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This thesis examines how companies use social media platforms to communicate internal
crises and how these communications are perceived by external audiences. While crisis
communication is extensively studied this research focuses on the role of social media as an
interactive communication environment and its impact on organizational reputation and
audience reactions.

The theoretical framework of the research consists of traditional crisis communication
literature; Situational Crisis Communication Theory (SCCT) combined with social media-
based perspectives. Additionally, the literature review implements organizational reputation
theory to provide comprehensive understanding on stakeholder perceptions.

This study adopts a qualitative research method. Multiple-case method is implemented to
provide insights across industries. The empirical data consists of organizational crisis
communication and audience reactions, which were analysed by using thematic content
analysis, SCCT coding and sentiment analysis.

The findings indicate that although all the case companies used similar crisis communication
strategy, the audience reactions varied significantly and were highly emotional in all cases.
The reason for wide range of audience reactions was result of differences on the company’s
prior reputation, sincerity of the apology and concrete corrective actions. Vague and unclear
information was found to weaken the effectiveness of the response and reduce stakeholder
trust.

In conclusion, the research demonstrates that choosing the most appropriate crisis
communication method alone does not ensure the effectiveness of communication in social
media environments. Organizations must also consider how the message is executed and
how it is interpreted by audiences within the interactive and dynamic nature of social media.
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Tédmi tutkielma tarkastelee, miten yritykset hyddyntdvit sosiaalisen median alustoja
sisdisten kriisien viestinndssd sekd miten ulkoiset sidosryhmit tulkitsevat nditd viesteja.
Vaikka kriisiviestintdd on tutkittu laajasti, timé tutkimus keskittyy sosiaalisen median
rooliin vuorovaikutteisena viestintdympéristond sekd sen vaikutuksiin organisaation
maineeseen ja yleison reaktioihin.

Tutkimuksen teoreettinen viitekehys perustuu perinteiseen kriisiviestinndn kirjallisuuteen,
erityisesti tilannesidonnaisesta kriisiviestinnin teoriasta (Situational Crisis Communication
Theory, SCCT), jota tidydennetddn sosiaalisen median ndkokulmilla. Lisdksi
kirjallisuuskatsauksessa hyOdynnetddn organisaation maineen teoriaa sidosryhmien
havaintojen kokonaisvaltaiseksi ymmartdmiseksi.

Tutkimus toteutettiin laadullisena tutkimuksena hyddyntden monen tapaustutkimuksen
lahestymistapaa eri toimialojen tarkasteluun. Empiirinen aineisto koostuu organisaatioiden
kriisiviestinnéstd sekd yleison reaktioista, joita analysoitiin temaattisen sisdllonanalyysin,
SCCT-pohjaisen koodauksen sekd sentimenttianalyysin avulla.

Tulokset osoittavat, ettd vaikka tarkastellut yritykset hyOdynsivdt samankaltaisia
kriisiviestintéstrategioita, yleison reaktiot vaihtelivat merkittdvésti ja olivat kaikissa
tapauksissa voimakkaan tunnepitoista. Reaktioiden vaihtelua selittivdt erityisesti
organisaation aiempi maine, anteeksipyynnon koettu vilpittdémyys sekd konkreettisten
korjaavien toimenpiteiden esittdminen. Erityisesti epdmaddrdinen ja epéselvd viestintd
heikensi kriisiviestinndn tehokkuutta ja vdhensi sidosryhmien luottamusta.

Johtopéatoksend voidaan todeta, ettd pelkkéd sopivan kriisiviestintdstrategian valinta ei riita
takaamaan viestinnin tehokkuutta sosiaalisen median ympéristossd. Organisaatioiden tulee
kiinnittdd huomiota my0s viestin toteutustapaan seka sithen, miten yleiso tulkitsee viestintaa
sosiaalisen median vuorovaikutteisessa ja dynaamisissa kontekstissa.



Table of contents

Abstract
Declarations
I TNEOAUCHION ettt et st e b ettt e b e enbeeeee 8
1.1 Back@round..........coouviiiiiiiieieee et 8
1.2 ReSEArCh qUESTIONS.......viiiiiiieiiie ettt et e e e e eaaeeeaaee s 10
1.3 Ky defiNItIONS ....eeiiieiiieiieciie ettt et e ettt e e e e 11
1.4 Delimitations and SCOPE.......cecuvieeiieeeiieeeiieeeitteeeiteeeteeesteeesreeeseraeesseeesseeessseens 13
1.5 Theoretical frameWorK..........cocoviiiiiiiii e 14
1.6 Structure 0f the StUAY ......eeeeeieeeiieecie e 16
2 LIEETALUIE TEVIEW ..eeuiiiiiiiiiieitieteeite sttt ettt et e e et e bt eat e st e s bt e beeate st e e bt eatesbeebeennesanens 18
2.1 Organizational TEPULAtION ........ccccveeeeiieiiiieeiieeerteeereeeeeeeeaeeesreeesreeesreeesseeenes 18
2.1.1  Strategic perspective: reputation as a competitive reSOUrce ..........cocvevveeuennnene 19
2.1.2  Social and communication-based perspectives.........ccceevuveerrurreerrreenireeerreeennes 20
2.1.3  Reputation and CriSiS CONTEXTS .....eerrrrruierieeriienieeriieeieenieesreesieeereeseresseesnneens 21
2.2 OVETVIEW OF CTISIS -.veeutieiutieiieeiieesite ettt ettt ettt et et e ettt e et e e bt e et e eseeesaeeas 22
2.3 Situational Crisis Communication Theory (SCCT)....ccooovveciienieeciieieeiieieeenn 24
2.3.1  OVEIVIEW Of SCCT ittt et 24
2.3.2  Crisis responsibility and SCCT crisis CIUSLETS ........ceevueeriieriiieriieeieenie e 25
2.3.3  CriSis TESPONSE SIALEZICS ..eeeruvrrerurireiirieeireeeiieeesaeeessaeeesreesseeessseeessseeessseeensses 28
2.4 Role of social media in CriSis TESPONSE .....ccuvervieruieriieiieeieeniieeieeneeeeeeeieeeeeenees 30
2.4.1 Social-Mediated Crisis Communication (SMCC) Model..........c.cccccvvrevurenneee. 31
2.4.2 Implications of social media and audience reactions............cccceeeveerrercreennnnnne 33
R Y (5111 T T 0] 10 oy 2RSS 35
3.1 RESCAICH AESIZN ...ttt et 35
3.2 (Case SEIECHION CIILEIIA .....veeeieeiiieiieeieeite ettt ettt ettt ettt et e eaeeas 36
3.3 Data COIECHION ...ttt s 37
34 Data analysis MEthods .........cccviieiiieiiiieceeeee e 39
3.4.1 Thematic content analySiS.........cceevieeiiierieniiienieeieesie ettt 39
3.4.2 SCCT coding Methods ........cccuviiiiiriiiii et 42
3.4.3  Sentiment aNalYSIS .....ccceeveeiuierieiiieiie ettt ettt enneas 43
3.5 Reliability and validity.........cooviieiiiieiiieceieeee e e 44
4 Case StUAY ANALYSIS ..c.eeriieiieeieeiieiie et ee ettt ettt e ettt et e st e e e et steeaee b e ntaeenneas 46
4.1 Case COMPANY A .....eeriiieieiiieeeeieee et e e et e e e ettt e e e e etaeeeesnntaeeeessseaeeesnssaeesannns 46
4.1.1 Company COMMUNICALION ........eerveerreerreerrieeieenteesteeereesseessseesseessseesssessseessseans 47
4.1.2  AUAICNCE TEACLIONS .....eeutieiiieiieeiieeiieeieeeite et ettt e st e bee s bt e sate e bt e et e eeeesneeens 48
4.2 Case Company B ........oooiiiiiii e 50
4.2.1 Company COMMUNICATION .....ccuveeerurreeereeesireesereeesereeesereeasseeessseeessseeessseeessseesnns 50
4.2.2  AUICNCE TEACLIONS ...c..eeeieueieiieriieie ettt ettt ettt ettt s e bt et e st e sbeesesaeens 51
43 Case COMPANY € ...uveviiieeeiiiee ettt e et e e et e e e ettt e e e s aaaeeeesnnaaeeeannes 54
4.3.1 Company COMMUNICALION ....c.eeerveerreerreerereerieesteesseeeseesseessseesseessseesssessseessseans 54

432 AUIEIICE TEACTIONS - ettt e e e e e et e e e e e e e et eeeeeeeeeeeeaeeeeeeeereeeanaaaaeaeeaee 55



4.4 SUMMATY Of CASES 1.uvviieiiiieiiieeiie et e e ee e eae e s ta e e seneeesaseeeneas 57
S DISCUSSION. .ttt ettt ettt ettt ettt ettt e bt et she et e e st e bt e bt ea e satenae et eaeenaeenee 60
5.1 Crisis type, responsibility and strategy fit .........cccceeeviieeiiiieiiieeie e, 60
52 The role of tone, transparency and corrective actions ...........ceeeveevveecveerereeneene 61
53 Audience co-creation of CriSiS NAITATIVES.......cccvveeevieerieeeriieeereeesieeesereeeeereeeenes 62
54 The influence of reputation on audience reactions ...........cceeeveeveereercreerveeneennes 63
5.5 Theoretical CONITDULIONS ......eeiuiiiiieiiiiie et 64
0 CONCIUSION ...ttt ettt et sttt a et e e saeesae et e eseenaeenee 66
6.1 Summary of the STUAY ......ooeviiieiiece e 66
6.2 Answers to 1eSearch qUESTIONS .......c.cocvieiieriieiiieeie et e see e saee e 67
6.3 Practical IMPlICAtIONS......ccuviiiiiieeiiie ettt et eree e e e ebee e s 68
6.4 Limitations and research qUality.........cccccoerieriiieniiniienie e 69
6.5 Suggestions for future research..........coccveeeiiiieiii e 69

R OTEIICES ..o 71



Figures

Figure 1: Theoretical framework illustrating the relationships between organizational
reputation and crisis communication theories (SCCT and SMCC)

Figure 2: Stakeholder perceptions and expectations (adapted from Foster C. 2016)

Figure 3: Typologies of crisis (Adapted from Sellnow & Seeger 2013)

Figure 4: Crisis situation model of SCCT (adapted from Coombs 2007a)

Figure 5: SCCT crisis types by crisis clusters (adapted from Coombs 2007a)

Figure 6: Social-Mediated Crisis Communication Model (adapted from Austin et al. 2012)
Figure 7: Distribution of audience reactions Company A

Figure 8: Distribution of audience reactions Company B

Figure 9: Distribution of audience reactions Company C

Tables
Table 1: Crisis response strategies (adapted from Roshan et al. 2016)
Table 2: Data collection

Table 3: Thematic analysis

Table 4: Cross case summary



DECLARATIONS

Turnitin

The originality of this thesis has been reviewed with the Turnitin similarity checking
service.

Al usage

The author of the thesis, Carmen Antonio, used the following Al-tools during the
preparation of the thesis:

1. ChatGPT (OpenAl)

a. Purpose of use: To support writing process, creating ideas and language
refinement

b. Explanation of the use of the tool: The tool was used for assisting language
refinement, structural clarity, and academic phrasing. In addition, the tool
was used for improving the coherence of the text and reorganizing text
sections. The tool was also used for creating tables and organize data in Excel.

2. NotebookLM (Google)
a. Purpose of use: To support literature review process

b. Explanation of the use of the tool: The tool was used to summarize and
synthesize the articles that were selected and read by the author. The tool was
used to enhance efficiency to manage large set of academic literature to assist
finding key themes and concepts relevant to the research topic.

Responsibility
The author, Carmen Antonio, takes full responsibility for the content of this thesis and has

reviewed and edited the content generated by the possible use of Al tools.



1 Introduction

Organizational crises have been increasingly visible in social media where the information
spreads rapidly and stakeholders’ reactions are visible in real time. Internal organizational
issues such as employee misconduct and toxic workplace culture can escalate quickly into
public crises which create reputational threat. In this environment, organizations must react
strategically to respond such crises while maintaining long-term brand value and protect

stakeholder trust.

This thesis addresses gap in the literature related to the growing phenomenon of companies
managing internal problems in public, particularly in social media. The main goal is to find
out what is the impact in the audience, how it would affect their organizational reputation
and what kind of strategies of communication the companies use to handle the crisis.
Specifically, the research focuses on the role of communication practices during the response

phase rather than broader crisis management process.

The main objective of this study is to examine how companies use social media to
communicate during crises and how these communications are perceived by the audiences.
The study addresses one main research question that is supported by two sub-questions
focusing on crisis communication strategies and audience reactions. A qualitative multiple-
case analysis approach is used in this study while thematic content analysis, SCCT coding
and sentiment analysis are used. This study focuses on internal crises that are publicly

visible.

1.1 Background

Crisis communication and management have been extensively studied, and their relevance
continues to grow in today’s media-driven environment. Organizations increasingly face
both external and internal crises which in the most severe cases, can lead to significant
reputational damage and are considered as threat to stakeholder trust and operations
(Coombs, 2007a). As Zaremba, A. J. (2010) notes, crises are unpredictable and can occur
when not expected. It is an anomalous event that negatively effects on the organization and

requires efficient communication strategy to mitigate the harm. Crises that company face



can vary from natural disasters to employee misconduct or poor working conditions. Still,

every company should have a crisis strategy prepared if the event occurs.

The rise of social media has strengthened the visibility of organizational crises. For the past
years there have been various high-profile cases from different industries that have been
visible in social media. It supports the relevance of studying the topic to understand the
phenomena where issues originate within the organization. Previous studies and existing

literature allow to explore the topic and supports the research.

When organizations receive negative publicity in the marketplace there is a major risk for
losses in revenue and influence in consumers’ buying decisions (Ahluwalia et al. 2000). In
today’s world, consumers are more demanding than ever and easily influenced by
organizational actions. Therefore, organizational reputation is considered as intangible asset
which requires careful protection. Organizational reputation defines how the organization is

perceived by the stakeholders, and its assets create competitive advantage (Coombs, 2007a).

Social media plays critical role in channels of communication enabling rapid information
exchange. It gives access to information, freedom of expression and ease of communication.
It has been defined by Akhgar, B. et al. (2017) that social media is a collective term for those
online technologies and practices employed to exchange opinions and information, promote
discussion, and help further relationships. It causes both risks and opportunities, and the
power of social media should not be underestimated. In 2024, Instagram was the most
influential platform in the buying decisions amongst Generation Z shoppers in Europe
(Statista 2025). It demonstrates that social media is critical tool for companies to remain

competitive in the market and fostering consumer relationships.

It is essential for organizations to understand the short and long-term effects of public crises
and companies should understand how consumers are likely to react. Claecys & Cauberghe
(2012) argue that “the damage done reputational threats can be minimized by the correct
public relations strategy, namely saying the right words at the right moment”. The increasing
number of cases appearing in social media demonstrates that companies should understand
the power of communication and overall delivery to the audience in social media. Well

managed communication mitigates risks of poor reputation. It has been argued by Zaremba,
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A. J. (2010) that often the audience will forget about the actual crisis but remembers how

the company has managed their communication.

For the time-being, crisis communication and management are well-established research
areas and have expanded scientifically over the past years. The previous research has
demonstrated the best practices of crisis communication, Situational Crisis Communication
Theory (SCCT) being one of the most significant frameworks by Coombs (2007a). The
theory emphasizes finding the most suitable strategy for a crisis. The framework highlights
the importance of transparency, timeliness and strategy fit. The foundational theories and
models have emerged because of the growing complexity of organizational crises and media
environments from the 20th century onwards (Coombs, 2007a; Ndlela, 2019; Sellnow &
Seeger, 2013). While there is research focusing on external crises such as technical
breakdowns, natural disasters and accidents, less attention has been given how companies

manage their internal crises on social platforms.

1.2 Research questions

The study has main research question and two sub-questions. The thesis aims to respond the

research questions as following:

Main research question: How do companies use social media to communicate during

internal crises, and how are these communications perceived by the external audience?

The main research question aims to find out how companies communicate during internal
crises in social media. By analysing real-life case examples this study aims to find insights
of communication strategies used by organizations with attention of message framing,
response choices and transparency. The aim is to deepen understanding of crisis
communication strategies in the context on internal organizational issues visible in social

media.

Sub-research question 1: What can be learned from different organizations’ crisis

communication practices in social media?
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The aim of this sub-question is to explore the insights gained from examining how different
organizations communicate internal crises in social media. The goal is not to find the best
practices but compare the practises across cases. The objective is to highlight the recurring

strategies and differences across industries.

Sub-research question 2: How do audiences respond to crisis communication from

companies in social media?

This sub-question aims to analyse the how audiences react to companies’ crisis
communication in social media. Analysing stakeholder responses such as comments,
reactions and shares, the study seeks to understand how the communication efforts effect on

public perception, engagement, and trust during crises.

1.3 Key definitions

This sub-chapter introduces the key concepts that are examined in the thesis and elaborate
the research questions as well as the framework of the study. The key definitions include
crisis communication, social media, social media crisis communication, crisis response

strategies and organizational reputation.

Crisis communication

The main purpose of crisis communication is to protect reputational assets during crisis.
Crises are considered as a threat to the organizational reputation and can cause damage which
affects how stakeholders interact with the organization. Crisis communication includes
strategic practices as well as managing information during damaging or disruptive event
affecting the organization. Effective crisis communication aims to protect and restore the
organizational reputation, maintain stakeholder trust, and reduce the negative impact of crisis
(Coombs 2007a). Moreover, it has been defined by Olsson (2014) that “crisis
communication can perform three functions: instructive information, which informs people

on how to react in terms of personal protection; adjustive information, which helps people
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to cope with uncertainty; and internalizing information, which refers to information that

helps organization manage its reputation”.
Social media

Hutchinson et al. (2024) defined social media as “web-based services that allow individuals
to (1) construct a public or semi-public profile within a bounded system, (2) articulate a list
of other users with whom they share a connection, and (3) view and traverse their list of
connections and those made by others within the system. The nature and nomenclature of
these connections may vary from site to site”. From the marketing perspective, social media
provides a platform to create direct interaction amongst consumers and enabling
environment for creating brand communities, establishing relationships, and gaining better

understanding of consumers (Plume et. al. 2017).
Social media crisis communication

Social media crisis communication refers to using social media platforms (Instagram,
Twitter, Facebook) as a tool for crisis communication to engage and communicate with
stakeholders during crises. While traditional crisis communication relies on controlled
channels such as press releases, official statements and news, social media allows fast and
interactive way to reach the audience. The platforms provide tools for rapid dissemination
of information making it a crucial tool for modern crisis management. (Roshan et. al. 2016).
Social media can be used as effective tool for monitoring stakeholder reactions, providing
answers to questions and communicating the organizations’ response (Triantafillidou, A. &

Yannas, P. 2020).
Crisis response strategies

The purpose of crisis response strategies is to prevent reputational threat, reduce negative
affect and eliminate the negative behavioral intentions. Crisis response strategies are
structured approaches that are developed for organizations to manage and respond to crises,
as categorized in the Situational Crisis Communication Theory (SCCT). Based on the SCCT
theory, there are four clusters of response strategies: denial, diminishment, rebuilding and
bolstering. Depending on the level of organization responsibility and the severity of the

crisis, the most suitable strategy will be chosen. (Coombs 2007a).



13

Organizational reputation

Organizational reputation refers to evaluation of an organization by the stakeholders
including associations based on their latest actions, communicated information, and
perceived credibility over the time. It differs from publicity as it does not alone equate to
organizational reputation. Reputation reflects externally company’s internal identity and
describes the firm’s ability to deliver valued outcomes for stakeholders. (Fombrun & van

Riel, 1997; Lange et al., 2011)

1.4 Delimitations and scope

The scope of the research is defined by four key areas. First, the study focuses on crisis
communication strategies on social media, with particular focus on internal corporate crises
— issues originated within organizations, such as employee misconduct or internal conflicts.
In other words, the study focuses on internal crises while there are lot of existing literature
addressing external crises. The aim is to examine especially internal crises that have become

public in social media.

The primary objective is to examine how companies communicate during the crisis, rather
than on crisis prevention or monitoring activities. The research does not cover the full
spectrum of crisis management but focuses on the response phase and particularly
communication and its effect. The study examines three cases on how companies respond in

real-time through social media platforms.

The ground theory of the study is the Situational Crisis Communication theory (SCCT)
supplemented with other theories that are relevant for the study and help to analyse the
effectiveness of different communication strategies on stakeholder perceptions and

reactions.

It is acknowledged that due to limited number of cases, the results cannot be generalized as
the findings may not be universally applicable to all types of crises or industries. The study
focuses on the public response and how stakeholders perceive communication efforts via
social media. Internal organizational processes and structures in decision-making will not be
analysed. In this study, stakeholders are defined as external audiences who are exposed and

engage with the organizations in social media platforms during the internal crises. The
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primary stakeholders in this research are consumers and social media followers that interact
with official posts through reactions, comments, and discussions. Internal stakeholders, such
as employees and management are not analysed directly due to the focus of the study which
is publicly visible communication and audience responses. Other stakeholder groups such as
media, investors and regulators will remain outside of the scope in this research while being

acknowledged.

Finally, although social media is discussed broadly, platform-specific communication
differences (e.g., between Instagram and Twitter) are not the focus. Perceptions and
emotions of stakeholders towards organizations and brands are relatively subjective and may
be influenced by range of factors beyond the scope of this study, such as prior brand

reputation and previous experiences.

1.5 Theoretical framework

This thesis adopts integrative theoretical framework illustrated in Figure 1 integrating three
key perspectives: the Situational Crisis Communication Theory (SCCT) (Coombs 2007a) as
the primary guiding theory, while incorporating insights from Social-Mediated Crisis
Communication (SMCC) (Liu, et. al. 2016) and the Corporate Reputation Theory (Fomburn
& Van Riel (1997). Altogether, these perspectives build the foundation of the thesis and
provide comprehensive understanding how companies communicate during crises and how
organizational reputation is shaped and managed in crisis situation in the context of social

media.
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Organizational reputation

Corporate Reputation Theory

Company Social Mediated Crisis Stakeholders
Communication (SMCC)
Model

Crisis Consumers’ reactions

Response
Strategies

Situational
Crisis
Communication
Theory (SCCT)

Social media

Figure 1. Theoretical framework illustrating the relationships between organizational

reputation and crisis communication theories (SCCT and SMCC)

Situational Crisis Communication Theory (SCCT) (Coombs, 2007a) categorizes crises
according to the level of responsibility and suggests appropriate communication strategies:
denial, diminishment, rebuilding, bolstering. Depending on the type of a crisis, responsibility
and stakeholder attributions, the strategies will be selected. SCCT highlights stakeholder
perceptions and how the suitability of the message can repair or protect the reputation in

post-crisis context.

The Social-Mediated Crisis Communication (SMCC) model (Liu, et. al. 2016) complements
the SCCT by acknowledging the unique dynamics in social media platforms. The
communication is rapid, interactive, fast-phased as well as driven by publics and
organizations. The framework emphasizes the impact of speed of digital dialogue and
stakeholder generated content which are crucial variables. Effectively managed social media
responses can mitigate the reputational harm when aligned with the stakeholder expectations

and platform norms.
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Finally, the framework is grounded in Corporate Reputation Theory by Fomburn & Van Riel
(1997) to conceptualize the reputation. The thesis suggests that brand perception is a
stakeholder-driven evaluation of brand identity, consistency, and trustworthiness. A
company’s social media crisis communication can either contradict or strengthen its brand
values, influencing how stakeholders change their perceptions. Moreover, the framework
highlights organizational reputation being the connective factor influenced by the interplay

between audience reactions and company communication in social media.

1.6 Structure of the study

The study is divided into six main chapters, each addressing a specific aspect of this research.

Chapter 1 introduces the topic of the thesis and gives an overview about the main objective
of the study. The aim of the research and gap is discussed to justify the relevancy of the
study. Moreover, the research questions will be introduced as well as the scope,
delimitations, and key concepts. Theoretical framework of the study is introduced to

illustrate the ground theories of this thesis.

Chapter 2 forms the literature review of the thesis. The literature review connects the main
crisis framework with most recent digital models. Situational Crisis Communication Theory
(SCCT) is discussed in more detailed building the theoretical foundation of the thesis. It
examines the framework for choosing crisis response methods based on stakeholder
attributions and emphasized message suitability to repair reputation. The literature review
follows with Social-Mediated Crisis Communication (SMCC) model which expands
Situational Crisis Communication Theory (SCCT) to fit digital platforms. The chapter

examines existing theories regarding brand perception and the impact of crisis response.

Chapter 3 describes the methodological approach of the study. The research adopts
qualitative multiple-case study design. The analysis combines thematic analysis, SCCT-
based coding, and qualitative sentiment analysis. The chapter discusses the process for
conducting systematic examination of crisis communication themes and patterns. The data

collection method will be introduced.
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Chapter 4 provides analysis of the case companies forming the empirical basis of the
research. Each case is examined individually with a focus on organizational crisis
communication and audience reactions. The chapter provides conclusion with a cross-case

summary that identifies patterns and differences across the cases.

Chapter 5 discusses the findings in relation of to the theoretical framework. The chapter
interprets the SCCT, SMCC and organizational reputation theory and highlights the key
findings. In addition, it evaluates the strategic implications of crisis communication in social

media.

Finally, Chapter 6 discusses about the main findings of the study and addresses the research
questions while drawing the conclusions. Practical implications are discussed and

suggestions for future research are proposed.
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2 Literature review

This literature review will establish theoretical foundation of the thesis including Situational
Crisis Communication Theory (SCCT) as guiding theory bringing social media crisis

response models and organizational reputation theories together.

2.1 Organizational reputation

Organizational reputation has been defined by various theoretical perspectives and numerous
studies, each offering distinct definitions and categorizations, yet no unambiguous definition
of the concept has emerged (Lange et al. 2011). Reputation has been defined as valuable
intangible asset that reflects the general public’s evaluation of an organization including the
past actions of organization and its ability to deliver valued outcomes (Fombrun & van Riel
1997). The foundation of the reputation is in the organization’s historical behaviour which
can be changed fast if new information about the organizational past behaviour will be
leaked, or the latest behaviour of the organization disrupt the observers (Lange et. al. 2011).
That makes reputation either favourable or unfavourable depending on the stakeholder

groups affected by the behaviour of the organization (Coombs W. T. 2007a).

According to Rosa et. al. (2025) “organizational reputation is influenced by several internal
and external variables, also including the organization’s financial performance and its
products and services, ethical and CSR practices, employee engagement as well as
leadership and governance”. That being said, organizational reputation is a multidimensional

construct shaped by stakeholder perceptions across various elements (Figure 2).
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Figure 2. Stakeholder perceptions and expectations (adapted from Foster C. 2016)

Every organization has its unique, distinguishing attributes that create value for already
existing attributes as well as allowing to generate new ones. These attributes support
organizations in identifying emerging opportunities and address potential risks that might
occur in advance. A strong reputation functions as a strategic asset that supports long-term
competitiveness and stakeholder trust. According to Foster (2016), it has been noted that
organizations that have successfully implemented their strategy to strengthen their reputation
are more likely to be able to leverage it in functional areas such as supply chain relationships,

talent acquisition and sales performance.

2.1.1 Strategic perspective: reputation as a competitive resource

Furthermore, it is worthwhile to examine organizational reputation from the strategic
perspective in more detailed. In today’s increasingly dynamic and rapidly changing
environment organizations must acknowledge the implications of external change in their
strategic positioning and long-term competitiveness. Resource-based view (RBV) helps

organizations to understand how internal resources are linked with the strategic success over
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time. The framework challenges traditional competitive environment analysis (external
analysis) in strategic management by shifting the focus to internal characteristics of the firm
rather than the industry structure (Barney et al. 2001). It has been argued by Barney (1991)
that sustained competitive advantage (SCA) will be attained if the firm resources are
valuable, rare and imperfectly imitable and non-substitutable which frame the organizational
reputation. These resources can vary between intangible and tangible assets in addition to
the leadership skills, internal processes, and routines as well as its capabilities and

knowledge.

2.1.2 Social and communication-based perspectives

Other theoretical perspectives related to organizational reputation emphasize the socially
constructed and perception-based viewpoint where stakeholders play an active role in
shaping the reputations. The main key is the communication in forming the reputation
including dynamic and continuous dialogue with the audience. Corporate Reputation Theory
introduced by Fombrun & Van Riel (1997) emphasizes the ongoing dialogue with the
stakeholders and their evaluations regarding the consistency and credibility of the
organization. Similarly, the Stakeholder Theory (Freeman 2009) suggests that value is
created through relationships. The primary emphasis of Stakeholder Theory is understanding

and managing the dynamics between the firm and the groups it interacts with.

An equally significant aspect in addition to the above-mentioned theories, Signaling Theory
suggested by Spence (1973) highlights the transformation in information influenced by
changes, uncertainty, and information asymmetry in the markets. In other words, the theory
emphasizes the meaning of signals — symbols, words, and or organizational behaviour —
which influences on collective behaviours driven by different signalling costs. Lastly, Social
Identity Theory by Ashforth & Mael (1989) gives perspective on the concepts of status,
distinctiveness, and the external reflection of organization identity. Furthermore, the theory
explains the internal psychological and behavioural models which occur in reactions with a

favourable external perception (reputation) of the organization.
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Scholars and research have emphasized the importance of organizational reputation and
highlighted it as key asset for organizational success. Furthermore, being relatively fragile
asset, organizational reputation can be easily destroyed and takes long time to build
(Mariconda et al. 2023). Customers and other stakeholder’s interactions have crucial role on
the brand equity of the firm. The better the customer experience, the stronger the brand which
leads to positive reputation for the organization. It is rather easier for organizations to remain
relevant and competitive in the intense market when the reputation is greater when compared
to competing firms. This enables organizations to offer relevant and customised services and

value to their customers and pushing them towards success. (Abimbola & Vallaster 2007)

2.1.3 Reputation and crisis contexts

It is worthwhile to take into consideration the relationship between reputation and crises. To
mitigate the possible reputational damage, organizations must communicate in the most
appropriate way to demonstrate their willingness to take responsibility (Clacys & Auberge
2012; Claeys & Cauberghe 2014). Without a doubt, crises on social media platforms affect
organizational reputation due to its dynamic nature and the relationship emphasizes how
social media increases the cohesion between reputation and traditional media (television,
newspapers) perceptions. Moreover, the quick and complex nature of social media has
significantly influenced the scope and speed of reputational formation and possible damage

(Blevins, D. P. & Ragozzino, R., 2019).

Thus far, this chapter has discussed the centrality of reputation in the context of crisis
followed by frameworks and theoretical perspectives from scholars that explain how
organization can strategically restore and protect reputation under a threat and the power of
stakeholder perceptions. The following chapter provides an overview of Situational Crisis
Communication Theory (Coombs, 2007) which creates the foundation of theoretical
framework of the thesis. The theory provides systematic approach how to manage and
implement crisis response strategies. Moreover, it addresses the critical role of reputation

management in organizational crisis response.
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2.2 Overview of crisis

The definition of crisis has been debated by scholars as the phenomenon is rather complex
issue. A crisis is generally understood as unplanned and negative event that has uncertain
starting and ending point (Fonz, C. 2012). Despite that all the crises are not the same, the
common elements are surprise, threat and short response time (Henschel & Durst 2022).
Generally, all these events can be associated with unexpected, dramatic threat that has
negative impact. Henschel & Durst (2022) however suggested perspective which brings the
positive side of crises by arguing that it can develop company’s competitive advantage,
generate new knowledge and increase organization’s adaptability. This way organizations
are better prepared for coming challenges and possible threats. Nevertheless, it is not always
self-evident for organizations to admit that they are in crisis as they might have high
threshold for what constitutes as crisis, and what is the turning point when a problem has

turned into official crisis (Ndela 2019). This demonstrates the complexity in defining crisis.

However, from the stakeholder perspective, crises are mostly unanticipated, while
sometimes there might be warning signs. Often, they involve radical change in perceptions,
assumptions and expectations which disrupts the “normal” thinking. In worst case, when
violating the expectations, uncertainty and psychological discomfort evokes (Sellnow &
Seeger 2013). In the context of crisis management, it has been defined by (Ndela 2019) that
stakeholders refer to individual or group on which an organization is dependent for its
continued survival. It includes employees, customer segments, suppliers and government
agencies as well as competitors, share owners and public interest groups to name a few.
Mahajan et. al. (2023) has defined stakeholders as any entity who can influence or is

influenced by mission-driven organizations (i.e., set out to accomplish objectives).

Crises represent wide range of different kinds of events which are illustrated in Figure 3. In
addition to the various attempts to define crisis, also categorization has been challenging
because of varying classifications of crisis communication researchers as seen in the figure.
As the figure represents, the categorization of crisis varies in the literature. Moreover, it has
been suggested that crises can also be categorized according to the tempo of progression, as
sudden and smouldering crises. It means situations where the situations escalate suddenly
without warning and cannot be controlled. This includes accidents that are unexpected and

unplanned such as injuries, loss and decrease on the value of resources. Smouldering crises,
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in turn, are not visible but move slowly in the background, such as rumours, mismanagement

and bribery to name a few. (Ndela 2019)

Seeger, Sellnow and

Lerbinger (1997)

Coombs (2010)

Ulmer (2003)
* Natural disaster * Public perception * Natural disasters
* Technological crises * Natural disasters * Malevolence
* Confrontation * Product or service * Technical breakdowns
* Maleviolence crisis * Human breakdowns
» Organizational * Terrorist attack s Challenges
misdeeds * Economic crisis  Megadamage
* Workplace violence * Human resource crisis + Organizational
* Rumors * Industrial crisis misdeeds
* Terrorist attacks/man- * Spills (oil, chemical) * Workplace violence
made disasters * Transportation * Rumor
disasters

e Crises from
environmental factors

Figure 3. Typologies of crisis (Adapted from Sellnow & Seeger 2013)

Previous crisis communication research suggested that apologetic and accommodative
response strategies could be problematic, as publicly accepting responsibility was assumed
to increase organization’s legal and financial risks. However, it was first suggested by
Benson (1988) that the most suitable crisis response would be chosen based on the situation
which also protects organizational reputation. His perspective encouraged scholars to
examine how the chosen crisis response strategy is influenced by the crisis type, and the
range of possible crisis types. Over the time, empirical studies have supported this view by

demonstrating that crisis response effectiveness varies according to crisis types. (Coombs
2002).

The foundation and guiding the theory for SCCT is Attribution Theory introduced by Weiner
(1986) which suggest that negative and unexpected events create attributions about the cause
of a crisis, whether it is due situational factors or something the organization has done.
(Coombs 2007b). The attributions made by stakeholders about crisis responsibility,
however, do have effect on behavioural consequences for an organization (Coombs 2007b).

The stakeholders will react negatively in case the organization has been responsible of the
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crisis, and the reputation will suffer. Being the foundational framework for Situational Crisis
Communication Theory (SCCT), Attribution Theory forms the basis of the theories
introduced in SCCT. SCCT extends this foundation to examine the effect on reputational
threat and by formulating response strategies to mitigate reputational damage. (Coombs

2007a).

2.3 Situational Crisis Communication Theory (SCCT)

Situational Crisis Communication Theory (SCCT) provides structured framework for
understanding how organizations should respond to crises to protect their reputation. As this
thesis examines internal crises and audience perceptions in social media, SCCT works as

primary theory for analysing strategy-crisis fit and reputational outcomes.

2.3.1 Overview of SCCT

Situational Crisis Communication Theory (SCCT) introduced by Coombs (2007a) is one of
the most utilized theories to examine the effects of crisis communication. Situational Crisis
Communication Theory (SCCT) identifies the key factors of the crisis-situation, and how
the different aspects of crisis shape public perceptions and influence the way stakeholders
assign the blame. In turn, these perceptions affect the organizational reputation. The theory
introduces framework for understanding and maximizing the reputational protection

afforded by post-crisis communication (Figure 4).
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Figure 4. Crisis situation model of SCCT (adapted from Coombs 2007a)

As illustrated in Figure 4, organizational reputation is shaped not only according to the crisis
responsibility but also shaped by factors such as crisis history, prior relational reputation and
stakeholder emotions. That being said, the stakeholder perceptions play huge role in
understanding reputational outcomes. The behavioural intensions toward the organizations
are shaped by these factors whether the stakeholders remain supportive and trust the
organization. Furthermore, it is crucial to select appropriate crisis response strategy as it
affects how the range of emotions are managed after the crisis as well as how responsibility
has attributed. (Coombs 2007a). In conclusion, in the context of this thesis, SCCT provides
a ground theory to analyse which crisis response strategies should implemented to ensure
reputational protection and stakeholder trust especially in the context of social media where

perceptions are formed rapidly and publicly.

2.3.2 Crisis responsibility and SCCT crisis clusters

Maximizing the protection of reputational threat is one of the key elements of SCCT by

Coombs (2007a) which suggests that selecting crisis response strategies needs to be chosen
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based on the type of crisis. According to the definition proposed by Coombs & Holladay
(2006) reputation is “an evaluation stakeholders make about organization”. Reputation is
valuable, intangible asset providing competitive advantage, increase in sales, motivating
employees, and generating positive media coverage making it the key asset of organizational
success (Coombs & Holladay, 2016; Weraas, A. & Byrkjeflot, H., 2012; Marikonda et al.,
2023). A strategic communicative response protects the reputation when the crisis situation
is assessed, and the most suitable crisis response strategy is selected. (Coombs & Holladay

2002).

However, the degree of responsibility attributed to the organization influences in emotional
reactions of stakeholders. Jin et. al. (2012) proposes that emotions experienced by the public
during a crisis are triggered by how they appraise the situation. The process includes
evaluating who is responsible. The perception of the public plays critical role when negative
emotions are generated, such as anger which is most strongly linked to direct blame. Other
negative emotions such as anxiety and fright can occur which typically refers to a fact that
depending on the nature of the crisis, they blame the organization as it is the direct source of
the existential threat and feelings. Although, the public is more likely to feel forgiveness and
empathy towards the company during a crisis in case the organization demonstrates
appropriate responses, particularly ones that involve taking responsibility and engaging
actions that help the public cope. Consequently, organizations can avoid the formation of

negative emotions depending on the level of responsibility in the early moments of a crisis.

It has been proposed by Coombs (2007) that “three factors in the crisis situation shape the
reputational threat: (1) initial crisis responsibility, (2) crisis history and (3) prior relational
reputation”. Initial crisis responsibility depends on the stakeholder attributions and how
much they believe the crisis has been due to the organization actions. The increase in
attribution of crisis responsibility among stakeholders causes reputational damage. Crisis
history represents the similar crises organizations have had in the past. Prior relational
reputation describes how the organization has treated the stakeholders, whether it has been
poor or well. In the worst case, the prior relational reputation is bad if the stakeholders have
been treated badly by the organization. Without doubt, crisis history and prior relational

reputation have direct impact on the reputational threat. (Coombs 2007a).
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SCCT research has suggested that there are three crisis clusters based on the attributions of
crisis responsibility by crisis type: (1) victim cluster, (2) accidental cluster and (3)
preventable cluster. Figure 5 presents concise definitions of the crises highlighting the crisis

cues commonly emphasized withing the crisis framing process.

Victim cluster Accidental cluster Preventable cluster

Human-error

Natural disaster el accidents

Human-error product

harm
Rumour

Organizationa
misdeed with no
Organizationa
misdeed management

miscond
Technical-error
product harm Organizational
misdeed with injuries

Figure 5. SCCT crisis types by crisis clusters (adapted from Coombs 2007a)

Technical-error
accidents

Product tampering

In the victim cluster crisis types the attributions of crisis responsibilities are weak which
leads to mild reputational threat. In these types of crises such as natural disaster, workplace
violence and rumours, the organization is also considered as victim of a crisis. Accidental
crisis cluster has minimal attributions of crisis responsibility which equals moderate
reputational threat. Typically, these types of crises occur due to unintentional actions by the
organization. Challenges such as claims by stakeholders about inappropriate manners of
operation or failures in technologies or equipment leading to accidents and product harm
represent the cluster. Preventable cluster crisis types include intentionally and knowingly
taken risks to which people are consciously exposed against the rules and laws by
inappropriate actions. These actions create severe reputational threat and have strong

attributions of crisis responsibility. (Coombs 2007a)
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2.3.3 Crisis response strategies

The organization needs to answer for its actions which requires responsibility and
accountability. Therefore, crisis response strategies are considered as organization’s answer.
(Coombs 2007a). It is not always easy to find out the most suitable response strategy, and it
needs to be adjusted based on the type of a crisis. It is crucial to share information to the
stakeholders as soon as possible to adjust the information and ensuring psychological safety.
By explaining what happened, when, where and why, the public will be more prepared to
handle the information. (Sellnow & Seeger 2013b). Organizations that fail to answer these
questions quickly after the crisis are more likely to suffer from perceptual, financial, and
emotional damage. Timely and effective communication is therefore essential for successful

crisis management (Marra 1998).

Four main strategy clusters are presented in the Table 1. which are proposed in the
Situational Crisis Communication Theory (SCCT): denial, diminishment, rebuilding and
bolstering. Each cluster present specific tactics depending on the level of organizational

responsibility and communicative accommodation.

Table 1. Crisis response strategies (adapted from Roshan et al. 2016)

Denial posture

Attack the accuser Confronting anyone claiming that the crisis exists
Denial Denying the existence of the crisis
Scapegoating Blaming someone outside of the organization for the crisis

Diminishment posture
Excusing Minimising the organizations’ responsibility for the crisis

Justification Minimising perceived damage associated with the crisis
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Rebuilding posture
Compensation Compensating victims
Apology Apologising for the crisis

Bolstering posture

Reminding Reminding stakeholders about past good works
Ingratiation Praising stakeholders
Victimage Explaining how the organization is a victim of the crisis

This system of classification of strategies in SCCT emphasizes the strategy-crisis type fit. It
has been argued by Coombs & Holladay (2002) that crisis response strategy should be
selected appropriately depending on the type of crisis. As seen in the table, SCCT has
organized the crisis types to be integrated with crisis response strategies. In addition,
Coombs (2007a) suggests that protection of the reputational threat can be maximized by
choosing the most suitable response strategy as well as the effectiveness of crisis response
increases when they align with the degree of responsibility that stakeholders attribute to the

organization.

However, to determine the appropriate response strategy it needs to be identified how much
responsibility stakeholders attribute to the organization for the crisis. Firstly, the level of
threat/responsibility should be assessed. SCCT provides guidelines for selecting primary
crisis response strategy — deny, diminish or rebuild — which are grouped based on perceptions
of accepting responsibility. Minimal responsibility would represent situations where threat
is perceived as minimal/weak, and do not perceive the organization as primary cause (eg.
rumors, workplace violence). Informing and adjusting information alone can be sufficient
which makes denial or diminishment strategy to be most suitable ones. Low to moderate
responsibility is implemented in accidental crises and diminishment strategies, such as
justification and excuse, are more suitable. On the other hand, heightened or severe threat
occurs in high-responsibility crises that require strong attributions of responsibility.
Depending on the level of threat, diminish and rebuild crisis response strategies (apology,

compensation) must be implemented. (Coombs 2007a)
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Naturally, there are risks involved in choosing the correct strategy. Coombs & Holladay
(2002) suggests that organizations should carefully consider which strategy is the most
suitable to avoid negative impacts. While rebuild strategies are highly accommodative, using
overly accommodative strategies (such as full apology) when unnecessary for instance, in
an accidental crisis does not provide greater reputational benefits than the strategies
explained in SCCT but might generate more costs to the organization. Therefore, using too
accommodative strategies even if they are not required, it creates illusion among the
stakeholder that the crisis is worse than they initially thought which worsens the situation.
In addition, SCCT highlights consistency which should be maintained while choosing the
most appropriate crisis response strategy and does not recommend mixing deny strategies

with diminish or rebuild strategies as it reduces the efficiency of the responses.

2.4 Role of social media in crisis response

It 1s argued that crisis management is now more crucial than ever due to the increased
stakeholder activism and rapid advancements in communication technologies, which quickly
bring crises to the attention of public (Youngblood, S. 2010). It has been defined by Akhgar,
B. et al. (2017) that social media is a collective term for those online technologies and
practices employed to exchange opinions and information, promote discussion, and help
further relationships. These platforms enable sharing of interactive user-generated content
to enhance communication with the audience in a dynamic way (London, J. & Matthews, K.
(2022). Social media has been the most recent and valuable tool for organizational crisis
communication. Because of its broad reach and easy accessibility, it allows organizations to
spread crisis information quickly with wide and disseminated audience. In addition, social
media offers unique advantages that makes it effective tool for crisis communication.
Because of its interactive nature, it allows organizations to engage directly with stakeholders,
respond quickly to stakeholder messages as well as reach wide audience (Roshan, M. et al.

2016).
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Although foundational SCCT introduced by Coombs is not platform-specific, the author has
later extended the research in the context of social media which enriches the framework to
consider the unique characteristics of digital platforms. Triantafillidou & Yannas (2020)
have pointed out how the rise of social media emphasizes the importance of evaluating and
comparing the crisis response strategies between traditional media (e.g. newspapers) with
new media (e.g. Twitter, Instagram). While there have been studies testing the effects of
crisis response strategies on traditional media, it needs to be taken into consideration that it

might not work well in social media.

According to Coombs & Holladay (2014) the past research regarding crisis communication
has strongly focused on the sender of the crisis message which has later shifted to
examination of the receiver. As a result, researchers have begun examining the value of
reactions from the public (those interested in or affected by the crisis). Consequently, the
reactions of publics towards the crisis are critical as they provide insights and assessments

about the effectiveness of communication.

2.4.1 Social-Mediated Crisis Communication (SMCC) Model

As the rise of social media and its growing influence has been acknowledged, Jin and Liu
(2010) introduced the blog-mediated crisis communication (BMCC) model which was
renamed by researchers as the social-mediated crisis communication (SMCC) model (Figure
6). The model was created because of the need for providing theoretical research for the
emerging role of social media in crisis communication. The model aims to understand the
crisis information generation from organization and public perspectives (Coombs, W. T. &

Holladay, S. J. 2023).

In the contrast of traditional crisis communication models, such as Situational Crisis
Communication Theory (SCCT) (Coombs 2012) or Image Repair Theory (Benoit 2004) the
SMCC model considers how channel, form and interactivity of information influences
publics during crisis. Austin et al (2012) has pointed out that traditional models focus
primary on the level of responsibility and the content of the message rather than how the
form of information affects public’s crisis communication behaviour. On the contrary,

SMCC aims to emphasize the importance of communication environment. Furthermore, as
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Austin, L. et al (2012) argue, digital environment significantly influences stakeholder’s

behaviour in seeking, evaluating and sharing crisis information.
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Figure 6. Social-Mediated Crisis Communication Model (adapted from Austin, L. et al.
2012)

Social-mediated crisis communication model (SMCC) seeks to describe the interaction
between organization in crisis and the three different type of publics that interact and produce
information before, during and after crisis. These publics differ in their degree of
engagement, influence, and activity. The first group of publics are influential social media
creators that create content for others to consume. The second group, social media followers,
represent audience that consume content created by the influential social media creators to
receive information about the crisis. Finally, the third group, social media inactives are
represent audience that might receive information from the influential social media followers
indirectly through word-to-mouth communication with social media followers or/and
traditional media who follow influential social media creators or/and social media followers.

(Austin, L. et. al 2012)

In conclusion, the model illustrates an ecosystem of rather complex communication system.
Furthemore, it aims to indicate the relationships between the three publics whether it is direct
(comments, tags, shares) or indirect (offline discussion about the crisis by followers). It
demonstrates that organizations no longer fully control crisis narratives, instead the crisis
communication becomes a joint process in co-creation shaped by reactions and

interpretations across platforms. (Austin, L. et. al 2012)
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2.4.2 Implications of social media and audience reactions

The research in past has examined crisis communication through traditional theories, such
as SCCT and SMCC, but the role of social media in crisis communication has emerged as a
new perspective in recent years, making it more relevant and significant in the field (Utz, S.
et al. 2013). When crises occur, the level of public’s social media usage increases, which
demonstrates that organizations must incorporate social media into crisis management (Jin,
Y. et al. 2014). It is crucial for companies to implement crisis communication strategy in
social media which would improve effective crisis management efforts. While fast-phased
nature of social media has become a defining characteristic of crisis communication in social
media, Ki, E.-J. & Nekmat, E. (2014) have argued that it is no longer crucial just how quickly
a message is delivered to the public, but the accuracy and tone of the message matters. If
these expectations are not met, audience reactions can often turn negative, leading to public

criticism and reputational damage.

Social media platforms allow operating in real-time which shapes the audiences’
expectations of receiving information immediately during crises. Due to this, audiences
expect companies to acknowledge a crisis even though there might not be all information
available. Early acknowledgment signals responsibility and awareness which helps
alleviating stress of the unknown for stakeholders. On the contrary, delayed responses might
signal avoidance, guilt, or indifference. Timely and accurate information make
organization’s less likely to receive negative crisis reactions (such as negative word-to-

mouth or boycotting). (Utz, S. et al. 2013)

According to Holland, D. et al. (2021) audiences expect organizations to provide honest,
clear and comprehensive explanations during crises, including information about
responsibility and corrective actions. Consequently, transparency is considered as central
expectation in social media crisis communication. Within the context of SCCT, transparency
can be understood as a supportive element that strengthens the effectiveness of primary crisis
response strategies (Coombs & Holladay 2014). Moreover, high transparency enhances
organizational credibility by signalling openness, ethical behaviour, and trust. It also
demonstrates respect towards organization’s audience. Empirical research has shown that
transparent communication reduces negative stakeholder reactions and enhances perceptions

of organizational honesty in social media environments (Utz, S. et al. 2013). In crisis
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situations, managing stakeholders’ emotions require message transparency. To avoid and
mitigate negative reactions such as anger and rumours, organizations should pay attention to
not provide incomplete or vague messages that trigger distrust and scepticism. Therefore,
organizations must carefully attend to transparency in their crisis communication to mitigate

negative audience responses. (Holland, D. et al. 2021)

In addition to the informational content provided for publics, also emotional tone of crisis
messages is evaluated by the audience. It is crucial for influencing public perception and
repairing organization’s image and reputation. Social media users expect organizations to
demonstrate empathy, express concern and acknowledge harm which has affected the
stakeholders. Therefore, the organization’s message and tone strategy must be shaped
according to the primary emotions the public is likely experiencing. It has been stated that
understanding these emotions help the practitioners to meet those reactions when the public
behaviour has been previewed (Jin, Y. et al. 2012). Apologetic and empathetic tones have
been shown to be effective in mitigating blame and anger in crisis situations, especially when
organizations are perceived as responsible for the crisis (Schultz, F. et al. 2011). Jin, Y. et
al. (2012) further argue that emotions such as anxiety, anger, and sadness can lead to
potential attack towards the organization by the public and arise negative emotions among
publics. In conclusion, emotional appropriateness is a critical factor for organizations to

manage audience reactions.
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3 Methodology

This chapter outlines the methodological choices made to address the research questions of
this thesis. The study adopts a qualitative case study analysis approach using content analysis
to examine how companies manage internal crises on social media and how these
communications are perceived by external audiences. Qualitative content analysis is
considered as an appropriate method because of the exploratory nature of the thesis and
having focus on meaning, audience reactions and interpretation. The following subchapters
introduce the research design, case selection criteria, data collection process, and data

analysis methods.

3.1 Research design

This study applies a qualitative research method. Qualitative research uses text as empirical
material rather than numerical data and focuses on the perspectives of participants, everyday
practices, and contextual knowledge related to the phenomenon under study (Flick 2007).
This approach is well-suited for the present study, as it enables an in-depth exploration of
communication strategies, textual meanings, and stakeholder reactions in social-media
context. The chosen research method also aligns with the research question, which aim to
understand how organizations communicate during internal crises and how these

communications are perceived by the audience.

According to Vilkka (2025), qualitative analysis examines meanings and experiences
formed through human interaction, which together create meaningful entities. Similarly,
Alasuutari (2011) emphasizes that the purpose of qualitative research is not to establish
objective truth, but rather demonstrate observations and interpretations made during the
research to reveal aspects of social phenomena that are not immediately observable. In line
with this perspective, the aim to the research is not to test causal relationships, but to explore
patterns, communication strategies and responses of the audience during organizational

crises.

As a part of the qualitative research design, content analysis will be used as a tool for

qualitative method. It has been described by Eriksson & Kovalainen (2016) that “this type
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of analysis focuses on the ‘content’ of the data with an emphasis ‘what is said’ and ‘what is
done’ in the data”. Therefore, content analysis would allow replicable and systematic
examination of crisis communication patterns in publicly available social media posts,
stakeholder responses and corporate statements. Content analysis is commonly applied in
qualitative research that allows making replicable and valid inferences from textual data

within their specific contexts of their use (Krippendorff, K. 2019).

The study adopts a multiple-case study design, consisting of three organizational crises that
became publicly visible in social media. Creswell & Poth (2023) describe multiple-case
study research as a qualitative strategy where one or more cases are selected to illustrate
single issue or theme. Eventually, the purpose of using multiple cases is to identify patterns,
similarities, and relationships across the cases. This design enables comparison between
different organizational contexts and allows for deeper examination of how varying crisis

communication strategies influence audience reactions in social media environments.

3.2 Case selection criteria

The cases selected for this study were examined using purposive sampling which allows the
selection of cases that are relevant for addressing the research questions. This approach
enables to collect cases that provide useful information and in-depth insights into
phenomenon that is being invested. (Ahmad & Wilkins 2025). Moreover, as the objective of
the study is not statistical generalization but aiming for in-depth understanding of specific

phenomenon, which makes purposive sampling appropriate for this qualitative case study.

The case selection was made based on following criteria. First, the crisis has been originated
from internal organizational issue such as leadership behaviour, workplace culture, or
internal governance. This criterion aligns with the core focus of this research, internal
organizational crises rather than external crises that have triggered from external events such
as natural disasters or technical error. Second, the crisis needed to be publicly visible on
social media with at least one official response by the organization’s own social media
channels. Instagram was selected as primary platform of analysis due to its high relevance
in brand communication and audience reactions in a public comments sections enabling
direct audience feedback. Third, the crisis needed to generate substantial audience

engagement by demonstrating visible reactions in a form of comments, follow-up
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discussions and reposts. It allows meaningful qualitative data to analyse emotional
responses, audience sentiment, and expectations towards organization’s crisis
communication. Fourth, the organization were selected based on being value-driven
consumer brands with brand identity linked to authencity and community. In such

organizations internal crises are more likely to generate strong emotional reactions.

All the cases involve crisis originated from internal organizational issues. Eventually, it
escalated into public on social media which created visibility and further reactions from
audience as well as organizational responses. Therefore, the visibility of these cases provides
suitable empirical material for this study to examine crisis communication strategies and
audience reactions. Consistent selection criteria allow comparative analysis of crisis
communication practises across the cases that represent different organization contexts while

enabling analytical coherence.

Based on the criteria, three cases were selected to further examination and being the final
data set of this study. Due to the sensitive nature of this research topic, the companies are
presented as anonymous cases. These companies share similar characteristics in brand
positioning, social media presence and engagement with consumers. Cross-industry

variation allows analytical comparison across the cases.

3.3 Data collection

In qualitative research method, the data collection can be implemented in various ways,
interviews being the most common tool for research data (Alasuutari 2011). However, this
study uses publicly available digital data. The empirical material consists organizational

posts related to crisis as well as audience responses in a form of comments and reactions.

The data includes official crisis-related posts published by the organizations. Most
importantly, it includes apology statements and follow-up responses. All the comments
collected are public written by social media users. It was relevant to consider the visible
engagement metrics such as number of comments. In addition, the data includes

supplementary material such as blog posts and news coverage.

Using the publicly available social media data enables the examination of real-time crisis

communication and stakeholder reactions. This approach aligns with qualitative content
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analysis, as the material is authentic and represent the organizational messaging as well as

spontaneous audience comments.

The data was collected manually during beginning of February 2026 from several platforms,
Instagram being the main source. This ensured that all the posts and comments analysed
were publicly accessible at the time of collection. Instagram as platform has central role in
brand communication and open comment sections. Textual transcriptions and screenshots
were stored separately from each case company for analysis purposes and ensuring the
original content for further analysis. Even though the data is publicly accessible; no private
individuals are identifiable in the analysis which demonstrates that the ethical guidelines are
followed in this research. Also, to protect the anonymity of organizations, certain contextual
details such as dates and engagement metrics have been slightly generalized. These
modifications do not affect the analytical interpretation of crisis communication strategies
or audience reactions but prevents traceability. To enhance transparency, Table 2. illustrates

and summarizes the data collected for each case.

Table 2. Data collection

Industry Platform(s)  Organizational Audience Analytical Data

data data use collected

Company  Fashion Instagram, Official post, Public Thematic February
A newspaper apology statements,  analysis, 2026
article, statement user SCCT

comments coding,

sentiment
analysis
Company  Beauty Instagram, Official Public Thematic February
B blog posts, apology statements,  analysis, 2026
statements user SCCT

comments coding,
sentiment

analysis
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Company  Hospitality  Instagram, Official post, Public Thematic February
C X, blog first apology statements,  analysis, 2026
statement, user SCCT
follow-up comments, coding,
apology follow-up sentiment
statement response analysis

Due to the high engagement and big volume of the comments in the crisis related posts, some
exceeding several thousand comments, the dataset was delimited to a maximum of 300
comments per post. This would ensure analytical depth and systematic coding. Qualitative
content analysis prioritizes interpretative richness and thematic saturation rather than
numerical representativeness (Krippendorff, 2019). The comments were primarly collected
from the early and mid-crisis phase as the stakeholder attributions of responsibility and
audience emotional reactions are most salient during these stages. Moreover, this

delimitation ensured methodological consistency across the cases.

3.4 Data analysis methods

This chapter introduces the data analysis methods used in this research. It presents the
academic procedures for collecting and examine the empirical data. The study implements
combined data analysis approach. The data was analysed using three complementary

methods: thematic content analysis, SCCT-based coding and sentiment analysis.

3.4.1 Thematic content analysis

This study implements thematic analysis as one of the data analysis methods. Thematic
analysis seeks to identify patterns from the qualitative data. It provides a tool for systematic
analysis and generating codes being the smallest units of the data while capturing the
meaningful insights relevant to the research question. The codes, however, are part of the
larger patterns of meaning which altogether create themes. Themes allow creating

framework for organizing researcher’s analytic observations (Clarke, V. & Braun, V. (2017).
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Following the thematic analysis approach by Clarke, V. & Braun, V. (2017), the analysis
contained several phases. First, after collecting the data, data familiarization was conducted
by reading all the collected comments from social media including company apology
statements and audience reactions. During this, notes were copied into separate Excel file to
have an overview regarding the tone, emotional reactions, recurring expressions, and
communication strategies. The comments from the audience were copied from the posts to
separate Excel from each company to have the data set. In addition to the audience
comments, special attention was made to the tone, wording and structure of the official
apology statements and follow-up posts by the companies. It allowed to examine the
transparency, patterns and how the responsibility was framed as well as how corrective

actions were stated.

Second, initial codes were generated systematically from the dataset in Excel. To manage
the data and ensuring systematicity, the NVivo program was used as a tool in conducting
qualitative research. The dataset was imported to NVivo for coding, focusing on the
recurring elements in audience responses. Examples of coding categories included

expressions of anger, support, distrust, calls for accountability and boycott.

In addition to the audience-related codes, also the official apology statements from the
companies were analysed and coded based on the thematic labels identified and how they
reflected with the communication characteristics. These included for example emphasis on
personal learning, slightly delayed acknowledgment, limited emotional expression, early
acknowledgment, defensive and legalistic tone, to name a few. The dual approach including
audience reactions and company apologies enabled analysis from both sides of the crisis
communication. Moreover, it helped to understand how the organizations communicated the

crisis and how audience interpreted and reacted to it.

Third, the codes were grouped to find out the potential themes. Codes that reflected similar
patterns were grouped together. For instance, “accusations at brand”, “anger at brand” and
“criticism of apology” were grouped under broader theme “judgement” to reflect the moral

judgement and rather negative reactions of the audience.

Similarly, company-related codes were grouped to broader thematic categories to reflect the
patterns in apology statements. For example, codes such as “founder-centred response”,

“high-engagement response”, “slightly delayed acknowledgment” and ‘“emphasis on
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ersonal learning” were themed as personal rebuilding response. However, codes such as
b
29 ¢

“defensive”, “legalistic tone”, “emphasis on organizational chance rather than apologizing”

were themed as defensive legalistic framing.

This step allowed to examine how companies create their crisis narratives and identifying
the patterns in addition to the pre-defined SCCT strategies. While SCCT coding (presented
in section 3.4.2) classifies the strategy type, thematic analysis allowed to explore how the
strategy was communicated in practise while providing deeper insights including

transparency, tone and emotional positioning.

Fourth, the preliminary themes were refined and reviewed to ensure that all the themes
accurately represent the codes and whether they form coherent pattern across the cases. At
this stage, some of the themes were modified, redefined, deleted and merged to ensure the
analytical clarity. In addition, it was identified among the company apology statements if
there were meaningful differences across the cases, especially how the apology statements

were structured and how the audience responded.

Fifth, the final themes were defined and re-named to ensure that each theme contained
distinctive, insightful and meaningful aspects of audience perceptions and crisis
communication (Table 3). The thematic structure of the themes was aligned with the research

questions, particularly focusing on the audience reactions.

Table 3. Thematic analysis

Theme

Behavioural withdrawal

Code

Boycott
Unfollow

Conditional trust repair

Empathy from audience
Forgiveness
Understanding

Emotional backlash

Anger at brand
Disappointment
Feeling betrayed

Loss of trust

Moral judgement and accountability

Accusations of hypocrisy
Calls for accountability
Criticism of apology
Demands for action
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Supportive alignment Approval
Blaming critics
Defence
Loyalty and emotional support

In conclusion, the thematic analysis in this study was conducted into two levels: the
organization communication level and audience reaction level. This enabled dual-approach
and comparison between audience reactions and organizational messaging which is central

to understand crisis communication effectiveness in social media.

3.4.2 SCCT coding methods

This study uses Situational Crisis Communication Theory (SCCT) by Coombs (2007a)
which is implemented as one of the coding frameworks to systematically analyse the crisis
response strategies. The framework provides structured typology of crisis response strategies
and enables classification of organizational communication. The coding process focused on
identifying the primary crisis response strategies that were present during the crisis response

phase. The four main clusters from SCCT were used as categories:

Denial strategies (attacking the accuser, denial, scapegoating)
Diminishment strategies (excusing, justification)
Rebuilding strategies (compensation, apology)

Bolstering strategies (reminding, ingratiation, victimage)

Each official Instagram post, apology statement and follow-up response from the
organization was examined and coded according to the SCCT clusters. The analysis was
made for each unit including individual crisis-related posts and statements. In some cases,
there was multiple clusters identified, and the primary cluster was emphasized as dominant
strategy based on the tone and acknowledgement of responsibility. Secondary strategies

were also noted.
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The classification of crisis type (victim, accidental, preventive) was conducted based on the
stakeholder attributions visible in the comments to evaluate the nature of internal crisis. This
enabled assessment whether the selected response strategy aligns with the SCCT’s strategy’s
crisis type. Applying the SCCT coding, the study examines whether the response strategy
selected by the organization were theoretically appropriate considering reputational threat

and perceived responsibility.

3.4.3 Sentiment analysis

In addition to analysing organizational response strategies, qualitative sentiment analysis
was used to examine how audiences reacted to crisis communication from emotional
perspective. According to Heydarian (2025) this type of analysis is used for conducting a
study that identifies how people’s views, emotions and attitudes are affected by product or
organization. Such analysis is extracted by the content from web. Sentiment analysis was
conducted to find out the emotional tone expressed in the user comments in crisis-related
Instagram posts. The analysis was conducted manually rather than automated process to
ensure the contextual sensitivity and ensuring the deeper meaning of each comment. It was
found suitable to use this qualitative approach considering of the limited dataset while

emphasizing the emotional nuances in stakeholder reactions.

The analysis consisted of individual user comments. All the comments were read and coded
based on their dominant sentiment. Based on emotion research and crisis communication,
the following sentiments were used: negative sentiment (boycott, criticism, anger,
disappointment), neutral sentiment (appreciation of transparency, forgiveness, support) and
positive sentiment (factual remarks, clarification questions). Dominant crisis emotions
identified such as disappointment, anger and sympathy were payed the most attention. The
comments were not only interpreted by the wording but also tone and the context. In

addition, sarcastic and rhetorical questions were considered as emotional reaction.

In conclusion, the aim of the sentiment analysis was to examine whether certain crisis
response strategies are associated with more supportive emotion or negative audience

reaction in social media. Also, it demonstrated the prevailing patterns across the cases.
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3.5 Reliability and validity

Working with qualitative data consists of material, either textual, audio material, verbal or
visual material that does not focus on measurements but emphasizes transparency,
consistency and credibility of interpretations (Eriksson P. & Kovalainen A. 2016).
Reliability and validity are closely linked to each other; thus, they mean different things
(Middleton, 2025). In this study reliability and validity were strengthened by systematically

handling the data, using ground theories and implementing methodological transparency.

Reliability refers to consistency and appropriate research methods chosen that are
implemented in qualitative research study (Eriksson P. & Kovalainen A. 2016). Providing
justified methods used in the research and clarity in the analytical process strengthen the
reliability of the study. In this study, the documentation of the data was done systematically.
All the comments, posts and apology statements were collected into Excel data file and
stored separately by case. As one of the criteria for data collection, the number of comments
were delimited (maximum of 300 comments) ensuring consistency across cases. Second, the
coding process was done in systematic and structured manner ensuring the transparency. The
data was first collected manually, familiarized, imported to NVivo and coded similarly. The
following stages followed the thematic analysis coding method phases including defined
stages: coding, grouping to categories, adjusting the themes and modifying towards the final
themes. Also, including SCCT coding method strengthened the procedural consistency. By
combining three analysis methods (SCCT coding, thematic analysis, sentiment analysis)

enabled cross-verification of interpretations.

Validity refers to the accuracy of measure aiming to demonstrate credibility and
trustworthiness of the findings (Eriksson P. & Kovalainen A. 2016 & Middleton, 2025).
Firstly, all the data collected in this study are publicly available and are easy to verify. The
organizational posts and audience comments represent unfiltered, naturally generated
communication rather than synthetic or answers from research. The data reflects real-time
crisis responses and communication. Also, previously mentioned combination of three
analysis methods strengthens the validity of the research as the phenomena is not viewed
through one lens only. From the theoretical perspective, the study contains two main

theories, Situational Crisis Communication Theory (SCCT) and Social-Mediated Crisis
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Communication (SMCC) model which increase the analytical coherence and form the basis

of this research.
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4 Case study analysis

This chapter presents the empirical findings from each case company structured according
to thematic categories identified in data analysis. Within each case, crisis communication is
evaluated through SCCT coding, followed by analysis from audience reactions organized by
main themes derived from thematic analysis. First, the audience comments were coded
systematically, and recurring patterns were identified such as accountability demands and
emotional expressions. These codes were grouped into themes (e.g. behavioral withdrawal,
supportive alignment, emotional backlash). Organizational responses were analyzed
according to SCCT strategy categories. In addition, sentiment coding was conducted for the
audience reactions aiming to capture the emotional reactions. This coding approach forms

the structure of the following case analyses.

4.1 Case Company A

Company A is a consumer brand operating in fashion-industry. The brand positions itself as
strong founder-led brand with strong presence in social media and has grown around a
personal brand and social media community. The company operates mainly through online
Instagram has been their primary channel of marketing and relies heavily on community and
“girlhood” inspired communication. The target customer segment are young women who

value quality, aesthetics and the values of the brand.

The crisis started, when employees of the company came out with serious allegations
towards the company and especially the CEO. The allegations concerned bullying,
favouritism, toxic workplace environment and body-shaming that was published in local

newspapers. This challenged the organization’s publicly communicated values.

The discussion escalated rapidly in social media and the crisis-related post reached high
engagement with high volume of comments and discussions particularly in Instagram. The
intensity of the discussion and reactions from the public demonstrated the emotional effect
which indicates the significancy of the issue. The organization posted the official apology

statement on few days after the crisis start from the CEO’s personal account which
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demonstrates the strong founder-led brand and marking the beginning of response phase

examined in this study.

4.1.1 Company communication

The company published their apology statement by a personal comment from the CEO’s
personal account same day as the employees came out with allegations. This represents the
strong founder-centricity of the brand. In this message, she apologized for her actions and
commits to do better. This was the first step of the response phase to answer the allegations

and demonstrated organization’s rapid actions.

Shortly after the allegations came public and the Instagram comment from CEO, the CEO
published Instagram story with a further apology expressing her apology and announced that
more detailed statement will be followed. Later, she posted an official apology statement as
feed post/carousel. This post generated over 100 000 likes and several thousand comments
indicating high public attention and emotional intensity. The feed post was more structured
and detailed compared with the comment published on the same day the allegations came
in. It demonstrated genuine apology and taking responsibility for the injustice, she had
caused people through her actions. While the apology included acknowledging the
wrongdoing, stating the further actions and concreteness was limited. Thus, the tone of the

message was emphatic while expressing the recognition of stakeholder disappointment.

The company responded relatively quickly through the CEO’s comment, thus in took several
days the official apology was posted in the CEO’s Instagram feed. This slight delay might
have been affected the overall picture of the crisis communication and may give impression
of reputational pressure before issuing a comprehensive statement. On the other hand, as the
apology was strongly founder-driven and emphasized personal learning rather than

institutional approach, the stakeholder reactions might have been shaped differently.
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4.1.2 Audience reactions

The crisis communication by the organizations impacted on the audience reactions. The
following section will explore the audience response to the apology while examining the
themes and emotional expressions in the comment sections. As previously mentioned, the
crisis-related post reached high engagement which demonstrated high involvement of
audience as well as emotional investment. The audience reactions were primarily critical
while supportive comments were also present. In general, the themes were constructed by
grouping recurring codes such as “calls for accountability”, “criticism of apology”, and
“anger at founder” under broader interpretative categories to analyse audience reactions and

reflecting their evaluations (Table 3).

Distribution of audience reactions

Boycott

Unfollow
Empathy from audience
Forgiveness
Understanding
Anger at brand
Dissapointment
Feeling betrayed
Loss of trust
Accusations of hypocrisy
Calls for accountability
Critisism of apology
Demands for action
Approval
Blaming critics
Defense

Loyalty and emotional support

Row

21
24
27
30

Coding references count

Figure 7. Distribution of audience reactions Company A

To further analyse the audience reactions, a chart was created to demonstrate the distribution
of codes of the case (Figure 7). The most dominant reaction from the audience is criticism
of apology and disappointment which reflects a blame-dominant crisis profile. The feeling
of betrayal and accountability demands is consistent with SCCT’s preventable crisis cluster.
Also, the emotional backlash indicates severe reputational threat which aligns with

Coombs’(2007a) predictions regarding stakeholder reactions in high-responsibility cases.
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The audience reactions reflect negative emotions such as betrayal, anger and disappointment
which indicate that audience appraised the organization as directly responsible of the

misconduct:

Comment: “She used to be my big inspo but I'm too upset about this situation and it doesn’t

feel 100% ethical for me to still be a supporter of hers”.
Comment: “I am just shocked by this!”

Comment: “Disappointment...”"

Also, the comments reflect strong criticism towards the CEO, that was accused of
mistreating her employees. The audience express disappointment over her behaviour which
contrasts with her public persona. In addition, many argued in the comments that being nice

1s not something that requires experience and criticize her for lack of empathy and humility:

Comment:” As someone said, experience has nothing to do with being nice and respectful”’

Comment: “It doesn’t cost to be kind”

The discussion includes doubts about her sincerity in her public apologies, suggesting that
they are insincere reactions to negative publicity. Some commenters expressed boycotting
her brand as a protest against her actions, while others emphasize the importance of treating
people respectfully regardless of their job status. Overall, there is a strong emotional
response highlighting disappointment in her actions and demand for greater accountability

in her leadership.

Comment: “It’s funny how some people only apologize when everything becomes public!”
Comment: “You don’t need experience in order to be kind, this is the lames excuse ever”

Comment: “The ‘apology’ sounds like transparent attempt to save the brand...”



50

In addition, the apology represented strong founder-centric framing. Therefore, the absence
of detailed corrective actions and institutional accountability may have limited the
effectiveness of the rebuilding approach. It was seen in the comments that most of the
audience had common consensus that apologies need to be backed up with concrete actions,
not just words as well as changes in her behaviour. This demonstrates, that even though the

strategy type aligned theoretically, the execution decreased the perceived sincerity.

4.2 Case Company B

Company B operates in beauty industry, and it is known for its minimalist aesthetics while
representing community-driven brand build. The company built its brand heavily on social-
media and user-generated content. Their brand-identity represents “no-make up make up” -
style, casual beauty and easy-to-use, multipurpose products. The company represents
modern direct-to-consumer brand (DTC) as it started out primarily as an e-commerce brand
without traditional retail network. Instagram functions as the primary marketing and

community-building platform.

The crisis emerged when former retail employees of the company published an open letter
describing the difficult realities experienced behind the scenes. Workplace issues including
bias recruiting, inadequate management support and discriminative behaviour by customer
were one of the key issues mentioned. The discussion initially surfaced through social media
posts. The allegations questioned the company’s internal practices if they were consistent
with its publicly communicated values of equality and inclusivity. As the claims started to

emerge, the audience started to tag the company demanding a public response.

4.2.1 Company communication

On the same day the crisis started, former employees published a feed post carousel on a
user they created in Instagram in which they refer to an open letter where they demand
several actions from the company. This post generated over 20 000 likes and several hundred

comments which demonstrates high engagement from the audience. The visibility of the
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discussion increased further as external blogpost, and online forums began analysing the
situation. This multiplatform exposure intensified the public examination and created
reputational pressure on the organization. The CEO of the company reacted quickly and
published blog post on the same day offering her initial response to the public allegations.
This, however, was not actual apology which received pushback from the collective/group

of former employees that felt insulted by it.

A few days later, the company published a public apology post on their Instagram account.
As the blog post of the former employees acknowledged serious allegations of racism
experienced by the former employees, the company publicly apologized for failing to create
safe and inclusive environment. In other words, the company framed the post as public
apology and expressed commitment to change. In addition, the post included an action plan
including dialogue with employees, feedback sessions, mandatory anti-racism training, HR
practices, code of conduct for the customers and stronger protection for employees. In
conclusion, the message emphasized accountability, learning from their mistakes and
responsibility to drive systematic change to align with their values. This post gained over

60 000 likes which indicates high engagement and public visibility.

Despite of the official apology statement from the company and clearly structured plan for
corrective actions, the group of former employees were not convinced. In blog post
published on three days later, the collective of former employees expressed their
disappointment and critique towards the company’s actions after the public apology and
action plan published in Instagram. The blog post emphasized transformative justice and

questioned the sincerity and consistency of the company’s efforts.

4.2.2 Audience reactions

Following the organization’s response, audience reactions were examined. As in the
previous case company, the reactions from Instagram comment section were analysed using
the thematic content analysis and sentiment analysis. A chart was created to visualize the

distribution of audience reactions (Figure 8).
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Distribution of audience reactions
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Figure 8. Distribution of audience reactions Company B

Similarly to the Company A, the comment section of this case demonstrated high
engagement and emotional intensity. The most dominant theme in Company B’s case was
emotional backlash as many of the commenters expressed their disappointment. The
comments indicate that stakeholders attributed strong responsibility to the organization. In
addition, the comments demonstrate lack of accountability and insufficient empathy in the

apology statement.

Comment “this was disappointing to read”
Comment: “It’s really disappointing to see”

Comment: “Actually so disappointed”

Also, other strong theme that raised from the audience reactions was accountability and
demands for action. It was frequently seen that demands for corrective actions were asked
including leadership changes, structural reforms and transparent internal investigations. The
audience was not satisfied with the apology as they want concrete evidence. This

demonstrates great lack of trust as they will not believe until things happen.
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Comment: “you going to address this or???”
Comment: “When will we see update on this?”

Comment “I hope you follow through with these changes now and in the future!”

Numerous commenters expressed their intensions to boycott the products, unfollow the
company or discontinue to support. These reactions demonstrate how emotional expressions
can turn into concrete actions and behavioural intensions. Expressing boycott shows that the

crisis would move from dissatisfaction into tangible reputational risk.

Comment: “maybe think twice about purchasing”
Comment: “I can no longer support this brand”

Comment: “CANCELLED!”

An interesting observation was that on the other hand, it raised mixed emotional responses.
Despite of the above-mentioned negative emotions and lack of trust, supportive voices were
also present even though it represented minority of the comments. These supportive
comments emphasized second changes and understanding. Some pretended the brand and
suggested that mistakes occur in growing organizations. This demonstrates a strong brand
and trust that has been built prior crisis within the community. In social media driven brands,
loyal followers play crucial role as they might act as defenders. However, the supportive
reactions were not dominant when looking the overall comments and were challenged in the

discussion.

Comment: “Thank you for this”
Comment: “LOVE this”

Comment: “It makes me love even more the brand”
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All in all, the audience reactions represented mixed emotions and did not fully align with the
stakeholder expectations. A long-term behavioural consequence for the brand can occur if
the corrective actions will not be displayed transparently as the public demands. On the other
hand, the case showed mixed emotions as some expressed their loyalty and emotional

support despite everything that happened.

4.3 Case Company C

Company C operates in hospitality industry and has active presence in social media
platforms including Instagram and Twitter (X). The company manufactures its own
products, and it is known of their provocative marketing and strong responsibility
communication. The brand is based on rebellion, distinctiveness and strong identity. The
company has a strong network around the world including Europe, Asia and USA which
increases margins (direct-to-consumer sales), strengthens customer experience and acts as

marketing channel.

The crisis began when an open letter behalf the former employees of the company was
published describing longstanding toxic workplace culture including lack of psychological
safety and poor treatment. The letter framed the issue as structural rather than occasional
incidents which indicates systematic organizational issues. As the letter circulated in social

media, it gained publicity and engagement rapidly.

4.3.1 Company communication

The first official response was published by the co-founder day after the open letter by the
former employees in Twitter. In the message, the co-founder expressed acknowledgment
and regret. Immediate reaction demonstrates that the organization is taking the situation
seriously and they are familiar with the laws of social media, such as the rapid escalation of

things and the spread of information.

On the following day, the CEO of the company published a follow-up apology as a form of
Instagram feed post. This apology was more structural compared to the one on Twitter. This

message expressed their willingness to change and engage with the former and current
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employees as well as the stakeholders to ensure safety and inclusion in the future. Compared
to the Twitter post, this generated twice the number of reactions, over 1000 likes, which is a
large amount of engagement for a brand of this size. On the other hand, the volume of the

comments was lower relative the earlier stages of the crisis.

4.3.2 Audience reactions

The audience reactions demonstrate mixed but emotionally engaged patterns in Company
C’s case. As illustrated in Figure 9, the most dominant reaction were loyalty and emotional
support, followed by demands for action and criticism of apology. This indicates that while
there is supportive attitude towards the company by the audience the comments questioned

the sincerity of the apology. The audience clearly expected corrective measures.

Distribution of audience reactions
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Figure 9. Distribution of audience reactions Company C

As mentioned, the high number of comments categorized under loyalty and emotional
support demonstrates relatively strong reputation prior crisis and long-term customer
relationships. Supportive comments emphasized the trust and loyalty towards the company
and the CEO which gives impression of genuinely caring followers who, despite the crisis,

are publicly showing their support.
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Comment: “Good luck for moving forward from here”
Comment: “You are my heroes!”
Comment: “Great words *CEO*”

Comment: “*company* forever”

Despite the support, equally strong number of comments express their dissatisfaction by
criticism of apology towards the company while demanding corrective actions. The apology
statement was not convincing enough as some commenters described it as performative and
forced apology. Also, the audience hoped to see changes as soon as possible while ensuring
transparency. The frequency of demands shows that tangible corrective measures are

expected from the audience which indicates that the apology itself was not enough.

Comment: “Looks performative to me, actions speak louder than words”

Comment: “Seems like you had no other option but offer this ‘apology’ — i.e. a forced
apology™

’

Comment: “but I think we all look to see some action and visible changes’

However, behavioural withdrawal comments such as unfollow and boycott played minor
role in this case. That is notable, as it suggests that while the audience demanded concrete
actions and accountability it did not lead to major rejection of the brand. Also, several
supportive messages were left in the comments which reinforces the image that the brand is
well-liked, and the CEO has left trustworthy reputation, and he is being respected by the
stakeholders.

Comment: “Well done *CEO* for this public response”
Comment: “Thank you *CEO* for your genuine apology & response”

Comment: “Respect for this response *CEO*”
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In conclusion, the emotions demonstrated polarisation rather than strong, negative emotions.
Thus, emotions such as frustration and disappointment were visible, supportive and
empathetic responses created a balance between these reactions. The organization
demonstrating strongly retained loyalty as an asset while they faced accountability

expectations by the audience.
4.4 Summary of cases

This chapter synthetises the findings of the three case companies to identify the patterns in
company crisis communication practices and audience reactions. The purpose of cross case
summary is to demonstrate the recurring patterns and differences across the cases. Table 4
illustrates the comparison between the cases. However, interpretation of the cases through

theoretical frameworks will be addressed in Chapter 5.

Table 4. Cross case summary

Dimension Company A Company B Company C

LLEIRTE 0 (e kil Personal CEO comment Blog response + Twitter
+ apology post structured Instagram acknowledgment +
apology Instagram apology

Tone Founder-centred, Institutional, structured ~ Balanced, community-
emotional oriented
Limited specificity Detailed action plan Moderate, less specific
plan

Dominant c1GIS (U Emotional backlash Accountability Loyalty and criticism
demands, emotional

reaction

backlash
Accountability Strong Very strong Strong
demands
Behavioural High Moderate Low

withdrawal

Visible loyalty Low Moderate High
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Across all the cases, the companies published their apology statements in social media and
provided publicly available statements. Although, the response formats, tone and level of
detail varied. All the companies gave their statements rather quickly after the allegations and
other public exposure. The difference was how did the communication evolve. Company
A’s CEO posted a comment in Instagram few days after the crisis initially began which was
followed by more structured feed post after that. Company B published blog post that was
not framed as apology, but later an Instagram post was published which contained official
apology statement and action plan. Company C posted a tweet which demonstrated their
acknowledgment and was followed by a more comprehensive Instagram post a day later.
While all the companies reacted relatively quickly, the structural clarity and elaboration

differed.

Interestingly, the tone of response for each case company varied as well as how the message
was framed to the public. Company A represented strong founder-centric approach, and the
tone was more personal. It emphasized individual learning and emotional expression. On the
contrary, Company B’s approach was more institutional, and the tone was more structured.
Also, concrete action plan was introduced as well as internal reforms the company promised
to do. Company C provided moderate emotional expression while combining community-
orientated language in their apology statement. There was good balance of responsibility and

commitment to look forward.

Other differences that were observed across the cases was corrective actions. Company A
provided rather limited concrete measures while Company B’s apology statement included
several points that presented concrete actions such as improved feedback mechanism,
training and structural changes. Company C also mentioned about changes and

improvement, but not as detailed as Company B.

Regarding audience reactions, what was common in all the cases was high engagement in
the publics. The comment sections provided a platform for active discussion including
criticizing the company, leaving demands and defence. All the cases demonstrated high
volume of accountability demands. In Company A’s case, the founder-centricity led to focus
on founder’s personal behaviour. The audience in Company B’s case expressed their

demands on structural changes as well as in Company C’s case.
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The intensity of negative emotional reactions varied while being present in all cases. The
strongest emotional backlash was seen in Company A’s audience reactions. Expressions
such as disappointment, boycott and anger were the most dominant by the audience.
Company B demonstrated mixed reactions including frustration and disappointment. The
audience criticised the company values and practises since they were being inconsistent. It
was common in Company A and Company B that the audience expressed their scepticism
towards the sincerity of apology. On the contrary, Company C received supportive messages

alongside moderate emotional backlash.

Boycott, discontinuing of support and unfollowing were present in all the cases, but
especially in Company A and Company B. Strong boycotting and unfollowing was generated
in Company A’s case, while Company B showed visible disengagement comments with
lower intensity. Thus, Company C had a few withdrawal expressions. It can be seen how the

variating audience emotions turn into behavioural intensions.

Lastly, the level of supportive alignment and perceived loyalty varied between the cases.
Company C demonstrated the strongest visible loyalty during the crisis. It was seen in the
audience reactions that significant amount of the comments represented emotional support
which balance the critics. On the contrary, Company A had less supportive comments that
were clearly the minority. There were mixed reactions in Company B’s case including

defence and criticism.

In conclusion, all the companies used similar apology pattern while having different
structure, tone and audience reactions. The cross-case analysis shows that audience reactions
were not the same despite of similar crisis origin. Differences in prior-crisis reputation,
loyalty, tone of apology and corrective actions led to variation in emotional intensity and

expressions of loyalty.
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5 Discussion

This chapter interprets empirical findings presented in the Chapter 4 through the theoretical
framework. The purpose of the chapter is to demonstrate how crisis type, perceived
responsibility, communication strategies, and audience dynamics shaped the reputational

outcome.

5.1 Crisis type, responsibility and strategy fit

All the crises represented internal corporate crisis. As the issue originated from the
organization and involved employee misconduct, insufficient psychological safety and toxic
workplace culture to name a few, the crises can be categorized as preventable cluster based
on the Situational Crisis Communication Theory (Coombs 2007a). The crises emerged from
the organization rather than external uncontrollable factors. In such crises, the stakeholders
have high responsibility of the organization with severe reputational threat. The audience

expect apology and corrective actions.

All the case companies demonstrated rebuilding strategy as their primary cluster with the
tactic of apology, and Companies A and B combined bolstering cluster highlighting the
commitment of improvement. Rebuilding strategies aim to express taking the full
responsibility of the organization for the crisis and asking the stakeholder for forgiveness.
Also, they aim to repair the reputational damage by accepting their responsibility which is
aligned with SCCT recommendation for preventable crises (Coombs 2007a). Thus, the
differences in execution can be seen across the cases. Although all the companies issued
public apologies and showed their acknowledgment, there was variation in the degree to
which responsibility was fully accepted and supported by concrete corrective actions. As
mentioned, Companies A and B rebuilding strategies were supplemented with bolstering

which included personal growth and emphasizing prior values.

Despite the theoretical crisis type-strategy fit, the empirical findings showed that the
audience reactions differed considerably across the cases. SCCT suggest that rebuilding
strategies are most appropriate in preventable crises, the findings demonstrate that the

strategy type does not determine the audience response. It seemed to influence how sincere,
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concrete and clear the apology was for the audience which determined whether the apology

was enough.

In conclusion, the findings demonstrate that choosing the most suitable strategy cluster from
the SCCT framework is necessary but not sufficient. The execution of the strategy plays

crucial role in shaping stakeholder perceptions in social media environments.

5.2 The role of tone, transparency and corrective actions

It has been argued by Jin et al. (2016) that the emotional tone of apology influences how
stakeholders interpret responsibility and sincerity. Stakeholder emotions are closely tied to
responsibility attributions, especially in preventable crises where moral judgement and anger
are in common (Coombs 2007a). According to the empirical findings, although all the cases
used the same SCCT cluster (preventable), the tone of the apology varied. Company A
provided emotional and founder-centred apology which, however, led to stronger backlash
and did not include institutional accountability. On the contrary, Company B provided
institutional and more structured apology which was more supported by the audience. The
neutral and controlled tone improved the accountability as it demonstrated professionalism
over emotion. The most balanced apology statement was delivered by the Company C even
though the apology had rather legalistic tone, but it implemented community-orientated

approach which was approved by the audience.

Transparency has been defined as credibility-enhancing factor in crisis communication,
especially in social media where quick acknowledgment and openness are expected (Utz et
al. 2013). From the SCCT perspective, adjusted and instructive information is essential part
of response effectiveness. Transparency signals ethical responsibility and organizational
integrity that are essential parts when looking from the reputational perspective. The findings
suggest that structured acknowledgment and a public action plan enhanced the perceived
sincerity among the audience which mitigated extreme backlash. On the contrary, vague and

limited details regarding the apology and corrective actions reinforced negative attributions.

As stated earlier, SCCT suggests that in preventable crises rebuilding strategies are
recommended including apology and compensation (Coombs 2007a). The results

demonstrate that the apology was not sufficient without concrete corrective actions. Also,
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there was differences whether the company emphasizes personal learning vs structural
changes. From reputation theory perspective, corrective actions that serve as behavioural
evidence support commitment that is provided verbally. The results suggest that the variation
of behavioural withdrawal between the cases were due the level of corrective specificity.

This affected to the reputational recovery of the companies.

5.3 Audience co-creation of crisis narratives

The comments reinforced each other, and the audience became co-creators of the
accountability discourse. The Social-Mediated Crisis Communication Model (SMCC)
suggests that crisis communication in social media environments is not one-directional
process as it is co-created by the audience and organization (Austin et al. 2012). SMCC
model focuses primary on the message attributions and content while it emphasizes the role
of influential creators and followers that shape the crisis narrative. In line with the SMCC
model (Liu, et. al. 2016), the crisis narrative was not solely controlled by the organization in
all the three cases. The audience actively shaped the discussion by reinforcing the
accusations and strengthen calls of accountability through comments which demonstrates

the co-creative nature of crisis-making in social-media environments.

Interestingly, Company C demonstrated strong attachment by the community and pre-crisis
loyalty. The empirical findings showed that significant amount of the audience defended the
organization and expressed trust in the leadership. The comments functioned as counter-
narratives to criticism. This suggests that audiences in social media do not always amplify

negativity as the loyal followers might shift the discourse and reframe the crisis narrative.

While SCCT as a traditional crisis communication model suggests that organizations can
shape the stakeholder perceptions through strategic messages, the SMCC model challenges
this assumption. Social media environment consists of an interactive platform that enables
digital communication which cannot be solely controlled by the organizations. The findings
demonstrate that even though the organizations provided their apologies aligned with SCCT
recommendations, the audience expressed their doubts about the sincerity of the apology,
demanded credibility, and questioned the organization’s willingness to take concrete actions.
The framing of the organization was constantly reshaped and evaluated by the audience in

the comments.
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Therefore, the findings indicate that crisis communication in social media emerges through
a progress between the audience and the organization rather than controlled process. The
organizational reputation is shaped by the interaction between the audience and organization.
In conclusion, the findings support the SMCC model that suggest that crisis communication
is a part of dynamic network constructed by the publics that create interpretations. While
SCCT model suggest organizations to choose the appropriate strategy based on the
responsibility levels, SMCC emphasizes how these strategies are evaluated in real-time. The
effectiveness of the crisis communication in social media does not only depend on choosing
the right strategy and executing it but it is also affected by the interactive process with co-

creation of the audiences that shape the reputation.

5.4 The influence of reputation on audience reactions

Organizational reputation plays crucial role in shaping stakeholder reactions during crises.
According to Corporate Reputation Theory, reputation represents stakeholders accumulated
evaluations of an organization’s credibility, past behaviour and ability to deliver valued
outcomes (Fombrun & van Riel 1997; Lange et al. 2011). Based on the SCCT, prior
relational reputation is one of the key factors that influence the level of reputational threat
during crises (Coombs 2007a). The empirical results of this study suggest that variation
between audience reactions across the three cases can partially be explained by differences

in stakeholder relations and prior reputation.

Based on the empirical findings, Company A and Company B received stronger backlash
from the audience. SCCT suggests that companies that have positive relational history may
face lower level of reputational damage during crises as the audience adapts their reaction
to previous relationship with the company. Companies that had strong community and long-

term relationship with their audience more supportive comments were visible.

If stakeholders recognize inconsistencies during the crises between communicated values
and internal practices it lowers trust. According to Fombrun & van Riel (1997) reputation is
built through consistent behaviour and communication that signal organizational values and
identity. Stakeholder’s behavioural intensions such as support and disengagement depend
on the organizational reputation. The results of the study demonstrate that emotional

reactions such as betrayal, disappointment and anger were visible when the crisis challenged
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core brand values such as authenticity and inclusivity. This intensifies the reputational
damage as previously established expectations are being violated. On the contrary, cases
where the reputational capital were stronger, the negative emotional backlash appeared to be

lower and more supportive and loyal comments were visible.

5.5 Theoretical contributions

This study advances the crisis communication research by extending existing theorical
perspectives on crisis response into social media environments. This research combines the
Situational Crisis Communication Theory (SCCT), the Social-Mediated Crisis
Communication (SMCC) model and organizational reputation theory to provide insights
how crisis communication strategies, audience dynamics and reputation affect each other
during the internal organizational crises. While the previous research has examined the crisis
response strategies and reputational outcomes, the findings of this study aim to demonstrate
the importance of not only choosing the most appropriate crisis response strategy but take

into consideration boarder interactional and reputational context in which the crisis occurs.

First, the study contributes the development of SCCT by suggesting that the crisis-strategy
fit does not indicate the effectiveness of the crisis response strategy in social media
environments. All the three cases examined in this study are categorized as preventable
cluster by the SCCT (Coombs 2007a) which requires rebuilding strategy and apology. Even
though all the organizations theoretically followed the suggestions of rebuilding strategy the
audience reactions varied significantly across the cases. The findings suggest that strategy
execution plays important role in shaping stakeholder perceptions including tone,
transparency and specificity of corrective actions. The study highlights that practical
implementation of crisis response strategies is critical as it influences the crisis

communication outcomes in social media.

Second, the findings support SMCC (Liu, et. al. 2016) model as the empirical results
demonstrate how the audience co-create and shape the crisis narratives in social media. The
audience does not function as passive recipients of the organization’s messages but rather
act as active communicators that are engaged and discuss while expressing their emotions
such as boycott and defence. This demonstrates how the result of the crisis is affected by the

communication between the organization and the audience. The results support SMCC
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model (Liu, et. al. 2016) argument about crisis communication in digital platforms are
shaped by the interactive information that moves between the audience and the organization,

and how the dynamics influence how the organization message is interpreted.

Third, the study contributes the organizational reputation theory by demonstrating the role
of prior reputation shaping the audience reactions during crises. The results indicate that the
audience form their reactions according to their expectations and relationships with the
organization. In cases where the organization seemed to have stronger reputation and higher
attachment with the community, the audience reactions contained less emotional backlash
and behavioural withdrawals. On the contrary, if the crisis challenged the expectations and
the core brand values, audience reactions were characterized by strong emotions such as
disappointment and anger. The findings indicate that reputation functions as one of the key

factors that influences how crisis communication is evaluated by the stakeholders.
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6 Conclusion

This chapter presents the conclusion of the research. The summary of the study will be
discussed, and the main findings will be presented. In addition, the research questions and
answers are discussed, and the results of the empirical findings are being applied. Lastly,
practical implications of the study are presented followed by the recommendations of further

study.

6.1 Summary of the study

This study examined how organizations communicate internal crises in social media and
how these communications influence external audience. The aim was to understand how
companies use social media to communicate their internal crises and how it is perceived by
the audience. Besides of that, the study also aimed to have insights about recurring strategies

and differences across industries.

The study used multiple-case study approach to analyse three case companies through
thematic analysis, SCCT coding and sentiment analysis. Three organizational crises were
analysed that became public on social media. The empirical data gathered in the study
consisted of official apology posts on social media from the organizations as well as
audience comments and reactions. This approach allowed comprehensive analysis about

organizational messaging and audience sentiment.

The findings provide insights on crisis communication strategies, dynamics shaped by the
audience, how the message is delivered to the audience and what are the reputational
outcomes on social media. As a result, the findings demonstrate that all the case companies
used similar crisis response strategies while the audience reactions varied significantly
across the cases. This demonstrates the importance of crisis communication especially in
social media. While it is critical for organizations to choose the most relevant crisis
communication strategy it highlights the importance of communication executed in practice
in social media environments. The fast-phased environment and interactive characteristic of

the platform allow the stakeholders shape the outcome.
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6.2 Answers to research questions

RQ 1: How do companies use social media to communicate during internal crises, and how

are these communications perceived by the audience?

The findings show that companies consider social media as a powerful platform to release
their official apology statements. Based on the study, companies primary used rebuilding
strategies while communicating their internal crises in social media. Instagram and Twitter
allowed rapid reaction and provided public platform for the companies. However, the
findings indicate that the effectiveness of the apology was not only depending on the chosen
crisis communication strategy, but on how these apologies were communicated to the
audience. The audience perceptions were impacted by factors such as transparency, tone and

concrete corrective actions.

SRQ 1: What can be learned from different organization’s crisis communication practices

in social media?

According to the results, all the case companies used similar crisis communication strategies.
However, the variation between founder-centred communication, community-approach and
institutional messaging resulted different audience reactions. Differences in execution and
structure of the apology shaped the outcome. The results show that effective crisis
communication does not only require appropriate crisis communication strategy, but it is
worthwhile to ensure accountability and clarity when delivering the message to the audience.
In addition, the audience will more likely appreciate the apology when it is aligned with the

organizational actions.

SRQ 2: How do audience respond to crisis communication from companies in social media?
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The audience reactions varied significantly and depended on the prior reputation,
communication quality and perceived sincerity. In general, the audience reactions were
highly emotional and common reactions included behavioural responses such as boycotting,
anger and continued support. Other reactions were emotional backlash and demand for
actions. Depending on the prior reputation, one company received more supportive and loyal
comments while other companies received mixed emotions because of the inconsistencies
between the actions and values. All in all, the results indicate that the audience shape the

crisis narrative by being active in social media and act as co-creators.

6.3 Practical implications

The findings of the study provide several practical implications for companies to consider
while managing their internal crisis in social media. First, the companies should provide
clear and easily understandable message which includes information about the crisis, action
plan and responsibility statement. Unclear communication may lead to negative stakeholder

reactions and create distrust.

Second, the tone of the message needs to be taken into consideration. It is critical as it shapes
the audience perceptions. Empathetic and emotional apologies are important and signal
sincerity for the audience, professional and company-driven communication increases the
accountability of the apology. Too personal and defensive apology may reduce the

credibility of the company.

Third, the audience appreciate concreteness with comprehensive corrective actions. The
apology itself is not enough as the audience want to see clear plans of change. To support

the apology, tangible evidence is needed to have the audience trust.

Lastly, the interactive characteristic of social media must be taken into consideration. Social
media is a dynamic platform that allows communication between the company and the
audience. The platform allows the audience to re-shape the crisis narrative, evaluate and
participate to the discussion. Companies could monitor the discussion and engage with the

stakeholders which would help them to shape the reputational outcomes.
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6.4 Limitations and research quality

This study ensured quality by using systematic coding in the data analysis phase and
implemented multiple analysis methods. The procedure of the analysis was explained
clearly, and transparency was ensured. The consistency of the coding process, implementing
it across the cases and using multiple data analysis methods including SCCT coding,
thematic analysis and sentiment analysis strengthened the reliability of the research. The
validity of the research was ensured by collecting publicly available data from social media
posts and real-time data which reflects authentic audience reactions and company

communication.

Thus, the limitations of the study should be acknowledged as it is based on limited number
of cases. This limits the generalizability of the results and findings. Also, focus on one
primary social media platform limits the applicability of the results on other social media
environments. That being said, the results should be reviewed as context-specific insights

rather than generally applicable conclusions.

6.5 Suggestions for future research

Further research would deepen the understanding of crisis communication in social media
environments by examining different industries and crisis types. Comparison between
internal and external crises would provide perspective in communication effectiveness and
responsibility. Also, the study focuses on the response-phase of the crisis but could be
expanded to following the crisis over time from before crisis to after crisis phase. From the
reputational perspective this would give insights on how it evolves and whether

communication strategies have lasting effects.

This research examined crisis communication in social media and limited the platforms to
one main platform. The future research could expand the range by exploring platform-
specific differences. There could be a comparison between Instagram, Twitter and TikTok
which allows to find out the differences and allow understanding how crisis communication

is been adapted in different environments.
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The data set of the research could be expanded for larger amount of data to be analysed. This
research had three case companies which limits the generalizability and the results are
context specific. Broader data set would allow consistency in patterns across industries. The
limited number of comments does not represent the whole audience and provides limited

diversity, but the future research would provide more representative audience insights.

This study uses qualitative research method but could be conducted from the mixed-methods
approach combining qualitative and quantitative research. Especially when analysing the
audience reactions, quantitative research would support the results and enrichen the research.
The relationships identified in this study on audience reactions such as transparency, impact

of tone, and corrective actions can be tested.



71

References

Abimbola, T. & Vallaster, C. (2007) Brand, organizational identity and reputation in SMEs :
an overview. 1st ed. Bradford, England: Emerald Group Publishing.

Ahluwalia, R. et al. (2000) Consumer Response to Negative Publicity: The Moderating Role
of Commitment. Journal of marketing research. [Online] 37 (2), 203-214.

Ahmad, M. & Wilkins, S. (2025) Purposive sampling in qualitative research: a framework
for the entire journey. Quality & quantity. [Online] 59 (2), 1461-1479.

Alasuutari, P. (2011) Laadullinen tutkimus 2.0. Tampere: Vastapaino.

Akhgar, B. et al. (2017) Application of Social Media in Crisis Management Advanced
Sciences and Technologies for Security Applications. [Online]. Cham: Springer

International Publishing.

Ashforth, B. E. & Mael, F. (1989) Social Identity Theory and the Organization. The Academy
of Management review. [Online] 14 (1), 20.

Austin, L. et al. (2012) How Audiences Seek Out Crisis Information: Exploring the Social-
Mediated Crisis Communication Model. Journal of Applied Communication Research.

[Online] 40 (2), 188-207.

Barney, J. (1991) Firm Resources and Sustained Competitive Advantage. Journal of

management. [Online] 17 (1), 99—120.

Barney, J. et al. (2001) The resource-based view of the firm: Ten years after 1991. Journal
of management. [Online] 27 (6), 625—641.

Blevins, D. P. & Ragozzino, R. (2019) On Social Media and the Formation of Organizational

Reputation: How Social Media Are Increasing Cohesion Between Organizational



72

Reputation and Traditional Media for Stakeholders. The Academy of Management review.
[Online] 44 (1), 219-222.

Claeys, A.-S. & Cauberghe, V. (2012) Crisis response and crisis timing strategies, two sides

of the same coin. Public relations review. [Online] 38 (1), 83—88

Claeys, A.-S. & Cauberghe, V. (2014) What makes crisis response strategies work? The

impact of crisis involvement and message framing. Journal of business research. [Online]

67 (2), 182-189.

Clarke, V. & Braun, V. (2017) Thematic analysis. The journal of positive psychology.
[Online] 12 (3), 297-298.

Coombs, W. T. (2007a) Protecting Organization Reputations During a Crisis: The
Development and Application of Situational Crisis Communication Theory. Corporate

reputation review. [Online] 10 (3), 163—176.

Coombs, W. T. (2007b) Attribution Theory as a guide for post-crisis communication
research. Public relations review. [Online] 33 (2), 135-139.

Coombs, W. T. & Holladay, S. J. (2002) Helping Crisis Managers Protect Reputational
Assets: Initial Tests of the Situational Crisis Communication Theory. Management

communication quarterly. [Online] 16 (2), 165-186.

Creswell, J. W. & Poth, C. N. (2023) Qualitative inquiry and research design : choosing

among five approaches. International student edition. Thousand Oaks, California: Sage.

Eriksson, P. & Kovalainen, A. (2016) Qualitative methods in business research. 2nd edition.

Los Angeles: SAGE.

Fomburn, C. J. & van Riel, C. B. M. (1997) The Reputational Landscape. Corporate
reputation review. [Online] 1 (1), 5-13.



73

Freeman, R. E. (2009) Stakeholder Theory: 25 Years Later. Philosophy of management.
[Online] 8 (3), 97-107.

Fronz, C. (2012) Strategic management in crisis communication : a multinational approach.

Ist ed. Hamburg: Diplomica Verlag.

Flick, U. (2007) Designing qualitative research. Los Angeles, [Calif.] ; SAGE.
Foster, C. (2016) Reputation strategy and analytics in a hyper-connected world. 1st edition.
Hoboken, New Jersey: Wiley.

Henschel, T. & Durst, S. (eds.) (2022) Crisis management for small and medium-sized

enterprises (SMEs) : strategies for external crises. Cham, Switzerland: Springer.

Heydarian, P. et al. (2025) Understanding market sentiment analysis: A survey. Journal of
economic surveys. [Online] 39 (3), 1125-1147.

Holland, D. et al. (2021) Practicing transparency in a crisis: Examining the combined effects
of crisis type, response, and message transparency on organizational perceptions. Public

relations review. [Online] 47 (2), .

Hutchinson, J. et al. (2024) Social Media in Society. First edition. [Online]. Cham,

Switzerland: Palgrave Macmillan.

Jalilvand, M. R. & Samiei, N. (2012) The effect of electronic word of mouth on brand image
and purchase intention: an empirical study in the automobile industry in Iran. Marketing

intelligence & planning. [Online] 30 (4), 460—476.

Jin, Y. & Liu, B. F. (2010) The Blog-Mediated Crisis Communication Model:
Recommendations for Responding to Influential External Blogs. Journal of public relations

research. [Online] 22 (4), 429-455.



74

Jin, Y. et al. (2014) Examining the Role of Social Media in Effective Crisis Management:
The Effects of Crisis Origin, Information Form, and Source on Publics’ Crisis Responses.

Communication research. [Online] 41 (1), 74-94.

Jin, Y. et al. (2012) Toward a Publics-Driven, Emotion-Based Conceptualization in Crisis
Communication: Unearthing Dominant Emotions in Multi-Staged Testing of the Integrated
Crisis Mapping (ICM) Model. Journal of public relations research. [Online] 24 (3), 266—
298.

Keller, K. & Swaminathan, V. (2019) Strategic Brand Management. 5th edition. Harlow:

Pearson Education, Limited.
Ki, E.-J. & Nekmat, E. (2014) Situational crisis communication and interactivity: Usage and
effectiveness of Facebook for crisis management by Fortune 500 companies. Computers in

human behavior. [Online] 35140-147.

Krippendorff, K. (2019) Content Analysis: An Introduction to Its Methodology. Fourth
edition. [Online]. Thousand Oaks: SAGE Publications, Incorporated.

Lange, D. et al. (2011) Organizational Reputation: A Review. Journal of management.

[Online] 37 (1), 153—184.

London, J. & Matthews, K. (2022) Crisis communication on social media - lessons from

Covid-19. Journal of decision systems. [Online] 31 (1-2), 150-170.

Mahajan, R. et al. (2023) Stakeholder theory. Journal of business research. [Online] 166.

Marra, F. J. (1998) Crisis communication plans: Poor predictors of excellent crisis public

relations. Public relations review. [Online] 24 (4), 461-474.

Mariconda, S. et al. (2023) Organizational reputation: In search of lost time. Strategic

organization. [Online] 21 (4), 961-974.



75

Martinez, E. & de Chernatony, L. (2004) The effect of brand extension strategies upon brand
image. The Journal of consumer marketing. [Online] 21 (1), 39-50.

Middleton, F. (2025) Reliability vs wvalidity in research. [online] Sibbr. Available:
https://www.scribbr.com/methodology/reliability-vs-validity/. [Accessed 15.2.2026]

Ndlela, M. N. & SpringerLink (2019) Crisis Communication A Stakeholder Approach. 1st
ed. 2019. [Online]. Cham: Springer International Publishing.

Olsson, E.-K. (2014) Crisis Communication in Public Organisations: Dimensions of Crisis
Communication Revisited. Journal of contingencies and crisis management. [Online] 22 (2),
113-125.

Plume, C. J. et al. (2017) Social media in the marketing context : a state of the art analysis

and future directions. 1st edition. Amsterdam, Netherlands: Chandos Publishing.

Roshan, M. et al. (2016) Understanding the use of social media by organisations for crisis

communication. Computers in human behavior. [Online] 63350-361

Sellnow, T. L. & Seeger, M. W. (2013) Theorizing Crisis Communication. 1st ed.
Chichester, West Sussex: Wiley-Blackwell.

Spence, M. (1973) Job Market Signaling. The Quarterly journal of economics. [Online] 87
(3), 355-374.

Statista (2025) Share of Generation Z's purchasing decisions being influenced by social
media in Europe in 2024, by platform [referred 26.4.2025] Available: https://www-statista-

com.ezproxy.cc.lut.fi/statistics/1563237/social-media-influence-on-gen-z-purchasing/

Schultz, F. et al. (2011) Is the medium the message? Perceptions of and reactions to crisis
communication via twitter, blogs and traditional media. Public relations review. [Online] 37

(1), 20-27.



76

Timothy Coombs, W. & Holladay, S. J. (2006) Unpacking the halo effect: reputation and
crisis management. Journal of communication management (London, England). [Online] 10

(2), 123-137.

Timothy Coombs, W. & Jean Holladay, S. (2014) How publics react to crisis communication

efforts: Comparing crisis response reactions across sub-arenas. Journal of communication

management (London, England). [Online] 18 (1), 40-57.

Triantafillidou, A. & Yannas, P. (2020) Social media crisis communication in racially
charged crises: Exploring the effects of social media and image restoration strategies.

Computers in human behavior. [Online] 106106269-.

Utz, S. et al. (2013) Crisis communication online: How medium, crisis type and emotions
affected public reactions in the Fukushima Daiichi nuclear disaster. Public relations review.

[Online] 39 (1), 40-46.

Vilkka, H. & Santalahti-kustannus, kustantaja (2025) Tutki ja kehitd. 6., uudistettu painos.

Jyviskyld: Santalahti-kustannus.

Weraas, A. & Byrkjeflot, H. (2012) Public Sector Organizations and Reputation
Management: Five Problems. International public management journal. [Online] 15 (2),

186-206.

Zaremba, A.J. (2010) Crisis communication : theory and practice. 1st ed. [Online]. London ;

Routledge



