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ABSTRACT 

 

Defending their employer on LinkedIn, attacking their organisation on Twitter, publishing videos in 

solidarity on YouTube: A ubiquitous social-mediated environment allows employees of crisis-stricken 

organisations to reach out to a mass audience potentially in the millions with only a few keystrokes. 

But is such employee social-mediated crisis communication (ESMCC) an opportunity or a threat to 

their organisations? By developing the perspective of the internal employees in contrast to external 

stakeholders such as consumers, the research investigates the specific conditions for ESMCC to be-

come either threat or opportunity to assets such as organisational reputation. To generate 

knowledge in line with scholars’ calls for quantitative, “evidence-based” crisis communication, a sur-

vey with experimental conditions was conducted among 594 participants constituting the publics of 

an organisation. The findings show that in comparison to consumers, employees attacking their or-

ganisation cause disproportionally more damage to organisational assets such as reputation than 

those defending it. In the latter scenario, employees are not more influential than consumers. It 

would still be a premature conclusion that ESMCC is only a threat – to this end, the study provides 

implications for both scholars and practitioners alike that outline positive and negative aspects. 
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1 INTRODUCTION  

This article has gotten a lot of attention ... I wrote the article because it was the right thing to do. I would 

have written it regardless of whether PR would have approved or not, because the NYT article is so bla-

tantly incorrect … Those in the technology community that know me, and have known me for many 

years, know of what I stand for, and where my integrity bar lies. (Ciubotariu, 2015, para. 4) 

 

When a New York Times (NYT) article, titled “Inside Amazon: Wrestling Big Ideas in a Bruising Work-

place” (Kantor & Streitfeld, 2015), heavily criticised Internet retailer Amazon for its workplace cul-

ture, company employee Nick Ciubotariu launched an unsanctioned counteroffensive. He penned a 

lengthy, aggressive response on social network LinkedIn. Not only did this action precede any official 

company communication, it was subsequently referenced in the reaction by Amazon’s CEO and re-

ceived widespread attention from both media and public (Titcomb, 2015). To date, the response has 

a total of 1.2 million direct views – half of these were in less than 48 hours – 900 direct comments 

and many times over the amount in indirect reactions (Ciubotariu, 2015; LeBret, 2015). 

At a first glance, these facts support what scholars have been increasingly arguing for years: Em-

ployees are essential in creating and upholding organisational reputation, potentially safeguarding 

Amazon’s in the case at hand (Dreher, 2014; Fombrun, Gardberg, & Sever, 2000; Helm, 2011). From 

a broader perspective, this case goes further – it is illustrative of a paradigm change: With the ad-

vent of social media, organisational crisis communication has been transformed (Coombs & 

Holladay, 2012; Takahashi, Tandoc, & Carmichael, 2015; Veil, Buehner, & Palenchar, 2011). In gen-

eral, but specifically in crises situations, all publics of an organisation, external and internal, increas-

ingly utilise social media (Jin, Liu, & Austin, 2014; Kietzmann, Hermkens, McCarthy, & Silvestre, 

2011), and, through the creation and exchange of messages, become part of the crisis communica-

tion response themselves (Brummette & Fussell Sisco, 2015; Veil et al., 2011). 

This development has made crisis communication processes exponentially more visible (Aula, 

2010; Coombs & Holladay, 2012) and dissolves differences in what has traditionally been deemed 

external and internal in organisations (Frandsen & Johansen, 2011). Particularly employees gain visi-

bility and influence on the formation of corporate perception (Miles & Mangold, 2014). However, 

while scholars have recently begun to investigate non-crisis social media behaviours, communication 

and outcomes on their employers (c.f. Dreher, 2014; Helm, 2011; Miles & Mangold, 2014; Neill & 

Moody, 2015), their perspective is not yet researched in crises1. 

                                                
1 There are two separate approaches that somewhat touch on this area, which will be discussed later: First, a number of 
articles have analysed employee (social-mediated) communication as the cause of crises (e.g. Guidry et al., 2015; Miles & 
Mangold, 2014; Veil, Sellnow, & Petrun, 2012). Second, one notable exception is a study published late last year that ex-
plored source credibility in crises with the example of employees and organisations (van Zoonen & van der Meer, 2015).  
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The study addresses this gap, the investigation of which is relevant to both academics and prac-

titioners alike – it is a fact that the case of Amazon is not a unique one. Other recent examples can 

be traced around the globe. For instance, after their company was embroiled in an emission cheating 

scandal that severely threatened its intangible assets (Boches, 2015), employees and unions of em-

battled German car manufacturer Volkswagen publically began to reaffirm their questioned organi-

sational identity on video platform YouTube as well as on microblogging platform Twitter using texts 

and videos tagged #WirsindVW [We are Volkswagen] (IG Metall Wolfsburg, 2015). In a comparable 

scenario, Indian employees working for food and beverage producer Nestlé’s Maggi brand defended 

their employer on instant messenger WhatsApp after products of the brand were banned in India. 

Commentators called it a “PR exercise ... started by employees of Nestle” (Divya, 2015, para. 3), indi-

cating the significance media and public attributed to these actions. 

Contrary to such opportunities for organisational crisis management, scholars also note the 

challenges and risks of social media enabling “employees to deliver messages to hundreds or even 

thousands of people with a few keystrokes” (Miles & Mangold, 2014, p. 401). Even in the case of 

Amazon, in which the positive message dominated perception and media coverage, many current 

and former employees wrote negatively about their company, with some using #InsideAmazon on 

Twitter (Valinsky, 2015). The examples given also show the diversity of social-mediated communica-

tion: While the “epic, fiery” (Nisen, 2015, para. 1) and/or “absurdly long” (Valinsky, 2015, para. 5) 

response by Nick Ciubotariu on LinkedIn measured over 6000 words, many messages on Twitter 

were less than the 140 characters limit of the platform. Employees of Volkswagen and Maggi ex-

tended communication to such forms as videos on YouTube and instant messages on WhatsApp. 

This broad spectrum of messages and media is not only hard to control, it is also impossible to 

stop, even when it explicitly breaks organisational policy. In more than one of the above cases, the 

employees were aware of the fact that their activities were breaking protocol, but nevertheless felt 

the need to intervene in the reputation management of, as one of the Maggi employees phrased it, 

the “product that made our identity” (Divya, 2015, para. 5). Authors have early on noted that such 

decentralisation of crisis decision making can be severely threatening to a company (Argenti, 2002). 

As employees due to the user-centric, transparent nature of a social-mediated environment inevita-

bly become crisis communicators (Dreher, 2014), it is of interest to both scholars and managers alike 

to understand this employee social-mediated crisis communication in order to develop strategies to 

address and incorporate them into crisis communication strategies and processes. To this end, the 

study explores the following overarching question:  

RQ. Under what conditions can employee social-mediated crisis communication become a rep-

utational asset or threat? 



3 

In this study, employee social-mediated crisis communication (ESMCC) is conceptualised as  

Social-mediated crisis communication via employees’ own social media channels or profiles – organisa-

tionally sanctioned or unsanctioned – that is aimed towards external and/or internal stakeholders and (at 

least formally) independent from the organisations’ management and professional crisis responders. 

As research in the field is scarce to none existing (Dreher, 2014), the definition has been originally 

created in this context, drawing from established research on employee voice (Dundon, Wilkinson, 

Marchington, & Ackers, 2004; Hirschman, 1994; Miles & Mangold, 2014). As is visible in the descrip-

tion, an essential feature of both employee voice and ESMCC is formal independence from the em-

ployer voice. Even if the employees of organisations such as Amazon, Volkswagen and Maggi de-

fended their employer and possibly only followed the organisation’s line of communication, they are 

seen as individuals, not official communicators (van Zoonen & van der Meer, 2015). This raises an 

important question: How are employees and their ESMCC perceived by an organisation’s publics? 

Scholars seem to agree in the assumption that they are authentic, knowledgeable, credible internal 

stakeholders (Dreher, 2014; Miles & Mangold, 2014), but this has virtually not been tested. 

 If employees are such highly considered stakeholders, this begs the question: Does ESMCC influ-

ence communication about as well as behaviour towards an organisation, and if so, how? In other 

words, is it really conceivable for employees to defend their organisation’s intangible, perception-

based assets such as reputation, and is it in turn possible for them to damage them? Employees 

themselves seem to think so, as they engage voluntarily and eagerly in such behaviour about their 

employer online (Landers & Callan, 2014; van Zoonen, van der Meer, & Verhoeven, 2014). 

ESMCC  is further made more complex because it is spread across the employees’ own, inde-

pendent – sanctioned or unsanctioned – channels and profiles, making it “inevitable and impossible 

to eliminate” (Dreher, 2014, p. 346). While sanctioned channels might include private, i.e. internal 

media, many employees also utilise public platforms (Rooksby et al., 2009). The cases discussed so 

far included public social media such as LinkedIn, Twitter, YouTube and WhatsApp. Do such choices 

of medium and message affect the outcomes of ESMCC? Particularly the use of public networks blurs 

the line between internal and external contacts and is controversial in nature, as it is seen as either 

improving productivity and relations or potentially harmful and dangerous. This makes those net-

works particularly interesting in the research context (Moqbel, Nevo, & Kock, 2013; Skeels & Grudin, 

2009). In accordance with the research objective the following three research questions are thus set: 

RQ1. How is ESMCC perceived by organisations’ publics? 

RQ2. How does ESMCC influence behaviour towards and communication about organisations? 

RQ3. How do specifics of ESMCC (such as message and medium) moderate its impact? 
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So far, ESMCC has received little attention in scholarship. Therefore, the study will examine the in-

tersections of (1) organisational social-mediated crisis communication, i.e. research that investigates 

the impact of social media on crisis management and communication; and (2) employee social-medi-

ated communication, i.e. scholarship that aims to identify employees’ usage of social media and its 

wider outcomes, both on a personal and public, broader level (c.f. Coombs & Holladay, 2012; Dreher, 

2014; El Ouirdi, El Ouirdi, Segers, & Henderickx, 2015; Miles & Mangold, 2014; Ott & Theunissen, 

2015; van Zoonen, van der Meer, et al., 2014; van Zoonen, Verhoeven, & Vliegenthart, 2016). By in-

vestigating public perception as well as organisation-reputational outcomes of ESMCC, the study 

adds to both areas outlined above and addresses a previously under-investigated perspective. For 

instance, only less than 10% of research on employees and social media is conducted from a commu-

nication (outcomes) point of view, the majority addresses such themes as knowledge management, 

legal aspects and policies, as well as implications for human resources (El Ouirdi et al., 2015).  

At a broader theoretical level, this research addresses scholars’ calls to increase knowledge in 

crisis communication by focusing on the previously often overlooked employees on the inside of cri-

sis-stricken organisations (Johansen, Aggerholm, & Frandsen, 2012). At the same time, by extending 

a more integrated perspective on crisis communication that spans processes and outcomes across 

the external and internal divides that exist in much of established theory, the study recognises or-

ganisations not as isolated or sealed entities, but porous in their environments, which has been ar-

gued by scholars (Cheney & Christensen, 2001; Frandsen & Johansen, 2011). 

From a practitioner perspective, the study creates awareness as well as knowledge about 

ESMCC, its perception by organisations’ publics and its outcomes on central aspects of crisis commu-

nication, such as communication about and behaviour towards organisations (Sohn & Lariscy, 2015; 

Utz, Schultz, & Glocka, 2013). Previous studies found that communications professionals did not con-

sider social media as an internal communication instrument in crisis and used hierarchical or implicit 

communication, which was not appreciated by employees (Mazzei & Ravazzani, 2011). Likewise, only 

half of surveyed practitioners thought that employees could be external ambassadors (Johansen et 

al., 2012). Both of these findings are relevant in this context as they indicate that practitioners are 

not aware of the potential of ESMCC’s impact that can be expected based on scholarly assumptions. 

In addition to discussing outcomes of ESMCC, the research therefore provides strategic managerial 

implications. This of particular importance since the phenomenon is expected to gain traction in the 

future: More than two out of five employees worldwide have experienced a crisis or similar top tier 

change event such as mass lay-offs and almost six out of ten have defended their employers to ex-
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ternal stakeholders (Weber Shandwick, 2014). Simultaneously, social media, after widely disseminat-

ing first into personal social interactions, now increasingly transform communication at and around 

the workplace (Davison, Ou, Martinsons, Zhao, & Du, 2014). 

The remainder of this work is thus structured as follows: Chapter two, Theoretical framework, 

explores and discusses previous scholarship and relevant concepts in-depth. Of particular im-

portance here is the Social-Mediated Crisis Communication model, which is used as a conceptual 

starting point for developing ESMCC from a perspective of audience-centric crisis communication. 

With the aid of this framework, stakeholders and specifics of crisis communication in social media 

are analysed, leading into a discussion of extant knowledge and, importantly, knowledge gaps that 

exist regarding ESMCC. Addressing these gaps, a survey with eight experimental conditions is devel-

oped to test the various conditions under which ESMCC potentially might become threat or oppor-

tunity. The research instrument is presented in detail in chapter three, Method. The number of par-

ticipants as well as their characteristics and background, overall research design and procedure, in-

dependent and dependent variables, manipulation checks and analysis procedures are discussed. 

Findings of this step are then first described in chapter four, Results, and in consecutively brought 

back into context of research objective and literature in chapter five, Discussion. This chapter argues 

a novel perspective on ESMCC and includes both theoretical and managerial implications. In the final 

chapter, the Conclusion, limitations as well as directions for future research are discussed.  
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2 THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

Starting via a fundamental perspective on the threats and opportunities that crises pose to organisa-

tions and how these events affect essential organisational assets such as reputation, the following 

review details the emergence of a social-mediated environment that has brought newfound power 

to individual stakeholders of organisations, particularly employees. It then discusses what is and is 

not known about employees and the outcomes of their social-mediated crisis communication and 

concludes by outlining a new model as well as the necessary steps for the empirical investigation. 

 

2.1 Organisational crisis in social media 

2.1.1 Organisations in crisis 

Crises are significant and dangerous events in the lifecycle of an organisation that are becoming in-

creasingly common (Seeger, Ulmer, Novak, & Sellnow, 2005). According to Coombs (2014), crises are 

a “significant threat to operations or reputations that can have negative consequences if not han-

dled properly” (para. 3). They are described as “low probability/high consequence events that 

threaten the most fundamental goals of an organization” (Weick, 1988, p. 305). Their ramifications 

can relate to three interconnected threats: public safety, financial loss and loss of reputation 

(Coombs, 2014). Crisis situations generate challenges both within an organisation and for their 

stakeholders (Argenti, 2002) and these events have complex, far-reaching implications that may 

damage the organisation’s culture, resources, and functionality in the long run (Dutton, Dukerich, & 

Harquail, 1994; Taylor, 2010). In addition, however, to such a narrative that views crises as a threat, 

they can also be seen through the lens of opportunity: Crisis events might help organisations to learn 

and overcome past mistakes and shed outdate assumptions, generate cooperation and support as 

well as point to directions for growth and renewal (Seeger et al., 2005). 

 Investigating questions raised by the urgent nature of organisational crises events is the recently 

established discipline of crisis communication research that has registered strong growth in the past 

years (Frandsen & Johansen, 2011; H. J. Kim & Cameron, 2011). The field is defined as the “managing 

of information and meaning throughout the crisis management process” (Coombs & Holladay, 2012, 

p. 409). It is therefore closely intertwined with crisis management, and, as some argue, the latter’s 

most important element (Coombs, 2010). Scholars of the field focus on strategic implications relat-

ing to stakeholders such as customers, media, NGOs as well as employees (Coombs, 2014; Frandsen 

& Johansen, 2011). Their research investigates how to both protect these stakeholders and the or-

ganisation itself from unfavourable outcomes (Coombs, 2007). Elements of this research are for in-

stance effects of crisis type (e.g. Sohn & Lariscy, 2015), crisis history (e.g. Coombs & Holladay, 2002) 

and emotions in crisis situations (Jin, 2010; H. J. Kim & Cameron, 2011) on organisational evaluation.   
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2.1.2 Organisational assets in crisis 

A further focal point of crisis communication research is the question of how an organisation should 

fashion its messages and actions to safeguard its reputation most effectively when addressing pub-

lics in crisis (Benoit, 1997; Coombs & Holladay, 2008). An organisation’s reputation is constituted by 

“a collective construction that describes the aggregate perceptions of multiple stakeholders about a 

company’s performance” (Fombrun et al., 2000, p. 242). It is formed as a result of past organisa-

tional actions and the direct experiences of its constituents (Floreddu, Cabiddu, & Evaristo, 2014). 

These perceptions include the stakeholders’ stories, anecdotes, and other discursive elements (Aula, 

2010). Reputation is considered to be an organisation’s most essential, strategic, and enduring asset 

(Cravens, Goad Oliver, & Ramamoorti, 2003) and a crisis is a severe threat to it (Coombs, 2014).  

 Reputation loss negatively influences competitiveness, positioning, trust and loyalty of publics, 

media relations, legitimacy of operations, and even the organisation’s license to exist (Aula, 2010). It 

is therefore no surprise that managers see reputational threats to be a primary risk to operations 

and performance (Aula, 2010; Coombs, 2012). Scholars agree that restoring an organisation’s repu-

tation is the foremost objective of crisis communication2 and a key point of analysis in much of exist-

ing crisis communication research (Utz et al., 2013). Crisis management can from this perspective be 

seen as the “flip side” of reputation management – both disciplines have significant intersections 

and are connected to each other (Carroll, 2009).  

Related to reputation threat, crises produce secondary actions from an organisation’s stake-

holders that can have a further detrimental effect. These may manifest themselves twofold, first as 

communication and second as carried out behaviour. The former is defined as “sharing or forward-

ing the organization’s crisis communication” (Utz et al., 2013, p. 41), i.e. further spreading news 

about a crisis situation to other users. The latter is described as “behavioural intentions such as the 

willingness to boycott the organization” (Schultz, Utz, & Göritz, 2011, p. 21). Given their propensity 

to accelerate reputation damage, and scholarly attention to these spill over effects (Coombs, 2015), 

this research investigates both threats, for the purposes of the study combined under the umbrella 

term secondary crisis actions, as part of an organisation’s reputational assets. 

  

                                                
2 Others insist that different concerns, such as public safety, have an ethical priority; however, they also recognise the cen-
tral importance of reputation management (Coombs & Holladay, 2002). 
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2.1.3 Crisis and reputation management in social media 

The advent of social media3 has extensive implications for both crisis and reputation management. 

Crises in a social-mediated environment even more frequently entail reputational threats than in 

other media, and it is vast consensus among scholars that the bulk of crises in social media relate to 

concerns of reputation (Argenti, 2010; Aula, 2010; Coombs & Holladay, 2012; Coombs, 2012). In a 

social-mediated space, where the spectrum of reputational risks is augmented, reputation becomes 

even more fragile and its management assumes greater importance (Aula, 2010). Not surprisingly 

therefore the influence of social media on crisis communication is among the themes currently of 

most interest as well as urgency to practitioners (Coombs, 2012). As a result, some authors have de-

fined new crisis types specifically tailored to a social-mediated environment that adhere mainly to 

threats of perception and reputation (Coombs & Holladay, 2012; Coombs, 2012). 

 The ubiquity of social media and related online technologies are a significant reason for crises to 

become more and more common events for organisations (Seeger et al., 2005). Some authors even 

speak of “social media platforms … increasingly becoming breading grounds for organizational cri-

ses” (Pang, Hassan, & Chong, 2013, p. 97). In a recent report by public relations firm Burson-

Marsteller (2011), two thirds of surveyed organisations indicated that they had recently experienced 

a crisis – and four out of five said one would likely happen in the next six to twelve months, a large 

number of them disclosing the belief that they would come from an online source. 

 In the complex, overlapping, and continuous interactions of a social-mediated environment, 

challenges to reputation might surface anywhere, both from outside and inside the organisation. 

Particularly detrimental communicative and behavioural intentions like negative word-of-mouth or 

boycotts are deeply embedded elements of social media crisis communication and therefore com-

mon occurrences in such events (Aula, 2010; Fediuk, Coombs, & Botero, 2010). Among the most fa-

mous of numerous analysed instances is the case of United Airlines, whose reputation – and finan-

cial performance – was severely hampered after a musician created a viral music video following a 

service failure in which his instrument was destroyed and subsequently not replaced (Floreddu et al., 

2014). This example illustrates what researchers have stated: Inappropriate behaviour and commu-

nication can create or further fuel crises in social media (Ott & Theunissen, 2015). 

 Next to being a potential source of crises, social media also cause significant changes in pro-

cesses and the unfolding of crises, increasing pace, scope and impact of crisis situations (Ott & 

Theunissen, 2015). Especially during the early stages of a crisis, social media often rapidly produce 

an overwhelming amount of information (Sung & Hwang, 2014; van der Meer & Verhoeven, 2013). 

                                                
3 Social media are defined here as Internet-based applications that ideologically and technologically build on the founda-
tions of Web 2.0 and that enable the creation and distribution of Internet-user generated content, which can entail texts, 
images, or other multimedia (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010; Safko & Brake, 2009).  
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Spill-over effects to traditional media can further be observed (Himmelreich & Einwiller, 2015).  

Organisations can therefore no longer decide whether or not to integrate social media in their 

crisis response, the only remaining decision is how to do this (Jin et al., 2014). New approaches to 

crisis management and communication are a necessity (Brummette & Fussell Sisco, 2015). Although 

some scholars emphasise that strategy remains important and thus not all previous knowledge is 

rendered obsolete (Coombs & Holladay, 2012), all concede the severe implications of these new 

communication technologies. Social media in crisis situations can therefore be considered as an im-

portant evolution, if not revolution (Coombs, 2012). As a result, additional resources and knowledge 

are needed for the integration of social media in the crisis communication mix (Coombs, 2014).  

Consequence to these developments, crisis management and communication research have 

been subject to rapid evolution to accommodate interest in new approaches (Coombs, 1995, 2014). 

Whole new fields of research have been opened up, such as how crisis information spreads online 

(Sung & Hwang, 2014) and how social and traditional media interact (Himmelreich & Einwiller, 2015; 

Pang et al., 2013). From the lens of crisis as an opportunity (Seeger et al., 2005), social media enable 

organisations to reach out directly to constituents, providing them with a platform for unmediated 

dialogue (Mei, Bansal, & Pang, 2010). This direct contact can be of advantage, since organisational 

crises affect a wide array of both external as well as internal stakeholders that include customers, 

employees, community members, suppliers and stockholders (Coombs, 2007). Nevertheless, many 

remain at the assessment of social media being a “double-edged sword” (Mei et al., 2010). 

 

2.2 Stakeholders in control 

2.2.1 A stakeholder-centric perspective on crises  

“[U]sers, not organizations or the traditional news media, now control the creation and distribution 

of information” (Coombs, 2012, p. 18). Of the changes initiated by the advent of social media, the 

idea summed up by the preceding sentence is among the most consistently cited (e.g. Aaker, 2010). 

Stakeholders are not merely receivers of crisis communication, they command it to large extents – 

command that is in turn lost for the organisations themselves (Utz et al., 2013). So far has the domi-

nance of users progressed that they are not only in charge, but already “accustomed” to this state of 

affairs (Coombs, 2012). Social media empower stakeholders to complain publicly to organisations 

and cause large scale crises that can quickly escalate far beyond initial reach to enormous audiences 

(Mei et al., 2010; Pang et al., 2013). Communication professionals therefore have to consider social-

mediated crisis communication across multiple media as fragmented landscapes where many differ-

ent people communicate and share ideas about crisis (Coombs & Holladay, 2014) and in which these 
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events as well as reputations are collectively, publicly negotiated through participation by all stake-

holder on a long-term basis (Aula, 2010). In such situations, there is a multitude of distinctively dif-

ferent voices, but no dominant sender or receiver exists (Frandsen & Johansen, 2011; J.-N. Kim & 

Rhee, 2011). Stakeholders are contrarily part of a crisis communication response (Veil et al., 2011). 

 This fundamental difference to what some term “traditional crisis” (Coombs, 2012) needs to be 

addressed adequately. To this end the research draws on a conceptual level on the Social-Mediated 

Crisis Communication model (Austin, Liu, & Jin, 2012; Jin et al., 2014; Liu, Jin, Briones, & Kuch, 2012). 

The framework’s advantage over other established models (e.g. Coombs & Holladay, 2002) is that it 

accounts for different stakeholders as sources of messages, along with factors essential in a social-

mediated environment, such as message forms (Austin et al., 2012). In viewing an organisation’s 

publics as senders and receivers on par with the organisation, the model makes an important step 

towards audience-centric research (Coombs & Holladay, 2014; Liu & Fraustino, 2014). 

 At its core, the SMCC model highlights how information is transmitted between media, both so-

cial and traditional, and essential publics through digital communication as well as offline word-of-

mouth (Austin et al., 2012; Jin et al., 2014). Originally created as the Blog-Mediated Communication 

model (Jin & Liu, 2010), it was later evolved into the SMCC model due to the advent of new social 

media platforms like Facebook and Twitter and the decreasing popularity of blogs (Liu et al., 2012).  

 
 

 

 
 

Figure 2.1   The Social-Mediated Crisis Communication (SMCC) model 
Own figure based on Austin et al. (2012, p. 192) 



11 

An important step in audience-centric research is that it recognises the publics not as a passive, ho-

mogenous mass, but as active, in themselves fragmented stakeholder groups. To this end three ex-

ternal types of publics are incorporated in the SMCC model that interact with organisations in crises 

(Austin et al., 2012). They are (1) influential social media creators, who produce a large amount of 

crisis information for others. These creators are conceptually based on bloggers in the original BMCC 

model and influence other publics directly or even indirectly through (offline) word-of-mouth com-

munication (Jin & Liu, 2010); (2) social media followers, who consume and spread the information 

the aforementioned produce online and offline; and (3) social media inactives, who are only indi-

rectly exposed to this information through word-of-mouth or traditional media.  

Further of importance are the relationships between these publics and other elements consid-

ered in the model, such as traditional media and its content. Interactions between these groups can 

be noted, e.g. cases where crises are spread through social media first, then picked up in coverage 

by traditional media, and then again distributed via social media (Aula, 2010; Pang et al., 2013).  

Subsequent expansions of the SMCC reflect additional factors that are important to consider in 

general, but particularly in social-mediated crises: Crisis origin, crisis type, infrastructure, message 

strategy, and message form (Liu et al., 2012). Crisis origin refers to whether a crisis originates exter-

nally or internally (ibid.). Its type can be defined as either victim, accident or intentional (Coombs, 

2007). Crisis infrastructure is the level of involvement of the organisation’s headquarters in response 

to the situation – i.e. if it is either to be handled centralised or localised by local affiliates, chapters, 

or branches. In some situations, the latter is considered to be more effective. Message strategy and 

form refer to content and medium, respectively (Liu et al., 2012). The incorporation of not only the 

content of the message itself, but also the way it is delivered is in line with previous studies that 

found the latter might be more important than the former (Schultz et al., 2011; Utz et al., 2013). 

Although as mentioned the SMCC model can be viewed as pertaining to a trend towards audi-

ence-centric research that investigates stakeholders as more than passive recipients of monolithic 

organisational crisis communication (Coombs & Holladay, 2014; Liu & Fraustino, 2014), it still puts 

one organisation at its core – even though the reality of today might look different (Schultz & Raupp, 

2010). This is a limitation that the authors acknowledge (Jin et al., 2014). However, it is furthermore 

important to note that the model explicitly distinguishes only between the organisation as a source, 

i.e. the “official crisis information reported by the organization at the center of the crisis” (Jin et al., 

2014, p. 80) and third-party groups or individuals outside the organisation.  
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2.2.2 Stakeholders as organisational crisis ambassadors 

Since stakeholders are in control of crisis communication in social media, it is therefore only conse-

quential to position these users at the center of the research rather than measuring the effects of 

employees against the monolithic organisational communication as in previous studies (van Zoonen 

& van der Meer, 2015). As one communication professional states in the study of Rokka et al. (2014): 

“In social media, people talk with people and not with the company” (p. 816). Reputation in the so-

cial-mediated space is built on a person-to-person basis. Studies finding employees being perceived 

as individuals, not part of “their” entity, further strengthens this logic (van Zoonen et al., 2016).  

To this end an essential question is which groups constitute the most influential creators of cri-

sis communication (Jin et al., 2014). Two stakeholder groups in particular are creating a large share 

of the (crisis) information about organisations in the social-mediated space and are therefore ana-

lysed in this study: Next to the employees already at the core of the study, these are an organisa-

tion’s consumers (e.g. Guidry, Messner, Jin, & Medina-Messner, 2015; Leftheriotis & Giannakos, 

2014; Rokka et al., 2014). Consumers as ambassadors are well established in communication litera-

ture. A long line of research in various contexts has analysed how consumers promote, defend, or 

attack organisations and brands they feel attracted to or repulsed by, i.e. by acting as brand positive 

or negative brand ambassadors (E. Keller, 2007; K. L. Keller, 2012; Kozinets & Handelman, 2004; Lee, 

Motion, & Conroy, 2009; Oetting, 2008; Wallace, Buil, & de Chernatony, 2012).  

Although not recognised by many professionals (Johansen et al., 2012), employees, empowered 

by social media, can and will do the same, becoming highly influential defenders or attackers of their 

organisation in externally-oriented communication (Frandsen & Johansen, 2011; J.-N. Kim & Rhee, 

2011; Korn & Einwiller, 2013; Mazzei, Kim, & Dell’Oro, 2012). As Dreher (2014) states: „Today, em-

ployees’ participation in social media is more important than ever before as they embody an organi-

zation’s corporate character and shape its reputation by functioning as powerful representatives of 

their organizations” (p. 345).  

The case of RadioShackSucks.com helps to illustrate this. A decade ago – predating the ubiquity 

of social media and the examples cited so far – this platform was launched as a counterinstitutional 

website (Gossett & Kilker, 2006). Originally created by and for consumers of U.S. electronics com-

pany Radio Shack, it rapidly became a place that also attracted current and former employees of the 

firm. Thus, visitors of the site were greeted with the message: “Welcome to RadioShackSucks.com. 

Here we are providing a way for you, the consumer, the employee, and the ex-employee, to fight 

back” (Gossett & Kilker, 2006, p. 63). The case illustrates both activity of the two stakeholder groups 

as well as their interaction as senders and receivers. It thus underlines the conceptual choice to es-

tablish the outcomes of ESMCC against consumers’ crisis communication.  
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2.2.3 Employees as influential ambassadors 

Not recognised by many, employees form a nexus in social-mediated crisis communication. While 

they are influenced by external sources, they also actively influence stakeholders’ perceptions of an 

organisation (Helm, 2011). On the one hand, external publics – from costumers to media to politi-

cians – take interest in what happens inside a crisis-stricken organisation, perceiving employees as 

authentic, important sources for gathering information or a target for letting off steam (Frandsen & 

Johansen, 2011; Korn & Einwiller, 2013). On the other hand, employees themselves closely follow 

the reactions of external sources such as journalists and social network users to the external crisis 

communication of their organisation (Dutton et al., 1994; Frandsen & Johansen, 2011). Employees 

often perceive media content as biased, react emotionally, and engage with their co-workers about 

it (Korn & Einwiller, 2013). Employees hence have a heightened information need. It is not sufficient 

to supply them with the same level of crisis communication that would satisfy external publics – in-

stead, employee would seek other, less qualitative sources of information and base their sensemak-

ing on rumours and assumptions, ultimately creating their own version of the crisis via communica-

tion significantly taking place in social media (Strandberg & Vigsø, 2016). 

These strong connections and interactions with stakeholders entail that employees themselves 

are affected by public perceptions of their employer. Employees show high levels of interest on what 

others are saying about their organisations – in regular and crisis situations – and follow media por-

trayals of their employers closely (Korn & Einwiller, 2013). In this context, Dutton et al. (1994) dis-

cuss the example of the New York Port Authority (PA), which came under fire for its treatment of 

homeless persons in one of its locations. Due to the prolonged criticism from the public, PA’s em-

ployees, even those in faraway location, began to feel demeaned by the negative image the public 

held of the organisation. This, in turn, affected the employees’ own identity. The cause for such con-

sequences is the fact that employees have a stronger and more invested connection due to their sta-

tus as internal stakeholders – simply stated, they are “closer” to their organisations than other pub-

lics (Frandsen & Johansen, 2011). Or put more bluntly in comparison between employees and con-

sumers as stakeholders: “[T]he former must deal with a workplace and the work that they are per-

forming and upon which they build their life, while the latter must deal with a product that they 

have acquired (through purchase) and that they are supposed to consume” (ibid., p. 354). 

 Overall, employees therefore aim to voluntarily and in many cases eagerly contribute to the or-

ganisational reputation management through online ambassadorship via their own social media 

channels (van Zoonen, van der Meer, et al., 2014). A recent report by Weber Shandwick (2014) dis-

cusses the example of employees of a Fortune 500 agribusiness. When the organisation came under 
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fire, internal stakeholders took matters into their own hand and created a blog, stating on it: “If any-

one should speak to [our company’s] vision of the world, it’s those of us who come to work here 

every day and collectively make this company what it is” (Weber Shandwick, 2014, p. 4), indicating 

further the hope that this communication would offer a personal perspective on their organisation. 

The phenomenon has additionally gained traction in recent years as employees have become 

more active online. Studies found that between two thirds (Leftheriotis & Giannakos, 2014) and up 

to eight out of ten employees (van Zoonen et al., 2016) use social media for work purposes to com-

municate with different, internal and external, stakeholders about their organisation. With the fur-

ther progressing ubiquity of the Internet, the diffusion of results of such practices has been de-

scribed as limitless (Rickman Cosenza, Solomon, & Kwon, 2015), enabling entirely new methods of 

communication among co-workers and with customers (Leftheriotis & Giannakos, 2014). 

These assessments lead scholars to assert that “[e]mployees are the most effective advocates of 

a company’s reputation and a crisis is when the support of the work force/employees is critical” 

(Mazzei et al., 2012, p. 32). When their employer comes under attack, employees can take over or-

ganisational reputation management, marketing and public relations efforts, and general defence 

(Miles & Mangold, 2014). Through their “eye-witness” perspective, they are an invaluable asset in 

thwarting reputational harm to organisations (van Zoonen & van der Meer, 2015).  

If and when employees elect to do so. While some might not perceive it as their task (Dreher, 

2014), many might even behave in the opposite direction and spread dissent. Such actions are possi-

ble both directly inside the organisation, i.e. through critique towards management, as well as indi-

rectly towards external publics (Miles & Mangold, 2014). While previously the latter scenario might 

have only included small audiences like family members and acquaintances (Gossett & Kilker, 2006), 

social media offers starkly different opportunities: “[E]mployees who have traditionally had limited 

choices in voicing their on-the-job experiences can now communicate with hundreds or even thou-

sands of people outside the organization with a few keystrokes” (Miles & Mangold, 2014, p. 410). 

Whether employees’ communication manifests itself as advocacy or adversary is strongly affected by 

the perception of the relationship with the organisation established through internal organisational 

communication (J.-N. Kim & Rhee, 2011; Mazzei et al., 2012; Mazzei & Ravazzani, 2015).   
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2.3 Employees as crisis communicators 

2.3.1 Establishing ESMCC 

As employees are essential stakeholders and potentially active ambassadors in social-mediated cri-

sis, it is necessary to establish what specific forms their communication takes and what the out-

comes of these actions are. In terms of the overall research objective, existing knowledge and, more 

importantly, knowledge gaps need to be identified for the following empirical investigation. 

 In order to be able to achieve this objective, employee social-mediated crisis communication 

(ESMCC) needs to first be further established. In the introduction, it was defined as social-mediated 

crisis communication via employees’ own social media channels or profiles – organisationally sanc-

tioned or unsanctioned – that is aimed towards external and/or internal stakeholders and (at least 

formally) independent from the organisations’ management and professional crisis responders. In 

general, ESMCC can be located in a subsection of the broader field of social-mediated (crisis) com-

munication, which is in turn derived from research on computer-mediated communication (Boyd & 

Ellison, 2007; Newhagen & Rafaeli, 1996).  

 This definition draws on the concept of employee voice. Based on previous research (Dundon et 

al., 2004), Miles and Mangold (2014) define employee voice as “an employee’s attempt to use either 

organizationally sanctioned or unsanctioned media or methods for the purpose of articulating organ-

isational experiences and issues or influencing the organisation, its members, or other stakeholders” 

(p. 403). The concept is an appropriate base because its theoretical conceptions range from the ar-

ticulation of employees’ individual dissatisfaction to expression of collective organisation to contri-

bution to management decision making to expressions of mutuality (Dundon et al., 2004; Hirschman, 

1994). These positive as well as negative manifestations are also represented in ESMCC. Although 

the concept of employee voice predates them, surveys have observed similar behaviours in social 

media (van Zoonen, Verhoeven, & Elving, 2014).  

 Important aspects of employee voice are employees’ decisions about the message, venue, and 

media used to vocalise their opinions (Miles & Mangold, 2014) – considerations that are reflected in 

research on social-mediated crisis communication in the form of message and medium as well 

(Austin et al., 2012). To this end, several relationships are expected to exist that influence the per-

ceptions and outcomes of ESMCC: It is expected that in comparison to consumers – as previously ar-

gued, they are the second influential stakeholder group for organisations in social media – employ-

ees’ communication will result in stronger organisational reputation and secondary crisis action out-

comes. This effected will be mediated, i.e. caused by credibility and moderated, i.e. influenced in 

strength by message and medium. Figure 2.2 presents a visual overview of these expectations in the 

form of hypotheses, they are theoretically developed in detail in the following sections.  
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Figure 2.2   Visual overview of expected relationships 

 

2.3.2 Messenger effects 

Information source, a central consideration in social-mediated crisis communication, is defined as 

the creator – in the context of this research, messenger – of crisis information (Jin et al., 2014). 

Sources can be both users and organisations who send, receive and share information among each 

other (Austin et al., 2012). Perception of sources plays an important role in crisis communication. 

Although it might appear trivial at first, a central question in such a context relates to who exactly 

employees are. In addition to contrasting them with external stakeholders like consumers as done in 

this study, it is important to distinguish them from other internal stakeholders such as management 

and (crisis) communication professionals, e.g. social media teams and official crisis responders 

(Dreher, 2014; Jin et al., 2014), whose job entails communication on behalf of their employer. 

 Employees have a number of different objectives when voicing their opinion in general and via 

social media, such as articulation of individual dissatisfaction, contribution to management decision-

making, expression of collective bargaining, and demonstration of partnership (Dundon et al., 2004). 

In aiming to create a rigorous taxonomy of social media-related work behaviours, Lander and Callan 

(2014) touch on many of these aspects while defining several positive and negative behaviours. On 

the positive side, they for instance listed communication with existing customers as well as outreach 

to new ones as well as organisational reputation management; on the negative side, they found ac-

tivities like creating offensive content as well as diminishing personal and organisational reputation.  

Due to communication resulting from these objectives, employees are seen as independent 

from the official voice of an organisation and – unlike the official communicators and/or crisis re-

sponders – share messages voluntarily and unrestrictedly (or at least, with less restrictions), being 
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thus perceived as individuals instead of as part of their employers (van Zoonen & van der Meer, 

2015). Publics further see them as highly knowledgeable about the inner workings of their organisa-

tion (van Zoonen, van der Meer, et al., 2014). Because of these traits, scholars assume that employ-

ees are credible, authentic representatives of organisations (Dreher, 2014; Miles & Mangold, 2014). 

This reasoning is supported by a review of extant literature finding that credibility, though a multi-

faceted concept, has two primary dimensions: trustworthiness and expertise (Metzger, 2007). It can 

be expected that particularly the latter dimension is perceived strongly in employees due to the 

“closeness” to their organisation (Frandsen & Johansen, 2011). Thus, it expected that: 

H1a. ESMCC results in a higher credibility than consumer social-mediated crisis communica-

tion. 

A growing body of literature further underlines the vital importance of employees in creating and 

maintaining reputations (Fombrun et al., 2000). Some authors go so far as to assert that employees 

are the means by which organisational reputation is formed (Cravens et al., 2003). Organisations 

have therefore begun to strategically integrate them in social-mediated communication for branding 

purposes, such as in the case of the Danish Patent and Trademark Office, which let almost two dozen 

employees from different departments publically write about a range of topics regarding their work. 

Importantly, management ceded most of the control (Agerdal-Hjermind, 2013). Professional consult-

ing firms in this area have urged to further similar strategic programmes (Weber Shandwick, 2014). 

 Employees are considered as influential reputation managers for a number of reasons. Firstly, 

they – particularly in sectors like the service industry – are frequently in direct contact with other 

stakeholders, most importantly consumers, becoming the day-to-day representatives of their em-

ployer (Helm, 2011). Scholars have therefore hypothesised that employees have a stronger impact 

on intangible assets like organisational reputation than other stakeholders (Rokka et al., 2014; van 

Zoonen, van der Meer, et al., 2014). Along this line, emerging research has found that employees 

can illicit stronger favourable outcomes on reputation in crises than for instance organisations them-

selves (van Zoonen & van der Meer, 2015). Thus, the hypothesis is set as: 

H1b. ESMCC has a stronger effect on organisational reputation than consumer social-mediated 

crisis communication. 

In terms of the conative component of reputation, i.e. secondary crisis actions, some recent studies 

have found that negative communication by employees received more interaction on social media 

than the negative communication of consumers (Guidry et al., 2015). It can be assumed that this is 

also applicable for actions that relate to crisis situations. Thus, the following hypothesis is set: 
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H1c. ESMCC has a stronger effect on secondary crisis actions than consumer social-mediated 

crisis communication. 

It is further of interest if these concepts, i.e. credibility, reputation, and secondary crisis actions, are 

linked – and existing literature in a broader context points to the fact that they are. Authenticity of 

voice and transparency were found to be crucial in upholding reputation in a social media crisis situ-

ation (Ott & Theunissen, 2015). Jin and Liu (2010) also observed that messenger credibility increased 

the impact and spread of social media crisis communication, which was further confirmed in other 

social media contexts (Morris, Counts, Roseway, Hoff, & Schwarz, 2012; Reichelt, Sievert, & Jacob, 

2014). In a review of relevant literature, Kang (2010) comes to a similar conclusion, summarizing that 

credibility is key to any successful relationship and influence on individual stakeholders. This is par-

ticularly true in the “people-to-people” social media environment due to the absence of professional 

gatekeepers of traditional media (Metzger, 2007). Here, “everyone can be a news producer” (Mei et 

al., 2010, p. 147). As users stumble upon vast sways of information daily, they need to apply a heu-

ristic – which are judgments of credibility – to filter the information (Li & Suh, 2015). This is espe-

cially the case in crisis situations (Westerman, Spence, & van der Heide, 2014).  

In more detail, different theoretical concepts can be applied to capture credibility (Appelman & 

Sundar, 2015). Messenger credibility is in this context one heuristic that is applied for judgments 

pertaining to perceptions in an online environment (Metzger, Flanagin, & Zwarun, 2003). Authors 

have found that in a blog setting, messenger credibility was of particular importance for cognitive 

and conative outcomes (Rickman Cosenza et al., 2015). Thus, the following expectation is formed: 

H2a. Messenger credibility mediates messenger effect on organisational reputation. 

H2b. Messenger credibility mediates messenger effect on secondary crisis actions. 

Researchers have argued that as users have limited capacity for evaluating (social-)mediated mes-

sages, a tendency to mix up perceptions as well as interactions can be expected (Appelman & 

Sundar, 2015). Credibility as a phenomenon is thus difficult to completely disentangle, users often 

judge by both messenger and message credibility (Morris et al., 2012). An experimental study fur-

ther found this to be true, message credibility did have an effect on outcomes (van Zoonen & van 

der Meer, 2015). This leads to the following additional expected mediation effect: 

H3a. Message credibility mediates messenger effect on organisational reputation. 

H3b. Message credibility mediates messenger effect on secondary crisis actions. 

 

  



19 

2.3.3 Message effects 

A further central aspect of crisis communication is message content, defined as the information that 

enables publics to make meaning and react to the crisis (Jin et al., 2014). In much of extant research, 

message content is termed “message strategies” (Austin et al., 2012; van Zoonen & van der Meer, 

2015). It can, however, be argued that in a vast number of cases employees will likely not communi-

cate strategically aligned with their organisation, i.e. with the same strategy – may it be routinely 

investigated approaches such as denial or mortification (Benoit, 1997) – as their employer, or even 

fundamentally aligned, i.e. positively about their organisation. More adequately, many scholars in 

the context of employees speak of either positive and negative ambassadorship or advocacy and ad-

versary (Frandsen & Johansen, 2011; Rokka et al., 2014). Most research has focussed on dissenting 

employee voices (Miles & Mangold, 2014). Mazzei et al. (2012) thus summarize that in times of crisis 

“[e]mployees may act as either advocates or as adversaries of their company” (p. 34).  

As the question of which employees would attack their employer and which would defend it is 

of interest to organisations, recent industry reports have aimed to gauge the number of active advo-

cates and adversaries. In a worldwide study, Weber Shandwick (2014) concludes that 21% percent of 

employees show a strong positive ambassadorship behaviour on social media and in other aspects of 

their communication, while 13% actively work against their own employers. In an American context, 

research firm Gallup (2014) comes to even more pronounced conclusions, stating that 30% of em-

ployees are engaged and 20% actively disengaged, thus spreading discontent and negative word-of-

mouth. Such behaviour transcends media (Gossett & Kilker, 2006). This presents sufficient evidence 

that the phenomenon is indeed occurring in both variants. Employee voice can thus be a “source of 

competitive advantage or a time bomb waiting to explode” (Miles & Mangold, 2014, p. 402).  

 Message (as well as medium) are also important for publics to pass judgement on credibility 

(Flanagin & Metzger, 2007). Of interest is the question which behaviour – advocacy or adversary – 

more strongly affects judgements of credibility and outcomes regarding an organisation’s assets. 

Previous research in the contexts of blogs as well as from the perspective of electronic word-of-

mouth suggests negative communication is more credible than positive (Jin & Liu, 2010; Reichelt et 

al., 2014). A dominance of positive external communication might even limit credibility and damages 

messenger credibility perceptions in the long run (Doh & Hwang, 2009). These results would suggest 

that negative ESMCC is more credible than its positive counterpart. The expectation is thus: 

H4. Adversary messages result in a stronger moderation of ESMCC effects than advocacy  

messages. 
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2.3.4 Medium effects 

In social-mediated crisis communication, form refers to how the message reaches its recipient – this 

may be via such diverse forms as press releases or tweets (Jin et al., 2014). Some channels such as 

Twitter have received disproportionate attention in studies (e.g. Lachlan, Spence, Lin, Najarian, & Del 

Greco, 2016; Utz et al., 2013; Wan, Koh, Ong, & Pang, 2015), but social media include various forms 

such as blogs, microblogs, social networking and bookmarking, forums, photo and video sharing, as 

well as Wikis (Austin et al., 2012). Early research focussed on counterinstitutional forums managed 

and frequented by customers and employees (Gossett & Kilker, 2006), while the crisis cases dis-

cussed by Guidry et al. (2015) include platforms such as YouTube, Facebook, Instagram, and Reddit. 

As creating an all-inclusive list of social media platforms is “like trying to count sand on the beach” 

(Coombs, 2012, p. 21), informed decisions are necessary when selecting which media to research. 

 This study will therefore focus on blogs (in particular the blogging platform LinkedIn Pulse) and 

microblogs, i.e. Twitter. The two social media are part of the most popular networks to be re-

searched in crises (Schultz et al., 2011; Sung & Hwang, 2014) and among the most used by both us-

ers and organisations according to studies (Go & You, 2016; Sung & Hwang, 2014). This selection, 

however, can be argued by more than sheer popularity with both users, organisations and research-

ers. The comparison is more emblematic for broader, symptomatic differences. Blogs are among the 

oldest social media (Schmierbach & Oeldorf-Hirsch, 2012). Their purpose is often enabling rich, 

lengthy, identity-focused conversations through regular updates on the blog (Kietzmann et al., 

2011). Microblogs – with Twitter being the most famous example (Schmierbach & Oeldorf-Hirsch, 

2012) – on the other hand aim at speed and high-paced dialogue (Kietzmann et al., 2011).  

Discussing such differences is quite important, since previous research in terms of outcomes on 

reputation and secondary crisis actions has found the choice of information form to be equally as 

important as, or even more important than, the message content (Austin et al., 2012; Go & You, 

2016; Jin & Liu, 2010; Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010; Liu, Fraustino, & Jin, 2015a, 2015b; Schultz et al., 

2011; Utz et al., 2013). Various studies have found that Twitter is usually the least credible among 

multiple sources that include traditional media, but also blogs (Schmierbach & Oeldorf-Hirsch, 2012; 

Utz et al., 2013). This is in line with other research that determined scope and coverage – i.e. the 

“comprehensiveness or depth of the information provided on the site” (Metzger, 2007, p. 2079), no-

toriously low on Twitter, a medium that limits messages to around 140 characters (Sridharan, 2016) 

– as crucial in judging credibility (Metzger, 2007), leading to the following hypothesis: 

H5. Blog as medium results in a stronger moderation of ESMCC effects than microblog  

as medium. 
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2.4 Building a case for ESMCC 

So far, the essential theoretical blocks have been built up: From a fundamental perspective on crises 

and organisational assets like reputation the ramifications of a ubiquitous social-mediated environ-

ment were established, and stakeholder-centric approaches like the Social-Mediated Crisis Commu-

nication (SMCC) model discussed. Embedded in this view, employees were identified as key stake-

holders, and their social-mediated crisis communication, or what is known of it, were dissected.  

In this processes of working towards the overarching objective – to investigate under which con-

ditions ESMCC can become a reputational asset and under what conditions it can become a threat – 

gaps in research have become visible. Three research questions were set at the beginning in order to 

contribute towards the research goal. In terms of the first research question – RQ1. “How is ESMCC 

perceived by an organisations’ publics?” – credibility was identified as a main aspect of perception 

and preliminary findings were discussed, however, knowledge on credibility perceptions of ESMCC 

are not yet sufficient. Hence, this was addressed by hypothesis H1a, which expected ESMCC to be 

more credible than other, consumer social-mediated crisis communication.  

The knowledge gap is particularly wide in terms of the second research question – RQ2. “How 

does ESMCC influence behaviour towards and communication about organisations?” – as these con-

cepts have only recently found general recognition in scholarship at all (Schultz et al., 2011), alt-

hough there is an abundance of speculation in regards to employees. Multiple hypotheses address 

this. It is expected that ESMCC has a stronger impact on reputation and secondary crisis actions 

(H1b-c), which is in turn expectantly mediated through forms of credibility (H2a-b; H3a-b).  

 Along the same lines, it is of importance for the overarching objective to identify moderating 

influences. To this end the third research question – RQ3. How do specifics of ESMCC (message, me-

dium) moderate its impact? – and its corresponding hypotheses, i.e. H4, relating to message and H5, 

relation to medium, address these aspects. 

 Another gap has become visible on the conceptual level: While the SMCC model addresses 

many perspectives and dimensions relevant for this research, it does not consider the important role 

of ESMCC and employees as internal stakeholders. The framework explicitly distinguishes only be-

tween the organisation as a source and groups or individuals outside the organisation, such as jour-

nalists, bloggers or social media users (Jin et al., 2014). In the previous chapters, the fact has 

emerged that in social-mediated crisis settings, numerous crisis actors influence the development of 

a crisis (Coombs & Holladay, 2014). Crisis managers have been called upon to understand “how to 

manage the flow of information to the general population and the media, as well as those directly 

involved in the issue” (Sung & Hwang, 2014, p. 255). Although these perspectives have become com-
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mon ground among scholars, remarkably few consider to include the important internal stakehold-

ers (Frandsen & Johansen, 2011). Organisations are still seen as single-minded, one-message-strat-

egy entities. With the cases and scholarship discussed in the study so far, this view is deemed as too 

narrow. Therefore, for the purposes of this research, the SMCC model is adapted to reflect the more 

complex environment facing an organisation’s official crisis responders and to build the case for 

ESMCC, by incorporating employees as a separate source next to official crisis responders situated 

directly at the (permeable) borders of the organisation (see Figure 2.3). 

 

  

 
 

Figure 2.3   The case for ESMCC 

 

Through this conceptual expansion, the fragmentation in crisis communication caused by the advent 

of social media becomes even more evident. In other words, the adaption adds an additional layer to 

the already complicated process of managing crisis situations (Brummette & Fussell Sisco, 2015). 

(Still, the presented view is simplified considering the fact that it continues to exclude third parties 

such as other organisations like companies or NGOs.) The novel perspective might, however, help 

scholars and practitioners to move from normative, tactical recommendations and actions to a more 

strategic, grounded perspective, as has been urged by scholars in the field in recent literature 

(Dreher, 2014; Frandsen & Johansen, 2011). After all, objective and ideal of crisis communication is 

to be applied in practice (Coombs, 2010). This will be paid attention to in the following chapters.  



23 

3 METHOD 

A quantitative approach was adopted to answer research questions and test hypotheses. It was pre-

viously argued that research on employee social-mediated communication is methodologically domi-

nated by qualitative or non-empirical methods (El Ouirdi et al., 2015). Similar observations have 

been noted in crisis communication research, where less descriptive, more prescriptive studies have 

been advised (Avery, Lariscy, Kim, & Hocke, 2010). Coombs (2009) goes so far as to conclude that the 

majority of existing research has created more speculation instead of testing actual claims. The 

method of choice, a survey with experimental conditions, therefore addresses this methodological 

gap. The study has a 2 (messenger: internal, external) x 2 (message: advocacy, adversary) x 2 (me-

dium: blog, microblog) factorial between subject design. Research design and materials, i.e. stimuli, 

were informed by extensive literature review and the study of recent cases. 

 

3.1 Participants 

Participants constitute the external publics of organisations present on social media. They were re-

cruited from two sources. The first source was a convenience sample conducted via the author’s 

email and social media channels. Participants via this source received no incentive. It was expected 

from the start that this sample would primarily result in young adults and/or students. According to 

Patzer (1996), however, convenience samples do not necessarily impact the quality of findings as 

long as they are compatible with the general population of interest. As young adults are the most 

active and engaged social media users worldwide as well as in the country of this study (Lenhart, 

Purcell, Smith, & Zickuhr, 2010; Schoonderwoerd, 2010) and therefore likely the primary audience of 

employee social-mediated crisis communication, this poses no challenge. Convenience samples are 

further especially fit for research of fundamental questions such as cognitive information processing 

as is the case here (H. J. Kim & Cameron, 2011). Finally, a review of two decades of crisis communica-

tion research found that most studies relied on similar samples (Avery et al., 2010). In light of this 

number facts it can be concluded that advanced sampling methods such as Respondent Driven Sam-

pling (RDS) would not necessarily have added to the study, as especially RDS is better suited to ad-

dress hidden populations and complex to institute (Heckathorn, 1997).  

Even though the convenience sample as argued would have been satisfactory for this research, 

it was aimed to further increase both diversity and number of respondents. A second pool of partici-

pants was therefore accessed via crowdsourcing. Crowdsourcing platforms (also referred to as 

online labour markets) are websites where a large, diverse community of online workers are paid for 

performing a usually substantial quantity of smaller micro tasks (Buhrmester, Kwang, & Gosling, 

2011). Researchers from a variety of disciplines have made use of such platforms (for a discussion, 
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see e.g. Berinsky, Huber, & Lenz, 2012; Buhrmester et al., 2011). Recently, crowdsourcing respond-

ents has been adapted to crisis research (e.g. ten Brinke & Adams, 2015; Xu & Wu, 2015). Partici-

pants via this source received a small monetary incentive. Prolific Academic (www.prolific.ac) was 

chosen over other established tools (such as Amazon Mechanical Turk), as it on the one hand caters 

solely to researchers and aims to provide them a diverse, representative, high quality participant 

pool, while it on the other hand offers a fair reward structure with higher average compensation to 

participants (Damer, 2015). In turn, fairer wages have been proven to increase response quality 

(Silberman, Milland, LaPlante, Ross, & Irani, 2015). See Woods et al. (2015) for a detailed discussion 

on the appropriateness, comparability (and in a number of instances even superiority, such as in di-

versity) of crowdsourcing platforms in comparison to standard lab testing.  

 

 

A total of 594 participants started and 508 successfully finished the survey (dropout rate of 14.5%). 

488 cases were fit for analysis in the end (see following sections). The sample yielded a diverse pool 

of participants from a variety of primarily European backgrounds (see Table 3.1, and Appendix A for 

a comparison of sample groups). Students are as expected strongly represented in the sample 

(39.1%), however, employed participants were in the majority (51.7%). This makes the study’s sam-

ple more diverse than the vast majority of crisis communication research (Avery et al., 2010). 

 

3.2 Design and procedure  

As stated the study has a 2 (messenger: employee, consumer) x 2 (message: advocacy, adversary) x 2 

(medium: blog, microblog) factorial between subject design (see Table 3.2 for an overview) for a to-

tal of eight (8) conditions. The research was conducted online via Qualtrics (eshcc.qualtrics.com) 

software. An online environment is seen as suitable for this kind of study design and does not come 

with trade-offs in terms of data quality (Germine et al., 2012; Reips, 2002).  

Table 3.1   Sample demographics  

Age M = 29.44 (SD = 10.05) 

Education Bachelor’s degree: 212 (41.9%), high school graduate: 130 (25.7%), Master’s 
degree: 112 (22.1%), other: 52 (10.3%) 

Employment Student: 198 (39.1%), full time employed: 196 (38.7%), part time employed: 
66 (13.0%), other: 47 (9.3%) 

Nationality United Kingdom: 178 (34.7%), Austria: 72 (14.2%), The Netherlands: 49 
(7.9%), Portugal: 41 (8.1%), Germany: 33 (6.5%), other: 146 (28.7%) 

Social media usage Followers: 323 (64.1%), inactives: 117 (23.2%), influencers: 64 (12.7%) 

Note. Total completed responses (N = 508) excluding missing values per item. 
For further elaboration on social media usage see chapter Results and Appendix A and B. 
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Table 3.2   Overview of the eight experimental conditions 

Messenger: employee 

 Medium 

Message 
C1. Advocacy blog post C3. Advocacy microblog tweet 

C2. Adversary blog post C4. Adversary microblog tweet 

Messenger: consumer 

 Medium 

Message 
C5. Advocacy blog post C7. Advocacy microblog tweet 

C6. Adversary blog post C8. Adversary microblog tweet 

 

The procedure started by introducing the study – to a shortened extent that prevents bias (Brosius, 

Haas, & Koschel, 2005) – and the crisis scenario. Participants were then presented with a stimulus in 

one of the conditions that included messages by employees and consumers. They then responded to 

questions on messenger and message credibility, organisational reputation, and secondary crisis ac-

tions. These scales were displayed in randomised order to prevent effects of respondents’ fatigue. 

Survey questions on medium usage during crises as well as perception of organisational stakeholders 

in general, manipulation checks and control questions, i.e. personal social media use and de-

mographics, followed. The procedure ended with a debriefing explaining the fictional nature of the 

scenario and by thanking for the participation. The full instrument is available in Appendix F. 

The study was made accessible in three languages to enable wider and higher quality participa-

tion: English; Dutch, the language of the country of this study; and German, the language with the 

largest amount of native speakers in Europe (European Commission, 2012). Scholars have advised to 

use this approach whenever possible, as partaking in research in their native language enables par-

ticipants to respond closer to their true nature (Harzing, 2006). Translation was each done as closely 

to the original as possible by native speakers and proofread by another two. 

Multiple rounds of pre-tests including in-depth exploratory interviews (Möhring & Schlütz, 2010) 

as well as a pilot study with 25 participants were conducted prior to the launch of the study. The 

complex research design and the use of three languages warranted such an intense process. For the 

interviews, some participants were briefed to fill in the questionnaire as in a normal situation, some 

were tasked to give particular attention to flow of questions, wording, overall experience and espe-

cially crisis scenario credibility. After each round of such a pre-test, the research instrument was 

adapted to reflect the feedback, e.g. by restructuring questions or items and replacing certain terms 

or translations. The pilot study was then conducted from 01.04.2016 to 03.04.2016. No changes 

were made following the completion of the pilot since respondents did not report any significant is-

sues. Data was then collected in the two weeks between 04.04.2016 and 18.04.2016. 
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3.3 Independent variables: Materials 

3.3.1 Crisis scenario 

The study employs a real crisis case adapted to a fictional organisation for reasons outlined below. 

Several possibilities were considered, such as using a real case, adapting a real case to a different 

real, but lesser known and thus bias-inducing company, adapting a real case to a fictional company 

(and vice versa), and finally creating an entirely fictional case. Each of this options has been imple-

mented in previous research (Hsiao, Shen, & Chao, 2015; Jin et al., 2014; Jin, 2010; H. J. Kim & 

Cameron, 2011; van Norel, Kommers, van Hoof, & Verhoeven, 2014). To test the most appropriate, 

stimuli were developed for various select scenarios and tested in convenience sample pre-tests. The 

chosen option was finally implemented as it balances external validity and credibility of a real sce-

nario with unbiasedness of a company with which participants do not have any prior experience (see 

also Brosius et al., 2005; H. J. Kim & Cameron, 2011; Liu et al., 2015a, 2015b; Sohn & Lariscy, 2014). 

Since pretests surfaced questions of negative country-of-origin, industry and (in scenarios with 

real companies) brand effects – as could be found in literature (Xu & Wu, 2015) – both nationality 

and industry where selected to reflect this. Polls from Gallup, Pew Research and the Reputation In-

stitute (RepTrak©) across countries have previously found that retail, consumer electronics and In-

ternet industries are largely perceived positively or neutral (unlike e.g. banking, government, and oil 

and gas) and that while Europeans are critical towards the United States (and its organisations and 

companies), they are more well-disposed towards the second North-American country, Canada 

(Newport, 2012; Reputation Institute, 2015; Sadlovska & Angelovska, 2014; Wike, Stoke, & Poushter, 

2015). Hence, the fictional company was selected to be a Toronto, Canada-based Internet consumer 

electronics/retail firm named “Cadabra.ca”. As explained to participants in the introduction:  

Cadabra.ca is a Canadian ecommerce company founded in 1994 in Toronto, Ontario, CA. The com-

pany started as a small web shop for presents (hence the name, referring to Cadeau [fr. present], 

Canada and the "magic" surprise of the presents). Today it sells a variety of unusual products, in cate-

gories such as electronics, apparel, and entertainment, to consumers in North and Central America. 

As of 2015, it had a revenue of $5.4 billion (€4.3 billion) and 11,500 employees. 

To exclude any possibility of an existing company with the same name, an online search was per-

formed across various search engines. No current companies were found. (At one point, an Ameri-

can ecommerce company primarily selling books with the name existed, but was renamed in 1994.) 

The crisis is framed using a shortened facsimile and summary of an article. The frame is based on the 

Amazon case previously discussed (Kantor & Streitfeld, 2015; Nisen, 2015; Valinsky, 2015), but trans-

posed to the fictionalised setting (to increase external validity, as much as possible was kept un-

changed). Thus, messengers are located in Canadian cities and the newspaper was chosen to be The 

Globe and Mail, the broadsheet newspaper with the largest national circulation (Levson, 2014). 
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Figure 3.1   Stimulus: Article facsimile 

 

The crisis was introduced to participants by stating that “On August 15 last year, Canadian newspa-

per The Globe and Mail published an article titled ‘Inside Cadabra: Wrestling Big Ideas in a Bruising 

Workplace’”. Below an article facsimile (see Figure 3.1), the crisis was summarized as follows (with 

some passages highlighted in the original in bold and the list bulleted for easier processing): 

The following allegations are raised in the article: Cadabra employees are encouraged to tear apart 

one another’s ideas in meetings, toil long and late and held to standards the company boasts “unrea-

sonably high”. The internal phone directory (“Anytime Feedback Tool”) instructs colleagues how to 

send secret feedback to another’s bosses – the tool is often used to sabotage each other. “Nearly 

every person I worked with, I saw cry at their desk”, says one employee who was one of the many 

that left or were fired. Employees are ranked and those at the bottom eliminated every year – so it is 

in everyone’s best interest to outperform everyone else. “If you’re a good Cadabrian, you become a 

Cadabot,” says one employee. The hashtag #InsideCadabra was trending soon after the article was 

published. Technology magazine Wired reported that social media conversations around the story 

“garnered 17,000 mentions with negative sentiment outnumbering positive by 5-to-1”. 

Participants on average spent close to a minute reading the scenario (M = 56.00, SD = 40.10). This 

excludes two outliers who were considerably above an arbitrarily set 600 second threshold and thus, 

presumably, interrupted survey participation. Nine respondents spent less than five seconds famil-

iarizing themselves with the crisis case and were thus excluded from further analysis, as it can be as-

sumed that they did not process the information. 
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3.3.2 Conditions 

Experimental materials followed the introduction of the crisis as described above. These included 

the eight conditions: For medium, a Twitter timeline with messages (commonly known as tweets) 

was displayed for the microblog condition; a LinkedIn Pulse (essentially a blogging feature on the 

network) post was shown for the blog condition. Each of these existed in an advocacy as well as ad-

versary form, with either an employee or a consumer as sender. Like the crisis situation itself, the 

conditions were derived from the original messages in the Amazon case from both LinkedIn as well 

as Twitter (Ciubotariu, 2015; Valinsky, 2015). New materials for some of the conditions were also 

based on and developed from these materials. In general, it was paid attention to the fact that mes-

sages differed only in purposive elements (e.g. advocacy vs. adversary) to prevent incidental mes-

sage effects; this was done both during stimulus development and during pre-tests.  

Although scholars have debated whether it is necessary to include different messages in re-

search designs to account for incidental message differences, it is generally agreed upon in cases 

where only (minor) manipulations within a message are tested, such as attributing the same mes-

sage to different sources, it is justifiable to deploy only one message (Slater, 1989). See Appendix E 

for a full-length example as well as for a more in-depth discussion of choices relating to specific fea-

tures of experimental messages as well as of the differences between the conditions. 

Random distribution via Qualtrics ensured roughly equal participants in each condition (Table 

3.3). On average participants (again excluding outliers above a 600 second threshold and systematic 

failures to record time, N = 7) each spent 45.25 seconds (SD = 35.38) familiarizing themselves with 

the stimulus materials. As might be expected, time spent per condition varied significantly between 

the blog (M = 71.28, SD = 103.37) and the microblog (M = 29.00, SD = 40.60) condition, t (332) = -

6.05, p < .001, 95%CI [-56.01, -28.55]. Six participants took less than five seconds and were excluded. 

 

Table 3.3   Participants and time spent per condition 

  Medium: Microblog Medium: Blog 

  Message:  

Advocacy 

Message: 

Adversary 

Message: 

Advocacy 

Message: 

Adversary 

Messenger:  
Employee 

N 64 63 65 64 

t 
M = 27.62,  
SD = 13.46 

M = 25.69,  
SD = 25.69 

M = 67.92,  
SD = 39.01 

M = 66.41,  
SD = 31.23 

Messenger:  
Consumer 

N 63 56 64 62 

t 
M = 27.41,  
SD = 15.25 

M = 24.56,  
SD = 13.97 

M = 65.06,  
SD = 34.82 

M = 62.19,  
SD = 50.00 

Note. Total completed responses excluding seven outliers and system failures, N=501. 
N = absolute number of respondents, t = time spent per condition in seconds. 
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3.4 Dependent variables: Measures 

Measures, i.e. dependent variables in this study rely on scales implemented and validated in previ-

ous research. Multi-item scales were deployed. All items were measured on seven-point Likert scales 

(from 1 = “strongly disagree”/”extremely unlikely” to 7 = “strongly agree”/”extremely likely”). Five 

participants were removed as they did not fill in all questions. 

 

3.4.1 Credibility 

Two separate measures of credibility were operationalized within the study design, as done in previ-

ous studies (Flanagin & Metzger, 2007). This is necessary as credibility perception in a digital envi-

ronment may be the result of the information source, the message alone (e.g. when the information 

source is not available) or of a combination of both (Maillat, Oswald, Metzger, & Flanagin, 2013).  

Even though medium plays a central role in this study, medium credibility will, in line with some 

research, but contrary to other recommendations (Sundar, 2008) not be assessed separately. There 

are two major reasons that justify this decision: Firstly, the most consistent elements of medium 

credibility – believability, accuracy, trustworthiness, bias, and (Metzger et al., 2003) – are part of the 

other two credibility scales of this research. They will thus be drawn upon to measure the influence 

of medium. As multiple studies have already shown that users tend to somewhat confuse source, 

message, and medium and that these are further correlated, interdependencies are expected, as for-

mulated by the hypotheses (Eysenbach & Kohler, 2002; Roberts, 2010). Secondly, it was not possible 

in the research design to provide enough cues to participants to enable separate assessment of me-

dium credibility with specific online dimensions as suggested by some, such as interactivity, multi-

modality, and hypertextuality (Chung, Nam, & Stefanone, 2012). 

Messenger credibility. Previous research has identified two primary dimensions of messenger 

credibility: Trustworthiness and expertise (Flanagin & Metzger, 2007). It is further argued that lack of 

bias increases trustworthiness (Sundar, 2008). This factor is particularly interesting since researchers 

have stated high credibility of employees (Helm, 2011), however, it can be expected that they are 

perceived as more biased due to their embeddedness in their organisation. Bias as a dimension is 

supported by literature reviews on credibility (Flanagin & Metzger, 2000) and has been included in 

previous studies of employees in crisis (van Zoonen & van der Meer, 2015). Although previous scales 

have employed other, secondary items to measure source credibility (e.g. Feick & Higie, 1992; 

Flanagin & Metzger, 2000), they are not as suitable in this context of new and/or social media 

(Westerman et al., 2014). Hence, expertise, trustworthiness, and bias form the scale of messenger 

credibility, with statements “The sender is trustworthy”, “The sender has expertise” and “The sender 
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is biased”. Together, these three factors formed the initial messenger credibility scale, which how-

ever proved unreliable (𝛼 = .55, M = 3.85, SD = 1.36). Post-hoc analysis found that omitting bias as an 

item increased the reliability to an adequate level (𝛼 = .72, M = 4.08, SD = 1.17). 

Message credibility. As discussed, credibility assessments are possible not only for messengers, 

but also the message itself (Flanagin & Metzger, 2007). Based on previous research (Appelman & 

Sundar, 2015), message credibility was assessed in terms of accuracy (“The content is accurate”), au-

thenticity (“The content is authentic”), and believability (“The content is believable”). These indica-

tors were found to exclusively measure message credibility. Together, these three items form the 

message credibility scale (𝛼 = .86, M = 4.22, SD = 1.29). 

 

3.4.2 Organisational reputation 

Reputation of the organisation was measured using Coombs and Holladay’s (1996, 2002) revised 

five-item “Organisational Reputation Scale”. Hence, the five items were “Cadabra is concerned with 

the well-being of its publics”, “Cadabra is basically dishonest”, “I do not trust Cadabra to tell the 

truth”, “Under most circumstances, I would be likely to believe what Cadabra says”, and “Cadabra is 

NOT concerned with the well-being of its publics”. The scale (𝛼 = .77, M = 3.30, SD = 1.01) has been 

previously implemented in recent crisis communication research (e.g. Kiambi & Shafer, 2016; van 

der Meer & Verhoeven, 2014; van Zoonen & van der Meer, 2015). 

 

3.4.3 Secondary crisis actions 

The secondary crisis actions measure consists of two established scales. Secondary crisis communi-

cation was determined with the three indicators established by Schultz, Utz and Göritz (2011): “I 

would share the message with others”, “I would tell friends about this incident”, and “I would react 

directly on social media.” Secondary crisis reactions were measured by asking participants about 

their likeliness to agree to the following statements: “I would be less supportive of Cadabra”, “I 

would stop buying Cadabra products or services”, “I would tell negative things about Cadabra and its 

products”, and “I would sign an online petition to boycott Cadabra” (Coombs & Holladay, 2008; 

Schultz et al., 2011). These seven items were then consolidated in the one reliable scale (𝛼 = .86, M = 

3.86, SD = 1.24) described earlier. To test the new scale’s unidimensionality, i.e. to determine if 

these items indeed form only one factor, Cronbach’s alpha is a first step, but factor analysis is also 

necessary (Sijtsma, 2009). This analysis (see Appendix C for table) reveals that the scale is unidimen-

sional, but as two items (“I would be less supportive of Cadabra” and ”I would stop buying Cadabra 

products or services”) cross-loaded with the other dependent variable scale, organisational reputa-

tion, they were removed. The resulting scale still had good reliability (𝛼 = .82, M = 3.49, SD = 1.32).  
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3.5 Manipulation checks 

Success of manipulation was assessed with three questions in the final section of the questionnaire. 

Participants were asked to correctly identify each of the conditions. Questions where therefore 

“Who was the sender of the message you saw (not the article)?”, “Where did you read the mes-

sage?”, and “Was the message you saw attacking or defending the company?” This is similar to pre-

vious studies (c.f. Utz et al., 2013). A chi-square test confirmed that the manipulation of messenger 

condition was successful, χ2 (2) = 226.18, p < .001. Success of medium manipulation was tested the 

same way, χ2 (2) = 376.33, p < .001. Finally, a third chi-square test showed that manipulation of the 

message condition had also succeeded, χ2 (2) = 256.9, p < .001.  

 

3.6 Analysis 

Analysis was conducted in multiple steps. First, the data collected in the study was pre-processed for 

analysis by means of the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) software. Incomplete (i.e. 

with some missing answers) and disengaged (i.e. those with significantly lower response times than 

average) responses as well as outliers were excluded. Recoding and reverse coding was performed 

were necessary, such as on reversed items in the organisational reputation scale. Assumption tests 

that are necessary for parts of the analysis, i.e. tests for linearity and normality of errors, skewness 

and kurtosis followed. Two cases were removed in this step. 

According to the hypotheses, messenger and message credibility are thought to explain the 

causal relationship between messenger and reputation as well as secondary crisis actions, making 

these variables mediators (Frazier, Barron, & Tix, 2004; Preacher, Rucker, & Hayes, 2007). Hypothe-

ses further posit that message and medium impact the strength and direction of mediators and de-

pendent variables, constituting moderator variables (Baron & Kenny, 1986; Frazier et al., 2004). To 

assess these indirect relationships, bias corrected (BC) bootstrapping was implemented in addition 

to more common tests (e.g. one-way analyses of variance) as method of analysis, as it is particularly 

recommended in mediation and/or moderation scenarios (Preacher & Hayes, 2008). Bootstrapping is 

a family of resampling technique with fewer assumptions, less requirements in terms of sample size 

and only minor drawbacks in comparison to other statistical techniques; in summary, researchers 

are advised to “use bootstrapping whenever possible” (Preacher et al., 2007, p. 185). Bootstrapping 

for any mediation model further is the test of indirect effect with the highest power (Kenny, 2008).  

The analysis was carried out with the Analysis of Moment Structures (AMOS) software, which 

has built in bootstrapping capabilities (Arbuckle, 2013). Although plugins are available for research-

ers to perform bootstrap mediation/moderation analysis in more popular programs such as SPSS 

(Hayes, 2014), there are major strengths associated with utilising AMOS for multiple mediation cases 
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instead of using multiple single analyses, one being that the magnitude of the mediators and their 

indirect effects can be assessed at the same time and in relation to each other. For an extended dis-

cussion see Preacher and Hayes (2008). The analysis followed the recommendations by the authors 

and was, as is common, embedded in a path model. This model was insignificantly different from the 

“ideal” model, χ2 (6) = 6.19, p = .402, and had good fit indices, GFI = .997, AGFI = .981, NFI = .989, 

RMSEA = .008 (Hox & Bechger, 1998). All direct and indirect paths (a1, b1, cI, cI’ and a2, b2, cII, cII’ and 

a3, b3, cI, cI’ as well as a4, b4, cII, cII’) were tested simultaneously (see Figure 3.2). The indirect effect is 

calculated as the product of two paths (Preacher et al., 2007). To assess these indirect effect sizes, a 

pre-written user-defined “estimand” was used (Gaskin, 2012). As recommended (Hayes, 2009), 5000 

resamples were drawn. The confidence interval was set at 95%. As moderators are naturally dichoto-

mous (advocacy or adversary, blog or microblog) and moderate the effect of more than one (in this 

case, four) variables, a multigroup approach (Arbuckle, 2013; Newsom, Prigerson, Schulz, & 

Reynolds, 2003) was implemented, calculating the mediation model separately for each variable. 

Control questions regarding any unaccounted effects were implemented in the analysis proce-

dure. The following variables were controlled for: age, education, employment, nationality, member-

ship in social media public (inactive, follower or influential creator) as well as (non-)usage of LinkedIn 

and Twitter. No significant confounding effects emerged in multiple tests. 

 

 

 
 

Figure 3.2   Bootstrapping multiple mediation model 
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4 RESULTS 

This chapter contains the reporting of results in relation to research objective and hypotheses. Fol-

lowing this step, the findings are then discussed and brought back into the literature context in the 

next chapter. The section is structured in order of hypotheses. It begins with a report on overall sam-

ple population characteristics in relation to social media and crises.  

 

4.1 Descriptive analysis: Crises, social media and the public(s) 

Participants (N = 508) in the survey were on average 29.44 years old (SD = 10.05) and mostly from 

European nations such as the United Kingdom (N = 178, 34.7%), Austria (N = 72, 14.2%) and The 

Netherlands (N = 49, 7.9%). The remaining 43.2% hail from a large array of also predominantly Euro-

pean countries. Overall, most participants had completed some tertiary education (Bachelor’s de-

gree = 212, 41.9%, Master’s degree = 112, 22.1%), the second biggest group had finished secondary 

education (high school diploma = 130, 25.7%). In general, the sample includes close to two hundred 

persons still obtaining a degree (students = 198, 39.1%) and 262 already employed (full time = 196, 

38.7%, part time = 66, 13.0%). For a more in-depth demographic overview, see Appendix A and B.  

Such commonly reported demographics are complemented in this context by participants’ social 

media characteristics and usage. Social-mediated communication is after all at the center of this 

study, of returning importance in the discussion chapter, and social media users not a homogenous 

group. As mentioned, this audience is not completely representative of the general population, but it 

has previously been argued that it is quite close to the population that receives (employee) social-

mediated crisis communication (Lenhart et al., 2010; Schoonderwoerd, 2010). 

Since this study builds on the SMCC model (Austin et al., 2012), it was of interest from a concep-

tual perspective to include the three key publics – social media inactives, followers, and creators – 

described by its authors. Participants were to this end asked to indicate which public (if any) de-

scribed them most adequately (an overview of the statements derived from SMCC is provided in Ap-

pendix F.9). Results show that the largest public by far are followers (N = 323, 64.3%), while both in-

actives (N = 117, 23%) and particularly creators (N = 64, 12.6%) were less represented. 

 In total, these groups use Facebook among all social media the most often, i.e. on average more 

than 4-6 times a week (M = 4.35, SD = 1.26), followed by up to three times a week usage of 

WhatsApp (M = 3.44, SD = 1.76) and “other” (M = 3.02, SD = 1.83), which includes e.g. Reddit (N = 

33), Xing and Tumblr (N = 9, respectively). Twitter (M = 2.70, SD = 1.54), Instagram (M = 2.40, SD = 

1.64), LinkedIn (M = 1.85, SD = 1.12), Snapchat (M = 1.83, SD = 1.38) and Google+ (M = 1.73, SD = 

1.20) were used less than 2-3 times a week. Twitter and LinkedIn are of particular interest because 

of their central position in the study. Further analysis reveals that 29.8% (N = 150) never use Twitter 
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and even more, 48.3% (N = 243) never make use of LinkedIn. For this reason, both usage factors 

were – as previously mentioned – included as control variables in the analysis. 

While it is the most used social medium in general, Facebook is also the channel via which the 

most interactions with brands or companies take place (N = 331, 65.8%), followed by Twitter (N = 

183, 36.4%), Instagram (N = 101, 20.1%), and LinkedIn (N = 89, 17.7%). In combining both general 

usage and company and brand interaction rates, Figure 4.1 illustrates how some social media are 

particularly used for communication with organisations (e.g. Facebook, Twitter), while some are only 

used for private exchanges (e.g. WhatsApp, Snapchat). 

 

Q.SOC1. How often do you personally use the following social media? 
Q.SOC2. On which of these social media do you follow or interact with brands or companies? 

 
Note. Q. SOC1. measured from 1 = never to 5 = daily; Q. SOC2. from 0 = no to 1 = yes; N = 501. 

Figure 4.1   Social media usage and brand relationships 

 

 

4.2 Analysis of total effects: Outcomes of ESMCC 

4.2.1 Overview of findings 

A total of nine hypotheses was tested with the data fit for analysis (N = 488). As mentioned, this in-

clude total effects, indirect (mediation) effects as well as conditional effects (moderation). The re-

sults of the hypotheses offer, in view of expectations set by theory, a mixed, interesting picture. Six 

hypotheses were fully, one additional was tentatively, and a further two were partially supported 

(see Table 4.1 for an overview). Following this outline, the next sections show the findings in detail. 
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Table 4.1   Overview of analysis outcomes 

Hypothesis  Test outcome 

H1a ESMCC results in a higher credibility than consumer social-mediated 
crisis communication. 

 Supported 

H1b ESMCC has a stronger effect on organisational reputation than con-
sumer social-mediated crisis communication. 

 Partially sup. 

H1c ESMCC has a stronger effect on secondary crisis actions than con-
sumer social-mediated crisis communication. 

 Partially sup. 

H2a Messenger credibility mediates messenger effect on organisational 
reputation. 

 Supported 

H2b Messenger credibility mediates messenger effect on secondary crisis 
actions. 

 Supported 

H3a Message credibility mediates messenger effect on organisational 
reputation. 

 Tentatively sup. 

H3b Message credibility mediates messenger effect on secondary crisis 
actions. 

 Supported 

H4 Adversary messages result in a stronger moderation of ESMCC ef-
fects than advocacy messages. 

 Supported 

H5 Blog as medium results in a stronger moderation of ESMCC effects 
than microblog as medium. 

 Supported 

 

 

4.2.2 ESMCC and messenger effects 

The first of several hypotheses regarding the characteristics and attributes of ESMCC relates to per-

ceptions of credibility. It was expected that: 

H1a. ESMCC results in a higher credibility than consumer social-mediated crisis communica-

tion. 

Analysis shows that ESMCC results in a significantly higher judgment of messenger credibility (M = 

4.07, SD = .93) than the social-mediated crisis communication from consumers (M = 3.61, SD = 1.00), 

t (501) = 5.39, p < .001, 95%CI [.29, .63]. Interesting trends surfaced when the original three item 

scale (trustworthiness, expertise, bias) was analysed in more detail. A comparison of means revealed 

that ESMCC (M = 4.21, SD = 1.27) scored significantly higher for trustworthiness than communication 

from consumers (M = 3.81, SD = 1.26, Mdifference = .40), t (499) = 3.53, p < .001, 95%CI [.18, .62]. These 

differences were even more pronounced for expertise, where ESMCC (M = 4.75, SD = 1.15) differed 

from consumer communication (M = 3.58, SD = 1.34) by more than a full point (Mdifference = 1.17), t 

(483) = 10.46, p < .001, 95%CI [.95, 1.39]. In contrast, the differences were insignificant for bias, t 

(499) = 1.48, p = .14, 95%CI [-.06, .44]. Even though as expected employees were seen as somewhat 

more biased (M = 4.76, SD = 1.42) than consumers (M = 4.57, SD = 1.47, Mdifference = .19), the differ-

ences were not large. Thus, bias was (as reported) removed from the credibility scale. 
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ESMCC further also influences judgements of message – i.e. what some authors refer to as con-

tent – credibility, which is rated significantly higher (M = 4.40, SD = 1.11) than communication from 

consumers (M = 4.04, SD = 1.15), t (501) = 3.54, p < .001, 95%CI [.16, .56]. A more detailed investiga-

tion, however, found that this effect did not hold up in the advocacy condition, t (248) = 1.58, p = 

.115, 95%CI [-.06, .51], meaning that when both stakeholders defended an organisation, their mes-

sages were perceived as potentially equally credible (Mdifference = .23). Still, however the employee in 

this condition was seen as more credible (M = 4.25, SD = 1.16) than the consumer (M = 4.02, SD = 

1.12). In general, hypothesis H1a is confirmed in both messenger and message credibility elements. 

These results are generally in line with answers participants gave in the survey section of the re-

search. When asked who they would trust to provide accurate information – both positive and nega-

tive – in times of crisis, participants rated employees (M = 4.84, SD = 1.16) higher than activist con-

sumers4 (M = 3.84, SD = 1.38) and most other groups, particularly other internal stakeholders, i.e. 

company CEO (M = 3.09, SD = 1.34), senior executive (M = 3.19, SD = 1.34), and media spokesperson 

(M = 3.20, SD = 1.35). While employees were also perceived as more credible than NGOs (M = 4.33, 

SD = 1.22), they were slightly less credible than academics (M = 5.12, SD = 1.30). The latter effect is 

not driven by the large student and/or academically educated population in the sample, one-way 

analyses of variance shows results between all groups were not significantly different, F (6, 494) = 

.65, p = .69, ƞ2 = .88 for employees and F (6, 491) = 1.14, p = .34, ƞ2 = 1.89 for academics. 

 

Q.ESMCC2. How much do you personally trust the following people to provide credible and honest 
information about a company's handling of a crisis, both positive and negative? 

 

Figure 4.2   Credible messengers in crisis situations 

                                                
4 The selection and wording of each stakeholder group (e.g. “activist consumer”) in this question is – with the exception of 
NGO which was added later – based on previous studies (Edelman, 2016). 
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Since employees were as expected among the most trusted stakeholders, it was of interest to deter-

mine which of their traits made them most credible. Participants were to this end asked to sort 

terms according to impact on credibility. (Three categories were provided, their values were coded 

from 2.00 = makes highly trustworthy, 1.00 = makes somewhat trustworthy to .00 = does not influ-

ence trustworthiness, see Figure 4.3.) First-hand experience with the day-to-day operations of the 

organisation was the highest ranked trait (M = 1.67, Mdn = 2.00, SD = .59), followed by expertise (M 

= 1.46, Mdn = 1.00, SD = .68), regular contact with customers (M = 1.27, Mdn = 1.00, SD = .74) and 

tenure (M = 1.23, Mdn = 1.00, SD = .71). Position (M = .92, Mdn = 1.00, SD = .68), loyalty (M = .62, 

Mdn = 1.00, SD = .69) and age (M = .47, Mdn = .00, SD = .67) were ranked as not (particularly) in-

creasing credibility. (The question design also permitted participants to enter further elements, but 

this was not used. No elements were provided to assign terms that might have negative influence.)  

 

Q.ESMCC3. Please think specifically about employees of a company. Which traits make them more 
trustworthy to you personally in a crisis, which less? 

 

Figure 4.3   Employee traits and credibility 

 

Two expectations were derived from literature in terms of outcomes of ESMCC. The first hypothesis 

relates to organisational reputation outcomes. It was hypothesized that: 

H1b. ESMCC has a stronger effect on organisational reputation than consumer social-mediated 

crisis communication. 

Expectations on the effect of ESMCC in this dimension could only partially be confirmed. It was 

found that the reputational effect of ESMCC is dependent on message condition. Were employee 
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.744, 95%CI [-.21, .29]: The employee resulted in only a slightly higher reputation (M = 3.65, SD = 

1.01) than the consumer (M = 3.61, SD = 1.05, Mdifference = .04). This means that although the effect 

goes in the expected direction, it is statistically insignificant. Were the two stakeholder groups to at-

tack a company, however, a different picture emerged. Significant differences could be found, t 

(243) = -2.29, p = .023, 95%CI [-.47, -.04]. In such a case, the employee would have a stronger impact, 

i.e. resulting in a lower reputation (M = 2.83, SD = .88) than the consumer (M = 3.09, SD = .85, Mdiffer-

ence = -.25). The hypothesis is partially supported. Mirroring the previous hypothesis, the next expec-

tation concerned secondary crisis actions such as negative word-of-mouth and boycotts: 

H1c. ESMCC has a stronger effect on secondary crisis actions than consumer social-mediated 

crisis communication. 

A similar picture emerged when comparing effects of ESMCC and consumer social-mediated crisis 

communication in terms of secondary crisis actions, e.g. “I would tell friends about this incident”. 

Again, the differences in the case of the defending messages were small and nonsignificant, t (249) = 

-1.57, p = .118, 95%CI [-.54, .06]: The employee resulted in slightly fewer secondary crisis actions (M 

= 3.40, SD = 1.11) than the consumer (M = 3.64, SD = 1.34, Mdifference = -.24). In the case of attacking 

messages, significant effects could again be found, t (243) = 2.33, p = .021, 95%CI [.05, .62]. In these 

instances, the employee resulted in more secondary crisis actions (M = 4.37, SD = 1.07) than the con-

sumer (M = 4.04, SD = 1.19, Mdifference = .34). 

 

4.3 Mediation analysis: The influence of credibility 

The following four hypotheses (H2a-b and H3a-b) concern expected mediation effects. Although 

some of the previous findings (H1b-c) indicate the absence of total effects in some conditions, failing 

to test for indirect effects in such scenarios when using bootstrapping analysis can result in the re-

searcher missing “potentially interesting, important, or useful mechanisms by which X exerts some 

kind of effect on Y” (Hayes, 2009, p. 415). The reasons for this effect are discussed in-depth in Zhao, 

Lynch, and Chen (2010). Following this logic, mediation was tested even in cases where no total ef-

fects were found. As mentioned in the method section, the indirect, i.e. mediation effect in this anal-

ysis is calculated as the product of the two paths (Gaskin, 2012; Preacher et al., 2007). Authors argue 

that contrary to older literature (Baron & Kenny, 1986), this is the “one and only requirement to 

demonstrate mediation” (Zhao et al., 2010, p. 200). Other paths are not necessary and thus omitted 

here. Interested readers may see all paths of the model in Table A.3 in Appendix D. An outcome of 

calculating the indirect effect as a product is that the resulting values are smaller than direct effects 

as well as that the direction (positive/negative signs) cannot necessarily be read from the results. 
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H2a. Messenger credibility mediates messenger effect on organisational reputation. 

In bootstrapping mediation analysis, a relationship between X and Y is mediated by M if the confi-

dence bands for M do not include zero (Preacher et al., 2007). As this was the case in the advocacy 

condition, messenger credibility did not mediate the effect on organisational reputation, b* = .02, SE 

= .05, 95%CI [-.07, 12] – due to a lack of total effect (H1b) this is not unexpected. Messenger media-

tion was found for the adversary condition, b* = .12, SE = .06, 95%CI [.01, .25] where a total effect 

had been noted. H2a is thus supported. 

H2b. Messenger credibility mediates messenger effect on secondary crisis actions. 

A similar result was found for this relationship. Messenger credibility did not mediate effects on sec-

ondary crisis actions in the advocacy condition, b* = .05, SE = .06, 95%CI [-.18, .05] but did in the ad-

versary condition, b* = -.19 SE = .11, 95%CI [-.41, -.01]. H2b is therefore supported.  

H3a. Message credibility mediates messenger effect on organisational reputation. 

In the advocacy condition, message credibility did not mediate the effect on organisational reputa-

tion, b* = -.02, SE = .03, 95%CI [-.11, .04] due to lack of a total effect. However, in the adversary con-

dition, message credibility did also not mediate the effect on organisational reputation at the 95% 

level, b* = .06, SE = .04, 95%CI [.00, .09]. This confidence interval was originally set to be on par with 

the non-mediation tests of the previous hypotheses. Some authors, however, argue a convention of 

90% (or even lower) would be useful for bootstrapping mediation (Shrout & Bolger, 2002), and this 

standard is also often used by theoretical researchers (Efron, 1988; Stine, 1989). At this level, the ef-

fect was significant, b * = .06., SE = .04. 90%CI [.01, .14]. H3a can thus be tentatively accepted. 

H3b. Message credibility mediates messenger effect on secondary crisis actions. 

Likewise, in the advocacy condition, message credibility did not mediate the effect on secondary cri-

sis actions, b* = .01, SE = .04, 95%CI [-.02, .09], but did in the adversary condition, b* = -.12, SE = .06, 

95%CI [-.28, -.02]. This constitutes a similar pattern as in the preceding hypothesis. H3b is supported. 

 

4.4 Moderation analyis: Message and medium 

4.4.1 ESMCC and message effects 

The final two hypotheses concerned different moderation effects. The first one posited that: 

H4. Adversary messages result in a stronger moderation of ESMCC effects than advocacy mes-

sages. 
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In the multigroup moderation analysis of the path model, differences within the advocacy message 

condition were only significant for messenger credibility, b* = .55, SE = .14, p < .001. They were not 

significant for message credibility, b* = .11, SE = .14, p = .464, organisational reputation, b* = .00, SE 

= .06, p = .949, and secondary crisis actions, b* = -.12, SE = .07, p = .104. In turn, differences between 

ESMCC and consumer social-mediated crisis communication in adversary messages were significant 

for messenger, b* = .41, SE = .05, p < .001, and message credibility, b* = .27, SE = .06, p < .001, as 

well as organisational reputation, b* = -.15, SE = .06, p = .020, and, although it was not significant at 

the .05 level, the indirect effect for secondary crisis actions was at the .1 level, b* = .11, SE = .06, p = 

.094. This indicates that adversary messages strengthened the effects of ESMCC in comparison to 

consumer social-mediated crisis communication. Hypothesis H4 is thus supported. 

 

4.4.2 ESMCC and medium effects 

The last hypothesis stated that: 

H5. Blog as medium results in a stronger moderation of ESMCC effects than microblog as me-

dium. 

Differences between ESMCC and consumer social-mediated crisis communication in the microblog 

condition were only significant for messenger credibility, b* = .31, SE = .06, p < .001, not message 

credibility, b* = .10, SE = .06, p = .120, organisational reputation, b* = -.20, SE = .07, p = .729 or sec-

ondary crisis actions, b* = -.07, SE = .07, p = .281. In turn, differences between ESMCC and consum-

ers’ communication in the blog condition were significant in messenger credibility, b* = .34, SE = .06, 

p < .001, as well as message credibility, b* = .20, SE = .06, p < .001, but not at the .05 level for organi-

sational reputation, b* = .12, SE = .06, p = .056 and insignificant for secondary crisis actions, b* = -

.08, SE = .06, p = .180. The result still indicates that blog has a stronger moderation effect on the re-

sults of ESMCC than microblog as a medium. This confirms hypothesis H5. 

An unexpected finding was that in the advocacy condition, consumer social-mediated crisis com-

munication via blogs resulted in a somewhat higher (M = 3.88, SD = 1.00) reputation than ESMCC (M 

= 3.71, SD = .97), although this result is not significant, t (129) = -1.03, p = .305, 95%CI [-.52, .16]. The 

opposite was the case for communication via microblogs, were ESMCC resulted in a higher (M = 

3.54, SD = 1.00) evaluation of reputation than consumer social-mediated crisis communication (M = 

3.33, SD = 1.03). Again, this is not a significant result, t (124) = 1.17, p = .245, 95%CI [-.15, .56], but its 

reporting is of interest in the context of the study. 

To complement these findings on medium effects, further results are presented from the survey 

section. Here, respondents were asked to sort different media in order of likelihood that they would 

receive crisis information via this channel. Facebook (M = 4.91, SD = 2.21) and newspapers (M = 
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4.69, SD = 2.09) were the two media that were consistently ranked at the top. They were followed 

by Twitter (M = 3.74, SD = 2.27), other social media (M = 3.03, SD = 2.20) and blogs (M = 3.00, SD = 

2.00). Conversations with friends and family (M = 2.76, SD = 2.00) and other traditional media such 

as radio (M = 2.12, SD = 2.09) were in most cases ranked near the bottom. The high ranking of 

“other” could be seen as an indication that the social media landscape is further fragmenting from 

the few preferred networks that have been used in research so far, such as Facebook and Twitter.  

 One-way analyses of variances found further differences among social media inactives, follow-

ers and creators. Facebook, for instance, is a primary source of information for both followers (M = 

5.33, SD = 2.00) and creators (M = 5.57, SD = 1.84), but not for inactives (M = 3.38, SD = 2.28), F (2, 

481) = 41.25, p < .001, ƞ2 = 173.11. The opposite is true for newspapers, which inactives (M = 5.53, 

SD = 1.86) rated higher than followers (M = 4.54, SD = 2.01) and creators (M = 3.88, SD = 2.00), F (2, 

481) = 15.19, p < .001, ƞ2 = 62.82. An elaborated discussion will be presented in the following chap-

ter, however, it is in not an unexpected finding that more active social media users also receive more 

crisis information from such sources. Interestingly though, this effect is not true for blogs. It is the 

only of the seven media where no significant differences existed, F (2, 481) = 6.45, p = .43, ƞ2 = 3.22. 

Neither inactives (M = 3.16, SD = 2.00) nor followers (M = 2.91, SD = 2.00) or creators (M = 3.13, SD = 

1.74) rated them particularly high. This result suggests that blogs have diffused into all groups almost 

equally, however, only to some extent that does not make them primary media in times of crises for 

most. Twitter, on the other hand, is an important medium for social media creators (M = 4.98, SD = 

2.14) – by far the most important after Facebook – but to significantly lesser extents followers (M = 

3.86, SD = 4.14) and inactives (M = 2.78, SD = 2.01), F (2, 481) = 21.08, p < .001, ƞ2 = 100.65. 

 

Q.ESMCC1. When a crisis hits a company like in the case [presented to you], where do you most 
likely go to read or hear more information about it? 

 
 

Note. Descriptive means, recoded. Ranks from 7 = highest likelihood to 1 = lowest likelihood. 

Figure 4.4   Medium usage in crisis 
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5 DISCUSSION  

The central question for this study was: Is employee social-mediated crisis communication (ESMCC) 

an opportunity for organisations – or is it a threat? The assumption that employees are the most 

powerful ambassadors of an organisation in crisis – both in a positive and negative manner – is im-

plicit in theory and practice (Frandsen & Johansen, 2011; Rokka et al., 2014; van Zoonen, van der 

Meer, et al., 2014; Weber Shandwick, 2014). It is perhaps best summarized in the assertion that 

“employees are the most effective advocates of a company’s reputation and a crisis is when the sup-

port of the work force/employees is critical” (Mazzei et al., 2012, p. 32). 

Although widely agree upon, this idea has until now – with very few exceptions (van Zoonen & 

van der Meer, 2015) – remained virtually untested. Through “evidence-based crisis communication 

research” (Coombs, 2015, p. 142), the findings of this research offer nuanced insight on the role of 

employees in an organizational crisis. By revisiting and connecting themes previously discussed in 

the study, this chapter outlines academic and managerial implications of the findings. 

 

5.1 ESMCC as a powerful, paradoxical phenomenon 

Contrary to expectations and extant scholarship, this research finds that employees are not the most 

effective crisis communication advocates. Both consumers and employees can be seen as equally 

powerful in such a defensive role. The findings indicate one thing however: Employees are the most 

effective adversaries of their organisation. When they attack their employer on social media, intangi-

ble assets such as reputation suffer disproportionally.  

 Is the conclusion then that ESMCC presents no opportunity, only a threat to organisations? This 

interpretation does also not hold up in view of the results. Rather, a complex and rich picture 

emerges at closer inspection. It is argued here that ESMCC is a powerful, but paradoxical phenome-

non for organisations and their intangible assets.  

 It is powerful, because it is perceived as highly credible by the publics of an organisation. Not 

only is employees’ communication judged superior than the organisation’s own (van Zoonen & van 

der Meer, 2015), but it is also, as this study finds, far more credible than messages from stakehold-

ers such as consumers. Employees are seen as more trustworthy and as having more expertise than 

consumers. Contrary to expectations however, even though employees are much more invested in 

the events in and surrounding their organisation and have strong emotional as well as existential ties 

to their organisations (Frandsen & Johansen, 2011; Korn & Einwiller, 2013), they were not perceived 

as significantly more biased than consumers. This would fit with the view that they are seen as less 
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restricted in their communicative behaviour (van Zoonen, van der Meer, et al., 2014) and thus in-

deed viewed as authentic and independent (Dreher, 2014; van Zoonen & van der Meer, 2015). 

This perspective is further supported by juxtaposing the public’s perception of employees with 

that of other internal stakeholders. Employees are after all not the only representatives of an organi-

sation that are observed from the outside – all levels of internal stakeholders including senior man-

agement and leadership are to some extent in the spotlight (Cravens et al., 2003). To this end the 

study found that when people were asked to rank which stakeholders they found credible in a crisis 

situation, employees were the only internal stakeholders to receive high assessments of credibility. 

Other groups from the inside of an organisation such as media spokespersons, senior executives, or 

the CEO were ranked at the lower end of the spectrum, with the latter being the least trusted of all.  

But what traits and characteristics exactly make employees credible? Up until now, this has not 

been researched empirically, and although scholars have outlined arguments (Dreher, 2014; Helm, 

2011; van Zoonen, van der Meer, et al., 2014), these were nothing more than educated guesswork. 

To this end the study included some exploratory questions, the findings of which offer some insights 

as starting points for further research, but also provoke further questions5. For instance, a number of 

factors is not important in judging credibility of employees according to respondents. Among them 

were age, loyalty and a person’s position in the organisation. In comparison to the experimental con-

ditions, however, these survey results may somewhat downplay a part of the influencing factors be-

cause they might be considered socially undesirable by respondents (Crowne & Marlowe, 1960), e.g. 

the influence of age on the evaluation of a person’s credibility. (This is also the reason why e.g. gen-

der of employees was excluded from this question.) If, for instance, loyalty was to be seen as follow-

ing the employer’s line of communication or not, i.e. filling an advocacy or adversary role for the or-

ganisation, then the experimental findings somewhat oppose these survey results, as it was shown 

that a disloyal adversary message was seen as more credible than a loyal advocacy message.  

The same could be registered for position, which might well have some important effects. As van 

Zoonen and van der Meer (2015) argue, there are ample grounds for researchers to investigate 

whether and if so, how an employee’s function influences the public’s perception. An example to 

give some indication of this effect is the case of Amazon discussed at the beginning of this study. It 

could be seen that the media reception of the Amazon employee, Nick Ciubotariu (whose job title is 

“Sr. Software Development Manager, Head of Infrastructure Development”), was different depend-

ing on whether he was reported as a regular employee or an “exec” (Nisen, 2015, para. 1).  

                                                
5 It should be noted that these survey results do not adhere to the same methodological rigor as the results of the experi-
ment as they are subject to e.g. the social desirability bias. They can, however, be seen as adding context (see limitations). 
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While such results open up interesting routes for further discussion and investigation, the re-

mainder of traits in question supports assumptions made in extant literature, i.e. that foremost first-

hand experience, followed by expertise, tenure and contact with customers are the factors that 

make employees credible. This fits to the image that employees are the day-to-day representatives 

of their organisations (Cravens et al., 2003; Dreher, 2014). 

It was further found that it is this strong perception of credibility that is key in mediating the im-

pact on organisational reputation and secondary crisis actions. Both messenger credibility and mes-

sage credibility judgements were discovered to translate into outcomes relevant to organisations. 

Messenger credibility in the study was the most important factor for influencing cognitive and cona-

tive outcomes (Rickman Cosenza et al., 2015; Westerman et al., 2014). In addition to messenger 

credibility, message credibility also played a role in mediation effects (van Zoonen & van der Meer, 

2015). An explanation for the fact that both perception scales did in the end have an impact might 

be that users tend to mix perceptions of messenger and message due to limited mental capacity for 

evaluation processes, which is said to be particularly the case in social-mediated settings (Appelman 

& Sundar, 2015). Such interactions are also to be expected, because credible messages make mes-

sengers more credible and vice versa (Roberts, 2010). 

Traditional notions of credibility, however, are not enough to capture the whole causal relation-

ship between employees as crisis communicators and impact on organisational dimensions such as 

reputation and secondary crisis actions. Although employees as senders scored higher under all 

eight conditions of the study for both messenger and message credibility, these credibility percep-

tions did not always translate to outcomes, particularly in the advocacy condition. This suggests that 

there is another variable at work here that nullifies the impact of especially messenger credibility, 

thus making ESMCC stronger in attacking than defending conditions. Interestingly, this is not bias, as 

employees were not perceived as more biased than consumers. These findings are the reason why 

ESMCC is not only powerful, as argued up to this point, but also inherently paradoxical. At closer in-

spection, the phenomenon presents both manifest threat and latent opportunity for organisations 

and their reputations simultaneously. 

 

5.2 ESMCC as manifest threat 

In a social-mediated environment, organisational reputation is exceptionally fragile. While this al-

ready essential asset is gaining importance, it also more vulnerable than ever (Aula, 2010). In social 

media, crises have – due to stakeholders increased power – become increasingly common for organ-

isations, leading to the question of not if, but when one will happen (Heide & Simonsson, 2014). Em-

ployees importantly also play a role in this regard, as they frequently cause crises with inappropriate 
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behaviour or communication (Guidry et al., 2015; Miles & Mangold, 2014) and engage in already on-

going crisis situations.  

 From this perspective, even while it would be too quick to jump to the conclusion that ESMCC 

represents a threat only to organisations, it is a significant finding of this study to what large extent 

adversary messages of employees may cause damage to intangible organisational assets. Overall, 

the trend of the results followed the expectations set by the review of literature: When stakeholders 

were defending the organisation, employees’ actions resulted in a somewhat higher reputation and 

less secondary crisis actions (e.g. boycotts) than consumers’. When the situation was reversed and 

stakeholders were attacking the organisation, employees’ communication resulted in lower evalua-

tions of organisational reputation and more secondary crisis actions than consumers’. Contrary to 

expectations, however, the effect in the defending conditions was small and insignificantly different 

between stakeholders; while in the attacking it was significant and stronger. Employers are thus to 

an extent rightfully afraid that their employees will “destroy their reputations with one easy click of 

a social media ‘share’ button” (Weber Shandwick, 2014, p. 7). This is the reason why ESMCC pre-

sents a manifest, very real and easily visible threat to organisations and their reputations. 

A necessary question is therefore: Why is ESMCC stronger when it is directed against an organi-

sation? There are multiple post-hoc explanations that one might consider. On an overall level it can 

be noted that a part of human nature is the fact that negative events have a stronger impact than 

positive ones. It is virtually in any domain the case that “bad is stronger than good” (Baumeister, 

Bratslavsky, Finkenauer, & Vohs, 2001, p. 362). Studies in social media and crisis communication sup-

port the applicability of such claims. Both in blog as well as consumer word-of-mouth contexts it was 

shown that negative communication was stronger than positive (Doh & Hwang, 2009; Jin & Liu, 

2010; Reichelt et al., 2014). Pointedly put: Social media is “a world where satisfied customers tell 

three friends while angry customers tell 3,000” (Blackshaw, 2008, p. 11). This significantly supports 

the argument of reputational fragility and has important implications for organisations, such as the 

fact that it is always essential in crises to keep the volume of negative social-mediated communica-

tion as low as possible. It is, however, not sufficient to explain the differences in strength between 

employees’ and consumers’ messages. 

To this end, a second factor is also likely to play a major role: Employees are closer to their or-

ganisation than most stakeholders (Helm, 2011). They are much more emotionally and cognitively 

invested in their organisation – after all, it is the work “upon which they build their life”, while con-

sumers must only “deal with a product that they have acquired” (Frandsen & Johansen, 2011, p. 

354). Employees’ work is part of their identity (Dutton et al., 1994). If, in view of these facts, employ-

ees speak up publically against their own employer, it might be received such that they take a higher 
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risk, know things others do not or that their message was ignored in the organisationally sanctioned 

venues (Dundon et al., 2004). After all, part of the perception of employees is that they know the 

day-to-day operations of an organisation (Dreher, 2014). Closer is thus stronger than farther. 

On a broader level, it is also necessary to view crisis/reputation management – as mentioned, 

they are each other’s “flip side – in a social-mediated environment from this overall perspective of 

threat as discussed here. Reputation in this space is “driven by risk, not returns” (Fournier & Avery, 

2011, p. 193). Organisations are always in danger to be on the receiving end of stakeholders’ detri-

mental actions. In this regard, the study has added to the conception of reputation, previously seen 

as consisting of emotional, i.e. affective and rational, cognitive components (Dijkmans, Kerkhof, & 

Beukeboom, 2015; Fombrun et al., 2000), a third, conative building block: Secondary crisis actions, 

e.g. calls for boycott or negative word-of-mouth, as such actions are inherent in social media. 

Reputation management in these environments will become more like what Fournier and Avery 

(2011) stipulated: An “open source” situation, where an organisation is “embedded in a cultural con-

versation such that consumers gain an equal, if not greater, say than marketers in what the brand 

looks like and how it behaves” (p. 194). As reputation management’s flip side, crisis communication 

will also become more decentralised. Contrary to some assumptions, this does not have to have the 

same effect on reputation as a “virtual bomb” (Miles & Mangold, 2014) – the following section to 

this end outlines arguments that support a view that also acknowledges positive aspects. 

 

5.3 ESMCC as latent opportunity 

In a social-mediated environment, reputations cannot be controlled by organisations. They are to an 

increasing extent managed “person-to-person”, as in the in crisis situations increasingly utilised so-

cial media, people talk to other people, not organisations (Rokka et al., 2014, p. 816). The study has 

aimed to validate this claim (Guinan, Parise, & Rollag, 2014). To this end it investigated questions of 

social media usage among its participants both in non-crisis and crisis situations. Previous studies 

have found traditional avenues of communication to dominate over social media in crisis (Austin et 

al., 2012) – this would contradict the essential role ascribed to social media in crisis communication. 

The study at hand however discovered a predominance of social media. It was found that Facebook 

and then newspapers were reported as the most likely channels to receive crisis information, fol-

lowed by Twitter, other social media and blogs. Conversations with family and friends and other tra-

ditional media were ranked last. From an overall perspective these findings support what authors 

have asserted in different contexts, that in the course of the past decades, social media have be-

come in processes and interactions part of everyday life (Dijck & Poell, 2013).  
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 It is this development that constitutes a reason why ESMCC manifests as not just threat, but also 

presents a latent, but significant opportunity to organisations and their crisis/reputation manage-

ment efforts. It is the users, not traditional actors like media and organisations, who are in control in 

a social-mediated space (Aaker, 2010; Coombs, 2012). Employees are viewed as an authentic, inde-

pendent sources of information distinct from the official communicators of the organisation itself – 

they are seen as individuals, not institutional entities (Dreher, 2014; van Zoonen & van der Meer, 

2015). In an environment that was originally created for people, not organisations and their brands 

(Fournier & Avery, 2011), their chances of managing reputation successfully in crises is higher than 

the organisations. Experiments support such assertions (van Zoonen & van der Meer, 2015). From 

this perspective, ESMCC is an opportunity: The employees’ crisis communication is at least equally 

strong as consumers’ messages. It is important to acknowledge that employees’ closeness does not 

prevent their communication from having any effect at all. Stakeholders – both employees as well as 

consumers – can therefore take over parts of the reputation management for organisations. 

 Extending this argument even further, the study shows that employees are effective in reputa-

tion management across media and publics. It is an essential lesson for reputation management that 

organisations themselves have learned: Not all social media are the same (Go & You, 2016). Differ-

ent social media publics, as found, utilise different social media platforms. For instance, this study 

found that microblogs, represented in the research design by Twitter, are strongly utilised by the 

public of influential social media creators, constituting their second most used medium overall (after 

Facebook). An explanation for this might be the medium’s “open-by-default, private-by-effort na-

ture” (van Zoonen & van der Meer, 2015, p. 377). ESMCC was effective via this medium. 

ESMCC further showed particular impact when it was communicated via blogs, a medium for in-

depth communication. An unexpected and interesting effect was discovered in the advocacy con-

sumer blog condition: Out of the eight experimental conditions, this was the only one were the con-

sumer message resulted in (insignificantly) stronger effects on organisational reputation (not sec-

ondary crisis actions) than ESMCC. A post hoc explanation for this might be logic applied earlier: Em-

ployees are highly invested in their organisation – again, it is the work “upon which they build their 

life”, while consumer only have to “deal with a product that they have acquired” (Frandsen & 

Johansen, 2011, p. 354). In this light, when consumers voluntarily go to such lengths – in literal 

terms, by writing an extensive blog post – to defend an organisation with which they have only lim-

ited ties, it is reasonable that this results in stronger outcomes on organisational reputation. These 

results are insignificant and need to be reproduced to be meaningful in a larger theoretical context. 

However, even if consumers under specific conditions really have a – to a minor extent – 

stronger impact on reputation than employees, the latter further present a potent opportunity for 
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organisations for a simple reason: As they are invested in their employers’ perception and fate 

(Dutton et al., 1994; Korn & Einwiller, 2013), they are much more likely to speak up in defence of an 

organisation. The employee in the case of Amazon illustrates this with the assertion that he is “not 

going to stand idly by as a horribly misinformed piece of ‘journalism’ slanders my company in public 

without merit” (Ciubotariu, 2015, para. 10). Employees are likely to utilise a broad set of tools at 

their disposal to voice their opinions (Gossett & Kilker, 2006) and participate in the management of 

organisational reputations. While some authors say that they need to be mobilized as ambassadors 

of their organisation (Frandsen & Johansen, 2011), this does not seem necessary within a social-me-

diated environment as such behaviour naturally occurs (Miles & Mangold, 2014). 

Moving employees – and other stakeholders well-disposed towards organisations such as con-

sumers – to the center of research from a perspective of opportunity (and not only threat) is finally 

one of the broader theoretical implications of this study for prospective literature. While there is 

overall much research being conducted on the effects of social media on general society, only few 

scholars have investigated employees and their outcomes on various groups (El Ouirdi et al., 2015). 

Particularly, their perspective has been all but neglected in contexts of crises – even though research 

has been acknowledging their importance in general (Frandsen & Johansen, 2011; Mazzei et al., 

2012). This contribution is part of an effort among scholars towards a paradigm change in both com-

munication in general and particularly crisis communication (Botan & Taylor, 2004; Liu et al., 2015b). 

Following the grander logic of the Social-Mediated Crisis Communication (SMCC) model that puts an 

organisation’s publics on a level with the organisation (Austin et al., 2012), the study at hand has 

moved away from a perspective of analysing different aspects of an organisation’s monolithic crisis 

communication such as its strategies that is still dominant in much of emerging research (e.g. 

Coombs, 2015; Sohn & Lariscy, 2015; van Zoonen & van der Meer, 2015; Wang, 2016; Xu & Wu, 

2015). Instead, it has focused on the users who are now in control of creating and distribution crisis 

information (Coombs, 2012), and particularly consumers and employees (Gossett & Kilker, 2006; 

Guidry et al., 2015; Leftheriotis & Giannakos, 2014; Rokka et al., 2014). In a field were the rapid evo-

lution of media means that communication practice often gets ahead of research (Coombs, 2008), 

this study constitutes an important contribution for current, practical (see also next section) re-

search. Future research could follow in these tracks.  
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5.4 Managerial (and employee) implications 

ESMCC is a phenomenon nested in the social-mediated environment that is inherently paradoxical. 

Practitioners, and this includes managers, communication professionals as well as the employees 

themselves, will have to get accustomed to this ambiguity. ESMCC is both “inevitable and impossible 

to eliminate” (Dreher, 2014, p. 345). It is inevitable because it has already disseminated into most 

organisational contexts as the vast majority of employees – both day-to-day as well as in crises – 

communicates about their employers online (Leftheriotis & Giannakos, 2014; van Zoonen et al., 

2016; Weber Shandwick, 2014). It is impossible to eliminate because attempting to control ESMCC 

may lead to inauthentic communication as well as internal alienation and resistance (Rokka et al., 

2014), and even considering legal actions against an organisation’s own employees may ultimately 

be futile, as the case of RadioShackSucks.com shows: After the employee-run website was forced 

offline following an intense legal battle, it just resurfaced on a different domain with all its users 

soon after (Gossett & Kilker, 2006). 

Managers need to be cognizant of the reputational threats of crises in social media (Coombs, 

2012), but results from recent studies indicate that they are not (Guidry et al., 2015; Strandberg & 

Vigsø, 2016). In line with the objective of applied crisis communication (Coombs, 2010), this section 

outlines essential implications for practitioners in order for organisations to be able to enhance the 

opportunity and alleviate the threat of ESMCC. They are divided among the three phases of crisis, 

pre-crisis, during the event itself, and post-crisis (Avery et al., 2010).  

In a pre-crisis stage where monitoring of potential issues and influential stakeholders in social 

media is key (Mei et al., 2010), identifying employees that could cause problems is therefore essen-

tial. Fortunately for organisations, employees as attackers seem to be in the minority. All of the ex-

amples aggregated in this study – from Amazon to Volkswagen and Maggi – involved strong advo-

cacy messages, which is further backed up by industry data which suggests that more than a fifth of 

employees show strong positive ambassadorship behaviour in general and via social media (Weber 

Shandwick, 2014). Still, however, the same reports found one in eight actively works against their 

own employers – and just as in the previously discussed case of United Airlines, where a single cus-

tomer caused massive reputational damage (Dijkmans et al., 2015), the study found that it might 

only take one employee to do the same or likely more damage to the organisation’s most valuable 

intangible assets. In this context an important step in the successful management of ESMCC is to 

provide employees with the right organisational context and authorized channels for their voice 

(Miles & Mangold, 2014). Often, communication via unauthorized social media channels is only the 

result of ineffective authorized internal channels (Gossett & Kilker, 2006). Providing these appropri-

ate venues can potentially prevent negative ESMCC and therefore damage before it is produced.  
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Once a crisis occurs within an organisation, employees are likely to become active as ambassa-

dors on their own (Weber Shandwick, 2014). Or, in future scenarios, organisations might even call on 

selected employees to represent them, in the knowledge that they are highly regarded by the public. 

In such cases it is important to carefully choose who to highlight in official communication as done in 

the case of Amazon (Streitfeld & Kantor, 2015) or who to appoint as spokesperson: Ideally, this func-

tion is filled by someone who knows the day-to-day business well and has expertise as well as regu-

lar contact with consumers, as this is what was found makes internal stakeholders credible. Some-

what counterintuitively to current organisational practice, the choice would thus be to let lower 

level employees prominently support the official crisis communicators instead of managers, senior 

executives or even the CEO, as these stakeholders are seen as not particularly credible. It has to be 

considered, however, that official spokespersons themselves are not viewed as credible in the public 

eye. Organisations thus should aim to avoid the impression that the employees are forced to com-

municate on behalf of their employer, as this will make them seem inauthentic (Rokka et al., 2014). 

Again, choice of medium is a consideration to be acknowledged. Should employees rather com-

municate via an (official organisational) blog or via short message services like Twitter? The findings 

of this study indicate that, in a defending condition, the difference in effect is not particularly large. 

Organisations might however choose to let employees use public networks instead organisation-

owned platforms like the official website or blog, as this again leaves a more authentic impression. 

With such a decision however comes the awareness that extensive control on reputation manage-

ment is not possible in a social-mediated space (Fournier & Avery, 2011). 

Which medium is selected – either strategically by the organisations or voluntarily by the em-

ployees – matters when it comes to the stakeholder group being reached. While Facebook is the 

dominating social network for the general public, influential social media creators are particularly 

frequenting Twitter. If ESMCC is sent via this media, it might be received by people who are likely 

well-networked persons like journalists (Dubois & Gaffney, 2014) and who then spread it onwards.  

In post crisis communication, when organisations aim to rebuild their reputation (Mei et al., 

2010), both employees and consumers can be called upon as brand ambassadors, as they are seen 

as equally potent for such contexts. While these stakeholders are of course different – as one group 

is “inside” an organisation and the other “outside” – they both are individuals and as such ideally fit 

to manage reputations in the social-mediated environment (Rokka et al., 2014). 
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6 CONCLUSION 

Should scholars and practitioners view employee social-mediated crisis communication (ESMCC) as 

an opportunity or as a threat? Drawing from recent, emblematic cases around the globe – such as 

#InsideAmazon and #WeAreVolkswagen – as well as emergent scholarship, the study set out to an-

swer this central question and to identify the specific conditions under which ESMCC could benefit 

or harm organisations in crises. Achieving this research objective required a multi-step approach. 

First, the phenomenon was embedded in an audience-centric perspective on crisis communication 

that is arguably necessary in a social-mediated environment, where the user is in control of these 

significant events. By expanding the SMCC model, a case for ESMCC was built and employees as so-

cial media users juxtaposed with another influential stakeholder group: Consumers. In comparison 

to this group, it was determined by means of a survey with experimental conditions (1) that ESMCC 

is perceived as highly credible by an organisation’s publics, (2) that this credibility mediates the com-

munication’s impact on organisational assets such as reputation as well as secondary crisis actions, 

and (3) that the impact is further moderated by message and medium. It was found that employees 

are not the most effective advocates, but adversaries of their employer. These findings were then 

linked to build a case that reproduced and expanded, but also rejected previous findings by arguing 

ESMCC simultaneously as manifest threat and latent opportunity. Through judging the phenomenon 

as powerful but paradoxical, the study also aimed to contribute to the establishment of ESMCC as a 

research area worth further investigating. With this exploratory mission come certain limitations, 

but also a host of opportunities for future research. Both are discussed in the concluding sections. 

 

6.1 Limitations 

All research has to make choices, and this concurrently focuses and strengthens a study as well as 

generates limitations. It is therefore important to acknowledge such factors when evaluating the re-

sults of this research. In the intersecting fields of crisis, employee communication and social media 

that are dominated by case studies and qualitative research (Avery et al., 2010; Landers & Callan, 

2014), the study has used a different approach by testing claims rather than generating “more spec-

ulation about what should be done” (Coombs, 2009, p. 113). The study thus followed the longstand-

ing call by Coombs (2007, 2010, 2015) to pursue “evidence-based crisis communication” (Coombs, 

2010, p. 721). In this context it can also be regarded as a strength that the research was a true exper-

iment and that it was carried out online – people, as Schultz et al. (2011) argue, do not consume 

news, blogs, or social media messages in a laboratory setting. An online context is more natural for 

users, and thus increases external reliability. However, an important limitation in the same context is 
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that the scenario included a one-time crisis message (as in nearly all of previous research), but it is 

highly unlikely that participants would only receive one message regarding a crisis in a social-medi-

ated environment. Even if such a reduced setup might be ideal for studying the outcomes of a single 

message or messenger, it is not able to capture possibly interaction effects, such as employees and 

consumers exchanging multiple, different adversary messages. This certainly constitutes a limitation 

that is at the current level of research impossible to circumvent without creating resource-intense, 

overly complex research instruments, but should be kept in mind nonetheless. 

Unlike much of the preceding research (e.g. Utz et al., 2013; van Zoonen & van der Meer, 2015), 

the study used a fictional company with a real, but transposed crisis case to enable both external re-

liability as well as generalisability of findings. However, this also constitutes a weakness, as a small 

number of participants in a response field created for this purpose indicated that they were able to 

identify the real company (i.e. Amazon). Those who did were removed from the analysis. 

A further factor worth consideration is that although all implemented scales were based on pre-

vious research and all but one of them had good reliability, two were only measured in reduced form 

with three items. Grounds for using shortened scales were that, as the study’s participants were not 

a college sample who mandatorily participated, but volunteers who took part on the Internet, length 

of the research instrument was an important issue. (It is also for this reason that further items that 

are common place in research but were not expected to result in particular effects/were not of in-

terest to the study were also excluded; an example of this is the gender of participants.) Further 

complicating is that one of those scales, messenger credibility, proved unreliable as bias was not 

measured as expected and had to be omitted. Thus the resulting scale had only two items. Such so-

lutions are generally acceptable, but should be avoided if possible (Eisinga, te Grotenhuis, & Pelzer, 

2013). Furthermore, a mediation hypothesis was tentatively accepted despite its confidence level 

being slightly below 95%. These issues are mitigated by the fact that these scales were solely used to 

reproduce mediation effects already observed in a previous study (van Zoonen & van der Meer, 

2015). Another limitation is that – for reasons previously argued – the study measured messenger 

and message credibility, but did not observe medium credibility as suggested by some authors 

(Rickman Cosenza et al., 2015; Sundar, 2008). This could be investigated by future research. 

Finally, the study touched on some novel, previously not researched aspects such as the ques-

tion which traits make employees credible, but as these were not part of the experimental condi-

tions, the findings are only complementary and preliminary, and thus need to be reproduced before 

being of the same value. It is important to take this balance of strengths and limitations into account 

when evaluating the results. Even in the light of these qualifiers the findings constitute a solid start-

ing ground for further research. Some directions are discussed in the final section below. 
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6.2 Outlook and future research 

ESMCC as a phenomenon and in particular the implications offered by this study can be explored 

from different perspectives in terms of disciplines, themes, as well as methods. Scholars focusing on 

external crisis communication could explore in more detail platforms and users: Not all social media 

are alike (Go & You, 2016). This study has focused on two emblematic platforms, namely blogs and 

microblogs. Future research could incorporate additional social media, such as websites created for 

employees to voice their concerns (Gossett & Kilker, 2006; Miles & Mangold, 2014). Users are also 

not a homogenous group. Combining those two approaches, scholars might explore interaction ef-

fects between different media and crisis actors (Aula, 2010). In other words: How do users – influen-

tial creators, followers, or inactives – and traditional media interact with ESMCC? To investigate the 

nexus of different media and the influence of time is also possible – in the Amazon case, one factor 

might have been the low reaction time of just one day (Spence, Lachlan, Edwards, & Edwards, 2016). 

Scholars advocating a focus on internal crisis communication (Frandsen & Johansen, 2011; 

Johansen et al., 2012) could instead of focusing on public outcomes such as organisational reputa-

tion and secondary crisis actions investigate organisation-internal effects of ESMCC, e.g. in terms of 

perceived organisational identity (Dutton et al., 1994) or collegial support (Korn & Einwiller, 2013).  

Zhao, Lynch, and Chen (2010) also point to the fact that researchers should encourage others to 

look into additional mediation variables. Scholars in this context could investigate which variable me-

diates the reduced impact of employees’ credibility in the advocacy condition. This study may have 

ruled out bias, but other factors such as “closeness” to an organisation remain in question. 

A more practitioner-oriented line of research might investigate how to integrate employees in 

the official crisis response. As demonstrated by the adaption of the SMCC model, the crisis commu-

nication environment of an organisation is becoming increasingly complex. It might thus be of inter-

est to investigate how practitioners should handle particular situations. There is much room for spe-

cialisation, e.g. on the question of what occurs in cases where employees and organisations com-

municate different strategies. Along a similar line it could be researched what happens when the 

employee is becoming the official crisis communicator. This has been a theme in non-crisis situations 

(Agerdal-Hjermind, 2013). In the Amazon case, the individual response of the employee was lever-

age opportunistically for reputation benefit (Streitfeld & Kantor, 2015), but future organisations, rec-

ognising the communicative value of their employees, might also do this strategically from the start.  

Finally, qualitative research could evaluate organisations’ practices and managers’ experiences 

in future scenarios. Scholars have after all highlighted how in the fast evolving social-mediated envi-

ronment practitioners often get ahead of researchers. Specialists might find new, innovative ap-

proaches that in turn could be analysed for their effectiveness in an experimental study like this one.  
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APPENDIX 

 

A Additional figures and tables: Demographics 

 

Table A.1   Demographics across sample groups 

 Convenience sample Crowdsource sample Overall 

Age M = 27.30 (SD = 9.47) M = 30.08 (SD = 10.15) M = 29.44 (SD: 10.05) 

Educa-
tion 

Bachelor’s: 53 (43.8%) 
High school: 30 (24.8%) 
Master’s: 29 (24%) 
Other: 9 (7.6%) 

Bachelor’s: 159 (41.3%) 
High school: 100 (26.0%) 
Master’s: 83 (21.6%) 
Other: 43 (11.2%) 

Bachelor’s: 212 (41.9%) 
High school: 130 (25.7%) 
Master’s: 112 (22.1%) 
Other: 52 (10.3%) 

Em-
ploy-
ment 

Student: 66 (54.1%) 
Full time: 41 (33.6%) 
Part time: 12 (9.8%) 
Other: 3 (2.4%) 

Full time: 155 (40.3%) 
Student: 132 (24.3%) 
Part time: 54 (14.0%) 
Other: 44 (11.4%) 

Student: 198 (39.1%) 
Full time: 196 (38.7%) 
Part time: 66 (13.0%) 
Other: 47 (9.3%) 

Nation-
ality 

Austria: 70 (57.4%) 
The Netherlands: 11 (9%)  
Germany: 9 (7.4%) 
Bulgaria: 6 (4.9%) 
Other (Belarus, Bermuda, 
Canada, China, Finland, 
France, Greece, Hungary, 
Kazakhstan, Lithuania, Rus-
sia, Singapore, Slovenia, 
Switzerland, United King-
dom, United States): 26 
(21.3%) 

United Kingdom: 172 (45%) 
Portugal: 41 (10.6%) 
The Netherlands: 29 (7.5%) 
Germany: 24 (6.2%) 
Other (Australia, Austria, 
Belgium, Canada, Czech Re-
public, Denmark, Finland, 
France, Hungary, Ireland, 
Italy, Lithuania, Malawi, 
Norway, Poland, Romania, 
Serbia, Slovakia, Slovenia, 
Spain, Sweden, Switzer-
land): 120 (31.1%) 

United Kingdom: 178 (35%) 
Austria: 72 (14.2%) 
The Netherlands: 49 (7.9%) 
Portugal: 41 (8.1%) 
Germany: 33 (6.5%) 
Other: 146 (28.7%) 

Social 
media 
usage 

Inactives: 19 (16.0%) 
Follower: 91 (76.5%) 
Influencer: 9 (7.6%) 

Inactives: 98 (25.5%) 
Follower: 232 (60.3%) 
Influencer: 55 (14.3%) 

Inactives: 117 (23.2%) 
Follower: 323 (64.1%) 
Influencer: 64 (12.7) 

Note. Total completed responses (N = 508) excluding missing values per item. 
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B Additional figures and tables: Social media usage 

 

The following Figure (A.1) presents a concise view on some of the findings regarding the participants 

in this study and their social media usage, grounded in the Social-Mediated Crisis Communication 

(SMCC) model (Austin et al., 2012). The size of the circles representing the publics has been adjusted 

in size according to (self-reported) membership. As most people in the study identified with the 

statements describing the social media followers, this circle is the largest. Since both traditional and 

social media are, as found by the study, increasingly fragmented, the rectangular shapes include the 

most used media in each category, i.e. Facebook and newspapers. The blue arrows next to the three 

social media publics also show how these use different media as primary venues of information. 

 

  

 

 
 

Figure A.1   Social media usage across sample groups 
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C Factor analysis outcome variables 

 

Table A.2   Determining unidimensionality through factor analysis 

Items 
Secondary  

crisis actions 
Organisational 

reputation 

   
I would share the message I saw with others. .828  
I would tell friends about this incident. .702  
I would react directly on social media. .773  
I would be less supportive of Cadabra. .499 -.599 
I would stop buying Cadabra products or services. .538 -.550 
I would tell negative things about Cadabra and its products. .649  
I would sign an online petition to boycott Cadabra. .703  
Cadabra is concerned with the well-being of its publics (e.g. 
customers, employee, suppliers). 

 .756 

Cadabra is basically dishonest.  .502 
I do not trust Cadabra to tell the truth.  .675 
Under most circumstances, I would be likely to believe what 
Cadabra says. 

 .682 

Cadabra is NOT concerned with the well-being of its publics 
(e.g. customers, employee, suppliers). 

 .765 

   

   
Cronbach’s alpha .82 .77 
Eigenvalue 5.15 1.60 
   
Note. Factor (principal components) analysis with varimax rotation. Two factors with eigenvalue above 1, 56.21% of var-
iance explained. Table with rotated loadings. Factor loadings below .4 were omitted from the table. Cronbach’s alpha 
excluding cross-loading items that were as reported subsequently removed. 
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D Path model bootstrapping mediation 
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E Stimulus materials 

 

The section below details some decisions regarding the manipulation of stimulus materials in the 

study’s conditions. It also shows four out of the total of eight messages. Below (Figure A.2) is a full-

length example of one of the stimulus messages. All materials are available from the author. 

 

 

Figure A.2   Full-length example of a stimulus: Adversary employee blog post 
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Messenger: External vs. internal. Some key signals were placed to differentiate both conditions (see 

Figure A.2): While in the internal variant, the employee both announced his affiliation in heading and 

body text as well as in the ‘profile section’ of both media (LinkedIn, Twitter), the external variant dis-

played an unrelated company affiliation in the section and only announced in the body text that the 

respondent was a consumer of the company. This choice was made in order to bolster the authentic-

ity of the messages – after review of real messages it was decided that is was unlikely and thus inau-

thentic for a consumer to announce his affiliation in the heading, however, it was more likely for an 

employee, as happened in the existing case (Ciubotariu, 2015). 

 

  

Figure A.3   Examples of the messenger condition: Consumer vs. employee 

 

Message: Advocacy vs. adversary. The advocacy condition was kept as close to the original messages 

of the Amazon case as possible (Ciubotariu, 2015). The adversary condition was developed from the 

former (see Figure A.4 on the next page). To ensure authenticity of the newly developed version, all 

versions were checked by experienced social media users. To keep close to the real template, visuals 

were also used to transport the message. 
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Figure A.4   Examples of the message condition: Advocacy vs. adversary 

 

Medium: Blog vs. microblog. Twitter was chosen for the microblog condition, as it is the most re-

nowned microblogging platform (Schmierbach & Oeldorf-Hirsch, 2012) as well as among the most 

studied social media in crises (Austin et al., 2012). LinkedIn was chosen as it is a popular social net-

work that enables blogging without length limitations via its Pulse platform (Kothari, 2015). Design 

followed the most recent version of the platform as closely as possible (see Figure 3.3).  

 

  

Figure A.5   Examples of the medium condition: Blog vs. microblog 
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F Research instrument 

 

 

1   Introduction 

 

 

2   Company 
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3   Crisis scenario 
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4   Condition (select one of eight; see Appendix E) 
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5   Measures: Credibility, secondary actions, reputation (from top to bottom; randomized) 
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6   Additional measures 
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7   Manipulation check questions 
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8   Social media usage questions 
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9   Demographic questions 
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10   Debriefing 

 

Figure A.6   Research instrument 

 

 

 


