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Abstract

Social media have great potential to facilitate corporate social responsibility
(CSR) dialogue between companies and their stakeholders, but two funda-
mental issues remain: how to encourage greater participation/dialogue and
how to avoid the development of echo chambers, whereby participants
merely reinforce their previously held views, potentially increasing the po-
larization of stakeholders. The problem of participation is grounded in
people’s reluctance to comment on social media, and concerns with echo
chambers arise when social media comments merely reinforce company
statements. This research hypothesized that people’s willingness to comment
increases when company replies are perceived to be contingent on past
comments and when there is uncertainty, rather than negativity, in the
comments. Results supported only the latter. Additionally, the study inves-
tigated the valence of comments and responses, exploring whether valenced
comments engender potentially opinion-reinforcing echo chambers. Results
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showed that uncertainty tended to foster more interaction and questions, and
that negativity inspired more negative comments.

Keywords
corporate social responsibility, social media, echo chambers, interactivity

Within the contemporary corporate social responsibility (CSR) landscape,
dialogue between corporations and their stakeholders is positioned at the very
core of strategic and effective CSR communication. Scholars have argued that
dialogue is fundamental to how CSR is perceived by stakeholders (Morsing,
2017) and others have gone even further to argue that dialogue is constitutive
of CSR (Schoeneborn et al., 2020). Although dialogue can take on many
forms, CSR dialogue involves the co-construction of meaning between
companies and stakeholders, seeks out the “resolution of conflict” via mu-
tually acceptable solutions, and is “inherently action-oriented” (Golob &
Podnar, 2014, pp. 249-250). CSR dialogue is more than a corporate com-
munication tool to improve corporate reputation. It is an ethical practice that
enables organizations and their publics to build relationships and develop
social capital (Kent & Taylor, 2016). Ethically and managerially, dialogue is a
necessity for organizations to engage stakeholders in CSR activities (Bialkova
& Te Paske, 2021), and to keep organizations accountable in terms of their
human rights records (Stohl & Stohl, 2017).

Among various communication channels, few hold more promise to fulfill
the ideal of genuine CSR dialogue between companies and stakeholders than
social media (Xu, 2023). The capacity for people to send and receive messages
in an open, ongoing fashion makes social media suitable platforms through
which companies and stakeholders can engage in the sort of two-way
symmetrical communication normatively desirable for CSR dialogue
(Capriotti, 2017). That is, stakeholders can voice concerns about CSR issues,
gaining an active role in co-creating CSR.

However, CSR dialogue on social media can be unstructured (not enacted
with concrete goals; Acuti et al., 2024). Furthermore, the fact that people have
considerable liberty to speak their minds on social media, makes it challenging
to anticipate how dialogue will pan out. There have been concerns that social
media interactions may facilitate the formation of echo chambers—a phe-
nomenon whereby “social media algorithms combine with [people’s] ten-
dencies to interact with like-minded others... create an environment that
predominantly exposes users to congenial, opinion-reinforcing content to the
exclusion of more diverse, opinion-challenging content” (Kitchens et al.,
2020, p. 1619). Put differently, open communication may be inhibited, and
self-reinforcing thought silos may form—to the detriment of any genuine
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dialogue (Buhmann et al., 2021; Kitchens et al., 2020). Thus, people may
become increasingly polarized by selectively exposing themselves to infor-
mation that confirms, rather than disconfirms, their own beliefs (Kitchens
et al.,, 2020; Sunstein, 2017). Toubiana and Zietsma (2017) found that
Facebook acted as an emotional echo chamber rather than a dialogic medium,
where negative' emotions about an organization were reinforced, amplified
and led to increased adverse organizational perceptions.

Therefore, it is critical for CSR that social media not become echo
chambers, but rather become spaces where people are willing to comment
openly on CSR issues (Lew & C. Stohl, 2023). It is a farrago of affirmations,
questions, probes, and disagreements that research suggests contributes to an
open dialogue and diversity and quality of opinions (Price et al., 2002).
However, a challenge remains: Dialogue cannot happen if people are un-
willing to participate, and most people are lurkers who do not actively
comment (Sun et al., 2014).

Given the limited participation rate of CSR dialogue on social media, little
is known about the “black box” of dialogue—what features can (a) promote or
sustain CSR dialogue while (b) reducing the formation of echo chambers
(Acuti et al., 2024; Tllia et al., 2017)? With this in mind, the present research
examined two relevant outcomes: willingness to comment and comment
valence/type. People’s willingness to comment on a CSR post is a key pre-
requisite to social media-based CSR dialogue (Lew & C. Stohl, 2023).
Furthermore, comment valence/type provides insight into the “black box” of
dialogue—with greater variety in comment valence/type (e.g., positive
comments, negative comments, questions, etc.), there is a greater diversity of
opinions, and therefore echo chambers should be less likely to form.

Several concepts borrowed from other fields were used to predict those two
outcomes. The concept of interactivity (from interpersonal communication,
referring to a semantically relevant response by a later message to an earlier
message within a message chain [Rafaeli, 1988]) was used to motivate the line
of questioning as to whether the presence/absence of a company’s reply to
comments on its own Instagram page engenders greater willingness to
comment among stakeholders. Specifically, the feature being studied is the
presence of a company’s reply, which can foster greater perceived contingency
(a sense that messages are interconnected, coherent, and meaningful; Sundar
et al., 2016), which may then lead to greater willingness to comment, an
integral foundation of CSR dialogue.

News/discussion values (from journalism), namely uncertainty and neg-
ativity, were studied for their potential to interact with the presence/absence of
a company’s reply to jointly influence willingness to comment. Uncertainty
refers to ambiguity as to what the facts are, and can be brought about via
questions, and negativity refers to disagreeing in a negative (e.g., angry,
dismissive, pessimistic) tone (Ziegele et al., 2014). Uncertainty may enhance
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stakeholders’ willingness to comment, especially if there is a question-and-
answer scenario in which stakeholders ask questions and companies reply. But
negativity—even if it is desirable for its potential to expand the diversity and
improve the quality of opinions (Price et al., 2002)—may dampen willingness
to comment if stakeholders suspect the dialogue will degenerate into a mud-
slinging session.

In sum, interactivity and news/discussion values were predicted to in-
fluence two key outcomes. The first outcome, willingness to comment, is
important for its antecedent role in encouraging CSR dialogue. The second
outcome, comment valence/type, is important for its implications for diversity
in dialogue and by extension, the reduction of echo chambers. Taken together,
this research theoretically examines how to promote greater CSR dialogue and
how to minimize echo chambers. Practitioners may also benefit from an
empirical test of specific features that they can use to engender dialogue.

CSR Dialogue on Social Media

Two-way symmetrical communication has been, for some time, considered
the gold standard for CSR communication (Grunig, 2001; Morsing & Schultz,
2006). Its core principles of co-constructing CSR efforts via ongoing dialogue
with stakeholders and the lack of management-led agenda promise a more
inclusive and legitimate version of CSR (see Palazzo & Scherer, 2006). Social
media, with their easy accessibility and capacity for user-generated content
(e.g., comments) and reactions (e.g., likes), have often been described as the
vehicles that possess the strongest potential to meet this gold standard,
surpassing traditional mass communication platforms that offer one-way
communication (Capriotti, 2017). Social media affordances also enable di-
alogic processes which “contribute to stakeholder empowerment and facilitate
CSR co-creation” (Xu, 2023, p. 155).

There are several ways to enact two-way symmetrical communication
across social media. A common approach is for companies to set social media
guidelines compatible with a two-way symmetrical communication orien-
tation. Tracing the evolution of a multinational pharmaceutical corporation’s
CSR communication on social media as a case study, Castell6 et al. (2016)
identified several factors crucial to what they call a networked strategy. For
example, top management came up with social media guidelines that ex-
plicitly encouraged employees to participate in dialogue with stakeholders,
instructed employees to interact with stakeholders on social media as they
would to people in everyday professional situations, and urged employees to
foster more comments from stakeholders.

Another method is to exploit the capabilities of social media to create
suitable spaces for two-way symmetrical communication. Through interviews
and content analyses, Illia et al. (2017) identified several such dialogue spaces.
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For example, microsites allow people to provide opinions or ask questions so
that stakeholders can learn about a company’s CSR projects, online forums
allow stakeholders to develop a collective agenda on future CSR issues, and
voting systems with text-based feedback capabilities allow stakeholders to co-
decide with companies what CSR policies should be.

A third approach is to use two-way symmetrical communication to form
virtual communities on various social media platforms (Chen et al., 2020).
Within these online communities, dialogic processes may support the de-
velopment of a communal identity, shared values, and trust—factors essential
to CSR (Korschun & Du, 2013; Xu, 2023).

Yet, two-way symmetrical communication is uncommon in practice. One
content analysis showed that only a third of the world’s most valuable
companies had social media guidelines that adopted a CSR co-creation frame
(Stohl et al., 2017). The majority of companies in that study treated social
media as corporate communication tools and desired to protect themselves
from the risks of social media (Stohl et al., 2017). Additionally, many
stakeholders seem skeptical of companies’ attempts to engage in dialogue. For
example, interviewees in a study mentioned that stakeholders’ comments on
social media are perceived as more trustworthy than messages that originate
from a company’s official social media accounts (Dunn & Harness, 2019).
Separately, a content analysis showed that CSR posts on social media received
fewer comments, likes, and shares than non-CSR posts, demonstrating on one
hand the informational—rather than dialogical—nature of CSR posts, and on
the other hand stakeholders’ unwillingness to engage in dialogue (Cho et al.,
2017).

The results due to a lack of two-way symmetrical communication are clear:
Companies that moderate a dialogue by dominating the social media thread or
by prematurely terminating the dialogue accrue more unfavorable attitudes
and lower levels of trust than companies that do not moderate the dialogue
(Buhmann et al., 2021).

Interactivity

Amid the somewhat pessimistic outlook vis-a-vis CSR dialogue on social
media, one approach—centered on the concept of interactivity—seems to
hold some promise. Within the CSR literature, Capriotti et al. (2021) proposed
a theoretical framework containing several important dimensions of inter-
activity pertaining to dialogue. According to their framework, CSR dialogue
can be broadly classified into two categories: the predisposition to interaction
and effective interaction. The framework indicates that quality dialogue can be
achieved if a company establishes the right conditions to foster greater
predisposition to interaction among stakeholders (e.g., by maintaining an
active presence on social media, by uploading content intended to trigger
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interactions, or by using technological functions that facilitate interactions
such as links and hashtags) or if a company communicates effectively (e.g.,
responding frequently, reciprocating appropriately). As a whole, this con-
ceptualization of interactivity is fairly macroscopic, with interactivity being
theorized in a broad, typological fashion.

To advance the overall theorizing of interactivity in CSR dialogue, a more
fine-grained conceptualization of interactivity (alongside its associated
constructs such as perceived contingency) can be borrowed from the inter-
personal communication literature and be commensurately applied to a CSR
context. From this perspective, interactivity” is a message attribute indicating
whether a later message in a message chain semantically refers to earlier
messages (Rafaeli, 1988). The following example illustrates how Rafaeli’s
(1988) argument translates to CSR. If a company makes an original CSR post
on Instagram, the post is considered non-interactive because it is the first
message in a message chain and therefore it cannot possibly refer to earlier
messages. But as more stakeholders comment on the post or reply to existing
comments in a semantically relevant way, these subsequent comments/replies
are potentially interactive. It should be noted that messages are not auto-
matically considered interactive because they are nested under earlier mes-
sages on social media interfaces (e.g., on Instagram and Facebook, comments
are nested under posts, and replies are nested under comments). Non-sequitur
comments or replies that do not semantically refer to earlier messages are not
considered interactive even though they give the appearance of stakeholder
engagement. In other words, Rafaeli’s (1988) conceptualization of inter-
activity strips dialogue down to its uncompromisable essence at a message
attribute level, providing one way through which CSR scholars can study the
“black box” of dialogue (see also the construct of double interacts in Weick,
1979).

A number of experiments have adopted Rafaeli’s (1988) approach to
interactivity in CSR. Lee and Park (2013) found that participants indicated
greater trust in companies that replied interactively to stakeholders who
commented on their CSR videos than in companies that did not reply.
Similarly, Go and Bortree (2017) found that when companies replied inter-
actively to stakeholders’ comments on the company’s Facebook CSR post,
they were perceived as having greater openness to dialogic communication,
and as a consequence, greater credibility, than companies that did not reply.
Lew and C. Stohl (2023) demonstrated that participants perceived greater
message contingency—that is, greater semantic interrelatedness among
messages (Sundar et al., 2016)—when companies replied interactively to
stakeholders’ comments on the company’s Instagram CSR post than when
companies replied non-interactively in a semantically tangential manner using
boilerplate language. This greater perceived contingency then led participants
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to be more willing to comment on the CSR post and to have more favorable
perceptions of the company’s CSR efforts.

Considering the normative need for diverse stakeholder participation in
dialogue for CSR policies to be legitimized (Castello et al., 2016; Glozer et al.,
2019), willingness to comment is an indispensable part of CSR, above and
beyond the spreading of positive electronic word-of-mouth in corporate
communication contexts. When companies respond to stakeholders’ com-
ments with interactive replies (interactivity as an attribute of individual
messages), audience members can develop a sense of perceived contingency
(a global perception of interrelatedness between several messages) vis-a-vis
the message chain, in that they perceive that the messages in the message
chain are interrelated (Sundar et al., 2016). Perceived contingency, on its part,
fosters greater willingness to comment because it makes the overall com-
munication more coherent, thus giving audience members the impression that
they can contribute in a meaningful way (Lew & C. Stohl, 2023). In sum,
greater interactivity leads to greater perceived contingency, which in turn
leads to greater willingness to comment on a CSR post.® Therefore, in the
context of a company making a CSR post on its own social media page:

H1: People are more willing to comment on a social media post if a
company replies to comments than if a company does not reply.

H2: The relationship between the presence/absence of a company’s reply
and willingness to comment (as specified in H1) is mediated by perceived
contingency.

But beyond willingness to comment, the valence/type of comments that
people leave on CSR posts are equally crucial to understanding CSR dialogue.
If a company’s CSR post on its own social media page attracts mostly (or
only) positive comments, then there is a risk that the company will end up in a
self-affirming echo chamber (see Kitchens et al., 2020; Sunstein, 2017).
Unlike dialogue in corporate communication, where positive comments are
valued for their utility in building company-stakeholder relationships (see
Pang et al., 2018), dialogue in CSR should value negative comments for
ethical reasons. CSR dialogue—and indeed the present study—places a
premium on negative comments, which should ideally motivate companies to
engage their stakeholders in a manner that relinquishes setting the CSR
agenda or moderating the dialogue on their own social media pages (see
Buhmann et al., 2021). Negative comments may be valuable not only for their
role in minimizing the formation of echo chambers but they also add to the
diversity of opinions (Price et al., 2002) and provide valid points of con-
testation regarding a company’s CSR communication (see Ganesh & Zoller,
2012). One study found that when a company’s CSR efforts were met with
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negative comments by people on social media, the company can mitigate the
deleterious effects of those negative comments if they give two-sided re-
sponses that reaffirmed their altruistic intentions but also openly acknowl-
edged their self-serving intentions (Rim & Song, 2016). Negative comments,
thus, may even incentivize companies to be more open regarding their CSR
activities in their CSR communication.

Relatedly, asking questions is an essential part of practical dialogue be-
tween the company and its stakeholders (Illia et al., 2015), and may engender
greater participation and dialogic dynamics. Asking questions can also elicit
uncertainty in social media users, which makes them more likely to contribute
to the discussion (Ziegele et al., 2014; see next section for details).

Therefore, several types of comments on a company’s social media post are
of particular interest in this context: (a) positively valenced comments, (b)
negatively valenced comments, and (c) questions. If a company replies to
stakeholders’ comments on its CSR post, are people’s subsequent comments
more likely to be positively valenced towards the company, negatively va-
lanced towards the company, neutral, or are they more likely to question the
company?

RQ1: Do people comment differently (i.e., positively, neutrally, nega-
tively, or ask questions) on a social media post if a company replies than ifa
company does not reply?

News and Discussion Values

Although interactivity and perceived contingency are useful concepts with
which to analyze dialogue, they pertain to the semantic interrelatedness of
messages and are silent on the thematic content of those messages (Sundar
et al., 2016). Similarly, Capriotti et al.’s (2021) framework of interactivity in
CSR dialogue focuses on how companies can make use of technological
features or be oriented towards interacting with stakeholders on social media
(among other things) but does not speak to the thematic content within
messages. Yet, studying the thematic aspect of messages is crucial to having a
more holistic understanding of CSR dialogue. To this end, the notion of news
values can be valuable in complementing ideas in the existing CSR literature
by Capriotti et al. (2021).

News value theory was originally conceived to explain the choices of
newspaper editors as to what stories to cover. News values are factors that
influence the newsworthiness of an event, such as its impact, relevance for
audiences, its unexpectedness, and its frequency, among other things (Galtung
& Ruge, 1965). On social media, for example, news stories that contain strong
news values such as human interest (narrative appeals to human emotions),
conflict (disagreements and clashes), or emotional arousal are shared more
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frequently than other types of news stories (Berger & Milkman, 2012). Indeed,
editors use news values to guide their selection of newsworthy stories that they
publish on social media (Lischka, 2021).

Borrowing from news values theory, a study by Ziegele et al. (2014)
recruited interviewees to describe the comments on social media that they
typically replied to and to explain why they would reply to certain comments
over others. The researchers identified several social media discussion values
found in social media comments that influenced people’s willingness to
comment, including uncertainty (e.g., questions), negativity (e.g., disagreeing
in a negative tone), unexpectedness (e.g., alternative perspectives, re-
contextualizing an issue), and humor, among others. Two discussion
values, in particular, appear to have unique synergies with CSR dialogue on
social media: uncertainty and negativity.

Uncertainty (operationalized as asking questions), on its own, facilitates
greater willingness to comment. According to Ziegele et al. (2014), this was
because “participants who encountered questions felt committed or invited to
respond to them, either because they were challenged or because they wanted
to demonstrate their knowledge” (p. 1121). In contrast, negativity dampens
willingness to comment, as people “perceived that responding to negative
comments might not stimulate meaningful discussions” (Ziegele et al., 2014,
p. 1119).

Within CSR communication on social media, the possibility that negativity
makes stakeholders less willing to comment on a company’s CSR post is
troubling from a normative point of view. The conundrum is that if companies
are not aware of negative sentiment towards their CSR posts, the likes, shares,
and positive comments they receive may lead to a positively biased echo
chamber. Negative comments are also essential for conflictual stakeholder
dialogue, where agonistic perspectives are valued for their roles in promoting
a plurality of voices on social media (Acuti et al., 2024). Thus, it is important
to test the prediction within the context of CSR posts on social media:

H3: People are more willing to comment on a social media post if the post
(and its associated comments) contains the discussion value of uncertainty
rather than the discussion value of negativity.

Additionally, these discussion values (i.e., uncertainty and negativity) and
interactivity can produce joint effects on stakeholders’ willingness to com-
ment on CSR posts. A key feature of uncertainty is questions, which, of
course, prompt answers (Ziegele et al., 2014). A company’s answers to
questions asked by stakeholders can fulfill Rafaeli’s (1988) definition of
interactivity—reference to earlier messages—and they may signal a com-
pany’s sincerity in attempting to engage stakeholders in dialogue. Therefore, a
company’s answers to stakeholders’ questions (i.e., uncertainty) should
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intensify stakeholders’ willingness to comment on social media posts as
compared to when a company replies to a negative comment (i.e., negativity).
In the latter scenario, stakeholders may perceive that the company has done its
job in replying, and do not see a need to pile on with more negativity as it does
not lead to better CSR dialogue (see Ziegele et al., 2014). Therefore:

H4: There is an interaction between company reply and discussion value,
such that people are more willing to comment on a social media post if a
company replies than if a company does not reply, and this effect is
magnified if the post (and its associated comments) contains the discussion
value of uncertainty rather than the discussion value of negativity.

Graphically, H4 is a contributory and divergent positive interaction dia-
grammed in Holbert and Park (2020), and with reference to that article: the
x-axis represents company reply, the y-axis represents willingness to com-
ment, the line with the steeper gradient represents uncertainty, and the line
with the gentler gradient represents negativity.

A related research question is whether the news value of uncertainty
(i.e., asking questions) will prompt further questions and whether negativity
will cultivate further negativity in the comments. As such:

RQ2: Do people comment differently (i.e., positively, neutrally, nega-
tively, or ask questions) on a social media post if the post (and its associated
comments) contains the news value of uncertainty rather than the dis-
cussion value of negativity?

Method

A 2 (company reply: present/absent) x 2 (discussion value: uncertainty/
negativity) between-subjects online experiment was conducted to test the
hypothesis and research questions. Participants were communication un-
dergraduates at the University of California, Santa Barbara. Those who
volunteered to take part were each given a link that took them to the study’s
webpage, which was hosted on Qualtrics. After reading the informed consent,
participants were randomly assigned to view one of four possible stimuli (see
detailed description of the stimuli in the next section). A timer on the webpage
hid the “next” button until 1 minute had passed, ensuring that participants
spent an adequate amount of time reading the stimuli. When participants
clicked “next,” they were instructed to answer several questions related to the
stimuli (see Measures section), after which the experiment was concluded.
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Procedure

The stimuli that participants saw consisted of an Instagram post mocked up for
this study, supposedly posted by Hershey’s, Mars, Ferrero Rocher, or Nestlé.
These companies were selected as they were all on RepTrak’s list of 100 most
reputable companies for CSR (Reputation Institute, 2019). Using stimuli
attributable to four companies minimized the chances of obtaining company-
specific idiosyncratic effects. Analyses were collapsed across the four
companies because the company is not a relevant factor/predictor in this study.
Instagram was chosen as it had the capacity for commenting and replying to
comments (and thus results can reasonably be generalized to other social
media apps with the same capacity), plus it was popular among the age group
for the sample (see Sample subsection for details; Auxier & Anderson, 2021).

The fictitious Instagram post featured a photo of children in a classroom,
and its caption contained text on how the company contributes to the en-
vironment, supports local communities, and helps children succeed. Below
the post, two fictitious Instagram users (representing stakeholders) each
commented on the post once, for a total of two comments. Across all four
conditions, the image and caption of the post was kept constant, as were the
names of the two people who commented.

For the factor of discussion value, the two comments were operationalized
in line with Ziegele et al.’s (2014) conceptualization of uncertainty and
negativity. The two comments in the “uncertainty” condition asked questions:
“This sounds great but how do we know you’ve helped build thriving
communities?”” and “Could you be more specific about what you mean by
being better stewards of the planet?”” The two comments in the “negativity”
condition criticized the company: “Nourishing the lives of children! I think
you forgot something called childhood diabetes,” and “Self-praise is
cheap. Admit it, the bottom line always comes first.” Both fictitious Instagram
users made the same type of comment, i.e., either both users asked questions
or both users lambasted the company.

For the factor of company reply, participants either saw the company’s
reply to the two user comments or saw that the company did not reply. The
company’s reply differed according to (and was sensitive to) the type of
discussion value in the user comments. Those who saw the company reply
therefore saw the original post, two user comments, and one company reply.
Participants who did not see the company reply therefore saw only the original
post and two user comments. See the Online Supplemental Materials for the
stimuli.


https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/suppl/10.1177/08933189241261671

12 Management Communication Quarterly 0(0)

Sample

Participants recruited from the University of California, Santa Barbara were
awarded course credits for taking part in this study (V = 290). Their ages
ranged from 18 to 29 (M = 19.52, SD = 1.47). About 71.4% of participants
identified as female and 28.6% identified as male. White participants com-
prised 36.9% of the sample, Asian participants 30.3%, Hispanic/Latine
participants 15.9%, Black participants 2.8%, while the rest indicated
mixed ethnicity. Given that users of social media are overwhelmingly youths
or young adults rather than older adults, as shown in a Pew Research Center
report by Auxier and Anderson (2021), the student sample in the present study
is appropriate.

Measures

Willingness to comment was measured using three items by Lew and C. Stohl
(2023). Items were scored on a 7-point semantic differential scale: unwilling/
willing, unlikely/likely, and reluctant/eager, Cronbach’s o = .80.

Perceived contingency was measured using five items by Lew and C. Stohl
(2023). The question stem asked, “Thinking of the Instagram update you just
saw, how much do you agree or disagree with the following statements?” The
items were: “The company and the Instagram users who commented engaged
in two-way communication,” “The interaction between the company and the
Instagram users led to jointly produced meaning,” “Messages sent by the
Instagram users and by the company seemed interconnected with each other,”
“In the interaction between the company and the Instagram users, later
messages recounted the relatedness of earlier messages,” and “The company’s
interaction with the Instagram users who commented felt like a continuous
thread or a loop.” Responses were scored from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7
(strongly agree), Cronbach’s a = .73.

To measure the valence/type of comment, participants were asked, “If you
were to comment on the Instagram post you just saw, what would you write?”
The two authors coded the open-ended responses for (a) positive comments
towards the company, (b) neutral comments, (c) negative comments towards
the company, and (d) questions (Cohen’s k = .88). Both unvalenced responses
as well as mixed-valence responses (i.e., comments containing positive and
negative aspects in equal measure) were coded as neutral comments. Re-
sponses unequivocally seeking more information from the company were
coded as questions, on top of responses that were literally questions and ended
with a question mark. Disagreements were resolved through discussion.

Examples of positive comments include: “I appreciate the effort to make a
difference” and “This is awesome. Love to see big companies giving back to
the community.” Neutral comments included unvalenced statements such as:
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“@]|a friend’s username] they look happier than we ever will be [sad face
emoji].” The neutral comments category also included two-sided statements
(i.e., with both positively and negatively valenced aspects), such as: “Their
post made them seem like a good company but gave no reason as to what they
do to make themselves good. But they do say what they value as a company.”
As for negative comments, examples include: “Although this is a nice
message, | do not believe the [company] is truly aligned with these values.
This seems like a cheap marketing technique” and “It seems as though they are
trying very hard to make themselves look good but actions speak louder than
words.” Comments such as “Could you go into specifics about how your
donations assist these communities?” and “Is [company] being ethical and
sustainable when it comes to gathering ingredients?”” were coded as questions.

Before participants saw the stimuli, they answered two questions regarding
their preexisting attitudes towards the featured company. Following Lew and
Stohl (2023), the first question asked, “Have you heard anything positive
about [company]?” and had definitely yes (+2), probably yes (+1), probably
not (0), and definitely not (0) as possible responses. The second question
asked, “Have you heard anything negative about [company]?” Possible re-
sponses were definitely yes (—2), probably yes (—1), probably not (0), and
definitely not (0). The values in parentheses were then added together to create
a prior attitude score, which served as a control in the analyses.

Again, before participants saw the stimuli, participants answered one
question on purchase frequency: “How frequently do you buy products from
[company]?” Responses were scored from 1 (very infrequently) to 7 (very
frequently). Purchase frequency was also used as a control variable.

Attention Checks. There were two attention check questions. One asked
participants to recall the name of the candy company they saw from a list of
eight candy companies (plus a ninth possible response: “I’m not sure”). The
other asked participants to recall whether the company replied to the two
fictitious Instagram users who commented (yes/no/not sure). Indicating “not
sure” for either question resulted in a failed attention check. Participants who
failed attention checks (n = 77) were excluded from analysis and were not
counted in the total sample size (N = 290) reported earlier.

Manipulation Check. The manipulation check was done on a separate sample
of N=51 participants on Prolific. Participants were based in the United States.
Their ages ranged from 21 to 50 (M = 32.65, SD = 8.81). 27 participants
(52.9%) were female, and 24 participants (47.1%) were male. All participants
declared, on Prolific, that they use Instagram. Thus, the stimuli should not be
unfamiliar to them.

After signing up, participants were randomly shown one version of the
fictitious Instagram post (see Online Supplemental Materials). They were told,


https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/suppl/10.1177/08933189241261671

14 Management Communication Quarterly 0(0)

“Observe the comments made by [usernames of the two fictitious Instagram
users who commented]”. Participants were asked, “How much uncertainty is
there in their comments?” Possible answers ranged from 1 (very little un-
certainty) to 7 (a lot of uncertainty). Participants were also asked, “‘How much
negativity is there in their comments?” A 7-point scale was again used, with
answers ranging from 1 (very little negativity) to 7 (a lot of negativity).

An independent samples t-test showed that participants in the uncertainty
discussion value condition (M = 5.54, SD = 1.07) perceived greater uncer-
tainty in the comments than participants in the negativity discussion value
condition (M = 3.68, SD = 2.10), p < .001, Cohen’s d = 1.12. Another in-
dependent samples t-test showed that participants in the negativity discussion
value condition (M = 6.04, SD = 1.37) perceived more negativity in the
comments than participants in the uncertainty discussion value condition (M =
3.23, SD = 1.31), p < .001, Cohen’s d = 2.10. As such, the stimuli were
perceived as intended.

Results

The analysis for H1, H2, H3, and H4 was performed using Model 5 of Hayes’
(2022) PROCESS, using 10,000 bootstrapped samples. The model specified
company reply as the predictor, willingness to comment as the outcome,
perceived contingency as the mediator (between company reply and will-
ingness to comment), and discussion value as the moderator (moderating the
relationship between company reply and willingness to comment). Prior
attitude towards the company and purchase frequency were entered into the
model as controls.

H1 predicted that people were more willing to comment on a company’s
social media post if the company replied than if the company did not.
H2 predicted that the relationship in HI was mediated by perceived con-
tingency. H3 predicted that people had greater willingness to comment on a
company’s social media post if uncertainty, rather than negativity, was present
in the discussion. H4 predicted an interaction effect between company reply
and discussion value (i.e., the combined effect of H1 and H3). Codes for the
independent variables were as follows: company reply absent = —0.5,
company reply present = 0.5; negativity discussion value = —0.5, uncertainty
discussion value = 0.5.

Initial results showed that participants perceived greater contingency when
the company replied than when the company did not reply, b =0.94, p <.001.
Both control variables—prior attitude and purchase frequency—did not
significantly predict perceived contingency, p = .487 and p = .588 respec-
tively. Participants were also more willing to comment when the discussion
value of uncertainty (operationalized as asking questions) was present than
when the discussion value of negativity (operationalized as criticism of the
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company) was present, b = .50, p = .001. All other predictors, as well as the
control variables of prior attitude (p =.998) and purchase frequency (p = .054)
did not significantly predict willingness to comment. There was no indirect
effect between company reply and willingness to comment, via the mediator
of perceived contingency, indirect effect = 0.05, SEpootstrapped = 0.08, 95 %
Clbootstrapped = [_1109 215]

Both control variables (i.e., prior attitude and purchase frequency) were
consistently non-significant, and random assignment to condition also di-
minished their necessity. Therefore, applying the principle of parsimony, the
control variables were dropped from the model. Model 5 of PROCESS was
run again, this time with only the hypothesized variables (and no control
variables). The interpretation of the results (i.e., the significance of the tested
relationships) did not change.

Final results, diagrammatically represented in Figure 1, showed that the
presence/absence of a company’s reply influenced perceived contingency,
R* = .19, F(1, 288) = 67.57, p < .001. Participants perceived greater con-
tingency when the company replied (M = 4.63, SD = 0.88) than when the
company did not reply (M = 3.70, SD = 1.04), b; = 0.93, p < .001.

Results also showed that discussion value was the only significant pre-
dictor of willingness to comment. The overall regression was significant, R* =
.04, F(4, 285) =3.34, p = .011. Neither perceived contingency (b, = 0.05, p =
.490) nor the direct effect of company reply (b3 = —0.17, p = .301) predicted
willingness to comment. The difference between replying (M = 2.29, SD =
1.23) and not replying (M = 2.42, SD = 1.34) was non-significant. In contrast,
discussion value significantly predicted willingness to comment, b4 = .49, p =

Perceived
-
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P c gency )
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S RE=.19 b, =005
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by =0.93%
P 4
/
~
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Discussion
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Figure 1. Influence of company reply, discussion values, and perceived contingency on
willingness to comment. Note. All significant paths (marked with asterisks) p < .001.
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.001. Participants were more willing to comment when the discussion value of
uncertainty (operationalized as asking questions) was present (M = 2.60, SD =
1.40) than when the discussion value of negativity (operationalized as crit-
icism of the company) was present (M = 2.09, SD = 1.08). There was no
significant interaction effect between company reply and discussion value on
willingness to comment, b5 = —0.19, p = .527.

Perceived contingency did not mediate the relationship between company
reply and willingness to comment, indirect effect = 0.05, SEpooisirappea = 0-08,
95 % Clpootstrapped = [—0.099, 0.218].

As such, H3 was supported, but not H1, H2, or H4. See Figure 1.

Crosstabs were used to analyze RQ1 and RQ2, which asked about the
influence of a company’s reply on the valence/type of comment and the
influence of discussion values (i.e., uncertainty and negativity) on the valence/
type of comment respectively. The results for RQ1 (see Table 1) were not
significant, x*(3, N=290) = 5.69, p =.128. In contrast, the results for RQ2 (see
Table 2) were significant, x*(3, N = 290) = 29.51, p < .001.

The pattern of results for RQ2 showed that when existing comments on a
company’s CSR post conveyed negativity, participants were most likely to
also comment in a negative way, more so than ask questions or comment in a
positive or neutral way. Yet, when existing comments on the CSR post
conveyed uncertainty, participants were most likely to ask questions of their
own, rather than make negative, neutral, or positive comments. It therefore
seems like existing comments set the tone for subsequent comments: negative
comments may engender further negativity, and questions may lead to even
more questions.

Discussion

The present research investigated how interactivity and discussion values
could engender greater willingness to comment on CSR posts on social media

Table I. Relationship Between Presence/Absence of a Company Reply and Valence/
type of Comment.

Positive Neutral Negative
comments comments comments  Questions Total
Company reply | 14 40 71 136
absent
Company reply 16 I 63 64 154
present
Total 27 25 103 135 290

Note. x*(3, N = 290) = 5.69, p = .128.



Lew and Stohl 17

Table 2. Relationship Between Uncertainty/Negativity Discussion Values and
Valence/type of Comment.

Positive Neutral Negative
comments comments comments Questions Total
Disagreement 12 15 70 45 142
Uncertainty 15 10 33 90 148
Total 27 25 103 135 290

Note. x*(3, N = 290) = 29.51, p < .001.

and what sorts of comments may ensue, in terms of valence and asking
questions. It found that the discussion value of uncertainty engendered greater
willingness to comment on a company’s social media post about CSR than the
discussion value of negativity, supporting H2. It also found that if people were
to comment on a company’s social media CSR post, they will most likely
build on existing comments, and comment in a similar manner (RQ2). If
existing comments criticize the company, people were more willing to follow
suit in their comments. If existing comments asked the company questions,
people were more willing to also ask questions.

These findings should be interpreted in light of two contextual factors.
First, although uncertainty fosters greater willingness to comment than
negativity in a relative sense, participants’ overall willingness to comment is
low in an absolute sense. The mean self-ratings of willingness to comment
across the four experimental conditions ranged from M =2.09 to M=2.60 on a
7-point scale. This is unsurprising, considering that only about 1% of people
actively create new content on social media, while the overwhelming majority
of people are lurkers who read what others have written but do not make any
comment of their own (Sun et al., 2014). As such, care should be taken not to
interpret the results to mean that asking questions makes people highly willing
to comment on CSR social media posts. Rather, a small but significant group
seems motivated to comment under the right conditions, such as when there is
uncertainty.

Second, the four companies chosen in this study were from the chocolate
industry. The data in the present study did not permit cross-industry com-
parisons, but it may not make sense to generalize the results to industries that
are extremely weak in CSR, such as the oil industry. Generalizations should
therefore be made only within contextual parameters reasonably similar to
those in the present study.
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Theoretical Implications

This study showed the importance of including message content elements to
existing theorizing on interactivity, so that there is a more holistic under-
standing of CSR dialogue. One criticism of interactivity research is its fixation
on taxonomy (Bucy, 2004). For example, a taxonomy of interactivity in digital
media can include different media types such as graphic resources, audio-
visual resources, or hypertextual resources (Capriotti et al., 2021), or actions
such as clicking, dragging, or zooming (Sundar et al., 2014). But such
taxonomies of interactivity alone do not lead to greater understanding of the
factors that engender CSR dialogue. Instead, to learn about CSR dialogue,
interactivity should be—and has been—conceptualized as a process (Bucy,
2004) that involves elements such as reciprocity or intensity (Capriotti et al.,
2021). Yet, what does the process of interactivity entail at a concrete level?
This study examined two elements pertaining to interactivity as a process:
perceived contingency (Sundar et al., 2016) and news/discussion values
(Ziegele et al., 2014). Although only the latter element was statistically
significant, the results show that the concept of uncertainty derived from news/
discussion values, operationalized as asking questions at a message content
level, performs a crucial role that links interactivity to dialogue on two counts.
First, asking questions in a comment makes it more likely that future com-
ments will also entail questions, maintaining the thrust-and-parry of dialogue.
Second, and more importantly, when people ask questions on a company’s
CSR post on social media, the increased uncertainty encourages others to be
more willing to comment on the post, thus keeping the dialogue going.

Creating uncertainty by asking questions is also an important counter-
vailing force against online echo chambers, where people and corporations,
“convinced of the echo that surrounds them with their own views and pre-
conceptions... lose the inclination to proactively discuss ideas with people or
groups of a different opinion” (Spohr, 2017, p. 151). In other words, the
uncertainty potentially exposes companies to different perspectives that
challenge their assumptions about their own CSR activities, reversing the
possible “loss of diversity of opinions and arguments” (Spohr, 2017, p. 151) if
companies’ CSR communication go unquestioned.

From a broader perspective, news/discussion values are theoretically
untethered to the social media context, and thus uncertainty may be able to
elicit CSR dialogue even beyond social media. In Katz and Lazarsfeld’s
(1955) two-step flow model of communication, opinion leaders receive in-
formation from mass communication channels and convey that information to
their followers via interpersonal communication. s a parallel possible in CSR,
where opinion leaders create uncertainty—based on a company’s CSR
communication—by asking questions, which foster dialogue among
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followers? Future research may benefit by approaching uncertainty or other
discussion values through such a lens.

The discussion value of negativity presents a paradox. On one hand,
negatively responding to a company’s CSR post—disagreement—is crucial
for deliberative argumentation in an open dialogue and for a company to gain
legitimacy (Palazzo & Scherer, 2006). Yet, as the present study shows,
negativity also dampens stakeholders’ willingness to comment on those CSR
posts. Normatively, this is a potential source of concern. If stakeholders are
only exposed to homogeneously positive information about a company’s CSR
efforts, they could end up in echo chambers, ignorant of the CSR faults of the
company (Spohr, 2017). And if companies do not receive negative feedback
from stakeholders, they too will be in echo chambers of their own, not having
heard reasonable criticism of their CSR efforts. Indeed, the lack of comments
can limit the information people are exposed to, which may lead to echo
chambers (Kitchens et al., 2020).

In the present study, negativity was operationalized as, simultaneously, (a)
disagreement and (b) writing in a negative tone. Future research can attempt to
theoretically differentiate these two aspects of negativity. Disagreement can
benefit dialogue as it compels interactants in a dialogue to provide strong
reasons for their own positions (Price et al., 2002). Contrariwise, writing in a
negative tone can produce a chilling effect on dialogue if people do not
perceive the dialogue as meaningful (Ziegele et al., 2014). However, the
greater challenge may be to differentiate disagreement and negative tone in
practice, given that they often occur in tandem on social media (Hutchens
et al, 2015). If a deliberative environment can ever be created—
naturalistically or in controlled settings—for CSR dialogue, where compa-
nies and stakeholders focus on producing justifiable solutions based on mutual
respect (Gutmann & Thompson, 2004), then the utility of the disagreement
aspect of negativity for CSR dialogue can perhaps be tested in a way that is
unadulterated by negative tone.

No evidence was found, for H1 and RQI, regarding the possibility that a
company’s replies can influence people’s willingness to comment or the
valence/type of the comment they would like to make. This result contrasts
with the findings in Lew and C. Stohl (2023), that a company replying directly
led to greater perceived contingency, leading to greater willingness to
comment. Speculatively, this could be due to the one-sidedness of the
company’s response to comments, as the company’s reply was operationalized
to only defend itself, rather than concede that the stakeholders who com-
mented have made some valid points.

Alternatively, the non-significant finding may be due to the lack of concrete
evidence in the company’s reply in defense of its CSR efforts. In the Lew and
C. Stohl (2023) study, the company’s responses to criticism on social media
provided an additional link to evidence—in the form of sustainability
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reports—that the company has walked the talk. Similar evidence or links were
not present in the company’s responses in the present set of stimuli. It is
possible that people want to see hard evidence for a company’s CSR activities
alongside its aspirational CSR communication, without which they became
reluctant to comment on the social media post.

As a whole, the non-significant results for H1 and RQ1 suggest that the
relationship between interactivity and willingness to comment is
conditional—perhaps upon the sidedness of a company’s response to com-
ments or the presence of concrete evidence. This is commensurate with a study
by Wise et al. (2006), which also found conditional effects for interactivity:
Greater interactivity made people more willing to comment in online dis-
cussions, but only if the response rate was slow and not if it was fast. Thus,
future research may consider the conditional—rather than direct—effects of
interactivity on willingness to comment.

Managerial Implications

For practitioners, interactive content has become a benchmark for successful
online CSR communication (Bialkova & Te Paske, 2021). In this domain, a
key question concerns how CSR should be communicated to stakeholders, to
show that a company “treats its [stakeholders] with sincerity and actually
values what they say” (Go & Bortree, 2017, p. 732).

Given the dampening effect that negativity has on dialogue, how should
companies respond to negative comments? The present study showed that
companies should not be too defensive, and that replying to negative
comments—in themselves—did not motivate stakeholders to become more
willing to comment. Conversely, creating greater uncertainty—by asking
questions—seems to be a possible strategy to engender stakeholders’ greater
willingness to comment.

Speculatively, companies can also give two-sided responses to create some
uncertainty. Instead of being defensive in the face of criticism, companies can
admit—among other things—that some criticism was valid or even that its
CSR efforts had self-serving intentions (besides altruistic intentions). In so
doing, the company admits uncertainty in its original position—and this could
potentially prompt greater willingness to comment. Furthermore, two-sided
CSR responses not only make a company appear less self-serving, but they
also enhance the credibility of the company’s message (Rim & Song, 2016). In
this way, two-sided responses may also reduce echo chambers, minimize
polarization, and engender future dialogue. Relatedly, one limitation of the
present study was that the fictitious company reply to the two fictitious users
were one-sided, in that the company only defended itself. Was this why
perceived contingency did not engender greater willingness to comment in the
present study (cf. Lew & C. Stohl, 2023)? Future research should therefore
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consider the sidedness of a company’s reply as a potentially crucial factor in
furthering dialogue.

And as artificial intelligence (AI) becomes more embedded in our everyday
lives, it is possible that companies begin to use Al to generate social media
comments/replies based on some suggestions presented here (e.g., ask
questions or give two-sided responses to foster uncertainty, disagree without
being negative in tone). It will be interesting to study how Al-mediated
communication (AI-MC; Hancock et al., 2020) brings new socio-
psychological dynamics to CSR dialogue. Hancock et al. (2020, p. 93)
ask, among other questions, whether audiences will be “aware of the fact that
AI-MC is involved in communication, and if so, what are the outcomes of
such awareness” and “under which design conditions will Al involvement be
perceived as augmenting a sender’s agency, and when will it be viewed as
usurping it?” The present study does not have the answers, but they may be
important considerations for CSR practice.

Conclusion

As a whole, the results of this study suggest new pathways for studying CSR
and echo chambers, which are produced when people are exposed only to
information that confirms their point of view (Spohr, 2017). If social media
were to function as platforms for CSR dialogue and avoid the pitfalls as-
sociated with echo chambers (see Capriotti, 2017), CSR communication
needs to foster a greater willingness to comment and a stronger desire to ask
questions, thereby exposing stakeholders to different perspectives that enable
contingent, informed, and open dialogue. Social media responses that are
univalenced—bare praising or lambasting of a company—may lead to po-
larization, where people in their own echo chambers adopt increasingly
extreme attitudes (Sunstein, 2017). Whether social media can practically
sustain a plurality of views from various stakeholders, or turn into segmented
echo chambers with polarized views, may depend on this.

Future research needs to explore a greater diversity of corporate and
stakeholder responses to better understand not only how social media posts
promote more meaningful dialogue, but also how they engender echo
chambers and polarization.
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Notes

1.

On a company’s own social media page, positively valanced echo chambers also
give little opportunity or incentives for stakeholders to voice their concerns to the
company, ask pointed questions, assert diverse positions, or participate in the
development of strategic CSR actions. Yet, these are the very types of interactions
that promote the co-creation of CSR (Xu, 2023).

. Sundar et al. (2016) also discussed a functional view of interactivity, which refers to

how people control user interfaces (rather than how people interact with each other).
The functional view of interactivity is beyond the scope of this study.

. Thus, the present study does not test two-way communication per se but attempts to

break two-way communication down to a socio-psychological level: a reply by a
company may engender stakeholders to perceive contingency, and with greater
perceived contingency, stakeholders may be themselves more willing to reply to
companies. As this process repeats itself, then two-way communication can occur.
And when two-way communication is accompanied by principles such as
“openness, honesty, [and] readiness to find satisfactory solutions” (Golob & Podnar,
2014, p. 252), quality dialogue can occur.
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