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ABSTRACT 


Social media has revolutionized the traditional media by empowering stakeholders and facilitating 
 their access to information. In the current paper, the emphasis is placed on the importance of social 
 media  to  organizations  and  its  potential  as  a  communication  instrument  with  regard  to  corporate 
 social responsibility (CSR) matters.  


Based on a theoretical foundation consisting of identity and image, corporate social responsibility, 
 and  social  media,  the  thesis  is  set  in  the  context  in  which  due  to  the  rising  demand  from 
 stakeholders,  companies  need  not  only  to  integrate  sustainability  activities  in  their  operations  but 
 also communicate about such actions to their stakeholders. In addition, communication over social 
 media implies certain drawbacks in terms of control, but also certain benefits regarding stakeholder 
 engagement.  


To  address  this  challenge,  by  means  of  a  discourse  analysis,  McDonald’s  was  chosen  as  the 
foundation of the current research. The company has been under extensive criticism, ranging from 
serving unhealthy food to damaging the environment, and exploiting children and employees. Thus, 
it is important how such a condemned company chooses to communicate its CSR activities through 
social media and how effective these strategies are.  
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1.0 INTRODUCTION 

 1.1 Introduction to the topic 

Over the last decades, stakeholders have increasingly expected from firms to implement sustainable 
 activities  into  their  daily  operations  (Etter,  2013a). It  has  been  argued  that  it  is  thereby  important 
 that  firms  effectively  communicate  and  share  their  corporate  social  responsibility  (henceforth  – 
 CSR)  efforts  in  order  to  achieve  intended  effects,  such  as  reputation  and  legitimacy  gains 
 (Beckmann  et  al.,  2006).  Over  the  last  years,  companies  have  increasingly  disclosed  their  CSR 
 efforts through online media (Angeles and Capriotti, 2009).  Even more recently, companies have 
 been  doing  this  through  diverse  social  media  platforms (Etter,  2013b).  Social  media,  however, 
 challenges  organizations,  since  it  allows  previously  silenced  stakeholders  to  raise  their  voice  and 
 interact with organizations in a public sphere about delicate issues, such as CSR (O’Reilly, 2005).  


The  likelihood  of  interrupting  the  official  communication  of  organizations  has  relevant 
 consequences for organizations. However, so far, not much is known about these consequences. It 
 is therefore critical to examine the advantages and challenges that companies encounter when they 
 distribute  information  regarding  their  sustainable  actions  in  social  media.  Particularly,  these 
 questions  become  interesting  in  terms  of  identity  and  image  formation.  Identity  and  image  are 
 constituted through communication (Cornelissen, 2001). Thus, the image of an organization evolves 
 out of its communication. When this communication is distributed through the affordances of new 
 communication technologies such as in social media, this has relevant consequences for the identity 
 formation. 


In  this  thesis,  a  contested  organization  –  McDonald’s  –  is  investigated  in  order  to  deepen  the 
understanding about the consequences of social media communication of CSR issues. I have chosen 
McDonald’s  as  an  interesting  case,  as  it  offers  intriguing  circumstances  in  terms  of  CSR 
communication – a worldwide based fast food restaurant, more likely to be renowned for its quick 
and  low-priced  food,  production  of  waste,  low  salaries,  and  rumors  surrounding  food  production, 
rather than for its concern for the environment.   
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1.2 Background and Research Problem 


The  problem  area  for  the  current  thesis  derived  from  the  increasing  concern  regarding  CSR 
 communication.  According  to  Matten  and  Moon  (2004),  the  corporate  environment  is  switching 
 from implicit CSR to a more explicit one, characterized by a more visible approach towards CSR 
 actions. Moreover, Beckmann et al. (2006) claim that explicit CSR requires the integration of CSR 
 into operations and strategy. 


In the past, corporations were responsible only to themselves and to their shareholders. Nowadays, 
 corporations  are  also  responsible  to  a  vast  array  of  stakeholders,  such  as:  employees,  customers, 
 investors,  suppliers,  governments,  political  groups,  trade  associations,  and  communities.  Media  is 
 another dominant stakeholder. Information is in a continuous and extensive flow and everything a 
 company does is put under the public’s attention almost immediately by the media – thus, corporate 
 transparency is important. How corporations communicate differs and if they communicate, it does 
 not  inevitably  secure  the  public’s  respect  and  trust.  Thus,  the  communication  strategies  the 
 company chooses in terms of CSR play a major role (Morsing and Schultz, 2006). 


In general, CSR online communication has been used by companies through sustainability reports 
 that are usually posted on the companies’ websites and there is quite a vast literature that examines 
 this  type  of  communication.  However,  much  less  is  known  regarding  the  CSR  communication 
 through social media and its effect on the firm’s identity and image. These aspects will be discussed 
 throughout  the  thesis  and  based  on  the  research  problem  area  outlined,  the  following  research 
 question has been formulated:  


What is the effect on the companies’ CSR image and identity when control 
over communication is lost? 
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1.3. Rational behind the thesis  


The fundamental purpose of this thesis is to investigate the increased importance of social media to 
 businesses. It is argued that the emergence of social media that is observed nowadays has generated 
 new  opportunities  but  also  challenges  for  CSR  communication.  This  paper  thus  aims  to  explore 
 how  organizations  can  integrate  the  social  media  trend  into  their  CSR  communication  strategies 
 with relevant stakeholders. 


The reason for choosing this topic is that it is highly relevant in today’s corporate environment and 
 there are rather few academic studies to date on the matter of CSR communication in social media; 


however,  the  emergence  of  this  concern  is  high  since  the  rapid  development  of  social  media 
 platforms and since the growth in popularity of CSR communication. Thus, research on this topic is 
 needed  to  understand  what  challenges  companies  encounter  when  communicating  their  CSR 
 activities  in  social  media  and  how  such  challenges  affect  or  influence  the  identity  and  image  of 
 organizations.  


The assumptions and claims in this thesis are built on existing theories of contemporary topics, such 
 as  CSR,  social  media,  and  image  and  identity.  For  the  purpose  of  the  analysis,  an  influential  yet  
 frequently criticized worldwide organization, McDonald’s, will be examined by looking at three of 
 some of its CSR communication strategies – sustainability reports, the #McDStories campaign, and 
 the  ‘Our  Food.  Your  Questions’  campaign.  By  assessing  these  strategies  and  analyzing  the 
 campaigns in  comparison, the differences between them can be revealed and can eventually show 
 the effect they have on the company’s identity and image. 


1.4. Structure of the thesis  


The current project is divided in six parts that provide an exhaustive understanding of the subjects 
 under debate.  


Chapter 1 aims to build a broad understanding of the field under research. The project begins with 
the outline of the topic and the research problem which leads to the research question. The specified 
research  question  shapes  the  framework  of  the  entire  thesis:  narrowing  down  the  literature, 
organizing the analysis and leading towards the final reflections and conclusion. This chapter sheds 
light over the topics of CSR, CSR communication, and social media.  
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 Chapter  2  portrays  the  theoretical  framework  chosen  in  relation  to  the  topic  of  the  thesis.  This 
 chapter is divided into three parts. Firstly, the identity and image concepts are explained. Secondly, 
 the  concept  of  CSR  is  described  along  with  CSR  reporting.  The  foundation  of  CSR  stakeholder 
 engagement  on  social  media  is  further  discussed.  In  addition,  key  facts  of  the  food  and  fast  food 
 industries are portrayed to provide the basis for the analysis of McDonald’s and its campaigns. The 
 last part of this chapter describes the social media trend and the power of social media.  


Chapter 3 looks at the methodology and describes the research process applied. The methodology 
 part will justify the theory used for the analysis and the analysis approach.  


Chapter  4  comprises  the  analysis  and  empirical  findings  by  looking  at  McDonald’s  and 
 considering mainly its presence in social media and its relationship with stakeholders. In addition, 
 discourse analysis is conducted based on the company’s sustainability reports, the tweets posted in 
 the #McDStories campaign and the content within the ‘Our Food. Your Questions’ campaign. 


Chapter 5 includes the discussion based on key findings from the literature review and the lessons 
 taken from McDonald’s CSR communication efforts through social media. 


Chapter  6  presents  the  conclusions  of  the  project.  Reflections  on  the  findings  as  well  as  the 
limitations of the paper will be presented, while also providing recommendations for future research 
on the topic.  
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2.0 LITERATURE REVIEW 


The  theory  described  in  this  chapter  will  be  the  foundation  of  the  analysis  that  will  lead  towards 
 answering the research question. Even though the main theory  of this project  is  linked to identity 
 and  image,  CSR,  and  social  media,  other  relevant  sub-theories  were  also  presented  in  order  to 
 enhance  the  comprehension  of  the  topic  under  concern  and  develop  a  complete  picture  of  the 
 subject. 


This  theoretical  background  is  divided  into  three  parts.  The  first  part  describes  the  concepts  of 
 identity and image and their relation to CSR. The second part presents the notion of CSR and what 
 CSR reporting implies. To provide an exhaustive understanding of the topic, this part also looks at 
 the importance of stakeholder engagement when communicating CSR-related data on social media 
 and main facts about the food and fast food industry. The third part examines social media and its 
 potential followed by  a summary which identifies  the key facts  derived from  the literature review 
 chapter.  


2.1. Identity and image  


Organizational  identity  and  image  are  the  central  elements  of  organizations,  the  root  of  their 
 relationship  with  stakeholders.  Within  the  existing  literature,  there  is  a  constant  and  an 
 interchangeable use of the terms identity and image. However, there is a difference between the two 
 terms.  


In terms  of identity, according to  Cornelissen  (2004, pp.70), corporate identity refers to  the “self-
presentation  and  outward  manifestation  of  an  organization”  which  is  mainly  based  on  the 
company’s  philosophy,  vision,  values,  culture,  and  strategy.  In  other  words,  corporate  identity 
refers to how a company presents itself to the public and comprises not only the company’s general 
communication  tools  (such  as  advertising,  sponsorship,  events,  promotions,  and  publicity/press), 
but also the products, services, and the behavior of the employees.  
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 According  to  Hatch  and  Schultz  (1997),  organizational  identity  could  be  described  as  what  the 
 members of the organization think about it - their joint and common perception of the company’s 
 mission,  traits,  and  values.  The  general  point  of  departure  for  many  discussions  regarding 
 organizational  identity  has  been  fostered  around  Albert  and  Whetten’s  (1985)  outline  of  the 
 fundamental elements of organizational identity: 


  What the members of the organization perceive as central to the organization’s work. 


  What  renders  an  organization  distinctive in  comparison  to  other  organizations  (in  the 
 members’ perception). 


  What  members  of  the  organization  recognize  as  the  enduring  or  lasting  element  that 
 connects the past and the present (and presumably the future) of the organization.  


This  point  of  view  demonstrates  how  identity  can  be  assessed  internally,  by  concentrating  on  the 
 opinions  of  the  members  of  the  organization.  From  this  viewpoint,  the  organizational  identity  is 
 generally  portrayed  as  what  members  “perceive,  feel  and  think  about  their  organizations” (Hatch 
 and Schultz, 1997, pp.357).  


There  are  various  elements  of  identity,  depending  on  how  the  concept  is  perceived.  Balmer  et  al. 


(2007, pp.8) distinguish between: 


  Actual – “the current structural, organizational attributes of a corporation” 


  Communicated – “what the company communicates to its shareholders” 


  Desired – “what corporate management wants its image to be” 


  Ideal – “what objective outside analysts see as the firm’s optimal identity” 


  Conceived –  comprises  what  the  company  perceives  –  “its  multi-attribute  and  overall 
 corporate image and corporate reputation held by relevant stakeholders” 


The  latter  is  essential  in  the  stakeholder’s  view  of  CSR  -  as  organizations  have  a  responsibility 
towards its stakeholders, their perception of the organization is a fundamental facet of their efforts, 
and  the  way  the  organization  communicates  will  influence  the  organization’s  corporate  identity 
(Balmer et al. 2007, pp.10). 
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 Gilpin  (2010)  considers  that  companies  seek  to  control  their  reputation  using  various  self-
 presentation activities in order to communicate the company’s identity and to support and promote 
 a  specific  image.  The  identity  concept  is  a  fundamental  notion  to  stakeholder  management  as 
 anything a company says and does influences the stakeholders’ perceptions of the company. When 
 consistently communicated, identity builds awareness, triggers recognition, and has the potential to 
 instill  confidence  among  the  stakeholders,  enabling  them  to  have  a  clearer  idea  of  what  the 
 company does.   


Regarding  the  concept  of  image,  Dutton  and  Dukerich  (1991,  pp.520)  defined  image  as  “the  way 
 organization members believe others see their organization”. Thus, organizational image refers to a 
 view  that  an  individual  or  a  specific  group  of  people  hold  towards  an  organization.  This  view  is 
 mostly influenced by the level  of communication between the  company and the daily interactions 
 between  the  company  and  its  audience  (such  as  the  interaction  between  a  doctor  and  a  patient  or 
 between a sales clerk and a customer) (Hatch and Schultz, 1997).  


One  of  the  most  significant  concerns  for  an  organization  is  the  way  it  is  perceived  by  its 
 stakeholders – “it is based on that image that those individuals will have good or bad will towards 
 the  organization,  as  a  social  entity”.  According  to  Brown  et  al.  (2006), image  represents  a 
 combination of: 


  intended image, and 


  construed image  


Intended image refers to how an organization communicates and distinguishes itself with respect to 
its  stakeholders.  Most  studies  that  focus  on  organizational  image  derive  from  corporate 
communication, marketing and management literature (Boroş, 2009). According to Balmer (1995), 
within  the  marketing  studies  that  focus  on  the  concept  of  organizational  image,  there  are  two 
schools: the visual school and the strategic one.  The visual school is generally concerned with the 
creation  of  a  firm’s  name,  color,  logo,  trademarks  and  other  elements  integrated  in  the  visual 
identity program. The other school, the strategic one, concentrates on the main idea of organization, 
that comprises the mission, vision, and philosophy of the firm (van Riel, 1995).  
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 On the other hand, the construed image represents how organizational members think stakeholders 
 perceive  the  organization.  Unlike  the  concept  of  intended  image  that  is  concerned  with  the 
 outsiders’ perception, the construed image focuses on the viewpoints of the employees with respect 
 to the firm in which they work (Dutton, Dukerich and Harquail, 1994).  


The actual perceptions of the external stakeholders are generally referred to as reputation – thus, it 
 is external to the organization. Even though reputation is to a certain extent still influenced by the 
 image the organization wants to portray, it is also determined by external sources, such as industry 
 analysts, competitors, the media, consumer activists, etc. (Brown et al., 2006).  According to Walsh 
 and  Beatty  (2007),  a  positive  corporate  reputation  is  linked  to  a  variety  of  desirable  business 
 outcomes, such as trust, loyalty, customer satisfaction and positive word of mouth.  


Van Riel and Fombrun (2007) argue that the most solid corporate reputations and images develop 
 directly  from  transparent,  visible,  and  constantly  portrayed  corporate  identities.  Thus,  the  role  of 
 communication  is  crucial  in  bridging  the  self-presentation  of  the  firm  (the  corporate  identity)  and 
 the  firm  representation  or  the  cognitive  image  or  perception  held  in  memory  by  others  (the 
 corporate image or corporate reputation) (Reddy, 1979). There should be an appropriate alignment 
 between  the  identity  a  company  aspires  to  possess  and  the  way  it  is  further  described  to  external 
 stakeholders, while also taking into account the way the firm is perceived by relevant stakeholders – 
 companies should avoid “breach(es) between rhetoric and reality” (Hatch and Schultz, 2001).   


Corporate  social  responsibility  can  be  a  very  important  tool  when  managing  corporate  image  and 
 reputation  (Tench & Yeomans, 2009).  According to Pollach (2003, p.278), “CSR has proven to be 
 [an]  effective  tool  to  enhance  corporate  reputation  or  to  proactively  defend  reputation  against 
 public  criticism”.  Tench  and  Yeomans  (2009)  claim  that  a  firm  endeavors  to  influence  the 
 corporate image that its stakeholders hold through various advertising and PR approaches, such as 
 CSR. In this case, CSR serves as a proactive approach helping to  diminish the impact of potential 
 unintended  negative  activities  and  influencing  the  stakeholders’  perception  regarding  the  firm. 


What  the  consumers  believe  is  even  more  important  than  the  reality  – “[a]s  long  as  the  audience 
thinks the firm at fault, the image is at risk” (Benoit, 1997, pp.178). 
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2.2 Corporate Social Responsibility 


This chapter looks at the development and increased significance of corporate social responsibility. 


The concept  of CSR as  well as  facts  regarding  CSR reporting are described before looking at  the 
 foundation  for  CSR  communication  and  stakeholder  engagement  in  social  media.  Moreover,  to 
 support the analysis of McDonald’s CSR communication strategies, this chapter concludes with an 
 overview of the food and fast food industry in relation to CSR. 


2.2.1 Defining Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR)  


Balmer  et  al.  (2007,  pp.9)  describe  that  back  in  the  1950s,  corporate  social  responsibility  was 
 expressed as a firm’s “sense of social obligation”. In 1979, modern CSR was further developed by 
 Carroll,  who  formulated  a  more  specific  model  on  four  different  types  of  CSR. Carroll  (1979) 
 believes  that  the  “social  responsibility  of  business  encompasses  the  economic,  legal,  ethical  and 
 discretionary expectations that society has of organizations at a given point of time”.  


According  to  the  European  Commission  (2013),  corporate  social  responsibility  is  a  concept 
 whereby firms integrate environmental and social concerns in their business processes and also in 
 their  interactions  with  their  stakeholders.  CSR  generally  comprises  community  involvement, 
 philanthropy, environmentally friendly and ethical activities and business practices regarding issues 
 such  as  the  environment,  sustainability,  human  rights,  human  dignity,  product  safety,  alleviating 
 global poverty, eliminating pandemic diseases, and economic growth (Rindova et al., 2005). 


ISO  26000  (2010)  defines  CSR  as  “the  responsibility  of  an  organization  for  the  impacts  of  its 
decisions and activities on society and the environment, through transparent and ethical behaviour 
that  contributes  to  sustainable  development,  including  health  and  welfare  of  society,  takes  into 
account  expectations  of  stakeholders,  is  in  compliance  with  applicable  law  and  consistent  with 
international norms of behaviour and is integrated throughout and practiced in an organization’s 
relationships.”.  According  to  Verboven  (2011),  CSR  has  a  broad  meaning  and  stands  as  an 
umbrella  term  for  sustainable  development,  corporate  citizenship,  corporate  philanthropy,  and 
compliance.  
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 CSR  has  an  extensive  practice  in  several  countries.  Over  the  last  decades,  many  companies  have 
 considered CSR initiatives as a way to enhance their reputations and as a reaction to the perceived 
 shortcomings  and limitations of  government  regulations following  globalization,  privatization  and 
 the welfare state’s reforms. Media and the society demand companies to a greater extent to consider 
 the  environmental  and  social  outcomes  of  their  actions.  Moreover,  the  society  also  expects  more 
 transparency and openness from the companies regarding their actions (Freeman et al., 2010). Thus, 
 over the last decade, CSR has become one of the leading priorities for companies, becoming the top 
 focus  of  managers  within  the  global  retail  and  consumer  goods  sector (The  Consumer  Goods 
 Forum, 2011). 


The  main  responsibility  of  a  firm  has  always  been  to  generate  profit  (Balmer  et  al.,  2007,  pp.9). 


However,  a  sense  of  balance  of  the  economic  and  ethical  side  is  rather  difficult  for  companies  to 
 accomplish (Watson, 1994).  Nowadays, when firms fail to meet the public’s expectations regarding 
 environmental  responsibilities,  they  are  often  criticized  or  receive  negative  publicity  from 
 environmental organizations, governments, media, and also the general public.  


According to Rolland and Bazzoni (2009), the online communication tools have had an incredible 
 impact  on  the  traditional  concepts  of  CSR  and  on  the  relationship  between  businesses  and  the 
 general  public. Due to the increased accessibility  of information,  mostly through the development 
 of technology and the Internet, stakeholders are now more empowered and informed and people can 
 share information much easier.  


However,  with  more  information  available,  numerous  scandals  have  been  exposed  publicly, 
constraining companies  in integrating CSR actions as part of the corporate strategy.  Research has 
shown that several stakeholders build their perception of a particular firm based on the information 
that those firms provide and share online; thus comprehensive and honest reporting is crucial for a 
company in ensuring a good corporate reputation (Gill, Dickinson & Scharl, 2008). People are now 
interested  in  companies  that  are  being  transparent  (corporate transparency)  and  the  ones  that 
socially  contribute  towards  the  environment  are  increasingly  valued  (Gill,  Dickinson  &  Scharl, 
2008). 
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 2.2.2 CSR Reporting 


Reporting  CSR  activities  is  a  fundamental  part  of  the  corporate  external  communication  and 
 essential  when  communicating  the  company’s  sustainable  activities  to  stakeholders  (Aldrich  and 
 Fiol, 1994). Firms report their CSR efforts “in order to be accountable to their constituents – their 
 stakeholders,  or  those  agencies  that  fall  within  the  company’s  sphere  of  influence”  (Holland  and 
 Gibbon, 2001, pp.279).  The CSR data and information shown in annual reports are important for 
 investors as it provides a significant indicator of the organization’s current performance, its value, 
 and future potential.  


Moreover, CSR reporting can also present how an organization values CSR. According to Lupu and 
 Cojocaru  (2010,  pp.205),  “companies  communicate  and  disclose  their  role  in  society  and  their 
 contribution  is  presented  in  a  globally  accepted  reporting  format”.  Firms  are  increasingly  using 
 international  standards in terms  of CSR, especially within online  reporting (Rolland and Bazzoni, 
 2009). Thus, the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI), a nonprofit Dutch organization, has created the 
 Sustainability Reporting guidelines that are commonly used by firms  as  standard when publishing 
 their financial, environmental and social sustainability goals and results (Etzion and Ferraro, 2010).  


Based on a survey by KPMG, CSR reporting by G250 companies has globally increased, reaching 
 95% in 2011 (KPMG, 2011).  


Figure 1. Percentage of countries reporting their corporate responsibility initiatives 
 (Source: KPMG, 2011) 
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 The survey also presents that the larger the company, the more it reports regarding their sustainable 
 actions (KPMG,  2011).  Moreover,  the  larger  the  organization,  the  more  focus  it  receives  from 
 stakeholders.  However,  in  spite  of  the  high  popularity  of  CSR  reporting,  it  is  rather  difficult  to 
 empirically  establish  whether  the  CSR  performance  facts  are  over  or  under  reported  by  the 
 companies. This is mainly due to the fact that a small number of companies have their CSR reports 
 externally verified – only 46% of the G250 companies (KPMG, 2008). 


However,  reporting  is  only  one  of  the  elements  needed  for  a  complete  approach  to  corporate 
 responsibility management. Such a comprehensive approach comprises other critical elements, such 
 as  defining  a  strategy,  developing  and  implementing  procedures  and  policies,  and  eventually 
 evaluating the performance. Even though reporting has increased rapidly among firms worldwide, a 
 development  of  a  complete  corporate  responsibility  management  system  requires  more  time 
 (KPMG, 2008). 


In  the  case  of  McDonald’s,  the  company  produces  a  global  CSR  report  and  some  independent 
 countries have generated individual CSR reports. For example, the countries that have issued such 
 individual reports include Canada, New Zealand, Australia, UK, Japan, Brazil (McDonald’s, 2008). 


In  2002,  McDonald’s  published  its  first  social  responsibility  (SR)  report  where  the  CEO  of 
 McDonald’s  at  that  time,  Jim  Cantalupo,  wrote:  “McDonald’s  has  the  honour  of  serving  more 
 customers  around  the  world  than  anyone  else.  With  this  privilege  comes  a  responsibility  to  be  a 
 good neighbour, employer, and steward of the environment and a unique opportunity to be a leader 
 and catalyst for positive change. We recognize the challenges and obstacles but believe strongly in 
 the importance of social responsibility” (Kotler and Lee, 2005, pp.37). 


2.2.3 The foundation for CSR communication and stakeholder engagement in social media 
According  to Lehtimäki  et  al.  (2011),  there  is  an  increasing  public  demand  for  data  concerning 
corporate responsibility actions. Numerous stakeholders are examining firms’ operations and efforts 
linked to the environment and to the global society. When firms commit to CSR actions, they may 
not always engage in such actions on a voluntary basis. Due to the change in public expectations, 
firms  are  now  ‘forced’  to  consider  more  environmental  friendly  operations,  implement  various 
ecological and sustainable strategies, and take more responsibility towards the general public.  
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 The existing literature on public relations is centered on the use of communication as an approach 
 to manipulate people’s behavior. Grunig and Hunt (1984) developed the symmetrical model which 
 moved  the  emphasis  from  manipulation  towards  the  benefit  concept  achieved  by  both  companies 
 and stakeholders via a two-way, symmetrical communication. Moreover, the relational perspective 
 highlights  the  relational  consequences  that  influence  both  stakeholders  and  organizations  through 
 behavior and communication (Ferguson, 1984).  


These two approaches have been intensely highlighted regarding CSR communication (Fieseler et 
 al., 2010) – in order for organizations to achieve positive relationships with their stakeholders, they 
 need  to  communicate  their  CSR  efforts  constructively  in  a  two-way,  symmetric  communication 
 approach  (Morsing  and  Schultz,  2006).  Morsing  and  Schultz  (2006)  identified  three  categories  of 
 stakeholder relations in relation to ways in which organizations engage in CSR communication with 
 their stakeholders: 


  Stakeholder  information  strategy –  characterized  by  one-way  communication,  from  the 
 company towards its stakeholders. Within this model, communication is actually perceived 
 as  “telling,  not  listening”,  distributing  the  information  in  order  to  inform  the  public 
 regarding  the  company’s  activities  (Grunig  and  Hunt,  1984,  pp.23).  The  rationale  for  this 
 strategy is to notify stakeholders regarding CSR activities without their implication in order 
 to  ensure  that  the  CSR  engagement  of  the  organization  is  effectively  communicated  to  its 
 stakeholders  (Morsing  and  Schultz,  2006,  pp.326).  Even  though  informing  is  an  essential 
 element of CSR communication, it does not necessarily lead to participation or discussion. 


Companies  following  the  stakeholder  information  strategy  hold  complete  control  over  the 
communication (Bivins, 2004, pp.3). 
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  Stakeholder  response  strategy –  includes  both  the  organization  and  the  stakeholders  in 
 discussion,  however,  with  the  public  relations  outcomes  in  support  of  the  organization, 
 rather  than  the  stakeholders  (two-way  asymmetric  communication).  The  purpose  of  this 
 strategy  is  to  engage  in  discussion  with  stakeholders  in  order  to  evaluate  whether 
 stakeholders  accept  or  agree  with  the  company’s  CSR  initiatives.  Companies  are  mainly 
 concerned with building a positive image by satisfying stakeholders’ demands. This type of 
 communication  is,  thus,  sender-oriented  and  the  discussions  help  the  company  assess 
 whether they succeed in fulfilling their stakeholders’ demands. Organizations following this 
 strategy  hold  relative  control  –  the  feedback  they  receive  from  the  stakeholders  cannot  be 
 seen by the public, it is visible only to the organization. Thus, the company does not engage 
 in genuine discussion with stakeholders as it only asks stakeholders to provide feedback to 
 their CSR activities (Morsing and Schultz, 2006, pp.327).  


  Stakeholder  involvement  strategy  –  involves  a  two-way  communication  between 
 organization  and  stakeholders  where  the  concepts  of  symmetric  communication  and 
 relationship management are fulfilled, indicating favorable effects for both parties involved. 


Therefore, companies can proactively engage in discussion with stakeholders which allows 
 the  company  to  understand  and  comply  with  its  stakeholders’  changing  expectations,  and 
 also  influence  each  other  through  discussion  and  mutual  participation  and  involvement 
 (Morsing and Schultz, 2006, pp.328). Companies following the involvement strategy do not 
 actually have control over the discussion since it consists of several participants.  


According to Morsing and Schultz (2006, pp.336), organizations should employ all three strategies 
 in order to succeed with their CSR communication. All three can be used at the same time as they 
 are interdependent. The first two strategies are essential because an organization needs to inform its 
 stakeholders  about  its  activities  while  also  encouraging  their  feedback.  Moreover,  organizations 
 should also involve their stakeholders in the communication of CSR matters. 


The  need  for  greater  interaction  emerges  from  both  corporate  goodwill  and  from  the  shift  in 
stakeholder demands, as stakeholders are becoming more informed and more critical, particularly in 
relation  to  environmental  and  social  issues  (Carroll,  2007).  Moreover,  CSR  activities  represent  a 
significant tool for companies towards achieving public support and thus, improving a firm’s image 
and reputation (Barone et al. 2000). However, linking sustainability issues to companies also carries 
the risk of public scrutiny and criticism (Fieseler et al. 2010). 
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 When  a  firm  faces  external  criticism  or  negative  publicity,  it  tends  to  engage  into  CSR  in  an 
 exaggerated manner by using inflated CSR campaigns to communicate to stakeholders. This type of 
 public campaigns is often referred to as blue- or green-washing and their aim is to shift the focus of 
 the  firm’s  actions  to  more  positive  ones  and  expect  the  public  to  disregard  the  issue.  Research 
 shows that the effects of these campaigns have significantly weakened as society is more informed 
 and it is increasingly difficult for companies to gain people’s trust (Gourville and Rangan, 2004).  


Nowadays,  the  concept  of  stakeholders  is  widely  accepted  in  the  business  and  management 
 literature.  According  to  Freeman  (1984,  pp.25),  stakeholders  represent  “any  group  or  individual 
 who can affect or is affected by the achievement of the organization’s objectives”. In other words, 
 stakeholders stand for the organizations, governments, or individuals that have an interest or stake 
 in a company, and are thus influenced by its decisions and actions. Freeman (1984) claimed that the 


‘stakeholder approach’ is a way to encourage companies to be more proactive in their actions and 
 considered that the increased importance of stakeholders is tightly linked to the notion of CSR.  


Thus,  the  borders  between  the  companies  and  the  external  environment  are  less  visible  nowadays 
 and  companies  need  to  consider  the  diversity  of  the  stakeholders’  demands.  Nevertheless, 
 companies  are  becoming  increasingly  interested  in  implementing  CSR  activities  into  their  daily 
 operations  while  also  maintaining  their  relational  social  capital  by  revealing  their  CSR  efforts 
 through  various  communication  channels  –  thus,  “the  effectiveness  of  CSR  finally  rests  on 
 communicating such activities to those stakeholders who help shape the firm’s future” (Kesavan et 
 al., 2013, pp.60).  


Until recently, corporate websites have been one of the communication tools most frequently used 
 by companies for sharing their CSR efforts with their stakeholders in a rather unidirectional method 
 (Insch,  2008).  Public  relations  theory  highlights  the  significance  of  communication  between 
 companies and stakeholders (Grunig & Hunt, 1984; Taylor, Kent & White, 2001; Kelleher, 2009); 


however,  various  studies  indicate  that  these  opportunities  to  communicate  with  stakeholders  on 
 CSR-related  matters  are  rarely  exploited  by  organizations  through  their  websites  (Insch,  2008; 


Ingenhoff & Kölling, 2009; Angeles & Caprioti, 2009).  
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 Nowadays,  numerous  corporate  websites  are  rather  static  and  do  not  exploit  the  full  potential  of 
 dialogue-based  communication  (Fieseler  et  al.,  2010).  With  the  advent  of  novel  communication 
 technologies,  generally  referred  to  as  social  media  (concept  that  will  be  later  explained), 
 stakeholders  are  no  longer  passive  receivers  of  information,  but  have  now  the  opportunity  to 
 become  active  and  engage  in  evaluating  and  creating  content  regarding  CSR  topics  (Dellarocas, 
 2003).  


The internet has turned into a fundamental weapon as companies struggle to become more socially 
 responsible.  The  social  media  channels  have  the  potential  to  facilitate  social  interaction  via  the 
 participative empowerment of users. According to Etter and Fieseler (2010, pp.169), “social media 
 provides  access  to  stakeholders  who  could  not  have  been  reached  with  the  same  intensity  before 
 and  thus  enables  more  dialogue  and  personalized  interaction”.  In  contrast,  traditional  corporate 
 websites’  pages  with  their  unidirectional  method  of  communication  have  a  rather  “broad  and 
 discerning audience” (Coupland, 2005, pp.355). 


One  of  the  benefits  of  choosing  online  communication  is  that  it  allows  two-way  communication 
 among an unlimited number of users (Kent and Taylor, 1998) and enables companies to create and 
 maintain relationships with stakeholders (Wright, 1998). Social media provides novel opportunities 
 in terms of symmetric communication and relationship management considering that social media 
 tools “have almost no gate-keeping mechanism, enabling conversation without formal hierarchies” 


(Fieseler et al., 2010, pp.610). Having an online presence on the social networking platforms allows 
 companies to be instantly aware of the existing conversations about the brand, thus understand the 
 reputation  they  have  among  social  media  users.  This  also  enables  prompt  reactions  and  feedback 
 from customers.  


When companies communicate with stakeholders on CSR topics, they seek to build social capital – 


“a  metaphor  that  explains  the  processes  and  outcomes  of  interactions  in  networks” (Etter  and 
 Fieseler,  2010,  pp.171).  When  looking  at  building  social  capital  on  the  internet,  Fieseler  et  al. 


(2010)  claim  that  the  interaction  between  companies  and  stakeholders  through  various  social 
applications is a valuable method towards building and upholding networks comprising both formal 
and  informal  relationships.  Companies  should  be  honest  and  transparent  in  their  dialogue  with 
stakeholders  in  order  to  encourage  trust.  Transparency,  and  also  the  eagerness  to  be  perceived  as 
vulnerable  are  viewed  as  essential  factors  towards  building  and  maintaining  trusting  stakeholder 
relationships (Etter and Fieseler, 2010). 
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 Nowadays,  companies  no  longer  control  the  online  communication  regarding  CSR  -  it  is  instead 
 taken over by the stakeholders that are actively engaged in the social media dialogue. According to 
 Etter  and  Fieseler  (2010),  knowledgeable  users  examine  companies  and  their  comments  on  the 
 social media, particularly the ones that are related to CSR. It is assumed by stakeholders that once a 
 company  starts  sharing  information  about  its  CSR  efforts  through  the  social  networks,  it  also 
 becomes reachable and honest. Stakeholders  also expect companies to listen to the public opinion 
 and be as proactive as possible in communicating in social media since being reactive can merely 
 be seen as ‘greenwashing’ (Etter and Fieseler, 2010). 


According to Scott (2009), “jumping into social media for marketing and communications requires 
 that organizations lose control of their messages. When anybody can comment about what  you’re 
 up  to,  you  no  longer  have  power  over  the  way  you  are  portrayed.”  Companies  have  focused  on 
 controlling  their  messages.  They  are  generally  used  to  one-way  communication,  mostly  press 
 releases and advertising, and to their messages being communicated to stakeholders by trained and 
 authorized spokespeople such as the PR director or the CEO (Scott, 2009). 


Nowadays,  there  is  an  increasing  concern  regarding  sustainability  and  the  fact  that  companies 
 should engage in CSR is seen as crucial by many. Since McDonald’s, as a fast-food restaurant, can 
 be  associated  to  health-related  issues,  it  is  relevant  to  investigate  how  the  company  handles  such 
 challenges  by  acting  socially  responsible  and  how  it  further  communicates  these  actions  to  its 
 stakeholders.  


2.2.4 The food and fast-food industry – the product and CSR 


According to the Food Standards Agency (2013), the food industry is a complex and global group 
 of  various  businesses  that  provide  most  of  the  food  energy  which  is  consumed  by  the  world’s 
 population.  It  comprises  everything  from  farming,  food  production  and  distribution,  to  retail  and 
 catering. It handles food safety concerns at each stage of the chain while providing assistance and 
 information in regards to legal requirements or best practices.  


The notion of CSR is of high relevance for food-related companies taking into account that the food 
sector has a significant impact and strong reliance on the global economy, the society, and on the 
environment (Hartmann, 2011).  There are 3 particular  challenges  that the food sector faces in the 
context of CSR: 
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  The food sector has a strong impact and is highly dependent on human, physical and natural 
 resources (Genier et al., 2009)  


  Since food covers basic human needs, people have solid viewpoints regarding what they eat, 
 leading to a thorough set of conditions and constraints regarding the food sector in terms of 
 the raw materials’ production (animal welfare), the social (labour conditions) circumstances 
 within  the  entire  value  chain,  and  environmental  (water  and  energy  use;  waste),  plus  the 
 healthiness, safety, and the quality of the products (Maloni and Brown, 2006). 


  The food chain has a distinctive and fragmented structure – small and large companies differ 
 regarding  their  views  towards  CSR,  thus  potential  inconsistencies  might  occur  in  terms  of 
 CSR involvement within the food supply chain 


According  to  KPMG  (2011)  below,  the  food  and  beverage  industry  has  seen  a  slight  increase  in 
 CSR reporting globally, moving from 47% in 2008 to 67% in 2011. 


Figure 2. Percentage of industries reporting their corporate responsibility initiatives 
Source: KPMG International Corporate Responsibility Reporting Survey, 2011
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 Each sector of the economy is influenced by the societal demand with regards to CSR. However, as 
 each  industry  has  distinct  characteristics,  the  pressure  exerted  on  firms  to  consider  implementing 
 CSR differs too (with respect to the social, economic, and environment impact). Even though there 
 are sectors, for instance the mining one, which have a powerful impact on the environment, there is 
 probably  no  other  sector  that  depends  so  strongly  on  natural  resources  as  the  food  sector.  At  the 
 same time, the food sector also has significant and various impacts on the environment (Jones et al., 
 2005).  


Moreover,  the  food  sector  is  often  linked  to  numerous  public  concerns.  While  some  of  those 
 concerns are sector specific, such as animal welfare, other areas which are not directly linked to the 
 food sector, still have a strong influence on it – for instance, labour rights. Besides, due to the risk 
 of  unfair  practices  or  power  abuse,  ethical  concerns  regarding  procurement  processes  have  also 
 been under public scrutiny. Since the bargaining power is held by the large processors and retailers, 
 the  suppliers  who  are  partly  located  in  developing  countries  are  often  constrained  to  accept  any 
 offer they receive (Jones et al., 2005).  


Fast  food  represents  the  type  of  food  that  can  be  prepared  and  served  quickly,  usually  served  in 
 restaurants  or  packed  for  takeaway.  It  is  also  often  found  at  gas  stations  and  convenience  stores. 


This  food  is  usually  rather  cheap  but  unhealthy  at  the  same  time.  Common  types  of  fast  food 
 comprise  pizza,  burgers,  kebabs,  and  fries,  which  are  often  highly  processed  and  produced  on  a 
 large  scale  in  order  to  cut  costs.  Regardless  of  the  2008  recession  and  the  subsequent  decline  in 
 consumers’ trust, the average customer spending on fast-food has increased (The Economist, 2010).  


During the past years, the fast food industry has been frequently criticized as people are becoming 
more  aware  of  health  issues  and  obesity  levels.  The  increased  health  awareness  and  increased 
customer  awareness  towards  healthy  lifestyles  had  put  pressure  on  various  fast  food  players, 
constraining  them  while  also  allowing  them  to  exploit  this  trend  by  providing  healthier  options 
within  their  menus  –  offering  salads  and  low  calorie  food  products  while  also  transparently 
revealing nutritional content (Triggle, 2011). 
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2.3 Social media  


This  chapter looks at  the evolution  and importance of the internet  and  the power of  social  media. 


Moreover,  general  facts  about  Twitter  are  presented  to  create  the  basis  for  the  analysis  of  the 


#McDStories campaign.  


2.3.1 The World Wide Web  


The  World  Wide  Web  (henceforth  –  Internet)  originates  since  December,  1990  and  became 
 accessible  to  the  public  in  August,  1991.  Today,  22  years  later,  it  has  turned  into  a  phenomenon 
 providing a massive social impact. 34,3% (more than 2,4 billion people) of the world’s population 
 has  Internet  access  today, showing a boost of 566,4% compared to  the  year 2000  (Internet  World 
 Stats, 2012).  


Source: Internet World Stats, 2012 


Web 2.0 is the second generation of Internet. According to Kaplan and Haenlein (2010), Web 2.0 
 could be described as an innovative way to be used by software developers and general consumers 
 after the dot-com novelty at the beginning of the 21st century.  


Figure 3. Internet users – distribution by world regions - 2012 
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 However,  Web  2.0  is  not  only  a  technological  development,  but  also  a  social  one  (Fieseler  et  al., 
 2010). What makes Web 2.0 interesting is the fact that the applications and content on this platform 
 are no longer designed and distributed by certain individuals, but are instead constantly customized 
 by all the users in a collaborative and participatory manner (Kaplan and Haenlein, 2010). Thus, the 
 Web  2.0  content  is  designed  in  order  to  appeal  to  the  end-users  and  tailored  according  to  their 
 preferences, allowing them to freely contribute and edit the content of the websites. This concept is 
 referred  to  as  the  user  generated  content  (UGC)  which  describes  the  data  and  information  on 
 websites that is provided by the users (Kaplan and Haenlein, 2010). 


2.3.2 Social Media 


Ever since human species has existed, communication between individuals has been a basic human 
 need  and  an  essential  factor  of  the  society.  Through  time,  communication  has  undertaken  various 
 forms and has improved and adapted to meet the needs of the public.  


Media comprises all the communication channels through which data, news, education, promotional 
 messages  and  entertainment  are  distributed.  It  describes  every  broadcasting  and  narrowcasting 
 method  such  as  TV,  magazines,  newspapers,  radio,  telephone,  fax,  billboards,  direct  mail,  and 
 internet  (Business  Dictionary,  2013).  Kaplan  and  Haenlein  (2010) describe social  media  as  “a 
 group of Internet-based applications that build on the ideological and technological foundations of 
 Web 2.0, and that allow the creation and exchange of User Generated Content”.  


At the beginning of the 21st century, the Internet has enabled global and instant communication that 
 has  led  towards  today’s  incredible  expansion  of  social  media  platforms.  Unlike  the  traditional 
 media,  the  social  media  is  built  on  a  two-way  interaction,  allowing  users  to  participate  actively, 
 network and share information and perspectives with each other. According to Foux (2006), social 
 media  is  increasingly  considered  by  users  as  being  a  more  trustworthy  source  of  data  and 
 knowledge than the traditional publicity such as advertising and TV.  


“Social  media  isn’t  a  fad,  it’s  a  fundamental  shift  in  the  way  we 
communicate” (Qualman, 2010). 



(27)Page | 27  
 The  social  media  trend  started  with  the  launch  of  the  Blogs.com  phenomenon  in  1999.  This 
 platform was free of charge and accessible to everyone, allowing users to design their own online 
 journals.  With  blogs,  users  could  communicate  their  thoughts  and  opinions,  as  well  as  provide 
 details  regarding  events  as  they  occured.  For  example,  during  the  World  Trade  Center  terrorist 
 attacks on September 11, 2001, several people used their blogs to describe their experiences, regrets, 
 and latest news for the rest of the online community (Løwe, 2011). 


Social  media  has  a  broad  meaning,  thus,  many  of  today’s  websites  can  be  categorized  as  such. 


Kaplan and Haenlein (2010) organized six different categories:  


a)  Collaborative projects – allow several end-users to join and create content simultaneously. 


This content can appear as wikis (e.g. Wikipedia) or as social bookmarking application (e.g. 


Deli.cio.us). 


b)  Blogs – represent the most basic form of social media. It is an online type of journal, most 
 usually handled by one person. However, there is also the possibility of interaction between 
 users through the comments and linking options. Several companies have chosen blogs as a 
 method to update their stakeholders regarding corporate developments in a less formal style 
 than  in  press  releases  or  newsletters  (Redish,  2007,  pp.171)  –  due  to  the  high  degree  of 
 informality, blogs enable companies to develop a more human image (Kelleher and Miller, 
 2006, pp.398).  


c)  Social  networking  sites –  enable  users  to  build  their  own  profiles,  add  colleagues  and 
 friends,  and  then  keep  in  touch  with  each  other  by  sharing  information,  writing  private 
 messages, commenting on each other’s posts or joining groups with common interests. The 
 most  popular  examples  of  social  networks  are  Facebook,  Twitter,  MySpace  and  LinkedIn. 


However,  Twitter  is  usually  perceived  as  a  microblog  rather  than  a  social  networking 
 platform,  due  to  limited  number  of  characters  one  can  use  for  a  post.  In  the  next  section, 
 Twitter  will  be  described  in  order  to  support  the  further  analysis  for  McDonald’s 


#McDStories campaign. 


d)  Content  communities –  allow  users  to  share  media  content  (e.g.  photos,  videos,  text,  etc.) 
among  each  other.  The  most  renowned  content  communities  available  nowadays  are 
YouTube  (the  world’s  major  video  sharing  website),  Digg  (used  for  news  sharing)  and 
Flickr and Instagram (used for photo sharing). Companies choose to use these communities 
constantly due to their notable popularity. 
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 e)  Virtual social worlds and f) Virtual games – these types of social media sites are established 


on platforms that replicate a 3D environment, where users can create their own personalized 
 avatar  and  network  with  each  other  as  they  would  in  real  life.  A  relevant  example  of  a 
 virtual game nowadays would be ‘World of Warcraft’ and in terms of a social virtual world, 
 an important example is ‘Second Life’. 


The  features  that  all  these  social  media  sites  have  in  common  include conversation, community, 
 connectedness, openness, and participation (Mayfield, 2008). Thus, the concept of social media is 
 not  exclusively  based  on  technology  development  and  innovation,  but  it  is  also  based  on  the 
 interaction between individuals, which encourages people to join in order to find information, like-
 minded people, friends, colleagues faster than in the past. Nowadays, it might look as if everybody 
 has embraced the social trend. Even companies opt for an online presence on social networks that 
 would  allow  them  to  build  highly-engaged  communities  of  fans  and  customers  and  raise  brand 
 awareness.  


2.3.3 Twitter 


Twitter was founded in 2006 by Jack Dorsey and Biz Stone (Mashable, 2013). It is a social network 
 with which users can connect to news, opinions, ideas, or latest stories about what they perceive as 
 interesting.  The  most  important  part  of  Twitter  is  the tweets.  They  are  140  characters  long,  “but 
 don’t let the small size fool you – you can discover a lot in a little space” (Twitter, 2013a).  


Twitter  uses  ‘hashtags’  by  adding  the  hashtag  symbol  ‘#’  before  a  specific  keyword  in  order  to 
 classify  the  tweets (Twitter,  2013b).  One  can  see  conversations,  videos,  and  photos  directly  in 
 Tweets. Nowadays, Twitter is among the 10 most visited websites and has reached more than 550 
 million of active registered Twitter users who post 58 million tweets per day (Statistic Brain, 2013).  


There is an increasing usage of social media among the companies within Fortune Global 100 and 
Twitter is among the most used social medium on every continent apart from Asia (Kesavan et al., 
2013). Twitter has also established ‘Twitter for businesses’ in order to make it easier for businesses 
to connect with their customers by sharing information regarding their products or services, gather 
real-time feedback from customers while building relationships with them.  
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 In  terms  of  online  communication,  Twitter  is  among  the  most  widespread  Web  2.0  tools  where 
 firms  are  able  to  share  CSR-related  data,  not  only  to  the  general  public  but  also  directly  to  the 
 interested users, also known as ‘followers’, by answering their comments and queries online (Etter, 
 2013b). Previous research has shown that Twitter can provide two-way symmetric communication 
 and  is  used by diverse stakeholders  -  such as  consumers (Burton and Soboleva, 2011), journalists 
 (Ahmad, 2010), activists (Christensen, 2011), politicians (Golbeck et al., 2010), NGOs (Segerberg 
 and Bennett, 2011) or investors (Arvidsson et al., 2012) – that have a significant concern regarding 
 CSR activities.  


According  to  Greenberg  (2010),  communication  on  Twitter  generates  positive  consequences  for 
 organizations,  allowing  them  to  engage  in  dialogues  where  customers  provide  feedback,  post 
 questions raise concerns to which the members of the organization can respond. The consequences 
 of such commitment towards the customers’ concerns on Twitter can result in favourable outcomes 
 for  companies,  such  as  benevolence  and  reliability  (Coyle  et  al.,  2012).  Moreover,  according  to 
 Morsing et al., (2008), online CSR communication is prone to overcome any reluctance that might 
 exist and raise awareness among stakeholders. However, despite the high potential of interaction on 
 Twitter, the little amount of research about Twitter available indicates that one-way communication 
 is the most prominent method applied by organizations (Burton and Soboleva, 2011).  


2.3.4 The power of social media 


Nowadays,  the online media environment provides low-cost  methods  for  an organization to  reach 
its  stakeholders.  By  using  these  methods,  companies  avoid  using  the  mainstream  media  and  thus, 
connect  and  discuss  with  their  customers  directly.  In  2008,  only  10%  of  firms  had  social  media 
budgets, reaching up to  almost 30% by 2010. Even though 50% of all the firms  refused access to 
social  media  in  2010,  the  percentage  is  expected  to  decline  to  30%  by  2014  –  companies  are 
increasingly starting to recognize the amazing power and value of the social media when seeking to 
gain competitive advantage (Kesavan et al., 2013). 
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 Nowadays,  as customers have access to social media and other blogging  platforms, they are more 
 empowered  than  ever  before.  The  customer  service  field  has  changed  drastically  due  to  the  latest 
 technological changes that enable customers to connect directly with company representatives and 
 share their brand  experiences  with  others. Due to the increased empowerment of consumers, they 
 are  now  more  likely  to  have  higher  expectations  from  the  firms  they  interact  with  and  since  they 
 also have more buying choices; companies need to be responsive and trustworthy.  


Due to the use of social media, communication is also changing and thus, the dynamics of human 
 relationships  are  also  affected  –  relationship  marketing  takes  on  a  new  perspective.  Social  media 
 platforms enable customers to  establish  a community  around a particular product  or brand.  Social 
 media  channels  carry  an  amazing  potential  for  businesses  in  terms  of  word  of  mouth  referrals 
 (O’Brien, 2011). According to Phelps et al. (2004), positive comments about an organization posted 
 by  customers  in  social  media  act  as  an  ‘internet  word  of  mouth’  which  is  more  influential  than 
 advertising or other large-scale promotional efforts. However, companies that embrace social media 
 within their corporate strategy need to be aware of the fact that they lose an element of control to 
 the consumer.  


According  to  Neff  (2010),  several  businesses  have  their  major  web  presence  on  the  social  media 
 platforms, overtaking their corporate websites and e-mail programmes as  an increasing number of 
 consumers are moving towards social media. The traffic on official corporate websites has dropped 
 since  the  emergence  of  the  social  networking  sites  that  are  rising  at  an  exponential  rate  of  three 
 times faster than the total internet growth rate (Sinclaire & Vogus, 2011).  


The reason behind the increased traffic on social media sites in comparison to the official corporate 
websites is not necessarily due to the companies’ poor communication approaches but rather due to 
people’s general disbelief in multinational companies – nowadays, people have more trust in their 
friends’ recommendations and in the products they explore on their own (Feng and Li, 2009).  
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 Therefore, social media has modified how companies interact and connect with their customers as 
 well  as  how  they  determine  their  customer  relationship  management  (CRM)  policies.  What 
 distinguishes  social  CRM  from  traditional  CRM  is  the  proactive  contribution  of  the  consumer 
 (O’Brien, 2011)  – thus, the customer has gained power and an essential goal  for companies is  to 
 improve customers’ experience (Morgan, 2010). In other words, customers are using social media 
 platforms to facilitate the discussion between them and the corporation – customers are establishing 
 their own engagement conditions to which companies need to adapt (Hutton and Fosdick, 2011). 


According to Sinclaire and Vogus (2011), the user-generated content on social media has enabled 
 the balance of power to move from the brand towards the customer. As Chen (2012, pp.3) describes 
 it, social media is an innovative phenomenon that builds a ‘hybrid cultural space’ that allows people 
 worldwide to join in order to build online communities, share news, gather information and develop 
 relationships  across  borders  and  cultures.  This  hybrid  cultural  space  provides  an  innovative 
 outreach  tool  towards  a  more  comprehensive  and  developed  marketing  approach  which  has  an 
 important  social  value  for  customers  and  enables  corporations  to  carry  out  viral  and  niche 
 marketing (Santomier, 2008). 


However,  even  though  social  media  tools  such  as  Twitter  and  Facebook  generate  unique 
 opportunities  for  companies  to  promote  their  products  and  strengthen  their  reputation,  these 
 communication tools  create tremendous  vulnerability.  The  wide access  that  social  media provides 
 allows  users  to  create  and  share  any  comments  or  accusations  about  a  company.  If  such  negative 
 content  goes  viral,  spreading  over  the  internet,  it  can  most  likely  trigger  an  organizational  crisis 
 (Veil et al., 2011).  


In some of the  cases,  the accusations  that  go viral  are  false. Such  false  claims or hoaxes  may not 
represent genuine threats for companies but can easily influence and weaken the public perception 
regarding  the  organization’s  activities  and  goals.  Hoaxes  refer  to  misleading  alerts  designed  to 
destabilize the public’s support and loyalty towards a company, service, product, or person (Veil et 
al., 2011).  
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 Sellnow  et  al.  (2009  pp.141-142)  agree  that  “well-designed  hoaxes  capitalize  on  uncertainty  and 
 perceptions  of  vulnerability”.  As  a  result,  companies  have  the  difficult  task  of  simultaneously 
 organizing  and  controlling  a  reaction  plan  whilst  assessing  the  legitimacy  of  the  threat.  Thus,  the 
 growing  number  of  innovative  technology  communication  tools  has  revolutionized  the  way  in 
 which companies need to prepare for situations that threaten the organization’s reputation (Veil et 
 al., 2011). 


According  to  Heath  and  Millar  (2004  pp.  2),  the social  media  tools  generate  novel  challenges  for 
 companies as rumours and hoaxes are most of the time “even more provoking in cyberspace”. The 
 online  media  is  capable  of  both  propagating  rumours  and  hoaxes  while  also  creating  them.  For 
 instance,  Google  bombing  –  the  manipulation  of  search  engines  to  associate  certain  terms  with 
 websites,  usually  used  for  satirical  and  comical  purposes  –  was  widely  used  in  2004,  during  the 
 presidential  election,  when  the  search  terms  ‘miserable  failure’  was  linked  to  George  W.  Bush’s 
 biography on the whitehouse.gov website (Cohen, 2007).  


The  social  networking  websites  also  provide  the  conduit  for  news  and  stories  to  go  viral.  The 
 majority of the online content sites offer the ‘send to a friend’ feature on their pages. Some websites 
 provide  choices  such  as  ‘share  on  Twitter’  or  ‘share  on  Facebook’.  Youtube  has  the  ‘email  this 
 video’ option and also the possibility to link the video to Twitter, Facebook, Myspace, orkut, Buzz, 
 tumblr, hi5, Bebo, StumbleUpon, and Blogger.  


Such features encourage users to post messages and videos on their online pages by only using the 
video’s URL (Veil et al., 2011). Porter and Golan (2006) believe that a content of a message should 
be  provocative  enough  to  appeal  to  users  and  engage  them  to  distribute  the  information  on  their 
social  networking  profiles,  thus  become  viral.  Golan  and  Zaidner  (2008)  argue  that  a  humorous 
message also has a high potential to be virally shared online. 
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 Thus,  there  is  an  emergent  need  for  companies  to  constantly  monitor  social  media  in  order  to 
 identify  situations  or  comments  that  can  potentially  alter  their  image.  According  to  Levisohn  and 
 Gibson (2009), companies must be active on social media and monitor their presence continuously. 


Moreover,  companies  need  to  take  strategic  actions  when  faced  with  a  negative  situation  that  has 
 the potential to undermine their image and reputation – “gone are the days of sticking your head in 
 the  sand  and  acting  like  you  have  control  and  no  one  is  talking  about  you”  (Dietrich,  2010). 


According to Boyd (2000), when faced with negative circumstances, companies should go through 
 the following 4 steps in order to re-establish or maintain the company’s image: 


1)  Acknowledge the problem 
 2)  State intent to solve the problem 
 3)  Take observable actions 


4)  Have an ongoing commitment to issue resolution 


2.4 Summary  


Based  on  the  research  question  previously  stated,  the  literature  review  chapter  was  divided  into 
 three sections, looking at identity and image, CSR, and the concept of social media. Based on the 
 understanding  gathered  from  the  theoretical  chapter,  it  can  be  argued  that  nowadays,  companies 
 need to join the social media trend as that is where the discussions take place among stakeholders. 


They  expect  companies  not  only  to  be  present  on  social  media,  but  also  communicate  their  CSR 
efforts and engage in discussions with them.  
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3.0 METHODOLOGY 

 3.1 Introduction 

The  thesis  started  by  examining  the  literature  on  specific  subjects  (identity  and  image,  CSR 
 engagement  and  social  media).  In  this  methodology  chapter,  the  methods  used  in  the  paper  are 
 presented  and  discussed.  The  chapter  is  organised  into  three  central  sections.  First,  the  chosen 
 scientific direction of the research strategy  is investigated.  Secondly, the research process  used in 
 order  to  address  the  research  design,  data  collection  and  data  analysis  are  described.  Finally,  the 
 limitations  and  assessment  criterions  are  considered  in  terms  of  validity  and  reliability,  providing 
 the  reader  with  a  deeper  understanding  with  regards  to  the  practical  approaches  employed  while 
 carrying out the analysis. 


3.2 Research strategy 


The  choice  of  the  research  strategy  has  a  substantial  impact  on  the  validity  of  the  study.  In  the 
 process  of  developing  a  research  design,  the  first  step  involves  a  comprehensive  analysis  of  the 
 existing research strategies  and the selection of the most appropriate one for the specific research 
 objective  (Blumberg,  Cooper  &  Schindler,  2011).  The  research  design  aims  to  articulate  the 
 approaches  through  which  the  empirical  data  is  being  collected  and  examined.  It  further  links  the 
 research question to the data, allowing the research question to be tested (Punch, 2000). 


3.2.1 Selection of research paradigm: positivism versus interpretivism 


The research paradigm symbolizes the way the information is  collected and used. The majority of 
 researchers distinguish between two main philosophies – positivism and interpretivism (Blumberg, 
 Cooper  &  Schindler,  2011).  With  the  aim  of  developing  a  research  design,  a  primary  step  is  a 
 comprehensive analysis based on existing research paradigms and the selection of the most relevant 
 concepts that fit with the research objective.   


The positivistic paradigm applies methods of the natural sciences in order to evaluate and explain 
 human behaviour (Bulmer, 1977). The three fundamental principles of positivism are:  


1)  the social world exists externally and should be regarded objectively 
2)  research is value-free 
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