illustrating these. A full overview of the codebook is available in

Appendix 1.

Table 7. Consumer coding exercise categories, explanations and examples

Category Explanation Example from data

Emotional | Consumer responses with a
standalone emotional reaction to the | “Just make soda #AllLivesMatter”
stance, containing no additional
feedback or discussion, regardless of
positive or negative sentiment.

Criticism Consumer responses that criticize the | “I'm so tired of seeing these post.
company CA stance or company People need action and not empty
organization and/or actions in light | post like this. Your company has
of the stance. money, talent, and connections to

create real tangible change. Stop
saving face and use your
resources.”
Inquisitive | Consumer stance-related inquiries or | “How much is the donation? Have
questions fell under this category. you also looked into donating to
multiple organizations?”
Suggestive | Consumer suggestions, proposals or | “Make an even better statement by
recommendations to the company no longer supporting Donald
regarding the CA stance or topic. Trump via campaign donations.”
Helpdesk Consumer responses which have no “I need help with my serve prepaid

relevance to the CA topic or stance,
and are asking for help or giving
feedback about a company service or

product.

card. it isnt working anywhere and

bots aren’t helping”
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Debate

Consumer-to-consumer comments or
discussions that do not directly
engage with the company, but are

nonetheless relevant to the CA topic.

“How does a African American get
twice elected POTUS in a
systemically #racist country???
Please explain how that math
works. #AllLivesMattter
#RiotsNotProtests #riots2020”

Miscellaneous

All other consumer responses that do
not fall under the above detailed
categories. These are completely
unrelated to the CA topic and stance,

based on the text content.

“Toyota always the best company
forever ,in my child hood I made a
sketch of a Toyota car and gave it
to my father at the age of 10 yrs,
but one day I will get real.”

N/A

Consumer response deleted or

unavailable.

Table 8. Consumer coding exercise, category counts and percentages

Category Count Percentage Percentage adjusted
with N/A omitted
Helpdesk 83 13.58% 36.73%
Inquisitive 52 8.51% 23.01%
Criticism 44 7.2% 19.47%
Emotional 21 3.44% 9.29%
Miscellaneous 9 1.47% 3.98%
Suggestive 9 1.47% 3.98%
Debate 8 1.31% 3.54%
N/A 385 63.01%

To summarize, companies are most frequently responding to non-stance-related consumer

comments categorized as “Helpdesk”, with just over 1/3™ of company activity from the sample

accounting for this interaction when N/A responses are omitted. Companies are also frequently

responding to consumer comments that present some form of inquiry regarding the stance

(23%), or consumer comments that contain an element of criticism (19%). Companies are

occasionally responding to consumer comments with exclusively emotional components
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(10%), whereas responses to comments categorized as Miscellaneous, Suggestive or Debate

are infrequent, all accounting for less than 4% each respectively.

Second round coding - Types of consumer
comments responded to by company

HELPDESK 83
INQUISITIVE 52
CRITICISM 44

EMOTIONAL 21
MISCELLANEOUS |1 9
SUGGESTIVE |19
DEBATE [I8
N/A 385
0 100 200 300 400

Count

Figure 7. Consumer coding exercise, category counts

When taking a more general perspective, the results indicate that under CA stances, companies
respond to both stance-related and non-stance-related comments on a somewhat balanced level

(40.81% - Helpdesk + Miscellaneous, 59.19% - stance-related categories, N/A omitted).

Given the high count of N/A consumer responses in the above second-round coding exercise,
the author conducted an additional coding exercise with an arbitrary sample of 611 randomly
selected consumer responses that do not have a corresponding company response. The purpose
of this additional coding exercise was to more accurately represent the frequency of occurrence
for various categories of consumer comments that have been already established. Comments
for this sample have been randomly selected (not according to presence of corresponding
company response), and N/As have been excluded from the coding exercise, meaning a more
accurate representation of the frequency of various types of consumer responses to company
CA stances. This exercise also acted as an additional check for the relevancy and effectiveness

of the codebook. Results are presented in Figure 8 below.
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Second round coding - Consumer responses -
Random sample

DEBATE 245
MISCELLANEOUS 125
CRITICISM 124
EMOTIONAL 79

SUGGESTIVE 19
HELPDESK 10
INQUISITIVE 9

0 100 200 300 400

Count

Figure 8. Consumer coding exercise, random sample, category counts

As summarized in Table 8 below, it appears that with a random sample, the frequency of
various categories of consumer responses is completely different, demonstrating that
companies have certain preferences when responding to consumer comments. Firstly, a
significant majority of consumer comments under the CA stance are consumer-to-consumer
‘Debates’ or discussions (40.1%). Many consumer-to-consumer comments also fell under the
‘Miscellaneous’ category (20.46%) as they had no apparent relevance to the CA topic or
company stance, based on the text content of the Tweet. Stance-related criticism (20.29%) and
emotional responses (12.93%) were the next most popular forms of consumer responses,
whereas suggestions (3.11%) and inquiries (1.47%) regarding the stance were significantly less
frequent. Strikingly, only a small proportion of ‘Helpdesk’ comments emerged (1.64%) in the

random sample compared to the company-response sample.

Table 8. Consumer coding exercise, random sample, category counts and percentages

Category Count Percentage
Debate 245 40.1%
Miscellaneous 125 20.46%
Criticism 124 20.29%
Emotional 79 12.93%
Suggestive 19 3.11%
Helpdesk 10 1.64%
Inquisitive 9 1.47%
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4.4 SUB-RQ3: Second-round company-side coding exercise

The following categories of company responses to comments were identified in the inductive

coding exercise, and are summarized below in Table 9 and 10, with Figure 9 illustrating these.

Full explanations are available in the codebook (Appendix 1).

Table 9. Company coding exercise categories, explanations and examples

support the CA topic. These could be addressing
specific consumer concerns and queries related to the
CA stance, using concrete examples rather than simply
stating company support (like in ‘Double down’ Code)
or iterating company values (like in ‘Internal focus’

Code).

standing community
partner, 100 Black
Men of America, Inc
along with supporting
other partners on the

front lines of social

Category Explanation Example
Double Responses that further advocate for the CA topic, or “Sorry to hear that,
Down address positive or negative consumer comments by Anthony, but Mr. Jack
building on the company’s initial stance. These do not | was always true to his
explicate detailed company actions regarding the CA | ideals. It’s important
topic, and do not emphasize company values more to us to do the same
than the CA topic itself. even if that means we
lose some friends.”
Internal | Responses that emphasize company values or “From our earliest
focus information to a significant degree, on par with- or days, we have worked
more than the CA topic itself. More neutral and to create an inclusive
company-centric in tone and content, lacking a sense environment across
of urgency and/or emotion. Responses stating non- Starbucks. We have
specific plans, goals and actions with no clear always been about
accompanying timeline, or exclusively redirecting more than just coffee.”
consumers to an external (company) URL, rather than
addressing the matter through Twitter.
Specifics | Responses that are explicitly highlighting how “We have donated
company resources or initiatives are being utilized to 83500K to our long-
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Justice. To learn more,

visit: [LINK] "

Policy /

Reputation

Responses that emphasize company policy which
supports the initial company CA stance. Responses
that claim to investigate or clarify information
regarding a specific claim or incident which could
damage company reputation are also included here.
Responses under this category can be explicitly
referring to company policy, standards and remedial

actions in a ‘serious’ and professional tone.

“No we did not. KFC
Corporate does not
make donations to
presidential or
political campaigns.
And we have no
involvement with or
control over donations
made by our
franchisees, who are
independent business

owners.”

Unrelated

Company responses that are not referring to the CA
topic in question and instead are addressing any
comments, questions, queries or concerns regarding a
different topic. Automated replies also fall under this

category.

“Hello, this is Jayne
with Social Media. Do
you still need
assistance with your
package issue? I will

be glad to help.”

Table 10. Company coding exercise, category counts and percentages

Category of company Count Percentage Percentage adjusted
response with Unrelated omitted
Double Down 61 9.98% 33.33%
Policy / Reputation 52 8.51% 28.42%
Specifics 49 8.02% 26.78%
Internal Focus 21 3.44% 11.48%
Unrelated 428 70.05%
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Second round coding - Company responses (Unrelated omitted)

B Double Down (33.33%) M Policy / Reputation (28.42%) B Specifics (26.78%)
I Internal Focus (11.48%)

Figure 9. Company coding exercise, category counts

Table 11 provides an additional overview of the results on an individual company basis,
detailing consumer comment numbers with corresponding company responses, broken down

by category.

Table 11. Company and consumer comments by count, with corresponding company

responses by count

Company response category

Company name Consumer  Company Unrelated Double Internal Specifics Policy /

comments  responses down focus Reputation
UPS 597 89 66 0 0 0 23
amazon 3417 76 76 0 0 0 0
PayPal 308 76 75 1 0 0 0
CocaCola 1929 59 1 32 5 21 0
Starbucks 910 51 4 7 5 25 10
FedEx 823 48 44 0 1 0 3
Uber 355 43 42 0 0 0 1
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LinkedIn 82 21 15 0 3 2 1
YouTube 6247 17 15 2 0 0 0
IKEA 122 16 16 0 0 0 0
Sony 5764 14 0 14 0 0 0
Spotify 833 14 13 0 1 0 0
Toyota 79 8 3 3 0 0 2
Google 189 7 7 0 0 0 0
AmericanExpress 63 7 6 0 1 0 0
Adobe 49 6 6 0 0 0 0
Philips 29 6 6 0 0 0 0
Nike 2249 5 5 0 0 0 0
Zoom 450 5 5 0 0 0 0
DHL 10 5 5 0 0 0 0
eBay 73 4 4 0 0 0 0
KFC 224 3 0 0 0 0 3
Canon 88 3 0 0 3 0 0
Citi 59 3 3 0 0 0 0
Nissan 14 3 0 0 0 0 3
McDonalds 3944 2 0 0 0 0 2
Adidas 1253 2 2 0 0 0 0
H&M 15 2 1 0 1 0 0
JackDaniels 14 2 0 2 0 0 0
Disney 2868 1 1 0 0 0 0
Apple 1919 1 1 0 0 0 0
JNJ 443 1 0 0 0 1 0
Salesforce 237 1 1 0 0 0 0
Microsoft 147 1 0 0 0 0 1
IBM 129 1 1 0 0 0 0
Visa 68 1 1 0 0 0 0
Intel 62 1 0 0 0 0 1
LouisVuitton 55 1 1 0 0 0 0
Burberry 21 1 1 0 0 0 0
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Siemens 11 1 0 0 0 0 1
Honda 10 1 0 0 0 0 1
Mastercard 10 1 1 0 0 0 0
Allianz 2 1 0 0 1 0 0
Netflix 15882 0 0 0 0 0 0
Nintendo 8367 0 0 0 0 0 0
LEGO_Group 5110 0 0 0 0 0 0
LOreal 652 0 0 0 0 0 0
JohnDeere 470 0 0 0 0 0 0
Instagram 247 0 0 0 0 0 0
Pepsi 175 0 0 0 0 0 0
Cisco 118 0 0 0 0 0 0
BMW 117 0 0 0 0 0 0
VW 71 0 0 0 0 0 0
GoldmanSachs 38 0 0 0 0 0 0
Prada 36 0 0 0 0 0 0
Porsche 26 0 0 0 0 0 0
Gucci 18 0 0 0 0 0 0
MercedesBenz 18 0 0 0 0 0 0
Pampers 15 0 0 0 0 0 0
KelloggCompany 13 0 0 0 0 0 0
3M 11 0 0 0 0 0 0
Hennessy 8 0 0 0 0 0 0
SAP 8 0 0 0 0 0 0
Accenture 6 0 0 0 0 0 0
Ford 6 0 0 0 0 0 0
Bancosantander 5 0 0 0 0 0 0
CaterpillarInc 5 0 0 0 0 0 0
MorganStanley 5 0 0 0 0 0 0
Cartier 2 0 0 0 0 0 0
HPE 2 0 0 0 0 0 0
Hyundai 2 0 0 0 0 0 0
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Table 11 highlights that from 72 companies with a stance on BLM, only 24 had engaged in
stance-related two-way discourse. From the sample analyzed, it is very difficult to identify any
prevailing strategy for responding to consumer comments. There are major differences between
company response ‘strategies’; some companies are responding to stance-related comments
exclusively with messages that fall under the ‘Policy/Reputation’ category (UPS), some are
heavily invested in a ‘Double down’ approach (Sony, CocaCola), some focus on ‘Specifics’
and detailed actions regarding the CA topic (Starbucks), while a few companies favor a more
‘internally focused’ approach to responding (LinkedIn, Canon). Many companies do not
respond to stance-related comments at all, despite being significantly active in the comment
section of the CA stance (PayPal, Amazon, IKEA). On the other hand, many companies are
responding with both stance-related and unrelated messages, while others do not respond to

any kinds of comments at all.

Furthermore, there is no apparent relationship between the number of consumer comments and
the degree of company activity; some companies have hundreds or even thousands of
comments and do not engage with consumers at all (Netflix, Nintendo, LEGO, L’Oreal), while

others have just a handful but are nonetheless responding to consumers (Nissan, KFC, Toyota).

Strikingly, as seen in Table 10, 70% of company activity under CA stances involves sending
messages that are unrelated to the CA stance. This could have been somewhat anticipated
considering the result of the prior coding exercise, where a major proportion (approximately
40%) of consumer comments were found to be unrelated to the CA stance, but this percentage
could likely have been higher, as the sample contained an overwhelming amount of ‘N/A’

consumer responses that could not be analyzed further.

Regarding stance-related company activity, there is a relatively balanced proportion of
responses categorized as ‘Double down’, ‘Policy / Reputation’ and ‘Specifics’, while
‘Internally-focused’ company responses are the least frequent. Despite this, the various kinds
of company responses are not equally distributed among the sample, it appears that some

companies have a preferred ‘strategy’ (or focus) when responding to consumers.

Combining information from the previously highlighted results, Table 12 provides an
additional overview of the frequencies of various consumer responses and corresponding

company activity.

47



Table 12. Consumer comment frequency with corresponding frequency of company response

Category % of consumer comments % of company activity responding to

(random sample 611) category (N/A omitted, sample 611)
Debate 40.1% 3.54%
Miscellaneous 20.46% 3.98%
Criticism 20.29% 19.47%
Emotional 12.93% 9.29%
Suggestive 3.11% 3.98%
Helpdesk 1.64% 36.73%
Inquisitive 1.47% 23.01%
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5. Discussion

The Results section presented a large variety of insights regarding the various kinds of
company and consumer interactions within the post-stance phase on company social media.
For purposes of clarity and readability, the findings will be discussed in sequential order, from

SUB-RQI to SUB-RQ2 to SUB-RQ3.

5.1 SUB-RQ1: Sentiment analysis

SUB-RQ 1: What is the general consumer sentiment around company CA stances on social
media?

Firstly, the results of the sentiment analysis confirmed that CA on social media attracts a
significant amount of both positive and negative consumer reactions, a finding which aligns
with the current consensus around CA as a polarizing, controversial activity. Indeed, Korschun
et al. (2019) pointed out that CA topics are issues around which consumers are sharply divided,
and with 34% of comments classified as Negative (average sentiment 0.21 out of 1.00), it
appears that this understanding does not change in the context of social media - a context which

extant research has largely ignored.

Next, the results of the sentiment analysis highlighted that companies face differing degrees of
positive and negative feedback. For companies with over 100 comments, the average ratio of
positive to negative comments was 1.7, however, this figure was as high as 4.6 for one company
and as low as 0.6 for another. While attempting to analyze the exact reason for this falls out of
the scope of this research, there could be many possible contributing factors, for example, the
perceived authenticity or hypocrisy of the stance (Scheidler et al. 2019), the overall reputation
of the company, or follower/customer demographics (such as political orientation or
demographics). Furthermore, when examining companies with over 100 consumer comments,
it appears that no company was exempt from negative feedback, which again confirms the
understanding in extant CA research that even “clear transparency” and ideal preparation for

taking a stance will not “shield brand activists from controversy” (Vredenburg et al. 2020:444).

To summarize, the contribution of the sentiment analysis was twofold; firstly, there is now

ample evidence to demonstrate that social media as a company communications medium is not
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exempt from a significant degree of both positive and negative feedback, which aligns with the
understanding in current research derived from field experiments in other contexts. Secondly,
the sentiment analysis demonstrated that companies can have differing proportions of positive
and negative feedback, and while the exact reason for this cannot yet be demonstrated, it is fair

to presume that the content (authenticity) of the CA stance could influence this to some degree.

5.2 SUB-RQ2: Consumer comments

SUB-RQ 2: What specific kinds of consumer responses do companies face on social media

posts after engaging in corporate activism?

In combination with SUB-RQI1, addressing this SUB-RQ provided ample evidence to support
the understanding in extant CA literature regarding an unavoidable influx of criticism and

polarization (Korschun et al. 2019).

However, in addition to these ‘unavoidable’ polarized consumer responses that directly
addressed the company, the results also highlighted a large amount (~40%) of consumer-to-
consumer comments that were discussing or debating the issue amongst themselves. Because
the comment sections under CA stances are ‘open forums’, and considering the controversial
nature of the CA topic, it was fair to anticipate such a degree of consumer-to-consumer

comments in this context.

Based on similar logic, a significant amount of ‘Miscellaneous’ comments were also identified,
largely consisting of consumer-to-consumer interactions which had no perceived relevance to
the stance and were not addressing the company directly. Both categories of consumer
responses had little corresponding company attention (~3.5% and ~4%). Although it is fair to
assume that companies have little interest in ‘Miscellaneous’ comments, it is surprising to note
that consumer ‘Debate’ comments received little attention from companies. While the exact
reason for this is not immediately clear, this could be due to unwillingness, unpreparedness or
a strategic decision to steer clear from consumer-to-consumer discussions. Extant literature
provides a host of information regarding the strategic decision to engage in CA (Korschun and
Smith 2018; Korschun et al. 2019; Hydrock, Paharia and Blair 2020; Chatterji and Toffel
2018), so it is fair to assume that the previously discussed issues of topic alignment,

‘compelling narratives’, ‘originality’ and timing could also potentially influence the decision
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to engage in direct debate with consumers. Considering that consumers now have more ‘power’
on social media (Hansen, Kupfer, and Hennig-Thurau 2018) and the potential for firestorms
(Hauser et al. 2017), there is perhaps a greater risk in deviating from the original stance and
engaging in one-to-one debates. To summarize in simple terms, it appears that companies are
quite often raising a debate, and then leaving the public to discuss it amongst themselves,

without interfering.

Somewhat unsurprisingly, it appears that consumer comments that directly address the
company will have significantly higher chances of being responded to. Despite this, it seems
that many companies will still place top priority on customer-service related issues, with over
1/3" of total company activity focused on responding to ‘Helpdesk’ comments, more than any
other individual category. One reason for this could be due to the ‘open’ nature of social media,
where consumers can interact with the company in a variety of different ways, including
dialogue around company products, information, news, and advertisements (Kesavan,
Bernacchi, and Mascarenhas 2013). Indeed, even for customer service matters, consumers are
not obliged to contact the company through private message and can instead comment on a
recent company post, which in this case may be the CA stance. From a company perspective,
it appears that even if the CA topic is a critical, urgent societal issue, business must still ‘go
on’, and customer issues must still be resolved regardless of the context through which they
are raised. Strikingly, despite such a high chance for company responses, the random sample
contained a mere 1.6% of comments classified as ‘Helpdesk’, meaning that customer service-
related comments are quite uncommon relative to other categories, but these are nonetheless

efficiently identified and responded to by the company.

When considering CA-related comments that directly address the company, it appears that
stance-related criticism and stance-related emotional responses accounted for a significant part
of the random sample, at ~20% and 13% respectively. Interestingly, companies responded to
these categories in a somewhat proportionate manner, indicating a substantial interest in
defending the CA stance or company reputation. In other words, an average of 20% of
consumer comments consisted of stance related criticism, and correspondingly, almost 20% of
company activity consisted of responding to such criticism. Similarly, stance-related emotional
responses accounted for ~13% of the random sample and a corresponding company response
rate of ~9%. Thus, we can conclude that stance-related criticism and emotional responses will
typically see a fair amount of company attention, proportionate to the frequency of occurrence

for such comments. By addressing either of these categories, companies have additional
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opportunities to build on their stance and thereby appeal further to a specific audience, or
additionally, address any open criticism that may harm the business’ reputation or result in a
lost customer. Similarly, albeit with significantly smaller numbers, it appears that companies
will also respond quite proportionately to ‘Suggestive’ comments; ~3% of all comments

account for this category, with 4% of company activity focused on responding to these.

Lastly, and quite surprisingly, it appears that companies are also quite frequently responding
to ‘Inquisitive’ consumer comments (~23% of company activity), even though such comments
are among the most infrequent in the random sample (1.47%). This indicates that consumer
questions or queries about the stance are significantly more likely to receive company attention
than say, for example, consumer suggestions or emotional reactions regarding the stance. From
a consumer standpoint, it seems that engaging with companies regarding the CA topic or stance
is most effectively achieved through direct questions or queries. From a company standpoint,
it seems that such direct questions regarding the CA stance are either more difficult to avoid or
more beneficial to engage with, as they are likely offering quite valuable feedback regarding
the CA stance and can also be an opportunity for clarification and for demonstrating a more

genuine or authentic commitment to the CA topic.

5.3 SUB-RQ3: Company responses

SUB-RQ 3: How do companies respond to comments on social media posts after engaging in

corporate activism?

When looking at company post-stance behavior there are two main elements to consider: the
types of consumer comments that companies are responding to, and additionally, the content
of the company response. The former side, discussed above, highlighted that companies will
respond more favorably to certain kinds of comments (questions) while engaging less with
others (debate), sometimes in congruence with the frequency of occurrence of these consumer
comments, but other times in disproportion. The latter information, company response content,

has been addressed through SUB-RQ3, and has also proven quite insightful.

Quite noteworthy is that in the sample of 611 two-way interactions, 70% of company responses
were unrelated to CA, despite only ~40% of consumer comments being unrelated to the CA

stance. ‘Unrelated’ company responses were those that had no perceived relevance to the CA
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stance, and consisted largely of customer-service responses, also including product information
as well as promotions and content that appeared to be created by an automated service. One
reason for this discrepancy could be the significant amount of N/A consumer comments that
have been deleted -- some proportion of these may have been unrelated to the CA stance.
Another possibility is that customer service representatives are using more than one comment
to address a singular customer query, or that automated services are not working as intended,
and are responding to CA-related comments with unrelated messages. The high percentage of
unrelated company responses indicates that customer-service related issues will remain a
significant point of interest for many companies, even if these are addressed under the comment
section of a CA stance. These kinds of company responses could be interpreted as stance-
undermining, as they do not contribute to any discussion around the original company stance

and instead focus on an unrelated issue.

When omitting the large amount of unrelated company responses and adjusting the percentages
for other categories accordingly, some additional insights emerge. Namely, it appears that
‘Double Down’ (~33%), ‘Policy / Reputation’ (~28%) and ‘Specifics’ (~27%) are all
somewhat equally popular types of company responses. Apart from these, company responses
that are ‘internally focused’ are the least common, accounting for 11% of activity; these refer
to responses that place the company in focus as opposed to the CA topic, i.e. company-centric
messages. This latter finding is particularly interesting because extant CA literature has been
often noted the importance of alignment between company values and the CA topic (Korschun
et al. 2019; Hydrock, Paharia and Blair 2020; Chatterji and Toffel 2018), however, it seems
that explicating these values when responding to consumers is not a particularly popular
approach in this sample. The above categories of company responses can be interpreted as
stance-reinforcing, as they consist of company actions which follow up on the original stance

and indicate additional company interest in the activist topic.

From a company perspective, the results demonstrated that there is no standard approach to
creating messages in response to CA-related comments. While some companies chose a
‘bolder’ approach and addressed consumer comments by mostly doubling down on their initial
stance, others referred more frequently o company policy and focused on defending company
reputation, while a few had focused more on clarifying specifics regarding the CA stance. In
other words, the selected sample of companies had differing counts of each kind of response
to CA-related comments, with some favoring a specific kind, others using a more balanced

approach, and a few companies abstaining from two-way interactions entirely. The reasons for
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such differing approaches between companies could be plentiful — company reputation or
brand personality (Aaker 1997; Greyser and Urde 2019), industry-related factors, individual-
level characteristics and agency (social media account operator/team) or stance-related factors
(authenticity, content) could all have a role to play, however, investigating this further does not

fall within the scope of this research.

While the reasons behind different approaches for responding to CA-related comments are not
yet understood, the insights from SUB-RQ2 and SUB-RQ3 were particularly effective in
demonstrating how two-way interactions manifest in practice; both company and consumer
comments were categorized and analyzed in terms of frequency of occurrence, highlighting

various commonalities and providing a first look and general insight into the post-stance phase.
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6. Main findings and managerial implications

This section provides CA practitioners and academics with an at-a-glance view of how the
post-stance phase manifests in practice among the world’s most widely recognized brands. By
summarizing the most noteworthy findings of the thesis, a set of basic managerial implications
can also be discussed, which should help CA practitioners in their efforts to demonstrate further

authentic interest in any activism topic.

1. Companies engage with a marginal amount of comments
The sample used in this thesis consisted of 100 widely recognized, highly successful global
brands, however, the results have demonstrated that these companies will typically engage with
only a handful of consumer comments. Despite hundreds or even thousands of comments under
a single stance, companies will only choose a select dozen or few to address. While there is
little else that can be deduced from this result, it can be concluded that well-known brands do
not seem to follow an ‘all-encompassing’ approach to responding to consumers, and that some
degree of prioritization and focus appears to be in place. This is particularly interesting
considering that such companies should have an abundance of resources, yet, it appears that
post-stance activities and two-way communications in this context are quite an underdeveloped
practice. From a managerial perspective, this can be interpreted as a signal to proceed with
caution regarding post-stance communications, but also perhaps as a sign that this is an
underutilized touchpoint for engaging with consumers and for demonstrating an additional

interest in a CA topic.

2. Companies mostly engage with topics unrelated to the CA stance
When companies choose to respond to consumers, it appears that a majority of this activity will
typically concern matters that are unrelated to the CA-stance. Indeed, 70% of all company
responses within this sample have been found to be unrelated to CA, despite only 22.1% of all
consumer comments (random sample 611) accounting for topics unrelated to activism
(Miscellaneous + Helpdesk). Most notably, it appears that Helpdesk comments comprised of
only 1.64% of the random sample of consumer comments, whereas 36.73% of company
activity involved responses to these types of comments. Companies in this sample appear to
efficiently seek out customer-service related issues and place significantly less emphasis on
responding to CA-related comments. While this result does not serve as conclusive evidence,

one could say that CA-related post-stance activities are not very well developed in practice,
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and that ‘business matters’ are often taking precedent, even within the context of an activist
stance on an often urgent, controversial and highly debated issue. From a managerial
perspective, it may be worth investigating additional ways to resolve customer-service related
issues within the post-stance phase, as this ‘business-focus’ could potentially undermine or
overshadow the initial company CA stance, bringing about perceptions of inauthenticity. Dark
social (Munawar 2021), for example, is an effective way to communicate with consumers
‘behind the scenes’ while building a brand relationship, and removes the need for publicly
visible two-way communications around customer service issues in the comment section of a

CA stance.

3. Companies rarely engage in debate
Strikingly, a majority (48/72) of stance-taking companies in this sample abstained completely
from any CA-related post-stance communications. When considering the 24 companies with
CA-related activity, it appears that these are also quite rarely engaging in debate around the
topic they have taken a stance on. With approximately 40% of comments comprising of
consumers debating the CA topic (random sample 611, category Debate), a mere 3.54% of
company activity involved addressing this category of comments. Instead, companies appear
to prioritize comments that directly address the company, whether this is in the form of
criticism, questions, or an emotional response. It is interesting to consider that companies will
ignite a debate through a CA stance but almost completely abstain from further participation
in said debate, particularly when one notes that this stance has taken place within a medium
that easily facilitates easy two-way communications. Overall, companies appear to have quite
clear preferences for responding to certain kinds of consumer comments, i.e. CA-related
questions and criticism, while engaging significantly less with others, i.e. CA-related debate

and suggestions.

While analyzing the reasons for these preferences falls outside of the scope of this thesis, CA
practitioners should consider how various prioritizations and response ‘strategies’ could affect
the perceived authenticity of their stance. In other words, from a managerial perspective, CA
practitioners could utilize the findings of this thesis to better understand and anticipate a variety
of different consumer reactions and prepare for appropriate, prioritized responses. Based on
the results of this thesis, CA practitioners should also consider proceeding with caution
regarding direct debate with consumers, as this appears to be a very uncommon form of post-

stance engagement within the thesis sample.
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7. Limitations

Deeper analysis of two-way interactions: The two-way consumer-company interactions in
this research have been analyzed from the perspectives of each individual party, however, these
have not been analyzed ‘as a whole’. In other words, individual coding and categorizations
exist for both consumer and company comments, but a deeper analysis of the overall interaction
may provide some additional insights. For example, how often do companies respond to CA-
related comments with an unrelated message? What are the implications of a failure to

‘properly’ address a customer concern regarding the CA stance?

Sample homogeneity: The sample used in this research consisted of companies from diverse
industries, however, these were all multinational organizations, with most of the data focusing
on USA-based companies. Future research could look at SMEs for example, and also look
within specific geographical boundaries to determine if there are any differences arising from
these contexts. Examining this phenomenon within various industry-specific contexts could
also prove interesting; although some of the companies in this sample belonged to similar peer
groups (e.g. Restaurants, Clothing, Technology), these peer groups were too small to warrant
any conclusions on an industry-specific level. Lastly, the content analysis in this research was
centered around CA stances on one specific theme, the Black Lives Matter movement, which
may elicit different consumer and company interactions when compared to other sociopolitical

or environmental topics.

Sample size: The sample of companies in this research may be adequate for a basic insight into
the phenomenon of post-stance CA communications, however, there is no guarantee that all
possible forms of consumer and company interactions have been identified and categorized. A
larger sample size in future research would serve to verify the comprehensiveness of the

codebook, and there is a possibility that additional categories could emerge.

Authenticity as a concept: Despite being a central component of CA and the presence of
numerous discussions within this thesis around ‘authenticity’, a lack of resources meant that
this concept could not be empirically investigated. Instead, the author provides findings and
implications that could serve as preliminary guidance for both academics and practitioners, in

the form of various patterns, behaviors and interactions among the sample of 100 global brands.
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8. Outlining directions for future research

One of the main goals of this research was to demonstrate an additional focus for CA literature
concerning the post-stance phase, that is, how companies and consumers behave or interact

with each other after the company has already communicated an activist stance.

Considering the above results and managerial implications, it would be interesting to
investigate how various company response ‘strategies’ (prioritization of responding to different
categories) will affect consumer perception of the CA stance. Would a company stance be
perceived as less authentic if that company responds exclusively to customer-service related
issues? What about companies that do not respond at all to consumers, or companies that
respond mostly to CA-related issues, or companies that have a balanced approach? To
investigate such questions, one potential approach for future research would be to conduct an
experiment and evaluate the participants’ perceptions of stance authenticity when exposed to
different, controlled varieties of company response strategies. The experiment could consist of
various images that depict a nameless (or fictional) company Tweet, containing a CA stance, a
comment section and a visible two-way interaction. It will be important to control for the CA
topic and content of the CA stance, as these may impact overall perception of post-stance
communications. For example, one image could depict company responses to positive
feedback, but also a failure to address consumer concerns regarding commitment to the activist
topic. By following this design, it will be possible to identify how various types of company
responses and post-stance communications can affect consumer perceptions of CA

authenticity.

On a more general level, future research could investigate the implications of various categories
of interactions on brand perception, financial performance, or any other relevant ‘performance’
indicators in company-focused research. Additionally, future research could also look at
individual company and consumer-specific factors and how these contribute to various kinds
of post-stance discourse, e.g. differences between value-driven and market-driven companies
(Korschun et al. 2019), B2B/B2C contexts, or consumer demographics. Ultimately, as is the
case with CA in general, this new and novel phenomenon of the post-stance phase presents
future researchers with a variety of different elements to investigate further; as CA continues
to gain prominence, academics can look forward to an increasing amount of company and

consumer data on the subject matter.
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9. Conclusion

To reiterate, the main research question of this thesis was: “What are the main kinds of
company and consumer interactions that characterize the post-stance phase on social media?”.
By means of an empirical investigation encompassing sentiment analysis and coding exercises,
it was possible to determine how various post-stance company and consumer interactions
manifest in practice, and to provide a first understanding of what the post-stance phase looks
like among some of the world’s most successful global brands. In addition to this, key findings
from the results have been summarized and condensed into a set of basic managerial
implications that serve to assist CA practitioners with post-stance communications. In short,
this thesis highlighted that company behaviors can range from a selfless support of the CA
topic to more company- and value-centric communications, or a focus on company policy and
reputation management. On the other hand, consumer interactions involved stance-related
criticism, inquiries, suggestions, and emotional responses. Simultaneously, the author
identified a set of company and consumer interactions that were not related to the stance,
occurring within the same context. These key findings also emphasized that overall, the
practice of post-stance CA communications is quite underdeveloped in practice, that companies
will typically have quite specific preferences for responding to consumers, and that in this
context, customer-service related issues are often prioritized over the CA topic itself. Along
with these key findings, a set of directions for future research have also been outlined, which

should assist academics in further investigating this phenomenon.

Overall, the contribution of this thesis was manyfold; beyond addressing the main research
question and conceptualizing the post-stance phase, the results highlight a variety of different
avenues for further research, while simultaneously providing CA practitioners with a better
understanding of how well-known global brands will approach this phenomenon. This thesis
also addresses the dearth of research surrounding CA within the context of social media and
makes a new and novel contribution to the current stream of literature around this increasingly
prominent phenomenon. Academics and professionals alike have been provided with a
‘snapshot’ of how companies and consumers will interact following the immediate aftermath
of a CA stance, and a comprehensive analysis and categorization of various kinds of discourse
that can take place within this context. Some insights were particularly noteworthy; company

focus on customer service, dramatically varying ratios of positive to negative comments, and
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significantly differing company response ‘strategies’ — all of these serve as guidance for future
research and a deeper investigation into the intricacies of the post-stance phase of CA. One
proposed focus for future research is to further investigate consumer authenticity perceptions
of various forms of two-way discourse around CA on social media, so professionals can
become more acutely aware of the impacts of their chosen communication strategies. For
example, it may be the case that engaging in consumer debates is detrimental to stance
authenticity, regardless of the brand’s values or reputation. Ideally, future developments in CA
research would expand on these findings and not only help companies to demonstrate a more
genuine, consistent commitment to a CA topic, but also help consumers to effectively engage
with the company to seek out clarification, influence change and build better, more symbiotic

relationships with the organization.

Trends in the development of CSR practices, the emergence of socially conscious
organizations, growing consumer expectations, media attention and scholarly interest all point
to the understanding that Corporate Activism will remain a hot topic in the future. This thesis
examines CA communications and interactions within the understudied context of social media
and proposes an additional focus area for future research, the post-stance phase, and along with
this, a set of key insights that should assist CA practitioners with effectively utilizing this
touchpoint. Hopefully this thesis will inspire academics and practitioners alike to further
investigate the proposed post-stance phase, considering the significance of CA in general is

not set to diminish at any point soon.
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Appendix
Appendix 1. Company list

1 | Apple 26 | Pepsi 51 | Sony 76 | Nintendo

2 | Amazon 27 | Adobe 52 | Citi 77 | Hewlett Packard
Enterprise

3 | Microsoft 28 | Hermés 53 | Philips 78 | Corona

4 | Google 29 | GE 54 | Gillette 79 | Ferrari

5 | Samsung 30 | YouTube 55 | Porsche 80 | Huawei

6 | Coca-Cola 31 | Accenture 56 | Starbucks 81 | DHL

7 | Toyota 32 | Gucci 57 | Mastercard 82 | Jack Daniel's

8 | Mercedes-Benz | 33 | Budweiser 58 | Salesforce 83 | Dior

9 | McDonald's 34 | Pampers 59 | Nissan 84 | Caterpillar

10 | Disney 35 | Zara 60 | PayPal 85 | Panasonic

11 | BMW 36 | Hyundai 61 | Siemens 86 | KIA

12 | Intel 37 | H&M 62 | Danone 87 | Johnson & Johnson

13 | Facebook 38 | Nescafé 63 | Nestlé 88 | Heineken

14 | IBM 39 | Allianz 64 | HSBC 89 | John Deere

15 | Nike 40 | Tesla 65 | HP 90 | LinkedIn

16 | Cisco 41 | Netflix 66 | Kellogg's 91 | Hennessy

17 | Louis Vuitton | 42 | Ford 67 | 3M 92 | KFC

18 | SAP 43 | L'Oréal 68 | Colgate 93 | Land Rover

19 | Instagram 44 | Audi 69 | Morgan Stanley | 94 | Tiffany & Co.

20 | Honda 45 | Visa 70 | Spotify 95 | Mini
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21 | Chanel 46 | eBay 71 | Canon 96 | Uber

22 | J.P. Morgan 47 | Volkswagen 72 | LEGO 97 | Burberry

23 | American 48 | AXA 73 | Cartier 98 | Johnnie Walker
Express

24 | UPS 49 | Goldman Sachs 74 | Santander 99 | Prada

25 | IKEA 50 | Adidas 75 | FedEx 100 | Zoom
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Appendix 2. Codebook

SUB-RQ1: Sentiment score, scale 0-1.
Negative = less than 0.45.
Neutral =0.45 - 0.6

Positive = greater than 0.6.

SUB-RQ2, SUB-RQ3: First round

e Stance Related
Any consumer or company comments relating to the company stance and/or CA topic were
grouped under this category. Such responses include explicit or implicit mention of the
company stance and CA topic, as well as emotional reactions and messages in favor or

against thereof.

e Non-Related
Any consumer or company comments with no perceived relevance to the company stance
and/or CA topic were grouped under this category. For example, such responses included
questions, feedback or information regarding a company product, service or promotion that

has no direct relevance to the CA topic.

e N/A
In cases where the original consumer Tweet had been deleted (and the company is therefore

responding to a deleted Tweet).

SUB-RQ?2: Second-round consumer-side coding exercise

e Emotional
Consumer responses with a ‘standalone’ expression of emotions, whether positive, negative
or neutral in sentiment, will belong under this code. In other words, such consumer responses

will not contain any feedback, inquiries, criticism, or any other content beyond an expression
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of feelings regarding the company, the CA stance and/or CA topic in general.

e Criticism
Consumer responses that criticize the company CA stance and/or company actions,
behaviors, policies and operations in relation to the stance, whether constructive or otherwise,
will be coded under this category. Such criticism can be related to current or past events, as

well as future plans and actions.

e Inquisitive
Any stance-related questions, queries or requests for additional information will fall under
this category. For example, companies may be faced with questions regarding any resource
contributions towards the CA topic, or perhaps regarding current practices related to the CA

topic.

e Suggestive
Consumer responses that propose any number of suggestions, recommendations or actions,
regardless of whether they are constructive and/or feasible, will be coded under this category.
For example, consumers may suggest additional partnerships that would help the company in

contributing to the CA topic in question.

e Debate
Consumer comments and discussions that are focused on debating or discussing any aspects
relevant to the CA stance and/or CA topic will fall under here. This includes discussions

between consumers.

o Helpdesk
Consumer responses which have no relevance to the CA topic or company stance, and are

instead asking for help regarding a company-, service- or product-related issue.

e Miscellaneous
Any comments that are not related to the CA stance or topic, and do not fall under the
‘Helpdesk’ category belong here. General discussions about the company, spam, consumer

participation in company promotions, and any other responses that are completely unrelated
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to the CA are grouped under this category.

e N/A
In cases where the original consumer Tweet has been deleted (and the company is therefore

responding to a deleted Tweet).

SUB-RQ3: Second-round company-side coding exercise

Directly related - Double Down

To double down is to “strengthen one's commitment to a particular strategy or course of
action, typically one that is potentially risky.” (Lexico, 2021). The element of risk here is
particularly relevant in this context, as CA is already likely to alienate consumers and further
company actions can exacerbate this effect. Keeping this definition in mind, Tweets fell
under this category when they clearly support the company’s initial stance, acting as a
‘second stance’ of sorts. These can manifest in a variety of different forms; from calls to
action and simple approbation to more value-oriented statements regarding the importance of
the CA topic, these Tweets should reflect a deeper company interest beyond the initial stance.
Tweets in this category can be provocative, positive or re-affirming in nature, but should not
provide great detail into how the CA topic is being addressed; they should build on the initial
statement and help dispel perceptions of inauthenticity through a selfless message that serves
to mostly ‘further the cause’ rather than highlight company actions or promote company

values.

Directly related - Internal focus

Tweets that are company-centric in nature and emphasize values more than the CA topic
itself belong under this category. Such Tweets are typically referring to company beliefs,
values and/or culture, and how these elements are the antecedents to company CA activity.
This code differentiates itself to “Double down” on the basis of tone, content and additional
information included in the Tweet. In addition to a greater emphasis on company-related
information, such Tweets are typically lacking an emotional component, and read as a
somewhat neutral acknowledgement of the CA topic in question. This sense of ‘half-
heartedness’ might be further amplified by the existence of an external URL which

effectively diverts the discussion to a company-owned platform, thereby avoiding further
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discourse on Twitter. Lastly, company Tweets that promise non-specific goals, plans and
future actions to address the topic will also fall under this category. Promises which lack
substance while simultaneously adopting a neutral tone with company-centric messages can
be interpreted as a sign of unpreparedness or unwillingness to engage with the CA topic, or in

other words, as a surface-level commitment.

Directly related - Specifics

As the name of the code suggests, Tweets under this category would explicate specific
company actions, plans, goals, commitments and any other efforts that support the CA topic
and/or address a particular CA-related issue that has been mentioned in a consumer response.
Such Tweets act as additional ‘proof” regarding a company’s commitment to a CA issue and
demonstrate how company resources are utilized to this end; such resources can be tangible
and intangible, consisting of e.g. a monetary donation, organizational restructuring,

training/education initiatives and voluntary work.

Policy / Reputation

Company responses referring to policy along with company responses that appear to be
protecting organizational reputation will be grouped under this category. The latter, a form of
‘damage control’, refers to company responses that aim to investigate, resolve or clarify any
claims that may damage the company image. Such claims could be e.g. regarding employee
misconduct or company actions which contradict the CA stance. Similarly, company
responses that stress a particular policy or set of standards can also act as a defense
mechanism, demonstrating a robust and company-wide commitment to a set of values that are
likely reflective of the CA stance. Both types of messages are written in a serious and
professional tone, as claims that can damage reputation are indeed a serious affair, especially

if such claims will highlight any contradictions or inaccuracies regarding the CA stance.

Unrelated

Company responses that have no apparent relation to the CA stance will belong to this
category. For example, such responses could consist of ‘helpdesk’ or customer service
interactions that aim to resolve any queries or concerns regarding a company product, service

or promotion. By extension, automatic and ‘bot’ responses from companies will also fall
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under this category. It is difficult to account for and categorize all potential types of unrelated
responses, however, by assessing whether or not the company response refers in any way to

the CA stance, coding for this category should be quite intuitive.
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Appendix 3. Coding examples — company comments

Company Response Code
Name
@CocaCola We're stronger when we're together. DOUBLE
DOWN

@CocaCola As a nation and as individuals, we can and must do DOUBLE
better. For all lives to matter, we must focus on DOWN
making progress for all who are oppressed. Our goal
is for all lives to be treated fairly. To learn more,
please visit us here: https://t.co/7UxUO9MauG

@CocaCola Our goal is for all lives to be treated fairly. The DOUBLE
continuing cycle of systemic racism is forever DOWN
altering the lives of Black people everywhere. For all
lives to matter, we must focus on making progress for
all who are oppressed. More here:
https://t.co/yPMQ7NoR8S

@CocaCola For all lives to matter, we must focus on making DOUBLE
progress for all who are oppressed. The continuing DOWN
cycle of systemic racism is forever altering the lives
of Black people, families and communities,
everywhere. More here: https://t.co/7UxUO9MauG

@JackDaniels | Sorry to hear that, Anthony, but Mr. Jack was always DOUBLE

_US true to his ideals. It’s important to us to do the same DOWN
even if that means we lose some friends.

@Sony You’re right. The first step is not being silent. But we DOUBLE
do want to make sure we’re showing up, and not just DOWN
speaking out.

@Sony then say “black lives matter." DOUBLE

DOWN

@Starbucks When Black lives matter, all lives will matter. DOUBLE

DOWN
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@Toyota We know that in this time to remain silent speaks DOUBLE
volumes. We do not support or stand with any actions DOWN
of violence and racism that have happened. It is
important to share how we feel about this issue and
the fight against injustice.

@YouTube Proud of you for using your voice during this time. DOUBLE

DOWN

@YouTube Time to stand together! DOUBLE

DOWN

@AllianzLife | We have and continue to be committed to supporting INTERNAL
all members of our community. Our values of FOCUS
integrity, caring, excellence and respect have helped
drive our diversity and inclusion strategy at every
level of the company, and they will continue to do so.

@CanonUSAi1 | Hi! We hear you and appreciate your willingness to INTERNAL

maging start a dialog with us. To be clear, we stand against FOCUS
racism of all forms. But we also know actions speak
louder than words. We ask for your patience as we
prepare further updates.

@CocaCola As a nation and as individuals, we must do better. INTERNAL
And as a Company that believes diversity and FOCUS
inclusion are our greatest strengths, we simply must
put the best of our resources and full energy toward
helping end the cycle of systemic racism. More:
https://t.co/jXv57Q11cF

@FedExHelp | A diverse and inclusive workforce is at the heart of INTERNAL
our business, and we stand with those who support FOCUS
justice and equality."

@hm_custserv | Hey. We stand with and support the black INTERNAL
community — today, every day and everywhere to end FOCUS

racism in all forms. To get a better picture of our
actions moving forward, please read our official post

here: https://t.co/oYkgWSY70Z. All the best!
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@LinkedInHel | Hi there - Thanks for reaching out. We're always INTERNAL

p working on enhancing our experiences for members. FOCUS
I don't have a timeline to offer. Stay tuned to our
LinkedIn Blog for future updates, we would post the
news there first! -KH

@SpotifyCares | Hey there, thanks for reaching out! We have more INTERNAL
info about this at https://t.co/KaNPKLWIJVI. If you FOCUS
have any further questions, feel free to ask /IG

@Starbucks Please visit this site to learn about our dedication to INTERNAL
foster a diverse, inclusive, and equitable FOCUS
environment: https://t.co/’xVO6WmVbzze.

@Starbucks From our earliest days, we have worked to create an INTERNAL
inclusive environment across Starbucks. We have FOCUS
always been about more than just coffee.

@FedExHelp | "FedEx holds its team members to a high standard of POLICY /
personal conduct, and we do not tolerate this kind of | REPUTATION
appalling and offensive behavior. Your comments,
along with my response, have been forwarded to the
manager of the driver for quality and training
purposes.

@FedExHelp | Thank you for bringing this to our attention. POLICY /

REPUTATION

@FedExHelp | Hi this is LaShelia. This was previously elevated to POLICY /
the appropriate team. Thank you for making us REPUTATION
aware.

@Honda These comments are contrary to our beliefs. We POLICY /
shared this with appropriate parties for further action. | REPUTATION

@IntelSupport | Hi Michael - We don't have an employee with that POLICY /
name @ Intel. REPUTATION

@kfc We have not made contributions of any kind to any POLICY /
presidential political campaigns. KFC Corporate does | REPUTATION

not endorse or donate to presidential candidates and

we have no involvement with or control over

78




donations made by our franchisees. They are

independent business owners.

@kfc Hi, we truly appreciate you taking the time to provide POLICY /
feedback to us regarding your recent experience. We | REPUTATION
very much would like to hear about what happened.

Please DM (@tellthecolonel about your experience so
we can further assist you.

@kfc No we did not. KFC Corporate does not make POLICY /
donations to presidential or political campaigns. And | REPUTATION
we have no involvement with or control over
donations made by our franchisees, who are
independent business owners.

@LinkedIn Thanks for the comment. We don’t tolerate abuse of POLICY /
any kind and remove unprofessional content that REPUTATION
violates our policies. We encourage you to let us
know if you encounter something unprofessional.

You can learn more about that here:
https://t.co/otcy3qZuDU

@McDonalds | We want to clear things up because it matters: POLICY /
McDonald’s does not contribute to presidential REPUTATION
candidates.

@Microsoft We will not tolerate hate speech or abusive POLICY /
comments. Your tweet has been reported and hidden, | REPUTATION
and if these actions continue your account will be
blocked.

@NissanUSA | This does not speak for Nissan or reflect our values. POLICY /
We adamantly oppose any statements/actions that REPUTATION
demean any race, gender or ethnicity, or promote any
type of discrimination. The dealership has been made
aware &amp; confirmed the individual is no longer
employed at the site.

@Siemens 1/2 Our commitment to diversity is described in our POLICY /
Business Conduct Guidelines that all employees are REPUTATION
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asked to sign before starting their employment at
Siemens. We are 100% transparent about this and our
Business Conduct Guidelines are publicly available:

https://t.co/xvBuix5cAL

@Starbucks

We have a zero-tolerance policy on prison and forced
labor. Our Supplier Social Responsibility Standards
make clear we do not tolerate the use of forced or
involuntary labor. This applies to our direct suppliers,

all contractors, and subcontractors.

POLICY /
REPUTATION

@UPSHelp

Thank you for letting us know. This person has not
been employed by the company since 2019, and he
does not represent UPS’ values and standards. We
find images like this absolutely abhorrent. UPS does
not tolerate hatred, racism and bigotry in all forms.

"M

POLICY /
REPUTATION

@CocaCola

We have donated $500K to our long-standing
community partner, 100 Black Men of America, Inc
along with supporting other partners on the front
lines of social justice. To learn more, visit:

https://t.co/7TUxUO9MauG

SPECIFICS

@LinkedInHel
p

We’ve only just scratched the surface, but we're
focused on listening and sharing stories and
perspectives of those affected by systemic bias.
Today, we also made a LinkedIn Learning path on
allyship and inclusive conversations available for free

https://t.co/ATvpIXRbYK . (2)

SPECIFICS

@Starbucks

Our Black Partner Network's mission is to share the
heritage of the African diaspora to develop
employees, advise our business and enrich Starbucks'
contribution to our customers and communities.
Learn more about representation at all levels of

Starbucks: https://t.co/LwcFLxj5SB2

SPECIFICS

80




@Starbucks

We must come together and confront racism. We
stand in solidarity with our Black partners, customers
and communities. The Starbucks Foundation has
committed $1 million in Neighborhood Grants to
organizations promoting racial equity and inclusive

and just communities.

SPECIFICS

@DHLUSHel
p

I’'m sorry your item was delayed, was it shipped with

DHL Express or DHL eCommerce? "MT

UNRELATED

@DHLUSHel
p

Please see my reply to your DM for more. “KB

UNRELATED

@DisneyPlus
Help

Thanks for sharing this with us — we’ll definitely
pass it along to the appropriate teams for you! Feel
free to share additional feedback anytime here:
https://t.co/Lg7hfi84VG. Let us know if we can help

with anything else!

UNRELATED

@FedExHelp

Hello, this is Jayne with Social Media. Do you still
need assistance with your package issue? I will be

glad to help.

UNRELATED

@FedExHelp

Hi, this is Joe. I do apologize on behalf of FedEx for
the package situation. Please DM @Fedexhelp
recipient name, address, city, state, zip code, tracking
number, phone number, and email address. I would
be glad to research this.

https://t.co/7vnSkvqx3r

UNRELATED

@FedExHelp

Thank you for contacting the U.S. social media team.
Please reach out to 1800 419 4343 for assistance in

your location. -Lakin

UNRELATED

@SpotifyCares

If you have a free account, you can close it with these
steps: https://t.co/'yYWbZJs3Zz. If your account's on
Premium, just DM us its email address, and we'll

help you with that /SD https://t.co/ldFdZRiNAt

UNRELATED
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Appendix 4. Coding examples — consumer comments

Consumer Comment

Code

I have seen several of these from big companies,you had better step
up. While you're at it, stop farming out your call centers to countries
where you can take advantage of people by paying them much less,
either bring the jobs back or treat the people working for you like

humans.

CRITICISM

And has to jump on the bandwagon! How about just support good

causes for everyone why only single out blacks?

CRITICISM

And here we go...corporations never fail to find a cause they won't

attempt to capitalize from

CRITICISM

I'm so tired of seeing these post. People need action and not empty
post like this. Your company has money, talent, and connections to

create real tangible change. Stop saving face and use your resources.

CRITICISM

Why why donate just because of color black lives matter yes but so do
all others not only black or white or what ever color you associate

with all lives matter!!

CRITICISM

How does a African American get twice elected POTUS in a
systemically #racist country??? Please explain how that math works.

#AllLivesMattter #RiotsNotProtests #riots2020

DEBATE

Saying “black lives matter” over an more inclusive “all lives matter”
is like saying yes al lives matter but not as much as anyoene else’s.
When someone says all lives matter it’s implied that black lives are

inclusive in that statement.

DEBATE

Sound like you're inciting a race-war. I wonder what @FBI and your

bosses think about this.

DEBATE

I don't mind this, but everyone matters, not just blacks

DEBATE

I have never met anyone who thinks black lives don't matter.

DEBATE
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that's not forced at all.... As a regular patron I see a lot of inclusiveness DEBATE
already. Businesses and people shouldn't be bullied to release a

statement. I believe you are already doing a good job.

ALL LIVES MATTER! EMOTIONAL
Ni you dont stand. You are robber. EMOTIONAL
Great you have made the decision for me. No more Coke for my EMOTIONAL
family. All you are doing is causing more division.

Just make soda #AllLivesMatter EMOTIONAL
Love that post EMOTIONAL
Thanks Coke /A /A EMOTIONAL
Very glad to see this statement issued - can’t wait to see what your EMOTIONAL
second step is

All talk HELPDESK
Amazon is holding my account due to discrimination. I was told

possible fraud has my account on hold. When I made purchases with

paid for gift cards

Havent even been contacted and phone lines are down. This is just for

business. We need an alternative.

Amazon are packages not being delivered to Ewing, Nj? Because of HELPDESK
“conditions™?

First fix my order number ending 3169 then give us update HELPDESK
First two orders with Amazon first two orders royally messed up wow HELPDESK
I really might cancel my prime account when your own delivery

people can’t recognize a building that’s bigger than day right in front

of them.

Hi, Amazon, I'm having a problem with my Amazon account? I have HELPDESK

thousands of dollars that I'm ready and willing to spend on your
products, so if you could please DM me, it would be greatly

appreciated!
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I have purchased a earphone from your site which are in warranty and
not working . I drop you mail and tried to contact you but no response
. Please respond 6393997197 and rawalshankar90. Such bad service is

not expected from end

HELPDESK

My order was Redmi Note 8 Pro. But we got a phone with lava al

keypad. How long did Amazon send a fake project yesterday? I have
agreed but my problem has not been solved yet. I was going to give a
gift to my friend but Amazon cheated us by sending a fake project. I

will no lon

HELPDESK

i need help with my serve prepaid card. it isnt working anywhere and

bots aren’t helping

HELPDESK

great but where were you last 25 years? are you saying you will be
better now? are you saying you really did not follow today's

statement?

INQUISITIVE

why was the web page about this taken down?

INQUISITIVE

We have a new TV show we are producing that is all about controlling
the black narrative. Can you sponsor some camera to help get more
angles? We need about 5 angles and at this moment we are using the

M50 and R6 for two angles. Can you help with this?

INQUISITIVE

What about supporting the murdered officers in the last few days?

INQUISITIVE

Why do this?

INQUISITIVE

How much is the donation? Have you also looked into donating to

multiple organizations?

INQUISITIVE

And right in JC they are price gouging.

MISCELLANEOUS

#MahomesZoneSweepstakes

MISCELLANEOUS

Toyota always the best company forever ,in my child hood I made a
sketch of a Toyota car and gave it to my father at the age of 10 yrs ,
but one day I will get real.

MISCELLANEOUS

You need to get yr house in order. eBay policies allow sellers to lie to
buyers about posting items and to also allow these liars to use

coronavirus as justification for lying. Buyers aren't permitted to post

MISCELLANEOUS
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negative feedback, it gets deleted by eBay. Shameful &amp;
despicable

I’ve supported Canon with thousands....in purchases of camera bodies,
lenses, flashes, and accessories for years. I don’t feel supported by
Canon. It would have been great to see your plans for action to be
more inclusive in your ambassador program and promo of photogs of

color

SUGGESTIVE

Coca-cola, you wanna help end systemic racism? How about helping
change some of these bullshit laws? Or helping put the stolen wealth
in this country back where it rightfully belongs. How about that? I
didn't think so...

SUGGESTIVE

I would like to encourage you to add melanin-rich
color options to your #BandAid lineup, as even the clear bandages
have "peach/white" in the center. It would be amazing to stock my

classroom with quality, skin-tone bandages.

SUGGESTIVE

Make an even better statement by no longer supporting Donald Trump

via campaign donations.

SUGGESTIVE
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