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ABSTRACT

Purpose — To provide a comparative overview with respect to the employment of two
different crisis communication strategies, namely corrective action vs. apology, in the
wake of an online firestorm and to avoid its further escalation.

Design/methodology/approach — A 2x3 factorial experimental design was
implemented, comprising two levels of image repair strategies (corrective action;
apology), and three levels of online firestorm triggers (unethical behaviour; core
business problem; communication issue). A total of 564 valid responses were collected
by means of an online questionnaire.

Findings - Corrective action, as image repair strategy, is more effective than an apology
following core business and communication related incidents, whilst neither of the
strategies differ in their effects following unethical behaviour incidents.

Furthermore, the effect of image repair strategy on perceptions, attitudes and
behavioural intentions is moderated and mediated by users’ attribution related to
companies” responsibility and brand attitude, respectively.

Last, the absence of an organizational response following an incident has a negative
effect on users’ brand attitude in an online setting.

Practical implications — Contribution towards the body of knowledge of crisis
communication and crisis management fields in online settings.

Originality/value — This is the first paper that integrates a comparative overview of
CCS’ effectiveness into the management of online firestorms.

Keywords: online firestorm; social media crisis; crisis communication
Track: Advertising and marketing communications 2

1) Introduction

Recently, a relatively new online phenomenon has drawn the attention from academia,
known as “online firestorm” (Pfeffer et al., 2014). An online firestorm is generated by
a single complaint which creates a way for many other complaints and comments to
follow (Hogreve, Eller, & Firmhofer, 2013), with clusters of complains being quickly
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formed. Many examples illustrate that, amongst them is H&M s “coolest monkey in the
jungle”which is detailed in the following section.

Due to the recency of this topic and despite its relevance for reputation management,
there is still a profound lack of understanding in respect to why, when and how such
online attacks occur, under which circumstances they are amplified and, most
importantly, how they are successfully restrained. Therefore, the current paper aims to
contribute to the growing body of knowledge of firestorms in social media, focusing on
exploring the response strategies that companies may implement in the attempt to
restrain the evolvement of this type of phenomena.

Drawing upon Benoit’s (1995) Image Repair (IRT) and Coombs’ (2007) Situational
Crisis Communication (SCCT) theories, which are regarded as two of the most
influential and thus widespread conceptualizations regarding crisis response strategies,
the current study provides a goal-oriented framework of crisis communication
strategies (CCS). More precisely, this paper aspires to clarify which strategy (corrective
action vs. apology) is the most effective for an organization under attack to employ
following an incident in order to avoid the further escalation of an online firestorm (e.g
refrain intentions to forward the message to peers or comment on it). In this sense, this
study focuses exclusively on the post-crisis communication stage, i.e., the follow-up
communication as denominated by Coombs (2014). Moreover, the moderation of users’
attribution of companies™ responsibility and the mediation of brand attitude are
considered.

2) Literature review

2.1. Online firestorms (OF) — understanding the phenomena

Participants in online firestorms may assume three kinds of behaviours, namely: those
who complain, reply and observe (Lee & Song 2010). Complainers are those who share
their negative experiences with the company and others. Repliers give their opinions or
provide sympathy to those that are complaining, whilst observers do not actively
participate in the online firestorm but rather read the complaints and the replies while
making judgements on the situation (Lee & Song 2010). From an organization’s
perspective, all three types of participants are important as they form ideas on how they
value the brand and its reputation. However, most participants within an online
firestorm are classified as repliers (Lee & Song 2010), who are the ones responsible for
the content virality (Utz, Schultz, & Glocka, 2013).

In recent years, different organizations have acknowledged several cases where they
found themselves in the middle of situations in which the sudden discharge of a
considerable number of online complaints, or an online firestorm (Pfeffer et al., 2014),
sparked controversy and even prompted calls for a boycott of the organization.

Among the examples is the H&M “coolest monkey in the jungle” 2018 advert
(perceived as an unethical behaviour). In the beginning of 2018, H&M Group, was
compelled to apologise following the online backlash received for using an image of a
black child on their website, as being part of a new campaign to model a sweatshirt with
the slogan: "coolest monkey in the jungle". Shortly after, social media users started
labelling the advert as ‘“racist”, “offensive”, ‘“unacceptable”, “insensitive” and
“outrageous”. In a matter of hours, there were already many thousands of messages
generated on social network sites, expressing disapproval towards the controversial
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marketing campaign. Later, traditional media started covering this incident enhancing
its reach and contributing to more indignation on social media. As a result, several
celebrity endorsement contracts were immediately terminated, which resulted in loss of
money and prestige for the brand, and many H&M stores were vandalized.

According to Rauschnabel, Kammerlander, & lvens (2016), online firestorms may be
triggered by three different types of incidents: unethical behaviour, core business
problem and communication issue (figure 1). Perceived unethical behaviour of an
organization refers to a perceived false behaviour of an organization regarding social,
juridical, ecological and political issues. Business problems can be triggered by
perceived quality problems in the core business of an organization, such as problems in
products (faulty products), or problems related to customer service. In respect to
perceived unfair or unprofessional communication behaviour, sometimes, from the
internet users’ point of view, organizations fail to communicate clearly and
transparently their organizational decisions to stakeholders, which can trigger an OF.

Figure 1. Online firestorms triggers.
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Source: Rauschnabel et al. (2016).

2.2. Hypotheses

In 1997, Benoit & Drew conducted a study on the appropriateness and effectiveness of
several image

repair strategies and found how audiences perceived them. On the effectiveness
spectrum, corrective action and apology/mortification were highest ranked (Benoit,
1995; Benoit & Drew, 1997). Corrective action involves the accused showing
commitment to repair existing damages or to take steps to prevent recurrence of the
offensive act (Benoit, 1997: 156), whilst with an apology, the accused admits their
responsibility and asks for forgiveness (Brown, 2012: 19).

According to Coombs & Holladay (2008), apology is often overpromoted and
incorrectly considered

the best alternative, in the current study the authors intend to explore this understanding
and valuating it in the context of an online firestorm. The following hypotheses capture
this effect:

Hl1a: Apology has a higher positive effect on users” forwarding intentions than
corrective action.

H1b: Apology has a higher positive effect on users negative WOM intentions than
corrective action.

- The effect of attributed responsibility as a moderator:

Social media crises are mainly reputational concerns, in which the affected
organizations experience large attributions of guilt (Coombs, 2007). The attribution of
responsibility is important, as the perceived level of responsibility for the crisis
attributed to the organization influences how the organization may react to crisis threats
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(Jinetal., 2014).

Moreover, it is known that the threat posed by a crisis extends to behavioural intentions.
Increased attributions of organizational responsibility for a crisis results in a greater
likelihood of negative WOM about the organization and reduced purchase intention
from the organization. Therefore, following a similar reasoning for the scope of this
study, the second pair of hypotheses is proposed:

H2a: Attributed responsibility moderates the effect of image repair strategy on
forwarding intentions.

H2b: Attributed responsibility moderates the effect of image repair strategy on negative
WOM intentions.

- Brand attitude as a mediator:

Brand attitude is the general brand evaluation, based upon beliefs and affective
reactions (Murphy and Zajonc, 1993; Walla et al., 2011). For organizations, the creation
of a positive brand attitude is of utmost importance (Walla et al., 2011), since
individuals’ behaviours can be highly affected by their attitudes towards a
product/brand (Friedkin, 2010).

In view of that, it is proposed that image repair strategy affects brand attitude and users
intentions to behave accordingly, which in the context of OF implies their intentions to
forward or engaging in negative WOM. Accordingly, the third pair of hypotheses is
suggested:

H3a: Brand attitude mediates the effect of image repair strategy on forwarding
intentions.
H3b: Brand attitude mediates the effect of image repair strategy on negative WOM
intentions.

- Existence vs. absence of organizational response:

Some studies suggest that the absence of a response provided by an organization
targeted by negative WOM engenders negative responses in consumers, whilst others
refute these findings. Therefore, these divergent results show the need for further
research, particularly within the scope of the present research. The fourth hypothesis is
then suggested:

H4: The absence of an image repair strategy has a negative effect on brand attitude.

3) Methodology

A 2 x 3 factorial experimental design was implemented. It comprised two image repair
strategies 5 (corrective action; apology), and three types of online firestorm triggers
(unethical behaviour; core business problem; communication issue). Respondents were
randomly allocated to one of the scenarios.

In each scenario, an interaction between an organization and its stakeholders was
depicted, i.e., participants were presented with a Facebook post that represented a
complaint posted by a dissatisfied Facebook user on the organization’s page following
an incident. The incidents were drawn upon similar real- life situations involving online
firestorms in recent years. The posts were signalized with a high level of negativity and
likes, so the firestorm was simulated. A fictitious brand was created. The scenarios were
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pre- tested and adjusted.

For the final questionnaire items were adapted from previous studies to measure brand
attitude (Spears & Singh, 2004), attribution of responsibility (Coombs, 2007), negative
word of mouth intentions (Zeithaml et al., 1996), intentions to forward the content
(Chiu et al.,2007). All measures were collected based upon 7- point Likert scales.

4) Results

In total, 564 valid responses (split according to figure 2) were obtained and analysed
using IBM SPSS 25.0. Respondents were males (58.3%) and females (41.7%) regular
users of Facebook in age groups between 18-24 (22%), 25-34 (22.2%) and 35-44
(24.6 %). Constructs were validated for reliability and unidimensionality.

Figure 2. Profile of groups

ONLINE FIRESTORM TRIGGER Unethical behaviour Core business problem Communication issue

IMAGE REPAIR STRATEGY  |Correctiveaction| Apology  |Corrective action|  Apology  |Corrective action|  Apology

TOTAL SAMPLE GROUP 1 GROUP 2 GROUP 3 GROUP 4 GROUP 5 GROUP 6
(564) (92) (92) (94) 94) (96) (96)

Source: developed by the authors.

Hypotheses Hla and Hb were tested using ANOVA. In H1a, the analysis compared 3
paired scenarios: i) unethical behaviour in the context of corrective versus apology
strategies (Group 1 and 2); ii) core business problem in the context of corrective and
apology strategies (Group 3 and 4) and iii) communication issue in the context of
correction and apology strategies (Group 5 and 6).

Regarding the first paired scenario, the differences between means comparing strategies
using apology and corrective actions were not significant (p =.617 > a.05). Differently,
the second and third paired scenarios revealed significant differences (p =.001 < 0.05
and p =.036 < 0..05), with corrective strategies having a significantly better effects than
apology. In view of these results, Hla is not accepted as the impact of apology on users™
intentions to forward the negative content is lower than the use of correction strategies
in cases where a core business problem or a communication issue occurs, otherwise, it
is not significant.

In Hlb, the same three paired scenarios were analysed and results indicate that
corrective strategies were significantly better in refraining users™ intentions to pass on
the negative word of mouth than apology in 6 the case of a core business problem (p
=.001 <.05). In other cases, it was not significant (p =.253 > .05 and p =.052 > 0.05).
Therefore, H1b was not accepted.

For the second pair of hypotheses, a regression analysis using the bootstrapping
technique (Efron, 1979) was conducted to further investigate moderation effects
between the variables, drawing upon the moderation conceptualization posited by
Baron & Kenny (1986). Hypothesis 2a is supported, as the moderation effect is
confirmed, implying that the attributed responsibility moderates the effect of the image
repair strategy employed by the organization under attack on Facebook users’
forwarding intentions. The model obtained and under analysis was highly significant,
as p = .000, < a (.05), presenting a high R=2= .7447, implying that 74.47% of the
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variation of forwarding intentions was explained by the image repair strategy, whereas
25.53% was left unexplained. Results indicated that image repair strategy was a highly
significant predictor of forwarding intentions, as B=.286, SE =.080, p=.000 < o, (.05),
and that attributed responsibility was a highly significant predictor of forwarding
intentions, as B =.920, SE =.023, p =.000 < a (.05). Most importantly, the interaction
term (image repair strategy * attributed responsibility) was highly significant, as B
= 242, SE = .047, p =.000 < 0. (.05).

Hypothesis 2b is supported, as the moderation effect is confirmed, implying that the
attributed responsibility moderates the effect of the image repair strategy employed by
the organization under attack on Facebook users’ negative WOM intentions. The model
under analysis was highly significant, as p=.000 < a (.05), presenting a high R?=.7335,
implying that 73.35% of the variation of negative WOM intentions was explained by
the image repair strategy, whereas 26.65% was left unexplained.

Results indicated that image repair strategy was not a significant predictor of negative
WOM intentions, as B = .109, SE = .074, p = .140 > a (.05), and that attributed
responsibility was a highly significant predictor of negative WOM intentions, as B
= .833, SE = .021, p = .000 < a (.05). Most importantly, the interaction term (image
repair strategy * attributed responsibility) was highly significant, as B = .320, SE =
.043, p=.000 < a (.05).

At low levels of attributed responsibility, the effect of image repair strategy on negative
WOM intentions, is highly significant, i.e., at low levels of attributed responsibility,
there is a highly significant negative relationship between image repair strategy and
negative WOM intentions, as B =-.461, SE=.107, p=.000 < a (.05). At medium levels
of attributed responsibility, the effect of image repair strategy on negative WOM
intentions is not significant, i.e., at medium levels of attributed responsibility, the
positive relationship between image repair strategy and negative WOM intentions is
not significant (no relationship), as B = .109, SE = .074, p = .140 > a (.05). At high
levels of attributed responsibility, the effect of image repair strategy on negative WOM
intentions is highly significant, i.e., at high levels of attributed responsibility, there is a
highly positive relationship between image repair strategy and negative WOM
intentions, as B = .622, SE = .100, p

=.000 < a (.05).

For the third pair of hypotheses, a regression analysis using the bootstrapping technique
(Efron, 1979) was conducted to further investigate mediation effects between the
variables, drawing upon the mediation conceptualization posited by Baron & Kenny
(1986). Hypothesis 3a is supported, as the mediation effect is confirmed, which implies
that brand attitude mediates the effect of the image repair strategy employed by the
organization under attack on Facebook users’ forwarding intentions. The model under
analysis was highly significant, as p = .002, < a (.05). Hypothesis 3b is supported, as
the mediation effect is confirmed, implying that that brand attitude mediates the effect
of the image repair strategy employed by the organization under attack on Facebook
users’ negative WOM intentions. The model under analysis was highly significant, as
p = .002, < a (.05). The results indicated that image repair strategy was a highly
significant predictor of brand attitude, as B = -.340, SE = .110, p =.002 < a (.05), and
in turn brand attitude was a highly significant predictor of negative WOM intentions,
as B =1.091, SE =.029, p = .000 < a (.05). Moreover, the image repair strategy was
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still a highly significant predictor of negative WOM intentions after controlling for the
mediator, brand attitude, as B = .687, SE = .076, p = .000 < a (.05), implying the
existence of partial mediation. Approximately 72% of the variance in negative WOM
intentions was accounted for by the predictors (R== .716). The results indicated that
the indirect coefficient was significant, as B =-.371, SE =.121, 95% Cl =-.6112, -.1227.
The use of image repair strategy was associated with approximately .37 points lower
negative WOM intentions scores as mediated by brand attitude.

To test the fourth hypothesis, a one-way ANOVA test was conducted followed by a
paired t-test and independent t-tests, drawing upon a pre and post test design. In this
case, brand attitude was measured twice in each of the six groups available, i.e. for each
online firestorm trigger with the respective image repair strategy, at two different points
in time, before (pre-response brand attitude) and after (post-response brand attitude) the
organization’s response following the complaint posted on the brand’s Facebook page
by the dissatisfied Facebook user. The hypothesis 4 is supported, as the absence of an
image repair strategy employed by the organization under attack, has a negative effect
on Facebook users’ brand attitude.

5) Conclusions

Results position corrective action as a more effective image repair strategy than apology
for core business and communication-related incidents. No significant differences were
found between the employment of neither of the strategies for unethical behaviour-
related incidents.

Attributed responsibility is confirmed as a moderator of the effect of image repair
strategy on forwarding and negative WOM intentions. Brand attitude is confirmed as a
mediator of the effect of image repair strategy on forwarding and negative WOM
intentions.

In terms of limitations, the study focused on Facebook, even though Twitter is regarded
as a social networking site more prone to the occurrence of such phenomena, with
fictitious scenarios being depicted (no crisis history and prior reputation taken into
account).

Factors that may also impact how users perceive organizations and consequently their
behavioural intentions, such as crisis response timing, crisis origin and media coverage
were also not considered.8

REFERENCES

Baron, R. M., & Kenny, D. A. (1986), “The moderator—mediator variable distinction in
social psychological research: Conceptual, strategic, and statistical
considerations”, Journal of personality and social psychology, Vol. 51 No. 6, pp.
1173.

Benoit, W. L. (1997), “Image repair discourse and crisis communication”, Public
relations review, Vol.

23 No. 2, pp. 177-186.

Benoit, W. L., & Drew, S. (1997), “Appropriateness and effectiveness of image repair
strategies”, Communication Reports, Vol. 10 No. 2, pp. 153-163.

Benoit, W.L. (1995), “Accounts, excuses, and apologies”, State University of New
York Press, Albany.

1380



2020 Global Marketing Conference at Seoul

Bradford, J. L., & Garrett, D. E. (1995), “The effectiveness of corporate communicative
responses to accusations of unethical behaviour”, Journal of Business ethics, Vol.
14 No. 11, pp. 875-892.

Brown, K. A., & Ki, E. J. (2013), “Developing a valid and reliable measure of
organizational crisis responsibility”, Journalism and Mass Communication
Quarterly, Vol. 90 No. 2, pp. 363-384.

Chan, K. H., Skoumpopoulou, D., & Yu, Q. (2018), “Firestorms on Social Media:
Effects of Social Information Characteristics on Customer Responses”, in Twenty-
Second Pacific Asia Conference on Information Systems.

Chiu, H. C., Hsieh, Y. C., Kao, Y. H., & Lee, M. (2007), “The determinants of email
receivers' disseminating behaviours on the Internet” Journal of Advertising
Research, Vol. 47 No. 4, pp. 524-534.

Coombs, W. T. (2007), “Protecting organization reputations during a crisis: The
development and application of situational crisis communication theory”,
Corporate reputation review, Vol. 10 No. 3, pp. 163- 176.

Coombs, W. T. (2014), Ongoing crisis communication: Planning, managing, and
responding. Sage Publications.

Coombs, W. T., & Holladay, S. J. (2008), “Comparing apology to equivalent crisis
response strategies: Clarifying apology's role and value in crisis communication”,
Public Relations Review, Vol. 34 No. 3, pp. 252-257.

Einwiller, S., Viererbl, B., & Himmelreich, S. (2017), “Journalists’ coverage of online
firestorms in German-language news media”, Journalism Practice, Vol. 11 No. 9,
pp. 1178-1197.

Friedkin, N. E. (2010), “The attitude-behavior linkage in behavioral cascades”, Social
Psychology Quarterly, VVol. 73 No. 2, pp. 196-213.

Hogreve, J., Eller, T., & Firmhofer, N. (2013), “When The Whole World is Listening—
An Exploratory Investigation of Individual Complaints on Social Media
Platforms”, in Dienstleistungsmanagement und Social Media, Springer Gabler,
Wiesbaden, pp. 515-540.

Hong, J. Y., & Lee, W. N. (2005), “Consumer complaint behaviour in the online
environment”, in Web systems design and online consumer behaviour, IGI Global,
pp. 90-106.

Jin, Y., Liu, B. F., & Austin, L. L. (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, Vol. 41 No. 1, pp.
74-94.

Johnen, M., Jungblut, M., & Ziegele, M. (2018), “The digital outcry: What incites
participation behaviour in an online firestorm?”, New Media and Society, Vol. 20
No. 9, pp. 3140-3160.

Lee, Y. L., & Song, S. (2010), “An empirical investigation of electronic word-of-mouth:
Informational motive and corporate response strategy”, Computers in Human
Behaviour, Vol. 26 No. 5, pp. 1073-1080.

Lemon, K. N., Rust, R. T., & Zeithaml, V. A. (2001), “What drives customer equity?”,
Marketing management, Vol. 10 No. 1, pp. 20-25.

Low, G. S., & Lamb Jr, C. W. (2000), “The measurement and dimensionality of brand
associations. Journal of Product and Brand Management”, Vol. 9 No. 6, pp. 350-
370.

Lyon, T. P., & Montgomery, A. W. (2013), “Tweetjacked: The impact of social media
on corporate greenwash”, Journal of business ethics, Vol. 118 No. 4, pp. 747-757.

Murphy, S. T., & Zajonc, R. B. (1993), “Affect, cognition, and awareness: affective

1381



2020 Global Marketing Conference at Seoul

priming with optimal and suboptimal stimulus exposures”, Journal of personality
and social psychology, Vol. 64 No. 5, pp. 723.

Parasuraman, A., Zeithaml, V. A., & Berry, L. L. (1985), “A conceptual model of
service quality and its implications for future research”, the Journal of Marketing,
pp. 41-50.

Pfeffer, J., Zorbach, T., & Carley, K. M. (2014), “Understanding online firestorms:
Negative word-of- mouth dynamics in social media networks”, Journal of
Marketing Communications, Vol 20 No. 1-2, pp. 117- 128.

Rauschnabel, P. A., Kammerlander, N., & Ivens, B. S. (2016), “Collaborative brand
attacks in social media: exploring the antecedents, characteristics, and
consequences of a new form of brand crises”, Journal of Marketing Theory and
Practice, Vol. 24 No. 4, pp. 381-410.

Schultz, F., Utz, S., & G@itz, A. (2011), Is the medium the message? Perceptions of
and reactions to crisis communication via twitter, blogs and traditional media,
Public relations review, Vol. 37 No. 1, pp. 20- 27.

Thompson, C. J., Rindfleisch, A., & Arsel, Z. (2006), “Emotional branding and the
strategic value of the doppelgénger brand image. Journal of marketing”, Vol. 70
No. 1, pp. 50-64. USA: PQ Media LLC.

Utz, S., Schultz, F., & Glocka, S. (2013), “Crisis communication online: How medium,
crisis type and emotions affected public reactions in the Fukushima Daiichi
nuclear disaster”, Public Relations Review, Vol. 39 No. 1, pp. 40-46.

Walla, P., Brenner, G., & Koller, M. (2011), “Objective measures of emotion related to
brand attitude: A new way to quantify emotion-related aspects relevant to
marketing”, PloS one, Vol. 6 No. 11, pp. €26782.

Williams, M., & Buttle, F. (2014), “Managing negative word-of-mouth: an exploratory
study”, Journal of marketing management, Vol. 30 No. 13-14, pp. 1423-1447.

1382



	ABSTRACT
	1) Introduction
	2) Literature review
	3) Methodology
	4) Results
	5) Conclusions
	REFERENCES

