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A. Introduction

1. Motivation

“Social media is the ultimate equalizer. It gives a voice and a platform to anyone
willing to engage.”

Amy Jo Martin, Founder and CEO of Digital Royalty

Social media has changed our lives in many ways (Appel et al. 2020). The way we
communicate is probably affected the most, since social media platforms turn audiences into
communicators (Self and Roberts 2019). Around 4.9 billion people use social media as of 2023
(Statista Research Department 2023). In other words, more than 50% of the worldwide
population engages on platforms such as Facebook, Instagram or Twitter. The consumers’
primary focus is on receiving information and sharing informational and personal content with
others (Appel et al. 2020). This development leads to opportunities and challenges for the
marketing place. On the one hand, social media has become a whole marketing intelligence
tool for marketers. Firms can track consumers, collect a vast amount of information and predict
consumer behavior (Lamberton and Stephen 2016). On the other hand, consumers gained a
lot of power since they have the potential to control the marketing communication process by
becoming creators and commentators of marketing content (Hamilton et al. 2016). Besides
accessibility of consumer data, Li, Larimo and Leonidou (2021) formulated two essential other
areas where social media has changed the marketing environment the most. First of all,
consumers are connected in a way that was not possible before. Online platforms allow
individuals to build social networks based on shared interests and values (Kaplan and Haenlein
2010). It was never that easy to connect with strangers and form alliances with a shared
purpose. Social media gives initially resource-poor actors, who were restricted financially or
spatially, the means for mass communication (Della Porta and Mosca 2005). In the past years,

we have observed that social media can be essential to organize social movements. For



instance, researchers are certain that social media has played a significant role in the
revolutions in the Arab world since December 2010. It helped to build and strengthen ties
among the protesters, organize events and inform fellow activists and the rest of the world

about their doing (Eltantawy and Wiest 2011).

Further, social media gives not only power to individuals, but also the interaction between
organizations and consumers has changed. The behavior is highly dependent on the actions
and observations of other users. Thus, consumers’ choices and behaviors are affected by
being target of the observations of others and in turn individuals are influenced by the behavior
of other users who they observe (Li et al. 2021). Subsequently, organizations are faced with
two new phenomena. Firstly, consumers’ voices became louder as compared to before the
rise of social media. Traditional marketing communication was rather one-directional.
Organizations could communicate with their target consumers through different channels, such
as mass media or personal selling and reach, depending on the medium, more or less vast
audiences. Consumers could not communicate on the same scale when they talked back to
the organization (Grégoire, Salle, and Tripp 2015). Many times, they did not communicate at
all. For example, customers perceived the cost of complaining as too high so they did not voice
their unsatisfaction altogether (Chebat, Davidow, and Codjovi 2005). Social media has
changed that. The most prominent example how powerful social media can be is Dave Carroll's
“United breaks guitars” song. In March 2008, United Airlines first lost, then broke Dave’s guitar
and did not offer a proper compensation. After this negative experience of poor customer
service, he posted a music video about the incident on YouTube (Carroll 2012). The video
quickly got viral and has as of today more than 22 million views. This is not a single incident,
since online communities in general elicit the potential for so called “online firestorms”.
Firestorms are negative word-of-mouth that receives massive and fast support from other
customers (Pfeffer, Zorbach, and Carley 2014). Thus, it is a major marketing objective of firms
to address online complaints and unsatisfied customers fast and appropriately, because social
media gives them more power than before with the potential to reach a broad audience of

fellow consumers (Grégoire et al. 2015).



Secondly, social media makes it possible that any information, true or not, can spread fast
(Vosoughi, Roy, and Aral 2018). The rise and fast distribution of misinformation has severe
consequences for consumers attitudes and behavior (Lewandowsky and van der Linden
2021). Some, now debunked, claims, such as childhood vaccinations might lead to autism,
caused many parents to not immunize their children (DeStefano and Thompson 2004). Just
recently, in worldwide COVID-19 pandemic, conspiracy theories and false claims irritated the
general public. For example, the belief that 5G technology is associated with COVID-19 led to
massive vandalism of cell masts in the UK (Lewandowsky et al. 2020). Further, 29% of the
American population think that the virus was created in a laboratory (Schaeffer 2020). These
developments are sincere, because they might lead people to not believe in facts altogether
(Lewandowsky and van der Linden 2021). Therefore, making sure that organizational
communication in social media is perceived as authentic and credible is an essential marketing

objective for many institutions (Viviani and Pasi 2017).

By facing these new challenges, organizations have to make sure, not only to satisfy the
primary target audience, as it was with mass media before the rise of social media, but also
satisfy the online community who observes marketing relevant interactions. The so called by-
standers outnumber a single customer with whom the organization interacts with, and therefore
they are an important target group (Breitsohl, Khammash, and Griffiths 2010). Thus, when
organizations are interacting with online users, it is even more critical to determine how the by-
stander evaluates the organizational behavior than the actual interaction partner.

Altogether, the present dissertation aims to address these new developments by deepening
the understanding of by-standers’ evaluation of organizational responses on social media.
Two empirical research papers respectively address one of the two discussed major
challenges for marketers.

1) Paper 1 aims to investigate how companies should reply to complaints on social media to
achieve favorable outcomes of by-standers. In particular, | propose that a humorous response

strategy might not only limit the damage, but also bring some benefits for the brand.



2) Paper 2 examines if the post type of information is crucial for users to determine credibility.
In particular, | investigate the effect, that the information in a reply message is perceived as
more credible than a single-stated message containing the same content.

By addressing these distinct areas, the dissertation contributes on a theoretical as well as on
a practical level. Firstly, | contribute to the growing literature of online complaint handling in
several ways. | offer a communication strategy which can enhance consumer engagement and
brand affect. | contribute to theory as | show that not all humor types lead to the same desired
outcomes based on signaling theory. My results might be transferable to other marketing
domains, where humorous communication is an important objective. Further, | give guidance
for marketers, how a humorous response strategy to an unpleasant event, such as a public

complaint, might benefit the brand and enhance brand perceptions of the by-standers.

Secondly, | contribute to the ongoing stream of credibility research. Message credibility has
been an important research objective in various fields (Wathen and Burkell 2002). By
introducing an additional factor, namely post type, which influences credibility of online
information | add to the stream of literature which is concerned with credibility perception.
Especially, science communicators can take advantage of this insight because science faces

major credibility issues among the general public (Jenkins et al. 2020).

2. Outline of this thesis

This dissertation is divided into five parts. After the introduction in part A, part B builds a
theoretical foundation to explain and understand by-stander effects in the social media context.
So far, although some research papers address by-stander effects in the online context
(Hogreve, Bilstein, and Hoerner 2019), to the best of my knowledge, there is no integrated
framework of psychological theories that helps to explain how by-standers are influenced by

observing social media interaction.

Subsequently, part C and D represent the two empirical research papers. In part C, the focus

of paper 1, entitled “Blessing in disguise? Utilizing humor to deal with complaints on social



media”, is to get a deeper understanding of appropriate response strategies to online
complaints. In a series of five experiments, | demonstrate that a humorous response strategy
leads to more favorable outcomes for silent by-standers than a neutral response. This positive
effect is mediated by enhanced sympathy perception. Moreover, non-aggressive humor is

more beneficial than aggressive humor. An overview about the studies of paper 1 is provided

in Table 1.
Table 1. Overview empirical investigation paper 1
Sample Method Context Research question
size (N) 9
. Candy
Study 1a 133 experiment brand
. Pizza Is a humorous response strategy more
Study 1b 97 experiment brand beneficial than a neutral response strategy
Study 1c to achieve favorable by-stander outcomes?
, Insurance
83 experiment
company
Study 2 . Is the positive effect of a humorous
. Pizza .
159 experiment response mediated by  enhanced
brand
sympathy?
, Candy Does the positive effect of humor differ
Study 3 295 experiment brand depending on the humor type?

In part D, the focus of paper 2, entitled “@-Reply: The positive effects of reply messages on
by-standers’ credibility perception of scientific information” was to deepen the understanding
of credibility perception of organizational posts containing scientific information. In a series of
eight experiments, | demonstrate that a reply message to another post is perceived as more
credible than a single stated post. This effect is moderated by the reactance towards the
organizational post. Further, the results implicate that reactance towards the initial post and
initial attitude does not affect the positive effect of reply-messages. Finally, with the help of
additional analysis | am able to show that the reply effect is also applicable in other
communication areas, such as corporate communication. An overview about the studies of

paper 2 is provided in Table 2.



Table 2. Overview empirical investigation paper 2

Sample Method Context Research question(s)
Size (N)

Study 1a 126 experiment Weather Does a reply message lead to
fluctuations enhanced credibility perception
and climate compared to a single stated

Study 1b 136 experiment Vegan diet and message? Is this effect mediated
climate by enhanced credibility

perception?

Study 2 255 experiment Plasticimpact  Does reactance towards the
on climate organizational message

moderate the reply effect?

Study 3 176 experiment Weather Does reactance towards the
fluctuations initial message moderate the
and climate reply effect?

Study 4 132 experiment Vegan dietand Does prior attitude towards the
climate message moderate the

reactance effect?

Study 5 109 experiment Coffee
company CSR
program

Study 6 122 experiment Coffee
company Is the reply effect also applicable
Effect of

in other contexts and formats?
gender-neutral
language

Study 7 264 experiment Renewable
energy and
climate

Lastly, the concluding part E gives a summary of the major findings across all studies, a

discussion of their theoretical contributions to different areas of research, as well as managerial

implications for marketers and recommendations for consumers. Furthermore, a review of



limitations that might give directions for future research is discussed. In Figure 1 a summary

of the outline of the dissertation is provided.

Figure 1. Outline of the dissertation

Part A: Introduction

v v

Part C: Empirical Research Paper 1
—» ,,Blessing in disguise? Utilizing humor to deal with
complaints on social media”

Part B:
Theoretical
foundation

Part D: Empirical Research Paper 2
“@-Reply: The positive effects of reply messages
on by-standers’ credibility perception of scientific

information”

v y

Part E: Conclusion




B. Theoretical foundation

1. The role of by-standers in social interaction

Because humans are highly social creatures, our feelings, intentions and actions are
determined by the presence of others. While research widely acknowledges the importance of
others in social interaction, most of the conceptual work focuses on co-presence of others in
the service context (e.g., Colm, Ordanini, and Parasuraman 2017; Abboud et al. 2021; Albrecht
2016). In the service domain, many studies focus on how the focal customers are affected by
by-standers (e.g., Grove and Fisk 1997; Chen, He, and Alden 2014) while there is very limited
research about the effects on the by-stander (Abboud et al. 2021). Further, there is no
conceptual work that focuses on the important group of by-standers in the social media context.
Therefore, this section is concerned with theoretical explanations and concepts used in present
research to explain how by-standers evaluate observed interaction on social media, referred
to as “by-stander effects”. The following section provides a brief overview of these overarching
theories that address the impact of others on individuals’ behavior and integrates the main
findings in a social media context. Thus, | complement my typology with an integrated
framework useful for future empirical research and theorizing. An overview of the described

theories and a summary of social media applications is delivered in Table 3.

Table 3. Overview of theories on by-stander effects

Psychological Application in the Exemplary
Summary of Theory . . .
Theory Social Media Context  Studies
o ] ) - Vogel et al. 2014,
. Individuals tend to compare Social Media facilitates _
Social . . Tiggemann and
themselves with others. The upward comparisons
Comparison ] ) ] Slater 2013;
outcome of these comparisons which leads to negative
Theory ] Fardouly et al.
affects well-being. outcomes.
2015
Vossen and

Cognitive and The ability to take the ] )
. ) o Social media use and Valkenberg 2016;
Emotional perspective of another individual )
empathy is correlated. Mayshak et al.

Empath cognitive empathy) and to
pathy (cog pathy) 2017




Psychological Application in the Exemplary

Summary of Theory . . .
Theory Social Media Context  Studies

share another’s emotional state

(emotional empathy).

All learning experiences that are  Observing customer-

. ) o ) Hogreve et al.

Social based on direct experience can  firm interactions affects 2019
Learning also result solely from attitudes towards the

observation. firm.

Three social forces (i.e.,

] ) All social forces are Perez-Vega,
Social Impact strength, immediacy, and ) ) . ]
. o implemented in social Waite, and
Theory quantity) affect individual
media. O’'Gorman 2016
attitudes and behavior.
o By-stander effect
The tendency of individuals to ) .
) contributes to explain
By-stander be less likely to help or offer o Wong et al. 2021;
the enhanced incivility

effect assistance when others are You and Lee 2019

) and online harassment
present. ) ] )
in social media.

The basic assumption of social comparison theory is that individuals have the natural urge to
compare themselves conscientiously or unconscientiously with others (Festinger 1954, Gilbert,
Price, and Allan 1995). Hereby, comparisons can happen in different directions and people
make inferences about their own status and position based on those evaluations (Festinger
1954). The consequences of comparing oneself have a great impact on wellbeing since they
provide information about one’s capacities and limitations (Festinger 1954). Therefore, these
comparisons can be threatening to the self and lead to negative reactions (Morse and Gergen

1970; Mussweiler and Bodenhausen 2002).

Social media encourages social comparisons and most of the time they are upward, which
leads to a biased perception and positioning of oneself. Research shows that people who use
social media more often had poorer trait self-esteem which might be due to enhanced upward
social comparisons on social media (Vogel et al. 2014). This effect differs depending on the
personality, since the tendency of making comparisons to others varies depending on specific
traits. Those who have a strong need to compare have a high activation of the self, which

means that they have a high level of public and private self-consciousness. Also, they are more
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social orientated and have more interest and empathy for others. Moreover, they are described
by high uncertainty, low self-esteem and high neuroticism (Buunk and Gibbons 2006). An
additional negative outcome is that social media use is associated with loneliness. Instagram
interaction was associated with higher loneliness, but only for individuals who compare
themselves more with others (Yang 2016). Moreover, body image is affected negatively.
Research in the context of Facebook profiles suggests, that exposure to one’s own Facebook
leads to enhanced body image concerns and mood (Tiggemann and Slater 2013; Fardouly et

al. 2015).

When observing others not only comparing plays an important role, but also to understand the
emotions and behavior of others. Hereby, empathy is a core construct which explains a variety
of psychological outcome variables, such as prosocial behavior (Eisenberg and Strayer 1987).
The human ability of empathy is a core fundament of social interaction (Hogan 1969). Empathy
refers to two distinct processes. Firstly, the ability to take the perspective of another individual
(cognitive empathy) and secondly to share another’'s emotional state (emotional empathy)
(Smith 2006). Theorists assume that empathy evolved, because in a complex social
environment empathy enhances social functioning (Jolly 1991). Taking the perspective of
others makes it easier to understand and predict their behavior. Moreover, sharing the

emotions of others might be a motivation to behave altruistic and not harm others (Smith 2006).

While past research shows mixed results about the relationship of empathy and social media,
the majority of findings suggests a positive correlation (Guan et al. 2019). Social media use
might facilitate the ability for empathy, because the observing of others interacting, sharing and
commenting is enhanced compared to an offline environment where individuals normally are
less exposed. In fact, Vossen and Valkenberg (2016) found in a longitudinal study that
cognitive and emotional empathy correlates with social media use. Adolescents who more
frequently used social media, improved their ability for cognitive and emotional empathy
(Vossen and Valkenberg 2016). Moreover, research shows that participants who have high
trait empathy (the ability to experience empathy) are associated with more engagement on

social media (Mayshak et al. 2017).
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Social media not only affects attitudinal outcomes, but also influences behavior. Social learning
theory provides a basis for how observing of others might change individual behavior. In its
core, social learning theory postulates that all learning experiences that are based on direct
experience can also result solely from observation (Bandura 1971). This means that individuals
do not have to undergo all experiences by themselves to learn from it. They can develop
behavior patterns and emotional responses based on observing the behavior of others
(Bandura 1971). Thereby, observers change their behavior in the same way as the individuals
whose actions are observed do. According to learning theories behavior is changed based on
whether the behavior is being punished or reinforced. Observers are expected to change
behavior in the same way (Masia and Chase 1997). In social media individuals can observe
many different types of interaction. If they observe, for instance, how companies treat their
customers, they do not have to make an own experience with the company, but make
inferences solely by observing it. In the context of service recovery on social media, the authors
explained the effects on by-stander reaction with social learning theory (Hogreve et al. 2019).
They demonstrated that by-standers evaluated the service quality higher, had greater word-
of-mouth, and purchase intention only because observing a successful service recovery

without experiencing it themselves (Hogreve et al. 2019).

It has to be mentioned that not all observations have the same impact on individuals. To what
extent individuals are affected by the observation of others can be explained with social impact
theory, which describes how people are influenced by the presence of others. According to
social impact theory, others define a so called “social force” which affects one’s own attitudes
and behavior (Latané 1981). Latané (1981) formulates three factors which determine the social
impact. These factors are the number of people contributing to the information source, the
closeness (time and space) and the strengths of the information source (i.e., importance of the
influence). In social media, behavior is influenced undoubtedly by other users, which can also
be explained with social impact theory (Bedard and Tolmie 2018). More precisely, all three
factors, namely number of people, closeness and strengths are also represented in a social

network (Cialdini and Goldstein 2004). Strength describes the importance and social position
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of the influencing source (Latané 1981). In general, it is assumed that individuals trust in-group
members more than out-group members (Tajfel, Turner, and Wochel 1979). Close and trusted
friends in social media represent closer ties and therefore are more influential (Brown and
Reingen 1987). Also, sources with a higher status such as prominent influencers, or sources
high in expertise, can be associated with greater tie strength (Gass and Seiter 2011).
Moreover, closeness or immediacy drive influence, which might be implemented through time,
space and the social closeness in social media (Perez-Vega et al. 2016). This means, that
individuals are more influenced by information from sources that are psychically close (e.g.,
geographic location), temporally close (e.g., posted recently), and highly alike (e.g., same
interests) (Perez-Vega et al. 2016). Lastly, the number of people is reflected in the social
consensus of the information. The information therefore is more influential in social media
when it is associated with a high number of likes and supportive comments (Simon,

Brexendorf, and Fassnacht 2015).

In addition to the described theories above, in social psychology the “by-stander effect” is
another special phenomenon. The by-stander effect describes the tendency of individuals who
observe an emergency situation to be less likely to help or offer assistance when others are
present (Latané and Darley 1970). This phenomenon is well studied and occurs under different
occasions (Hudson and Bruckmann 2004). It seems that the effect is not only one
psychological effect, but rather different mechanisms operating together which lead to the
inhibited behavior. In particular, people do not want to appear inappropriate in front of others,
which might lead to a hesitation to act. Further, when no one else is acting as well, this
represents a social cue that reinforces the initial hesitations and leads to further inhibition.
Moreover, the total responsibility is diffuse and individuals feel only a limited responsibility for
the potential negative outcomes because of the presence of others (Latané and Darley 1970).
Research shows that the by-stander effect is also present in online environments (Markey
2000). Therefore, it might help to explain the rise of online incivility and online harassment,
which is a recent online phenomenon which occurs on social media (Bacile et al. 2018). Online

incivility describes uncivil behaviors such as rude or offensive comments towards an individual
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or an organization online (Anderson et al. 2014). Social networks’ characteristics might
particularly facilitate the by-stander effect as users have more confidence in anonymity, less
perceived responsibility through the vast number of fellow users, and perceived fewer negative
consequences (Wong et al. 2021). This leads to even more inhibition and a reinforced by-

stander effect (You and Lee 2019; Suler 2004).

2. General framework of by-stander effects on social media

The described theories explain different kinds of effects which happen when by-standers
observe the interaction of others. In the remainder of this section, | integrate the different

approaches into a general framework of by-stander effects on social media (see Figure 2).

Figure 2. General framework of by-stander effects in social media
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When by-standers observe social interaction on social media, | suggest several parallel
processes might come into play. According to the described theories, individuals compare
themselves with others, take their perspective and feel their emotions. Moreover, in the context
of social media and the co-presence of other by-standers a feeling of anonymity is enhanced
(Gilbert et al. 1995; Wong et al. 2021; Smith 2006). The outcome of these processes might be
different depending on what kind of interaction by-standers observe. The result of upward
comparisons, for instance, mostly results in negative feelings, lower self-esteem and a biased
body image (Tiggemann and Slater 2013; Fardouly et al. 2015). But also observing a company-
customer interaction can result in negative feelings. When customers observe a delightful
experience of other customers and they perceive that as unjust or unfair, they feel jealous
(Ludwig, Barnes, and Gouthier 2017; Steinhoff and Palmatier 2016). Moreover, the emotions
of fellow customers can spillover to the by-stander. In the service context it could be
demonstrated that positive and negative feelings can get transferred by solely observing other
customers experiencing them (Tombs and McColl-Kennedy 2013). Consumers have a variety
of sources in social media where they can observe customer-to-company and customer-to-
customer interaction where emotions might be displayed (Libai et al. 2010). It has to be noted
that positive and negative emotions can be triggered by the same event. When customers
observe a service situation, for instance, in which another customer is perceived to have
experienced delight, they experience both mutual contrasting feelings: joy and jealousy
(Ludwig et al. 2017). Yet, it is not clear which processing and which kind of emotions are more

salient in which situations.

Moreover, these processes might differ depending on several individual characteristics. For
instance, high trait empathy, low self-esteem and high self-consciousness lead to a higher
tendency to compare oneself with others (Buunk and Gibbons 2006). Also, social media can
enhance individual empathy ability. It is expected that especially behavior such as sharing

emotions and expressing support online enhance empathy (Guan et al. 2019).

The interplay of these psychological mechanisms might result in a learning process which can

lead to attitudinal and behavioral changes. Thus, individuals must not experience certain
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events by themselves to learn from them, but also can solely observe them and then make
inferences about them. By observing a successful online recovery, for instance, by-standers
have higher purchase intentions (Hogreve et al. 2019). On the other hand, they might engage
in punishing behavior when they observe a company not reacting to injustice on social media
(Bacile et al. 2018; Ludwig et al. 2017). Also, observers might attribute responsibility for the
behavior of others to the company. In a service context, research suggests that by-standing
customers feel that the behavior of fellow customers is in the control of the company (Colm et

al. 2017).

How much they might be influenced is also determined by certain characteristics of the source
of influence. If they observe an interaction of a highly relevant source (i.e., in terms of strength,
immediacy, and quantity) the influence on their own attitudes and behavior is stronger. In social
media, trusted sources, such as close friends or individuals high in expertise, are associated
with strength (Brown and Reingen 1987; Gass and Seiter 2011). Immediacy might be
represented when other users either are physically close (e.g., from the same area) or are
close based on other characteristics, such as joined interests, for instance, or being part of the
same brand community (Perez-Vega et al. 2016). Further, quantity of social sources is
represented with the number of likes, comments or shares of information. This means a source
supported by a high number of fellow users is more influencing than sources which gained little

attention from the online audience (Simon et al. 2015).

To put it in a nutshell, by-stander evaluations of social interaction on social media are
characterized by multiple psychological mechanisms. While observing others, individuals take
their perspective, feel their emotions and compare themselves. The result of this process might
be learning which can lead to attitudinal and behavioral changes. This process is strongly
determined by other variables, such as individual characteristics and characteristics of entities

which are observed.
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C. Empirical Research Paper 1: Blessing in Disguise? Utilizing

humor to cope with complaints on social media

Abstract

Social media platforms, such as Facebook, influence consumer behavior in different marketing
domains. In particular, negative experiences with a certain brand or company can easily be
shared and reach a broad audience of fellow customers. It is not only crucial to satisfy the
complainant, but also maintaining the brand reputation for the online audience, also referred
to as observers or by-standers. Because the mass audience can follow the complaint and the
company'’s reaction, it is important to understand which response strategies are appropriate
for complaints. In a series of three empirical studies, we show that a humorous response
strategy to a complaint leads to greater online engagement, enhanced brand affect and
increased purchase intention. Further, we demonstrate that the positive effect of humor on the

dependent variables is mediated by sympathy perception.
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1. Introduction

1.1. Motivation

Social media platforms, such as Facebook or Twitter, influence consumer behavior not only in
their private life, but also in different marketing domains (Lamberton and Stephen 2016). In
fact, 49% of Facebook users like a Facebook page to support a brand they like and there are
over 60 million active business pages (Brandwatch 2019). Understandably, academic
research has paid much more attention to social networks and online word of mouth over the
last decade (Lamberton and Stephen 2016). Although practitioners were experimenting with
the use, only little academic work has been done in the domain of social media (Lamberton
and Stephen 2016). This is critical, since social media effort, such as firm-generated content
is affecting sales (Kumar et al. 2016). The rise of new media allows customers to share their
thoughts with a large audience. In particular, negative experiences with a certain brand or
company can easily be shared and reach a broad audience of fellow customers (Van Noort
and Willemson 2012). Besides general negative WOM, customers can also articulate their
complaints on social media and 33% of the customers in the U.S. reported that they used
social media to complain about a brand or its customer service (Mazareanu 2019). Traditional
complaints are placed in a one-to-one setting, and scholars have studied various response
strategies that influence post-complainant customer responses (see Dawidov 2003 for an
overview). Compared to traditional complaint handling (one to one), different aspects might be
relevant in the social media context. Thus, a study has shown that depending on the channel
in which the complaint is voiced, different justice dimensions are important for the customers.
The perceived interactional justice is more important for customers who use social media to
voice their complaints (Sugathan, Rossmann, and Ranjan 2018). Moreover, in social media,
what is crucial, is not only satisfying the complainant but also maintaining the company’s
reputation for the online audience, also referred to as observers or by-standers, who read the
complaint (Breitsohl et al. 2010). By-standers outnumber a single complainant and therefore

they are an important target group for marketers to satisfy. Because they can follow the


http://marketingland.com/why-do-consumers-become-facebook-fans-49745
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complaint and the company’s response, it is crucial to understand which response strategies
are appropriate (Hennig-Thurau, et al. 2010). Scholars have so far focused mainly on the
perspective of the complainant and suggest that the presence of others influences general
brand evaluation, satisfaction with complaint handling, and purchase intention of the
complainant (Naylor, Lamberton, and West 2012; Schaefers and Schamari 2016; Abney et al.
2017; Davidow 2003; Einwiller and Steilen 2015, Grégoire et al. 2018; Sugathan et al. 2018).
Only a few studies focus on the by-standers who read the complaint and the potential company
response. These studies show that the brand receives a higher evaluation from the community
if the company responds to a complaint compared to no response, if the response is credible,
and an accommodative response strategy is mostly to favor over a defensive response
strategy (Van Noort and Willemsen 2012; Breitsohl et al. 2010; Johnen and Schnittka 2019).
Besides these findings, there is little knowledge about how different response strategies affect
customer evaluations in the online community. Especially, because negative comments on
social media are even more influential than positive comments, it is important to handle
complaints in an effective way and learn more about different response strategies (Chevalier

and Mayzlin 2006).

1.2. The Case of the BVG

The Berliner Verkehrsbetriebe (BVG), which is the public transportation system of Berlin,
launched a new marketing campaign “Weil wir Dich lieben (“Because we love you”) in 2015.
One part of the communication strategy is the humorous dealing with online complaints. Figure
3 shows an example how the public transportation system of Berlin (BVG) regularly responds

to publicly posted complaints on their social media channels.
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Figure 3. Example of public complaint
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We interviewed two managers involved in the development and implementation of the
campaign. One marketing manager from the BVG itself and one creative director who worked
for the agency who executed the campaign and was involved with his team in the actual posting
on social media right from the beginning. The goal was to get a deeper understanding of the
success of this approach and to have a managerial perspective on the topic. The marketing
manager reported that initially BVG was suffering under negative image impressions and their
customers did not feel attached or had any sympathy towards Berlin’s public transport. Hence,
the new campaign should reconcile Berlin’s citizens with the BVG and with an ironical
humorous tone across all communications channels BVG started to tease their customers, but
especially themselves in their communication. The idea is that self-irony sometimes can appeal
more sincere than a simple apology. Already one year after launching the campaign 40% of

the Berliners have a more positive image of the BVG than they had before. Also, the complaint
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behavior was affected. In general, they receive less complaints than before and it seems that
the Berliners are more forgiving with their public transport.

The creative director stated that handling a complaint in a humorous way, let others see the
company very distinct and personal. The company seems to be on eye level rather than a big
corporation. Research also supports the idea that being more human as a company might be
beneficial. High anthropomorphism perception of a brand with increased social media
interaction leads to higher relationship quality (Hudson et al. 2016).

The interviews confirmed our perception that business practitioners see the importance of
handling public complaints efficiently, but also practicing a humorous response strategy to
achieve favorable brand outcomes.

We propose that a humorous response strategy, such as in our example, might not only limit
the damage, but also bring some benefits for the brand. Research has shown that humor
influences memory and attention. In this way, research has demonstrated that comedy
production is likely to attract attention only toward the humorous aspects of a message and
make the audience less critical of the communication (Strick et al. 2009; Warren et al. 2018).
Moreover, humor is positively related to certain conflict management strategies (Smith,
Harrington, and Neck 2000). These findings let us assume, that humor might have the same
effect in the context of a complaint and weaken its severity.

Across five experiments, we demonstrate that humor is an effective response strategy leading
the by-standers to engage more, like the brand more and enhance their purchase intention.
Moreover, we explain these effects with the signaling theory and the halo effect of humor and
show that these positive outcomes are driven by the bystanders’ sympathy perception of the
brand. We show that the type of humor is a boundary condition and aggressive-humor leads
to unfavorable brand outcomes.

Our research contributes to the literature on social media complaint handling and humor
research and provides important managerial implications. Because many companies are faced

with publicly posted complaints, we aim to improve the effectiveness of response strategies
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and give social media managers a tool and concrete advise how humor may be applied to

respond appropriately.

2. Conceptual and Theoretical Background

2.1. Response Strategies on social media

Consumers voice their dissatisfaction in various channels, such as rating websites or social
networks (Ward and Ostrom 2006). A summary of research on response strategies to an online

complaint is provided in Table 4.

Table 4. Overview empirical studies on response strategies

Author(s) Social Observer Key findings
media  perspective
Abney et al. 2017 1 0 e Response to a complaint leads to more

favorable brand outcomes than no
response
e Adaptive response strategies lead to more

favorable brand outcomes

Einwiller and 1 0 e Response leads to higher satisfaction than
Steilen 2015 no response
e Gratitude and corrective action of the

company has a positive effect on

satisfaction
Grégoire et al. 0 0 e negative affect and revenge desire are
2018 higher when company provides a poor

explanation no recovery happens

Istanbulluoglu 1 0 e customers expect a faster response time
2017 on social media than on traditional
channels

e customers are more satisfied hen the

response time is faster

Schaefers and 1 0 e virtual presence of others leads to higher
Schamari 2016 satisfaction and purchase intentions of the
complainant when the recovery is

successful
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Author(s)

Social
media

Observer
perspective

Key findings

in the case of unsuccessful recovery, the
virtual presence of others does not

influence satisfaction

Sugathan et al.
2018

the positive effect of interactional and
distributive justice is higher in social media

than in traditional channels

Van Noort and
Willemsen 2012

response to a complaint leads to more
favorable outcomes than no response
proactive webcare (responding to
complainant when company was not
directly addressed) leads to greater
evaluation in customer generated platforms

and has no effect on brand generated

Van Laer and de
Ruyter 2010

denials restore integrity to a significantly
higher degree than apologies if framed in

an analytical format

Bacile et al. 2018

Firm’s justice perception is higher when it
addresses consumer-2-consumer incivility

compared if it only addresses the complaint

Hogreve et al.
2019

For a successful recovery transparency of
the complaint handling leads to more
favorable brand outcomes

In case of a poor recovery transparency

leads to negative outcomes

Chang et al. 2015

accommodative response strategies make
the firm seen less responsible and

therefore lead to better reputation

Johnen and
Schnittka 2019

a defensive brand strategy is beneficial if
consumers experience a contextual benefit

of it (hedonic vs. utilitarian)

Esmark et al.
2018

a company response to a response of
another customer leads to more favorable

brand outcomes than no response

Herhausen et al.
2019

in the case of high arousal emotion more
explanations are more suited than more

empathy

Consecutive firm responses with varying

rather than repeated empathic intensity and
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Author(s) Social Observer Key findings
media perspective

explanatory intensity are better suited to

mitigating evolved online firestorms

Béal and 1 1 e Humorous response strategy is more
Grégoire (2022) beneficial for exciting brand than for sincere
brands

When companies face an online complaint, they must decide whether they answer to it in the
first place and if so, find an appropriate response strategy. Scholars suggest that responding
to a complaint achieves more positive outcomes than staying silent (e.g., Ma et al. 2015; Wang
and Chaudhry 2018; Jones et al. 2018). Research on how companies should respond to online
complaints to achieve favorable outcomes is scarce (Van Noort and Willemsen 2012; Xia 2013;
Johnen and Schnittka 2019 for notable exception). Some studies demonstrate that
accommodative (i.e., company acknowledges responsibility) response strategies are more
favorable than defensive (i.e., company denies responsibility) strategies (Chang et al. 2015;
Johnen and Schnittka 2019). Others suggest that it is better to have a human instead of
corporate voice and it is important to consider the context when deciding whether to state a
more empathy characterized response (Van Noort and Willemsen 2012; Herhausen et al.
2019). Some studies take the perspective of the observer in the social media context into
account. Research already shows that the motives to complain and the perception of a
company response vary depending on which channel is used (Sugathan et al. 2018).
Therefore, distinctive response strategies for the social media context are needed which also
address the view point of the silent observer who follow the customer-brand interaction.

Because companies already show and use humorous response strategies, a recent study
shed first light on the effects of humor. However, the authors show that a humorous response
strategy can be beneficial under certain conditions, with mixed results (Béal and Grégoire
2022). To deepen the understanding of the effects of humor and the theoretical mechanism

behind it, more research is needed (Béal and Grégoire 2022).
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Except for advertisement research, research on humor in marketing is very limited (for a recent

conceptual paper on humor and consumer behavior see Warren et al. 2018). For an overview

of the impact of humor beyond the advertisement context see Table 5.

Table 5. Overview empirical studies on humor research in marketing

Author(s) Context Online Business Key findings
relationship
Chiew, Service 0 1 employees use of humor leads to
Mathies, and encounter enjoyable interaction depending on
Petterson 2019 customer sense of humor and leads
to encounter satisfaction
van Dolen, de website 1 1 favorable functional process
Ruyter, and mitigates an unfavorable outcome in
Streukens 2008 terms of enjoyment, satisfaction, and
behavioral intentions when related
humor is included on the website
Ge, Gretzel, Social 1 humorous posts lead to more
and Zhu 2018 Media site customer engagement (i.e., liking,
commenting, reposting)
Kurtzberg, Email 1 0 beginning an e-mails transaction with
Naquin, and negotiations humor results in higher trust and
Belkin 2009 satisfaction
outcomes are distributed more
equally when humor was initiated
Treger, Social 0 humor was positively associated with
Sprecher, and interaction liking and closeness
Erber 2013 perceived reciprocal liking and
enjoyment of the interaction
mediated the association between
humor and liking
McGraw, Humorous 1 1 humorous complaints benefit people
Warren, and Complaining who want to warn, entertain, and

Kan 2014

make a favorable impression on

others.
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Business
Author(s) Context Online Key findings
relationship
Fraustino and Social 1 1 e humor is harmful of serious content
Ma 2015 Media and and leads to weaker intent to take
Humor in a protective actions
Risk e humorous content spreads faster

Campaign

In general, the use of humor leads largely to favorable outcomes in an interaction. In social
interaction the use of humor leads to more reciprocal liking, enjoyment of the interaction and
the outcomes of the interaction are distributed more fairly (Treger et al. 2013; Chiew et al.
2019; Kutzberg, Naquin, and Belkin 2009). In the context of social media humorous posts lead
to more consumer engagement, spreads faster and humorous content on a website leads to
more enjoyment (Ge et al. 2018; Fraustino and Ma 2015; van Dolen et al. 2008). Besides these
positive effects, humor is harmful for serious content and leads to less intention to take action

and weakens the strengths and seriousness (Fraustino and Ma 2015; McGraw et al. 2014).

Over the past 40 years research investigates the efficacy of humor in advertisement (for an
overview of past research see Eisend 2009). The phenomenon seems to be very complex and
there are still no distinct findings if humor has a conclusive positive effect on relevant outcome
variables (Weinberger and Gulas 1992; Eisend 2009). Research suggests that certain types
of humor contributing to persuasiveness under some conditions but not in others. Hence, focus
of research has been studying a variety of moderators which enhance or inhibit the positive
effect of humor (Cline, Altsech, and Kellaris 2003). Thus, consumers characteristics like
involvement (Zhang und Zinkhan 1991), need for cognition (Zhang 1996), need for humor
(Cline et al. 2003), prior brand attitude (Chattopadhyay and Basu 1990) and product
characteristics (Weinberger and Gulas 1992) have been identified in determining the effect of
humor. But also, the type and strength of humor itself is influencing the impact of humor
(Eisend 2009). Regarding outcome variables, research shows that humorous advertisement

elicits higher attention than neutral ads (e.g., Madden and Weinberger 1982; Stewart and



27

Furse 1986; Duncan and Nelson 1985), especially if the humor is product related (Weinberger,
et al. 1995). There are no consistent findings if a humorous message is beneficial for the
memory of product information, with some studies finding a positive relationship (Zhang and
Zinkhan 1991; Steward and Furse 1986; Krishnan and Chakravarti 2003) and others a negative
relationship (Cantor and Venus 1980; Gelb and Zinkhan 1986). Moreover, humor influences
brand related variables like sympathy, liking, and purchase intention (Weinberger und Gulas

1992; Strick et al. 2009; Eisend 2009).

Overall research suggests that humor distracts attention from other information, has a more
positive effect in low involvement situations and does influence affective variables more than

cognitive ones.

3. Humor Mechanism and hypothesis development

3.1. Main effect of humorous response strategy

Signaling theory explains the functioning of “signals” as information surrogate in the case of
limited information. These signals, defined as “observable characteristics attached to the
individual that are subject to manipulation by him” (Spence 1973, p. 357), can be seen as proxy
information and convey information about unobservable characteristics such as product quality
(Rao, Qu, and Ruekert 1999, p. 259). Those signals are used in marketing related spillover
effects, where for example established brand name, use of an expert spokesperson, or
reference to regional origin or belongingness are used to transfer positive associations or
concrete attributes from the signal to the brand (Raufeisen, et al. 2019). Brands use their
advertisement as a signal to convey objective information, but also perceptual and symbolic
attributes such as the brand’s personality (Erdem and Swait 2004). We argue that the
communication style on social media serves as a signal and influence the general brand
evaluation in the same way. Signaling theory postulates that the higher the perceived costs for

the signal, the more credible is the signal perceived by the receiver (Connelly et al. 2011).
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Since the answer to a public complaint is associated with high costs for the company, because
in addition to the complainant a vast audience can follow the firm’s response, we postulate that
those public responses serve as important signal for other customers about general brand
performance.

Scholars propose that the positive effect of humor could be explained with affect regulation
mechanisms. Humor creates and enhances a positive mood. Subsequently, individuals try to
maintain a positive affective state by two ways. They either ignore information, which would
reduce this positive mood, or they perceive negative events as less unpleasant (Strick et al.
2013). Research shows that positive mood in general leads to higher product evaluation (Gorn,
Goldberg, and Basu 1993). The spillover of this positive affect to the brand can be explained
by evaluative conditioning, where the positive affect evoked by humor gets carried over to the
brand (Eisend 2011). Therefore, the pure associations caused by humor already enhance
product liking and product choice (Strick et al. 2009). In the context of advertisement research,
it could be shown that humorous ads attract attention, entertain consumers, and improve
attitudes towards the ad (Eisend 2009; Gulas and Weinberger 2006; Madden and Weinberger
1982). Additionally, humorous posts on social networks lead to more consumer engagement

and humorous content spreads faster (Ge et al. 2018; Fraustino and Ma 2015).

Because of the regulative function of humor, we expect a humorous response to an online
complaint, to serve as a more effective positive signal for the brand than a neutral response.
While a neutral response signals indeed an appropriate reaction to a complaint, the observer’'s
mood does not get enhanced and consumers might focus more on the negative event, namely
the complaint, per se. Humorous content leads the audience to be less critical of an information
and less likely to produce counter arguments (Unger 1995; Jones 2005). Research shows that
subjects in a good mood and high arousal state are less likely to engage in message
elaboration and are easily persuaded by weaker arguments than subjects in a bad mood
(Fredrickson 2001, Bless et al. 1990; Sanbonmatsu and Kardes 1988). The affective system
of judgment and decision making seems to be working with present information and ignores

stimuli in the past (Chang and Pham 2013) which may lead to focus more on the humorous
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stimuli than on the complaint itself. In line with this, it could be found that humor leads to
positive effects for patients when doctors use humor in difficult situations (Locke 1996). In the
context of social media affective elaboration significantly supersedes cognitive elaboration in
forming attitudes toward the posts and attitudes toward the brand (Chen, Kim, and Lin 2015).
Therefore, we argue that the positive affective state triggered by the humorous response gets
carried over to the willingness to engage with the brand and serves as positive signal, therefore

leading to a better general brand evaluation.

We hypothesize:

H1 A humorous response to a complaint as compared to a neutral response enhances the
engagement of the observer.

H> A humorous response to a complaint as compared to a neutral response enhances the
perception of brand affect of the observer.

H: A humorous response to a complaint as compared to a neutral response enhances the

purchase intention of the observer.

3.2. Sympathy as mediator

In line with this, the positive effect of humor can also be seen as halo effect. Grounded in social
psychology the halo effect describes the phenomenon of “the influence of a global evaluation
on evaluations of individual attributes of a person” (Nisbett and Wilson 1977, p. 250). In a
marketing context, the halo effect is exhibited in instances such as high product quality being
attributed to a high price (Erickson and Johansson 1985). In a similar fashion a humorous
response might lead the observer to infer other brand characteristics which are associated with
a humorous individual. In a social context research shows that the halo effect exists in the
context of humor and people attribute a variety of personality traits to humorous individuals.
Thus, individuals with a high sense of humor are perceived as more intelligent, extravert and

more liked (Ruch 2010; Cann and Calhoun 2001; Bressler and Balshine 2006). Further, people
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in general feel more attached to humorous individuals (Robert and Wilbanks 2012). We expect
that a halo effect is also present in the context of a brand and that the brand is in general more
liked if it communicates in a humorous way. Therefore, we argue that the positive effect of

humor is mediated by how sympathetic the company is perceived by the observer.

Hi A humorous response to a complaint as compared to a neutral response enhances the
observer’'s sympathy towards the company.
Hs. Sympathy mediates the positive effect of humor on brand affect.

Hs, Sympathy mediates the positive effect of humor on purchase intention.

3.3. The moderating role of humor type

Firms increasingly integrate controversial or provocative comedy in their marketing
communication (Blackford, et al. 2011; Swani, Weinberger, and Gulas 2013). Especially, in
social media it seems more common to integrate edgy comedy, because marketers hope that
humorous content is more likely to be shared (Porter and Golan 2006; Warren and Berger
2011). Research often made no differentiation of humor type in the past (Warren and McGraw
2016). We think that a humorous social media strategy, especially in the context of complaint
management, does not always lead to favorable brand outcomes, but is dependent on the
humor type which is present. We differentiate humor which is done on the expense of others
and humor which is not. This “aggressive” humor is characterized where the self is enhanced
by the disparagement of others (Zillmann 1983). In contrast, non-aggressive humor is not
directed to another party and is milder in comparison to aggressive humor (Warren and
McGraw 2016). Warren and McGraw (2016) demonstrate that aggressive humorous
advertisements lead to lower brand evaluation and can harm the brand. Marketing
communications that are perceived humorous indeed can hurt brand attitudes by triggering
negative reactions in addition to laughter and amusement (Warren and McGraw 2016). The
same holds in a social context. When people had to evaluate another person and examples of

non-aggressive and aggressive humor were presented as the stranger’s preferred humor,
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aggressive humor led to more negative impressions (Cann, Cann, and Jordan 2016). A study
found that, in conflict situations, maladjusted marital couples were more likely to use
aggressive humor compared to well-adjusted couples (Alberts 1990). Although we expect that
aggressive humor enhances mood the same way positive non-aggressive humor does, we
think that the valence of the perceived signal differs. A recent meta-analysis about different
kind of emotions in the marketing context shows that positive emotions show consistently
stronger effect sizes than negative emotions do and are more efficient in influencing positive
brand outcomes (Kranzbuhler et al. 2020). Therefore, we expect that aggressive humor is in
the same way associated with negative feelings, which in turn have a negative effect on brand
evaluations, and leads to lower sympathy perception compared to non-aggressive humor,

which is associated with positive feelings.

Hs An aggressive humorous response to a complaint as compared to a non-aggressive

response reduces sympathy towards the company of the observer.

4. Empirical Approach

To test our hypothesis, we performed five online experiments during the time from spring 2019
to January 2020. In studies 1 a-c we tested the basic assumption that a humorous response
strategy is more appealing for the observers and enhances online engagement and brand
affect (H1-H2a-b). The goal of study 2 was to see if a humorous answer influences behavior
intention and if its effect is mediated by sympathy perception towards the brand. In study 3 we
introduced two different humor types (non-aggressive vs. aggressive) and show that the
positive effect of a humorous response depends on the humor type which is used (see Figure

4 for an overview).
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Figure 4. Conceptual model

Sympathytowardsthe
company (study 2)

Y

Humorous response

vs. non-humorous
response Brand Affect (studies 1,.- 3)

Engagement (studies 1,.- 3)

y

(studies 1,..- 3) Purchase Intention (studies 2 - 3)

Aggressive vs. non-
aggressive humor

(study 3)

41. Study1a

4.1.1. Study Design and Sample

We investigated the hypothesized effects of response strategy by manipulating the response
to a complaint (humorous vs. neutral) between subjects in a product setting. Participants were
asked to read a short description about a fictitious candy brand, followed by a Facebook post
of one customer complaining about the new flavor. We used Facebook as social media
platform because of its prominence. Around 80% of the customers prefer Facebook as
customer service outlet in the U.S. (Statista Research Department 2015). The candy company
answered depending on the condition in a humorous or a neutral way (see Figure 5 for
humorous response and Figure 6 for neutral response). In the neutral response the company
stated that they wrote a personal message to the complainant and the humorous response
stated the same as the neutral one and additionally a humorous comment. Afterwards, the

questionnaire collected information about the dependent variables. All participants were
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recruited via Facebook and were randomly assigned to the treatment groups. The sample

consisted of 133 respondents (57,1% female; 16-63 years old, M = 28,91; SD = 8,18).

Figure 5. Humorous response

I fI Candy Star Q -
9 Emmi Lii » Candy Star

This new flavour of yours is really disgusting!
Couldn't you hire someone to test your products
before!

oY Gefalit mir () Kommentieren & Teilen

O candy Star@ Dear Emmi, upps, | directly told them not to put
the interns in charge! We are sorry, that you don't like it and
we will try to improve!

Gelalll mir - Antworten

Figure 6. Neutral response

I fI Candy Star Q -
9 EmmiLii» Candy Star

This new flavour of yours is really disgusting!
Couldn't you hire someone to test your products
before!

o Gefilit mir ) Kommentieren £ Teilen

O candy Star@ Dear Emmi, we are sorry, that you don't like it
and we will try to improve!

For measuring the reaction in form of emojis, participants could choose an emoji similar as it
is depicted on Facebook or could not react at all (see Figure 7 for emoji scale). Later we
calculated a dichotomous variable which shows if participants reacted with an emoji or did not
react at all (1 = reaction; 0 = no reaction). Brand affect was measured with three items adapted

from Sung and Kim (2010).
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Figure 7. Emoji Scale

o 0 - =
o . = = NO

reaction

4.1.2. Results

To test if a humorous answer elicited more emoji reactions, we performed a binary logistic
regression analysis. In a binary logistic regression, a dichotomous dependent variable Y (i.e.
1 = emoji reaction; 0 = no reaction) follows a Bernoulli probability function that takes a value
of 1 with probability r and 0 with probability 1 - 11, where it varies over the observations as an
inverse logistic function of a constant and the independent variable (i.e. humorous vs. neutral
response) (Hennig-Thurau, Henning, and Sattler 2007). In our sample 72,7 % did react with
an emoji when they were in the treatment group and only 40,3 % did react when they were in
the control group. The binary logistic regression shows that emoji reaction differs significantly

in both groups (B = 1.374; SE = .372; Ex(B)= 3.951; x?=13.636; p < .001) supporting H1.

To test if participants had a higher value for brand affect, we performed an ANOVA, which
revealed significant differences in the groups (Mhumorous = 4.08; Mneutral = 3.16; F = 15.186; p <

0.001) in line with H2 and a humorous response leads to higher evaluation of brand affect.

4.2. Study 1b

4.2.1. Study design and sample

To validate our results, we performed two additional experiments where we varied context and
the humorous response. Doing that, we make sure, that our results are not only limited to our
chosen context and the specific response. We used the same procedure as we did in study

1a, only this time participants were given information about a fictitious pizza restaurant and
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saw again a public posted complaint either followed by a humorous response or a neutral
response. All participants were recruited via an introductory business class and were randomly
assigned to the treatment groups. The sample consisted of 97 respondents (33% female; 18-
38 years old, M = 21,51; SD = 3,28). This time we measured only brand affect adapted from

Sung and Kim (2010).

4.2.3. Results

To test if participants had a higher value for brand affect, we performed an analysis of variance
(ANOVA), which revealed significant differences in the groups (Mhumorous = 3.82; Mneutral = 3.36;
F = 3.446; p < 0.1 (0.067)), which replicates our findings from study 1a and further supports

H2.

4.3. Study1c

4.3.1. Study design and sample

Again, we varied the context and participants read a short description about a fictitious
insurance company, saw again a public posted complaint either followed by a humorous
response or a neutral response. All participants were recruited via an introductory business
class and were randomly assigned to the treatment groups. The sample consisted of 83
respondents (37.2% female; 18-34 years old, M = 21,72; SD = 2.77). We used the same

measures as in 1a.

4.3.2. Results

To test if participants had a higher value for brand affect, we performed an ANOVA, which
revealed significant differences in the groups (Mhumorous = 3.63; Mneural = 2.99; F = 5.135; p <

0.05 (0.026)).
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In our sample 83,7 % did react with an emoji when they were in the treatment group and only
47,83 % did react when they were in the control group. The binary logistic regression shows
that emoiji reaction differs significantly in both groups (B = 1.729; SE = .535; Ex(B)= 5.636; X

=10.454; p <.001).

4.4. Discussion

To test our assumptions in H1 and H2 we performed three experiments where we implemented
a humorous response strategy to a complaint. By varying the context, we make sure that the
results are not limited to a specific humorous response and are also not dependent on the
company type (e.g., service vs. product). The conducted experiments confirmed that the
engagement is enhanced when a humorous response is applied. In total participants chose
the option “no reaction” less when the reply was humorous compared to neutral response.
Moreover, not only the reaction is enhanced, but also the general attitude towards the
company. In support for H2, participants evaluated brand affect higher when they have seen a

humorous response (vs. neutral response).

4.5. Study 2

4.5.1. Study design and sample

The goal of study 2 is to investigate if the effect of humor can be explained through enhanced
sympathy perception. Moreover, we wanted to test if beside affective measures (i.e., brand
affect), also cognitive measures such as purchase intention are influenced by the response
strategy. We used the same procedure as in study 1b. All participants were recruited via an
introductory business class and were randomly assigned to the treatment groups. The sample
consisted of 159 respondents (40.9% female; 18-29 years old, M = 21,43; SD = 2.31).

We used the same measures for brand affect as in 1b, purchase intention was measured with
three items adapted from Johnen and Schnittka (2019) and sympathy was measured with four

items adapted from van der Meer and Verhoven (2014).
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4.5.2. Results

To test if a humorous response has an effect on our dependent variables, we performed three
ANOVAs, which revealed significant differences in the groups for brand affect (Mnumorous = 3.96;
Mneural = 3.51; F = 4.635; p < 0.05 (0.033)), sympathy (Mhumorous = 4.89; Mneural = 4.12; F =
11.408; p < 0.001), and purchase intention (Mhumorous = 4.46; Mneuwral = 4; F = 4.258; p < 0.05
(.041). This being so, we find support for hypothesis 3 and 4.

To asses if sympathy mediates the effect of a humorous response on brand affect and
purchase intention, we performed conditional process analyses (Hayes 2013, model 4). We
estimated the model with 95% bias-corrected confidence intervals (Cls) using 10,000 bootstrap
samples. Our results show a significant indirect effect of humorous response on brand affect
via sympathy (B = .4782, SE = .1432, Cl: .2040 to .7662) and significant indirect effect of
humorous response on purchase intention via sympathy (B = .4691, SE = .1457, Cl: .2007 to

.7666).

4.5.3. Discussion

Goal of this study was, to replicate the findings from study 1 and explore if purchase intention
is also affected by the response strategy. Further, we investigated if the positive effect of humor
on brand affect and purchase intention is mediated by sympathy towards the company. Our
results indicate that sympathy mediates the effect of a humorous response strategy on the

dependent variables, which supports hypothesis 5a and 5b.

46. Study3

4.6.1. Study design and sample

The goal of study 3 is to demonstrate that humor type moderates the positive effect of a
humorous response on sympathy, brand affect and purchase intention. We used the same

procedure as in study 1a with slightly different stimuli and added an aggressive humorous
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response as treatment group (see Figure 8 for non-aggressive humorous response, Figure 9
for aggressive humorous response, and Figure 10 for neutral response). All participants were
recruited via Facebook and were randomly assigned to the treatment groups. The sample
consisted of 295 respondents (80.4% female; 19-59 years old, M = 28,02; SD = 6.44).

We used the same measures as in study 2.

Figure 8. Non aggressive humorous response

Lilcmose 1
9 Emmi Ll » Candy Star

This new packaging of yours is really
disgusting! | really could throw up by looking at
it!

o™ Gefilit mir [J) Kommentieren £ Teilen

candy Star@ Dear Emmi, at least you just throw up by
looking at it and not by eating our chocolate. But we are
sorry, that you don't like it and we will try to improve!

Gefallt mir - Anbworten

Figure 9. Aggressive humorous response

Lilcmose 1
9 Emmi Ll » Candy Star

This new packaging of yours is really
disgusting! | really could throw up by looking at
it!

o™ Gefilit mir [J) Kommentieren £ Teilen

o Candy star@ Dear Emmi, oh funny, we thought the same
when we looked at your profile pic. But we are sorry, that
you don't like it and we will try to improve!

Gelallt mir - Antworten
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Figure 10. Neutral response

== "
g Emmi Ll » Candy Star

This new packaging of yours is really
disgusting! | really could throw up by looking at
it!

o Gefilit mir () Kommentieren # Teilen

A,
I\_ _/J Candy star@  Dear Emmi, we are sorry, that you don't like it

and we will try to improve!

4.6.2. Results

To see if there are significant group differences, we performed three ANOVAs. We find
significant effects on sympathy (F = 75,411; p < 0.001), brand affect (F = 27,875; p < 0.001),
and purchase intention (F = 24,641; p < 0.001). Follow up contrasts show significant
differences between the groups for sympathy, compared to the control (M = 4.47, SD = 1.25),
non-aggressive humor leads to higher sympathy perception (M = 5.13, SD =1.15, F = 11.41
, p < 0.001), and aggressive humor leads to lower sympathy perception (M = 2.8, SD = 1.64,
F =74.63, p < 0.001). The same pattern holds for brand affect, compared to the control (M =
3.43, SD = 1.3), non-aggressive humor leads to higher brand affect M = 3.95, SD = 1.39, F =
7.01, p < 0.01), and aggressive humor leads to lower brand affect (M = 2.49, SD =1.47, F =
22.93, p < 0.01). For purchase intention follow up contrasts also show compared to the control
(M=2.99, SD = 1.75), non-aggressive humor leads to purchase intention M = 4.05, SD = 1.66,
F =18.81, p < 0.01), and aggressive humor leads to lower purchase intention (M = 2.35, SD
=1.67, F = 7.22, p < 0.01). Conditional mediation analyses (Hayes 2013, model 4) reveals
significant positive indirect effect of non-aggressive humor (B = .454, SE =.1199, Cl: .2261 to
.6960) and negative indirect effects of aggressive humor (B =-1.154, SE =.1639, Cl: .-1.4919
to -.8480) on brand affect via sympathy. We also find significant positive indirect effect of non-
aggressive humor (B = .4936, SE = .1305, Cl: .2502 to .7571) and negative indirect effects of

aggressive humor (B = -1.256, SE = .1976, Cl: -1.669 to -.8913) on purchase intention via



40

sympathy. We estimated the model with 95% bias-corrected confidence intervals (Cls) using

10,000 bootstrap samples.

4.6.3. Discussion

In study 3 we wanted to explore if the positive effect of humor varies depending on humor type.
Therefore, we added the condition of an aggressive-humorous response and could show that
aggressive humor leads to significant lower evaluations of sympathy, brand affect and

purchase intention. Hence, we find support for hypothesis 6.

5. General discussion

5.1. Summary and Implications

In the era of social media, companies have to deal with public posted complaints and therefore
are forced to maintain and build their reputation among the online community that can read the
complaint and follow up the brand response. We are the first to show that a humorous response
does elicit positive responses of the observer who reads the interaction between brand and
customer. In study 1 we demonstrated that a humorous response affects actual behavior and
observers are more likely to react in form of a positive emoji and therefore engage with the
brand. Moreover, we show that the positive attitude towards the brand is enhanced and
observers are also liking the whole brand more and the positive effects are not limited to
Facebook outcomes. We tested our assumption in a product and service context and varied
the humorous response. Hence, these results are robust and do not depend on context and
the humorous response we chose per se. Our results are in line with past research which
suggests that humor in general is very effective in influencing affective responses (Chiew et
al. 2019; Ge et al. 2018). In study 2 we explain these positive effects and show that the effect
on brand affect is mediated by sympathy towards the company. Additionally, we show the

effect goes beyond only influencing affective responses and show purchase intention is higher
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when the brand chooses to answer in a humorous way. Yet, study 3 shows that the positive
effect of humor is not unconditional. Our findings suggest that a humorous response is only
beneficial when non-aggressive humor is used. When an aggressive humorous response is
present the positive effects of humor diminish and even have negative effects for the brand. In
this case sympathy perception, brand affect and purchase intention are lower than the control
group. For a non-aggressive humorous response, we can replicate our findings and show the
opposite effect with higher values for sympathy, brand affect and purchase intention than in
the control group. Our results are in line with past research on humor use in advertisements
and a social context. When using aggressive humor styles companies and persons achieve
negative judgments by others (Warren and McGraw 2016; Cann et al. 2016).

Our study contributes to existing research streams in several ways. We extend previous
research on social media complaint handling while focusing on the perspective of the observer.
In line with previous studies, we argue that because of their majority observers are even the
more relevant target group and may have different intentions than the complainant (Johnen
and Schnittka 2019). We propose a response strategy which is beneficial for the brand and
does not only influence social media variables but also extent to their general attitude towards
the brand and their purchase intentions.

Moreover, we contribute to humor research in marketing which goes beyond advertisement
research. As we could show in our literature review, findings in regard to the effects of humor
outside advertisement research are very scarce. We demonstrate that humor can be integrated
in other communication channels and contexts and bring favorable outcomes for the brand.
Thus, even if the general communication style is not humorous, brands can benefit in
integrating a humorous voice in social media interactions.

Additionally, we contribute to research in conflict situations and resolution. In a social context
the use of humor is beneficial in resolving conflicts. Our results indicate that in conflict
situations with a company humor also may be an important tool to take the pressure out of the

situation and even bring positive consequences.
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Furthermore, we contribute to humor research in general by showing that humor per se does
not only has positive effects. When talking about humor it is important to consider the humor
type.

Further, our findings are highly relevant for managers involved in social media communication
and complaint handling. When a public complaint is posted, the online community that reads
the brand-customer interaction outnumbers the single complainant and therefore is an
important target group to satisfy. We show that companies can use this complaint and enhance
their sympathy perception, liking and purchase intention. We demonstrated that independent
of the context (product or service) companies can utilize humor to achieve favorable brand
outcomes. Especially, because customers tend to reach out to social media to just be
entertained (Cotte et al. 2006).

Nevertheless, managers should keep in mind that the humor type is very important in
determining if a humorous response strategy should be used. We show that aggressive humor
can harm the brand and reduces sympathy towards the brand. Hence, if a response must be
fast or there is no affiliative humorous applicable it is more beneficial to answer in neutral way
than in aggressive way. If non-aggressive humorous response is applicable, it can be used
independently of context factors since our results suggest that the positive effects are not

limited to an industry or complaint type.

5.2. Limitations and Research Directions

As every empirical research this research has several limitations that future studies might take
into consideration. While our controlled online experiments are characterized by high internal
validity, we do not take field data into account and hence external validity might be limited.
Since some companies already use humorous response strategies (e.g., Wendy’s, BVG) and
internal company data from the BVG suggests their “because we love you” campaign
increased several key performance measures on an image and a performance level, we are

confident that these effects are also present in a real market environment. Nevertheless, future
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studies might address this issue and investigate with field data that humorous responses are

a beneficial response strategy for brands.

Moreover, we focused only on Facebook as platform, but other social media platforms such as
Twitter or Instagram might deliver different results. Dependent on their goal customers use
different channels to interact with brand (Frasquet, leva, and Ziliani 2019; Toubia and Stephen
2013). While some social media platforms might be used primarily for information search,
others are more important for being entertained. Hence, the effect of humor might be more
beneficial on platforms like Twitter where the dialogue is more present and hedonistic goals

might be more salient.

Also, subsequent studies might determine the effect of humor on other dependent variables. It
would be interesting to find out, if besides the investigated positive effects, humor also might
elicit unfavorable brand outcomes. A recent study shows that customers perceive service
employees who use emoticons as higher in warmth but lower in competence compared to
those who do not (Li, Chan, and Kim 2019). In the social context, humorous individuals are
indeed more liked, but also perceived less honest and trustworthy (Ruch 2010; Cann and
Calhoun 2001; Bressler and Balshine 2006). Therefore, it might be possible that even non-

aggressive humor leads to some unfavorable brand outcomes.

Further, other moderators might be relevant in determining the effect of humor. A recent study
shows that if observers are hedonistically motivated while reading a public complaint a
defensive response strategy is more beneficial than accommodative strategy (Johnen and
Schnittka 2019). Also, the positive effects of humor are enhanced when customers have a
positive attitude towards the brand beforehand (Chattopadhyay and Basu 1990). People also
enjoy aggressive humor against others when they have a prior negative attitude against them
(Wyer and Collins 1992). Thus, the observers’ motivation and prior attitude towards the brand
might also enhance the effect of humor and even an aggressive humor style might be efficient
under certain conditions. Additionally, we focused on non-aggressive vs. aggressive humor

styles. A more nuanced view and different categorizations (irony, slap stick) or different
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medium (e.g., pictures, animated pictures or memes) might also shed more light on the effect

of humor in general.
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D. Empirical Research Paper 2: @-Reply: The positive effects of
reply messages on by-standers’ credibility perception of
scientific information

Abstract

Evaluating the credibility of content is a fundamental issue for users in various contexts.
Through eight experiments, | show how the post type is crucial for social media users to
determine credibility. In particular, | investigate the effect in which the information in a reply
message is perceived as more credible than a single-stated message containing the same
content. This “reply effect” can be explained on a theoretical level using the attribution and
reactance theories. Further, | propose the mediating role of authenticity on credibility and the

boundary condition of reactance toward the organizational post.



46
Additional notes

Parts of this unpublished paper entitled "@-Reply: The positive effects of replied messages on
bystanders’ credibility perception of scientific information” accepted for oral presentation at
EUSEA Conference: "Pathfinders on a Mission - Exploring Engagement in a Complex World",

3-4 May 2023, Bolzano, Italy
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1. Introduction

Getting valid information is crucial, particularly in times of crisis. In crises like the worldwide
pandemic, global warming, and the war in the Ukraine, social media is essential for distributing
information. Social media allows information to be shared widely and rapidly (Del Vicario et al.
2017). However, true and false information can spread quickly (Vosoughi et al. 2018).
Therefore, evaluating the credibility of content is a fundamental issue for users in various
contexts (Viviani and Pasi 2017). Although evaluation of credibility has been important
throughout history, the formation of credibility has shifted since the rise of social media as
recipients can choose other cues that are meaningful within the context of their social networks
(Self and Roberts 2009). Hence, both receivers and senders of social media posts face new
challenges. Receivers must evaluate the truthfulness of the information transmitted, while
senders must ensure that their posts are perceived as credible. This dynamic is especially
relevant for communicating scientific information since scientific research is currently facing

several credibility issues from the general public (Jenkins et al. 2020).

Previous research has already identified some significant drivers of perceived credibility, and
characteristics of the source, information quality, message-sidedness, and message framing
are some examples of these drivers (e.g., Seiler and Kucza 2017; Sui and Zhang 2021;
Cheung and Thadani 2012; Bolsen, Palm, and Kingsland 2019). In this research | identified an
additional factor that is particularly important in the context of social media: whether the
information is embedded in a reply post or a single-stated post. Social media allows private
users and organizations not only to create posts but also to reply to others, and these reactions
can be seen by a vast online audience. For instance, Donald Trump tweeted incorrect
information about the existence of climate change (Paul 2019). One strategy to address this
kind of misinformation is, for example, replying to Trump’s tweets and stating the correct facts
about climate change (see Figure 11 for an example). Therefore, communicators can distribute

scientific information either by posting scientific facts on their accounts or replying to other
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users. Through eight experiments, | investigated whether information in a reply message is

perceived as more credible than the same content given in a single-stated message.

Figure 11. Exemplary reply to misinformation on Twitter

Donald J. Trump & L 4
@realDonaldTrump - Follow
In the beautiful Midwest, windchill temperatures are
reaching minus 60 degrees, the coldest ever recorded. In
coming days, expected to get even colder. People can't

last outside even for minutes. What the hell is going on
with Global Waming? Please come back fast, we need you!

3:28 AM - Jan 29, 2019 ®

® 1413k @ Reply I Share

Read 112.6K replies

ninger - 29. Jan. 2019

Weather is not climate. Winter is cold relative to summer... it will always be
that way.

Climate change means EXTREME weather, which includes record cold
weather as well.

Q s 6 Q a2 o

In this paper, | first provide an overview of the literature on credibility research and then present
the theoretical background and hypothesis development. | argue that consumers will perceive
reply posts as more credible than single-stated posts. This “reply effect” can be explained on
a theoretical level using the attribution and reactance theories. | propose the mediating role of
authenticity on credibility and the boundary condition of reactance toward the organizational
post. | also investigate other moderators, such as reactance toward the initial message and
attitude toward the issue. Subsequently, | report the results of the experimental studies
performed to test the hypotheses. Finally, | conclude with a general discussion highlighting the

contribution of this research to the field and practice.
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2. Hypothesis development

2.1. Past research on credibility perception

Credibility is an important determinant in the persuasiveness of a message (Petty and
Cacioppo 1986). Since message persuasion and, therefore, credibility is important to many
fields, various disciplines (including psychology, communications, and marketing) have studied
the factors that influence message credibility (Wathen and Burkell 2002). Generally, research
has shown that credibility perception is influenced by the characteristics of the source, the
recipients, and the message (Wilson and Sherrell 1993). Early studies on persuasion focused
on the former; studies on the characteristics of the message were rare (Slater and Rouner
1996). However, a growing body of literature has emerged with a focus on how the message
can appear as credible (Krause and Rucker 2020). In this study, | add to this literature by
introducing an additional message characteristic that influences credibility: the reply message.
| provide a brief overview of the main characteristics affecting credibility perception, with a
focus on message characteristics across disciplines, in the following section (see Table 6 for

a summary).

Messages are perceived as more credible when the source is perceived as trustworthy, high
in expertise, attractive, and possessing values and beliefs similar to the receiver’s (e.g.,
Ismagilova et al. 2020; Wilson and Sherrell 1993; Sui and Zhang 2021; Wathen and Burkell
2002; O’Hara, Netemeyer, and Burton, 1991). Regarding the characteristics of the recipient,
issue involvement, motivation, pre-attitude, and knowledge are important factors influencing
message credibility (e.g., Sternthal, Dholakia, and Leavitt 1978; Chaiken and Maheswaran

1994; Wathen and Burkell 2002).

Besides the characteristics of the source and the recipient, the characteristics of the message
also shape credibility perceptions. When evaluating the message, the quality of information is
crucial for determining credibility. Information quality often is operationalized as a
multidimensional construct comprising the following dimensions: relevance, timeliness,

accuracy, and understandability (Sui and Zhang 2021). Thus, a message is perceived as more
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credible when the quality of information is high (Sui and Zhang 2021; Cheung and Thadani
2012; Chu and Kamal 2008; Bryanov and Vziatysheva 2021; Slater and Rouner 1996; Song

et al. 2019; Jung et al. 2016).

Moreover, the sidedness of a message — that is, whether it states positive and negative
information (two-sided) or only positive information (one-sided) — also affects credibility
perception (Cornelis, Heuvinck, and Majmundar. 2020). For example, early research in
marketing showed that the believability of product claims and the credibility of the source can
be increased when positive and negative features are communicated by the marketer (Settle
and Golden 1974). Acknowledging opposing arguments may signal the communicator’s
honesty and therefore affect credibility perception of the source and message (O’Keefe 1999).
A more recent experimental study showed that information on mask wearing was perceived as
more credible when it was two-sided (including arguments for and against mask wearing)
compared to one-sided messages (including only arguments for mask wearing) (Hendriks,
Janssen, and Jucks 2022). Furthermore, in the context of advertisements, stating negative
information enhances credibility perception in certain contexts (Eisend 2009). In line with this,
also online reviews are perceived as more credible when negative reviews are also present
than when only positive reviews are given (Doh and Hwang 2009). While past research has
found some mixed results, the overall assumption is that two-sided messages are superior to
one-sided messages in terms of credibility perception in the marketing context, as well as other

domains of persuasive communication (Eisend 2007; O’Keefe 1999).

Many scholars have studied not only content but also the way the information is framed. The
framing theory postulates that the presentation of a message is critical to the recipient’s
interpretation and, therefore, the credibility perception (Cole and Greer 2013). The frame of a
message is an additional visual, written, or verbal message unit that draws attention to certain
aspects of the message with the goal of influencing the audience’s perception of the message
(Cann 2021). Scholars define the “framing effect” as the difference in people’s responses to
two essentially identical options that are presented differently (Jacobson et al. 2019). One of

the most prominent examples of the effect of framing was provided by Kahneman and Tversky
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(1984), who discussed gain and loss frames. They showed that people tend to make different
decisions depending on whether their losses or gains were highlighted (Kahneman and
Tversky 1984). In the context of health promotion messages, gain-framed messages are
perceived as more credible than loss-framed messages. In one experiment, people believed a
gain-framed message highlighting the benefits of regular exercising more than a loss-framed
message outlining the risks of not engaging in exercise (Borah and Xiao 2018). Moreover,
consumers’ credibility perception of electronic word of mouth can be influenced by whether a
message is negatively or positively framed (Hsu and Yang 2021). Additionally, other types of
frames also seem to influence credibility perception. In the social media context, social
consensus, which can, for instance, be reflected in the number of likes on a post, affects
credibility perception (Lewandowsky et al. 2020; Luo, Hancook, and Markowitz 2022). In the
context of climate change communication, the way that scientific uncertainty is framed has a
significant influence on credibility perception (Gustafson and Rice 2019). Regarding
communicating a scientific fact about climate change, one study found that the message was
more credible when the sentence “although future research may change this” was used
compared to the uncertainty frame of “although some experts disagree” (Gustafson and Rice
2019). Messages in which the frame highlights the objectivity of a message are also perceived
as more credible. Thus, statements with an objective tone (vs. subjective), as well as
nonopinionated tweets (vs. opinionated), are perceived as more credible (Wasike 2022;

Houston at al. 2019).

Credibility is a complex construct; different characteristics of the source, recipients, and
message can interact (Self and Roberts 2009). Research has suggested that characteristics
of the recipient, such as involvement or knowledge, particularly interact with other factors. An
underlying explanation of the interaction is based on dual-process accounts of information
processing, such as the elaboration likelihood model (ELM) proposed by Petty and Cacioppo
(1986). The basic assumption of this model is that individuals engage in two routes of
information processing. The central route (systematic processing) is effortful and requires more

elaboration and thinking, whereas the peripheral route (heuristic processing) is quick and relies
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on heuristics and peripheral cues when information is processed (Petty and Cacioppo 1986).
Research has suggested that when people are highly involved because the issue is relevant
to them or because they are knowledgeable, systematic processing determines their thinking,
and message content, such as argument quality, becomes of greater importance to them
(Chaiken and Maheswaran 1994; Sussman and Siegel 2003). In contrast, when people are

less involved, they do not engage in deeper processing and rely more on peripheral cues, such

as presentation and message framing (Wilson and Sherrell 1993).

Table 6. Overview of factors affecting credibility

Factors influencing credibility

Exemplary studies

Source

characteristics

Appearance (e.g.,

attractiveness, likability)

Kang and Herr 2006; Sharma 1990;
Ismagilova et al. 2020; Patzer 1983; Seiler
and Kucza 2017; Chaiken1979

Similarity

Brock 1965; Levine and Valle 1975; Kang
and Herr 2006; Seiler and Kucza 2017

Expertise

Gass and Seiter 2011; Thon and Jucks
2017; O'hara, Netemeyer, and Burton 1991;
Sui and Zhang 2021; Lewandowsky et al.
2012

Receiver

characteristics

Involvement/motivation

Petty and Cacioppo 1979; Crowley and
Hoyer 1994; Wilson and Sherrell 1993;
Sussman and Siegel 2003

Prior attitudes/knowledge of

the issue

Sternthal et al. 1978; Chaiken and
Maheswaran 1994; Ma, Dixon, and
Hmielowski 2019

Message

characteristics

Information quality (e.g.,
plausibility, presentation,

accuracy)

Sui and Zhang 2021; Cheung and Thadani
2012; Chu and Kamal 2008; Bryanov and
Vziatysheva 2021; Slater and Rouner 1996;
Song et al. 2019; Jung et al. 2016;
Lewandowsky et al. 2012

Argument strength

Cheung et al. 2009

Opinion included

Houston et al. 2020

Language use (technical vs.

every day)

Thon and Jucks 2017
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Factors influencing credibility Exemplary studies
Framing (e.g., loss or gain Bolsen et al. 2019; Cole and Greer 2013;
frame; number of likes) Gustafson and Rice 2019; Hsu and Yang

2021; Borah and Xiao 2018; Wasike 2022

Two-sided messages vs. one-  Cheung and Thadani 2012; Doh and

sided messages Hwang 2009; Crowley and Hoyer 1994;
Hendriks et al. 2022; Eisend 2006, 2007;
O’Keefe 1999

Story telling Krause and Rucker 2020

Reply messages vs. single- Present study

stated messages

| propose that the post type, whether a reply to another message or a single-stated post by the
organizational account, is an additional factor that influences credibility perception. This reply

effect can be explained by the attribution and reactance theories.

2.2. Attribution theory

Attribution theory postulates that individuals will attribute observable events to their underlying
causes (Heider 1958). In brief, the theory describes the human characteristic of making sense
of the world. In other words, individuals tend to ask “why” when they make observations and
therefore make inferences regarding the cause of events (Jones and Davis 1965; Crowley and
Hoyer 1994). Originating in social psychology, attribution theory is not one theory but rather a
complex of various theories that all have in common the conception that individuals interpret
behavior in terms of its causes and that these interpretations are important in determining
reactions to the behavior (Kelley and Michela 1980). Therefore, attribution theory is used to
explain the credibility perception of different types of messages (Settle and Golden 1974;
Crowley and Hoyer 1994). In the context of advertisements, for instance, the content of the
advertised message can be attributed either to the desire of the advertiser to sell his particular
brand or the actual characteristics of the brand being advertised. When the advertiser includes

negative information about the brand, consumers perceive the advertised message as more



54

credible (Kelley and Michela 1980). This positive effect of two-sided messages (vs. one-sided
messages) on credibility perception is explained by the attribution theory. The inclusion of
negative information or contra-arguments in a message leads the receiver of the message to
conclude that the sender is more likely telling the truth (Crowley and Hoyer 1994). The
attribution theory also explains a key concept affecting credibility: the communicator’s bias.
When the sender of a message includes statements that have the potential to impede their
communication goal, they are perceived as less biased and therefore as more believable
(Kelley 1973).

| argue that, similar to two-sided arguments, reply messages are perceived as more credible
than a single-stated message. Communicators do not typically debunk incorrect information or
react to other posts; there is no external pressure or expectation to engage with others beyond
the communicator’s own social media page. Additional effort to engage in a discussion might
be attributed by the receiver as certainty about the communicated information and a higher
motivation to tell the truth. After all, answering someone else places the organization in a
greater position of vulnerability than does staying in the “safe space” of the organization’s
account. Previous research has shown that facts presented in a story are perceived as more
credible than those facts presented alone (Chang 2008; de Wit, Das, and Vet 2008). Krause
and Rucker (2020) demonstrated that this effect might be due to reduced processing of
information when it is embedded in a story. A reply to another message might also be
perceived as greater justification for the post and, moreover, as a sort of story compared to a
single-stated post only providing facts. This effect might result in superficial processing, which
could lead to better acceptance of the content.

The resulting increased credibility perception can be explained through authenticity.
Authenticity can be defined as someone being true to their self; their behavior reflects their
true identity (van Leeuwen 2001). Authenticity involves an individual's engagement in
intrinsically motivated behaviors, which come from innate desires and passions. A reaction to
another post can be seen as a such a behavior because it is more effort for organizations to

reply to others than to post facts on their public accounts. Authenticity is associated with
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characteristics such as genuineness, reality, fact, actuality, and truthfulness (Alhouti, Johnson
and Holloway 2016; Chiu et al. 2012). In other contexts, such as corporate social responsibility
(CSR) communication, authenticity is assumed to be a key driver of message credibility (Pérez
2019). When consumers infer that CSR communication is authentic, they also attribute
altruistic motives to the communication. In the same way, a reply message could be perceived
as more authentic than a single-stated message, thus leading to enhanced credibility
perception.

Therefore, | formulate the following hypotheses:

H1 A reply message enhances the credibility perception of the receiver compared to a single-
stated message.
H2 Authenticity mediates the positive effect of a reply message (vs. a single-stated message)

on credibility.

2.3. Psychological reactance and credibility

A key concept explaining the effect of persuasive messages is reactance. The reactance
theory postulates that people believe they can engage in so-called “free behaviors” and strive
to maintain this autonomy. When individuals fail to preserve their freedom, they feel threatened
and are motivated to restore the lost freedom (Brehm 1966). Thus, reactance refers to the
unpleasant motivational arousal that is triggered when freedoms are removed or choices are
reduced (Brehm and Brehm 1981). Consequently, people become uncomfortable and angry
and apply strategies to restore their freedom (Brehm 1966; Dillard and Shen 2005; Rains
2013). One strategy to restore freedom is engaging in behavior that was previously restricted
(Brehm 1966). This “boomerang effect” has been well studied, and it leads people to engage
in the opposite behavior intended by the persuasive message. For example, when the drinking
age increased from 18 to 21, younger college students, whose drinking was now forbidden,
drank more than adult students (Engs and Hanson 1989). The concept of reactance has been

well established in communication research and has been applied to different contexts. The
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overall assumption is that reactance is particularly triggered after seeing an overtly persuasive
message (Dillard and Shen 2005; Petty and Cacioppo 1979). Therefore, messages, that utilize
assertive or forceful language or an explicit intent to persuade compared to not forceful and
covert intent to persuade, increase reactance the most (Ma et al. 2019; Dillard and Shen 2005).
In the context of a reply message (vs. a single-stated message), two parallel processes
regarding reactance can happen. First, when an organization replies, the initial message to
which it replies possesses the potential to trigger reactance. Second, the organizational
message, whether a reply or single-stated message, can itself trigger reactance. As mentioned
before, when reactance is triggered, people engage in actions that reduce threats to their
freedom. If they feel threatened by the initial message, a boomerang effect can occur. In
rejecting the initial message, they might be more receptive of the reply message and thus
evaluate it as more credible. This effect can also be explained by the attribution theory since
individuals might also perceive greater justification and motivation for an organization to reply

to a threatening message than a neutral message. Hence, | expect the following:

Hs An initial message triggering high reactance (vs. low reactance) enhances the positive effect

of a reply message on credibility perception compared to that of a single-stated message.

In regard to the second point, persuasive messages conveying scientific facts can trigger
reactance. In the context of climate change communication, research has shown that
communicating information about climate change can be seen as persuasive because
recipients feel forced or manipulated into forming a particular set of beliefs (Ma et al. 2019). If
the organizational post triggers a high level of reactance, reactance can dominate the
information processing, causing other cues to become less important. Because the receiver
already feels threatened by the organizational message, they become distracted, and other
cues, such as post type, become less important (reply vs. single-stated). To reduce this threat,
the receiver might reject the content, which would result in reduced credibility perception and

would decrease the positive effect of a reply message. Therefore, the positive effect of a reply
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message will likely be greater if the organizational post triggers a low level of reactance, as

formally stated in the following hypothesis:

Hs A message triggering a high level of reactance reduces the positive effect of a reply

message on credibility compared to a message triggering a low level of reactance.

As previously explained, the organizational message can trigger a certain level of reactance
because it can be seen as a persuasive message. This effect should be reduced in the case
of the reply message as the receiver might not feel addressed by the message’s persuasive
content since the user of the initial post is the primary recipient. Because another user is
addressed in the reply message, the receiver’s freedom may be threatened less than it would
be if the general online audience (which includes the recipient) were addressed. A related
pattern is observed in two-sided argumentation; two-sided messages (vs. one-sided
messages) trigger less reactance. Two-sided messages offer both sides of an issue, leaving
more room for individual freedom in thinking and representing less pressure to endorse an
advocated view of thinking (Pham et al. 2016; Ahn et al. 2011). Therefore, these messages
enhance perceived source and message credibility (Pechmann 1992; O’Keefe 1999;

Rosenberg and Siegel 2018). Consequently, | expect the following:

Hs A reply message as compared to a single-stated message reduces reactance toward the

message.

How much a message triggers reactance is also determined by the receiver’s attitude toward
the communicated issue. First, when the communicated facts align with the attitude and set of
beliefs, they should trigger less reactance; if they do not align, they should trigger more
reactance. In other words, reactance is more likely to be triggered among individuals who hold
beliefs contrary to the message content (Nisbet, Cooper and Garrett 2015). If the receiver’s

attitudes align with the organizational post, they are more likely to reject the information of the
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initial post, and their reactance toward the initial post is likely enhanced. Therefore, the positive
effect of reply message is enhanced if a high level of reactance is triggered toward the initial
message. Moreover, when receivers reject the information of the initial message, they might
also think about counter-arguments and information that align with their views. Therefore, the
reply message would confirm this processing and might additionally lead to enhanced

credibility perception. Thus, | expect the following:

He The prior attitude toward the communicated issue will moderate the effect of a reply
message on credibility perception. The positive effect of a reply message is enhanced if the

receivers’ attitudes align with the communicated facts.

3. Empirical investigation

3.1. Overview of the studies

To test the formulated hypotheses, | explored the effect of a reply post (vs. a single-stated
post) on credibility perception in a series of four studies (see Figure 12 for an overview). In
Studies 1a and 1b, | examined in two contexts if credibility judgments are positively affected
by whether the posts are single-stated or replies, and if these effects are mediated by
perceptions of authenticity. Then, in Studies 2—4, | investigated whether these effects were
moderated by prior attitude toward the communicated issue, the reactance elicited by the initial
post, and the reactance toward the organizational post. Finally, | performed three additional
studies (studies 5-7) to explore the applications of the reply effect. Specifically, | investigated
whether the type of information source (blog post vs. tweet) affected the relationship of the
reply post and credibility perception and whether the effect existed in different contexts, such

as the credibility of CSR communication.
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Figure 12. Overview of empirical investigation
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3.2. Study 1: Is a reply post perceived as more credible than a single-stated post

and is this effect mediated by authenticity?
3.21. Study 1a
3.21.1. Study design, measures, and sample

| investigated the hypothesized effect by manipulating the organizational post (reply post vs.
single-stated post) between subjects on Twitter. On Twitter, brief information and facts are
shared because of the platform’s depersonalized nature and the character limits for each post.
Moreover, the platform is interactive, making reactions to other tweets common (Yilmaz and
Johnson 2016). | chose a fictitious nongovernmental organization (NGO) to post facts about
the nature of climate change. NGOs have always been an essential science communicator; in
the context of climate change communication, they have been forefront communicators about
global warming, acting as an important medium between scientific knowledge and the public
(Doyle 2009; Ladle, Jepson, and Whittaker 2005). Depending on the condition, the study

participants saw either the single post (see Figure 13) containing the facts or a reply to another
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tweet (referred to as the initial tweet, see Figure 14) doubting the existence of climate change.
This reply contained the same facts as the single post. In the single post, | added the comment
“many people bring local weather fluctuations as an argument against climate change.” | did
so to ensure that all users had read a contra-argument against climate change and that this
contra-argument would thus not be responsible for the difference in credibility perception in the

reply-post condition.

Figure 13. Stimulus single-post condition
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Figure 14. Stimulus reply post condition
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After seeing the stimulus, a questionnaire collected information about the dependent variables.
Using a 7-point Likert scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree), | asked participants
whether the information in the tweet was credible (i.e., accurate, credible, reliable, reflecting
reality; o= .86; Hansen et al. 2016) and whether the organization was authentic (i.e., genuine,
real, authentic; a=.80; Moulard, Garrity, and Rice 2015). All participants were recruited via an
introductory business class in exchange for course credit, and the study included 126

respondents (43.7% female; 18-36 years old, M = 22.01; SD = 3.08).

3.2.1.2. Results

| estimated three single factor analysis of variance (ANOVA) manipulating the post type (reply
post vs. single-stated post) as the independent variable. This analysis revealed a significant

effect of the post type on credibility (Mrepy = 5.23, SD = 1.53 vs. Msinge = 4.01, SD = 1.67, F [1,
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126] = 18.46, p < .001, n? = .13), authenticity (Mrepy = 4.98, SD = 1.30 vs. Msinge = 4.05, SD =
1.62, F [1, 126] = 12.68, p < .001, n2 = .093), thus supporting Hi. To assess whether
authenticity mediates the effect of reply on credibility, | performed conditional process analyses
(Hayes 2013, model 4). | estimated the model with 95% bias-corrected confidence intervals
(Cls) using 10,000 bootstrap samples. My results showed a significant indirect effect of reply
response on credibility via authenticity (B = .7612, SE = .2102, CI: 0.3440 to 1.175), which

supported Ha.

3.2.2. Study 1b

3.2.21. Study design, measures, and sample

The goal of Study 1b was to replicate the findings of Study 1a in a different context. To confirm
my results, | performed an additional experiment in which | varied the content of the
organizational post. Therefore, | ensured that my results were not limited to the chosen context.
| used the same procedure as | did in Study 1a, except that the participants viewed a post with
facts about the contribution of a vegan diet to reducing climate change either as reply to a post
denying the effects of a vegan diet or as a single-stated post. The sample consisted of 136
respondents (46.3% female; 18-33 years old, M = 22.29; SD = 3.79) recruited via a marketing
class, and | used the same measures for credibility (a = .95), authenticity (a = .91), and

reactance (a = .86) as in Study 1a.

3.2.2.2. Results

Similar to that of Study 1a, this analysis revealed a significant effect of post type on credibility
(Mreply = 4.48, SD = 1.51 vs. Msinge = 3.95 SD = 1.34, F [1, 136] = 4.50, p = .036, n? = .032) and
authenticity (Mrepy = 4.65, SD = 1.43 vs. Msinge = 3.84, SD = 1.18, F [1, 136] = 13.13, p < .001,

n? = .089). Bootstrapping analyses (model 5; Hayes 2013) based on 10,000 resamples



63

confirmed that authenticity mediated the effect of post type on credibility (B = .5332, SE =

1649, Cl: .2335-.8735).

3.2.3. Discussion

As expected, my results supported hypotheses 1 and 2; the content of a reply post was
perceived as more credible than that of a single-stated post due to enhanced perception of the
organization’s authenticity (see Figure 15 for main findings). In Study 2, | explored whether this

effect was affected by reactance toward the organizational post.

Figure 15. Main findings of Studies 1a and 1b
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3.3. Study 2: Does reactance toward the organizational post reduce the positive

effect of a reply message?

3.3.1. Study design, measures, and sample

The goal of Study 2 was to replicate the findings from Study 1 and investigate the effect of
reactance triggered by the organizational post on credibility. | performed an experiment using
a 2 X 2 factor (post type: reply vs. single-posted and reactance: high vs. low) between-subjects
design. | followed the same procedure as before with slightly different stimuli to manipulate
reactance. A fictitious nonprofit organization posted information about plastic and its effect on
the environment, along with an appeal to reduce individual plastic. | manipulated reactance
using forceful and threatening language including imperatives, exclamation marks,
capitalization, and controlling terms, such as “should” and “must”. Alternatively, | used

LR

noncontrolling, autonomy-supportive terms, such as “could”, “can”, and “might want to”
(Lanceley 1985; Vansteenkiste, Lens, and Deci 2006). | used the same measures for credibility
(a =.92) and authenticity (a = .91) as before, along with an additional measure for reactance.
Reactance typically is measured with an affective and cognitive dimension. | adapted a short
scale combining both dimensions from Hall et al. 2017. | asked whether the message is trying
to manipulate, was overblown, and/or was annoying (a = .80). The sample consisted of 255

students who participated for course credit (65.1% female; 18-31 years old, M = 21.1; SD =

A7)

The manipulation check revealed significant differences in the two groups and no interaction
between the conditions. Participants perceived higher reactance in the high reactance

condition (Mnigh = 4.96; Miow = 3.38; F = 58.86; p < .01; 12 = .182).

3.3.2. Results

An ANOVA of the participants’ perceptions of credibility revealed no significant main effects of

reply manipulation (F [1, 251] = 2.39, p = .124, n? = .009) and a significant main effect of
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reactance manipulation (F [1, 251] = 5.53, p = .019, n? = .022) qualified by a significant reply

x reactance interaction (F [1, 251] = 4.77, p = .030, n? = .019).

A follow-up contrast analysis revealed that only in the low reactance condition post type did
have a significant positive effect on credibility (Mrepy = 5.77, SD = 1.08 vs. Msinge=5.22, SD =
1.28, F [1, 2511 = 6.72, p = .01, n? = .026). No differences for credibility for the high reactance
condition were found (Mrepyy = 5.10, SD = 1.16 vs. Msinge=5.2, SD = 1.18, F [1, 251] = .23, p =

632, n%2 =.0009).

Therefore, a reply-post had a more positive effect on credibility than a single-stated post only
when the message triggered a low level of reactance. If the message triggered a high level of

reactance, | found no differences between the conditions, results that supported Hs.

| performed an additional ANOVA to test the effect of post type on authenticity, and this
analysis revealed no significant main effects of the reply manipulation (F [1, 251] = 3.38, p =
.144) and a significant effect of the reactance manipulation (F [1, 251] = 7.41, p = .007 2 =
.029). | did not find a significant reply x reactance interaction (F [1, 251] = 2.15, p = .144).
Although the interaction was not significant, the planned main contrast showed that, as |
predicted, a marginally significant effect of post type on authenticity occurred only in the low
reactance condition (Mepy = 5.45, SD = 1.21 vs. Msinge= 5.05, SD = 1.27, F[1, 2511 = 2.77, p =
.097, n? = .011). In the high reactance condition, | found no differences of the reply
manipulation (Mrepy = 4.76, SD = 1.34 vs. Msinge= 4.85, SD = 1.37, F[1, 251] = .15, p = .698, 12

=.00) (see Figure 16 for results).
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Figure 16. Main findings of Study 2
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3.3.3. Discussion

| expected that the positive effect of a reply message would be reduced when the
organizational message triggered a high level of reactance. | found that the level of reactance
triggered by the organizational post represents a boundary condition for the reply effect; the
positive effect of a reply message on credibility is only present when the organizational
message triggers a low level of reactance. In the case of high levels of reactance, | did not find
an effect of a reply message. The same pattern was revealed for authenticity. Although | did
not find an interaction effect, | showed that the reply message enhances authenticity perception
only in the low reactance condition, while no reply effect was found in the high reactance

condition.

3.4. Study 3: Does reactance toward the initial post enhance the positive effect of a

reply message?

In the previous studies, the initial post could have triggered a certain level of reactance.

Therefore, the goal of Study 3 was to investigate how the reactance to the initial post changed
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the effect of post type. Moreover, | tested an additional dependent variable and investigated if

reactance toward the organizational post decreased for reply messages.

3.4.1. Study design, measures, and sample

| used the same procedure as in Study 1a with additional manipulation of the initial post in the
reply condition (single-stated post vs. reply post and high reactance vs. low reactance). As in
Study 2, | manipulated the initial post either using forceful and threatening language (high
reactance) or neutral language (low reactance). After viewing the organizational post, the
participants answered questions about the dependent variables’ credibility (a = .94),
authenticity (a = .904), and reactance (a = .80) with the same measures used previously. In
total, 176 students participated in exchange for course credit (age 14-37; M = 20.76, SD =

2.57, 36.7% female).

A manipulation check revealed significant differences for reactance toward the organizational
reply post (Mreac_nigh = 4.32, SD = 1.58 vs. Mreac_iow = 3.16 SD = 1.62, F [1, 119] = 14.8, p < .001,

n?=.119)

3.4.2. Results

| found significant differences in the groups for credibility (Msingie post = 3.87, SD = 1.55; Mreac_nigh
= 5.20, SD = 1.32 vs. Mreac 1ow = 5.01 SD = 1.53, F [2, 174] = 14.08, p < .001, n? = 0.139),
authenticity (Msingte post = 3.91, SD = 1.42; Mreac_nigh = 5.10, SD = 1.27 vs. Mreac_ow = 4.89, SD =
1.43, F [2, 174] = 12.53, p < .001, n? = 0.126), and reactance (Msingie post = 3.93, SD = 1.63;
Mreac_nigh = 2.98, SD = 1.53 vS. Mreac_iow = 3.03, SD = 1.64, F [2, 174] = 6.47, p = .002, ? = .069)

(see Figure 17).

Planned main effects contrasts showed that both high reactance (F [1, 174] = 24.66, p < .001,
n2 =.124) and low reactance (F [1, 174] = 17.02, p < .001, n? = .089) reply messages led to
significantly higher perception of credibility than a single-stated post. | did not find any
differences between the high and low reactance conditions (F (1, 174 = .56, p = .454, n? =

.003).
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The same pattern held for authenticity; the main effect contrasts showed that in cases of both
high reactance (F [1, 174] = 22.33, p <.001, n? = .113) and low reactance (F [1, 174] = 14.56,
p < .001, n?=.077), reply messages led to significantly higher authenticity judgements than a
single-stated post. | did not find any differences between the high and low reactance conditions

(F[1, 174] = 0.41, p = .68, n2 = 0.004).

Regarding reactance toward the organizational post, the main effect contrasts showed that
reply messages led to significantly lower reactance ratings than a single-stated post for both
high reactance (F [1, 174] = 10.4, p = .003, n2 = .56) and low reactance (F [1, 174] = 9.04, p =
.003, n2 = .049). Again, | did not find any differences between the high and low reactance

conditions (F [1, 174] = .02, p = .877, n2 = .00).

Figure 17. Main findings of Study 3
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3.4.3. Discussion

I hypothesized that reactance toward the initial post would moderate the positive effect of a
reply message on credibility. However, | did not find any differences between the reactance
conditions, which led me to reject Ha. The level of reactance toward the initial message did not
affect the positive effect of a reply message; a reply message was perceived as more credible
than a single-stated message despite the level of reactance to the initial message. Moreover,
the organization was perceived as more authentic, and the organizational message triggered
less reactance in the reply conditions compared to the single-stated post condition, which
supported Hs. In Study 4, | explored whether the findings of Study 3 could be replicated in
another context and also investigated whether the receiver’s attitude toward the communicated

issue moderates the positive effect of reply posts.

3.5. Study 4: Does reactance toward the initial post or prior attitude enhance the

positive effect of a reply message?

3.5.1. Study design, measures, and sample

| used the same procedure as in Study 3 with the same stimulus from Study 1b. Again, |
manipulated the initial post using either forceful and threatening language (high reactance) or
neutral language (low reactance). A pretest of the stimuli revealed differences in two groups
for reactance manipulation (Mreac_nigh = 4.73, SD = 1.21 vS. Mreac_1ow = 4.16, SD = 1.32, F [1, 53]
= 2.82, p = .09, n? = .051). The sample comprised 132 respondents (56.3 % female; 19-41
years old, M = 24.04, SD = 3.02). For credibility (a = .935) and authenticity (a = .955), the same
measures were used as before.

To measure the participants’ attitude regarding the influence of a vegan diet on climate change,
| adapted a scale from Brouwer et al. (2022). | asked participants how much they would agree
to three statements using a 7-point Likert scale (a = .933): “A vegan lifestyle would benefit the

environment,” “Giving up meat and animal products would reduce my carbon footprint on this
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planet and serves to protect our environment,” and “A vegan lifestyle will help us immensely
to reduce water, air, and earth pollution and therefore protect and save the environment for

future generations.”

3.5.2. Results

| found significant differences in the groups in terms of credibility (Msingie post = 3.95, SD = 1.46;
Mreac_high = 5.05, SD = 1.39 vS. Mreac_1ow = 4.69, SD = 1.63, F [2, 202] =9.49, p <.001, n? =.087)
and authentICIty (Msingle post = 396, SD = 148, Mreac_high = 491, SD = 153 VS. Mreac_low = 466,

SD = 1.74, F [2, 202] = 6.56, p = .002, n2 = .062) (see Figure 18).

The planned main effects contrasts showed that both high-reactance (F [1, 201] = 18.37, p <
.001, n2 = 0.039) and low-reactance (F [1, 201] = 8.09, p = .005, n2 = .009) reply messages
led to higher perceptions of credibility. Further, | did not find any differences between the high
and low reactance conditions (F [1, 201] = 1.96, p = .354, n? = .004), which led me to reject

Ha.

Regarding authenticity, the planned main effects contrasts showed that both high-reactance
(F [1, 201] = 12.32, p = .001, n? = .058) and low-reactance (F [1, 201] = 6.47, p = .012, )? =
.032) reply messages led to higher perceptions of authenticity. Again, | did not find any
differences between the high and low reactance conditions (F [1, 201] = .86, p = .163, n? =

.084).

| conducted a bootstrapping analysis (model 1; Hayes 2013) based on 10,000 resamples to
test whether attitude moderated the reply effect on credibility. | did not find an interaction

between attitude and reply manipulation (F [2, 196] = 2.167, p = .1172).
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Figure 18. Main findings of Study 4
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3.5.3. Discussion

Study 4 replicated my findings from Study 3: reactance toward the initial post did not affect the
positive effect of the reply message on credibility and authenticity. Moreover, an additional
moderator was tested: attitude toward the issue. The results denied an interaction, and
individuals’ attitudes about the effect of a vegan diet on climate change did not affect the

dependent variables, which led me to reject He.

The next section provides further preliminary analysis of the reply effect followed by a general

discussion of my main findings.

3.6. Additional context related studies

After Studies 1-4, | performed additional preliminary studies to deepen my understanding of
the reply effect and investigate different applications. This additional studies could deliver

further evidence of the reply effect and act as a starting point for future research.
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3.6.1. Study 5: Is a reply post more beneficial in the context of CSR communication?

3.6.1.1. Study design, measures, and sample

The goal of study 5 was to investigate whether the reply effect was applicable in a different
context than NGOs and science communication. Participants had to evaluate the post of a
fictional coffee company communicating the company’s CSR activities. In the single post
condition, a statement about how the company supported local farmers was given. In the reply
post condition, the same content was posted as a reply to a tweet criticizing the exploitation of
local coffee farmers by the coffee industry. Afterward, | asked about the dependent variables’
credibility (a = .834), authenticity (a =.852), and reactance (a = .854) using the same measures
as before. In total, 109 participants from an introductory business class participated in the

experiment (age M = 20.97 SD = 2.67; 18-31 years; 41.3% female).

3.6.1.2. Results

An ANOVA of the participants’ perceptions of credibility revealed a marginally significant main
effect of reply manipulation (Mepy = 4.16, SD = 1.18 vs. Msinge= 3.80, SD = 1.11; F [1, 108] =
2.74, p = .10, n? = .025). For authenticity (Mrepy = 4.16, SD = 1.147 vs. Msinge= 3.69, SD = 1.10;
F [1, 108] = 3.39, p = .07, n2 = .031) and reactance (Mrepy = 3.05, SD = 1.65 vs. Msinge= 4.08,
SD =1.60; F [1, 108] = 10.62, p = .001, n2 = .09), the analysis revealed (marginally) significant

effects of the reply manipulation.

3.6.1.3. Discussion

Study 5 delivered novel evidence that the reply effect is applicable in different contexts,
including CSR communication. The results indicated that companies can enhance credibility
and authenticity perception when they communicate about their CSR activities in reply to other

tweets. This also reduces reactance toward the statements. However, the effect on credibility
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and authenticity is only marginally significant. In Studies 1-4, the NGO did not communicate
about its activities but instead communicated general facts about climate change. The
company may appear more biased when communicating about its own activities, which then

could, in turn, reduce the reply effect.

3.6.2. Study 6: Is a reply post more beneficial in the context of communicating other

social issues?

3.6.2.1. Study design, measures, and sample

The goal of study 6 was to replicate the findings of study 5 and investigate whether the reply
effect was stronger when the company communicated facts that were not associated with its
own CSR activities. | used the same fictitious coffee company as in study 5 and this time posted
information about the benefits of gender-neutral communication. The coffee company posted
the information either as a single post or as a reply to a user who questioned gender-neutral
communication. A total of 122 participants from a business class participated for course credit
(Mage= 21.84, SD= 2.96; 17-32, 50% female). Information about the dependent variables’
credibility (a = .845) and authenticity (a = .862) was then collected using the same measures

as before.

3.6.2.2. Results

An ANOVA of the participants’ perceptions of credibility (Mepy = 4.40, SD = 1.72 vs. Msinge=
3.69, SD = 1.56; F [1, 121] = 5.65, p = .019, n? = .045) and authenticity (Mrepy = 4.69, SD =
1.59 vs. Msinge= 4.03, SD = 1.46; F [1, 121] = 5.61, p = .019, n2 = .045) revealed significant

main effects of the reply manipulation.
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3.6.2.3. Discussion

Study 6 showed that a reply message was more credible than a single-stated message when
a company communicated facts. The coffee company communicated information that was not
associated with its CSR activities. Therefore, the participants may have perceived the
communication as less biased and attributed the company with more altruistic motives.
However, further investigations are necessary to confirm the assumption and deepen the

understanding of different applications of the reply effect.

3.6.3. Study 7: Is the positive effect of a reply message compared to a single-stated

post different for distinct formats?

3.6.3.1. Study design, measures, and sample

Studies 5-6 investigated the application in a different context, while the goal of study 7 was to
investigate whether the reply effect was also applicable for different online formats. Consumers
can post not only in a micro blog format, such as Twitter, but also in blogs with no restrictions
on information length. Therefore, the aim of study 7 was to investigate whether there were
differences in the credibility perception of posted content depending on whether it was a blog
post or a shorter tweet. For the blog condition, | used an original blog post about the benefits
of renewable energies. Because of the character restrictions, the tweet included the same
basic information but fewer details. For the tweet manipulation, participants saw the same
information either as single tweet posted by a fictitious NGO or as a reply tweet to someone
who questioned the benefits of renewable energies. In the blog-post condition, the blog post
was either framed as a reply to another article that questioned the benefits of renewable
energies or as an informational blog post. After the participants viewed these posts, information
about the dependent variables’ credibility (a = .92) and authenticity (a = .91) were collected
using the same measures as before. In total, 264 students participated for course credit (Mage

= 21.16; SD = 3.11, 17-42; 36.7% female).
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3.6.3.2. Results

An ANOVA of the participants’ perceptions of credibility revealed significant main effects of
reply (F [1, 260] = 8.51, p = .004, n2 = .032) and format manipulation (F [1, 260] = 9.99, p =
.002, n? = .037). | did not find a reply—format interaction (F [1, 260] = 0.388, p = .534, n? =
.001). A reply post lead to significantly higher credibility perception than a single-stated post
(Mreply = 4.47, SD = 1.25 vs. Msinge = 4.05, SD = 1.13), and a blog post was perceived as more

credible than a tweet (Mpiog = 4.48, SD = 1.14 vs. Miweet = 4.03, SD = 1.24).

An ANOVA of the perceptions of authenticity showed significant main effects of reply (F [1,
260] = 6.30, p = .013, n? = .024) and format manipulation (F [1, 260] = 10.15, p = .002, n? =

.038) qualified by a significant reply—-medium interaction (F [1, 260] = 4.55, p = .034, n? =.017).

Using follow-up contrast analysis, | found a significant positive effect of post type on
authenticity (Mrepy = 4.50, SD = 1.28 vs. Msinge= 3.84, SD = 1.20, F [1, 260] = 10.61, p = .001,
n2 =.039) only in the tweet condition, while | found no differences for the blog-post condition
(Mreply = 4.65, SD = 0.99 vs. Msinge= 4.59, SD = 1.12, F [1, 260] = .06, p = .814, n? = .00).
Hence, a reply post has a more positive effect on authenticity than a single-stated post only

when it is a tweet, while it has no effect if it is a blog post.

An ANOVA of the perceptions of reactance toward the organizational post showed no
significant main effects of reply manipulation (F [1, 260] = 0.814, p = .363, n2 = .003) and a
significant main effect of format manipulation (F [1, 260] = 4.97, p = .027, n? = .019) qualified

by a significant reply—medium interaction (F [1, 260] = 8.214, p = .004, n? = .031).

Through follow-up contrast analysis, | found a significant negative effect of post type on
reactance (Mrepy = 3.64, SD = 1.62 vs. Msinge= 4.39, SD = 1.43, F [1, 260] = 6.99, p = .009, n?
=.026) only in the tweet condition; | found no differences for the blog-post condition (Mrepiy =
3.77, SD = 1.74 vs. Msinge= 3.38, SD = 1.74, F [1, 260] = 2.02, p = .156, n2 = .007). Hence, a
reply post has a more positive effect on authenticity than a single-stated post only when it is a

tweet, while it has no effect if it is a blog post.
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3.6.3.3. Discussion

Study 7 provided novel evidence that the positive effect of reply messages might be different
for distinct formats. The results suggested that a reply message is only superior if it is a tweet;
there was no effect if it was a longer blog post. However, these preliminary results must be
interpreted with caution. First, the length of the informational content might reduce the positive
effect of a reply message. In other contexts, people may give less attention to peripheral cues
and be more focused of the quality of arguments when they are more involved (Petty and
Cacioppo 1986). Furthermore, in the two blog conditions, the amount of information may have
led participants to evaluate the given information more thoroughly, leading them to pay less
attention to the frame (reply vs. informational). Moreover, in the blog conditions, the reply post
was only framed as reply. Thus, the participants did not actually see the message to which it
replied. In contrast, they saw to which tweet was replied. To enhance credibility perception,
users may also have to see the initial post to make their own judgements. In summary, study
7 showed that the positive effects might be different in distinct channels and are not
unconditional. However, further investigation about the process of credibility perception and

additional responsible factors, such as involvement and frames, is necessary.

4, General discussion

4.1. Summary and implications

Message credibility has been an important research objective in various fields (Wathen and
Burkell 2002). In times of misinformation, social media platforms, especially Twitter, have
become of major interest when exploring factors affecting credibility perception (Broniatowski
et al. 2018; Del Vicario et al. 2017). In this study, | contribute to this research by introducing
an additional factor - namely, the post type - that influences the credibility of online information.
In a series of seven studies, | showed that a reply post is perceived as more credible than a

single-stated post and that this effect is mediated by authenticity. This reply effect can be



77

explained using the attribution theory. It is not normative nor expected for an organization to
reply to other messages to advocate its cause, so this additional effort can be interpreted by
the receiver as the organization’s authenticity and truth-telling. A similar pattern can be
observed in two-sided communication. When a communicator highlights positive and negative
aspects of an issue, attribution theory suggests that this might reflect the communicator’'s
honesty, resulting in enhanced credibility perception of the message (O’Keefe 1999). In
persuasion research, the concept of reactance is also an important determinant of message
responses (Dillard and Shen 2005). Based on my research, | propose that reactance
delineates a boundary condition for the effect of a reply message on credibility. | found the
positive effect of a reply message on credibility only for messages triggering a low level (vs. a
high level) of reactance. An overall high level of reactance might reduce the motivation to
process further information, leading to peripheral cues being less important (Petty and
Caccioppo 1986). Thus, if the organizational post triggers a high level of reactance, it might
dominate the information processing in both cases (reply and single-stated post), leading to
other cues (i.e., post type) being less important and thereby overriding the reply effect. These
results aligned with other findings that state, for example, that poorly presented messages can

detract from credibility (Slater and Rouner 1996).

| also expected that reactance toward the initial post as well as attitude toward the issue would
moderate the reply effect (Hs and H7). However, my studies did not support these assumptions.
Rather, the positive effect of a reply message did not seem to be affected by these variables.
If the initial message triggers a high level of reactance, reactance theory suggests that
individuals seek behavior that reduces the perceived threat and restores their freedom. Thus,
for persuasive messages, people are more likely to behave in the opposite direction of the
intended message and engage in counterproductive behavior (Brehm 1966; Miller et al. 2007;
Worchel 1974). | hypothesized that one of these behaviors might be to reject the initial
message by believing more in the reply message’s content. Previous research has suggested
that besides adopting the opposite view of the intended persuasion, derogating the source is

another strategy to restore freedom that can be applied (Smith 1977; Rains 2013). Since the
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initial message has no direct call to action or appeal, the counterproductive behavior might not
be manifested in believing the opposite of the message (i.e., the reply message), but rather in
other behaviors, such as degradation of the author of the initial message. This would explain
why reactance toward the initial message did not affect the reply effect and could instead be

reflected in other behaviors that were not measured.

My results, however, showed that the reply effect was applicable to different post types despite

the content and thus can provide some important guidance for practitioners.

NGOs are key communicators of scientific information that advocates their cause, and social
media is an important channel for these organizations because they can reach a vast audience
(Schafer 2012). My studies indicated that NGOs can and should engage more actively in the
public debate. Especially because the resources of NGOs are often limited, replying to other
comments and communicating scientific facts make them seem more authentic and the
communicated information more credible. Moreover, they could reach a broader audience; by

commenting to other users, those who are not their followers can read their reply posts.

Not only NGOs engage in the public debate. A growing number of companies have taken a
stance on sociopolitical issues, which is referred to as corporate social advocacy (CSA). In
fact, 59% of people in the U.S. expect companies to take action on climate and environmental
issues, and almost two-thirds of consumers expect these companies to have a social purpose
and align their actions accordingly (Accenture 2018; Edelman 2018; Sims 2019). A growing
stream of research is investigating the potential consequences of CSA and its impact on
consumer behavior (Zhou and Dong 2021). The results have been mixed, with some studies
implying that CSA effects attitudinal changes toward a controversial issue (e.g., Parcha and
Westerman 2020) while other findings have suggested that CSA might be counterproductive.
Mukherjee and Althuizen (2020) found not only that the attitude toward the brand decreased
among customers with opposing views but also that there was no significant effect attitude
towards the brand among customers who supported the brand’s stand. CSA stance—action

consistency is an important moderator in this context, decreasing potential negative
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consequences of CSA (Zhou and Dong 2021). Thus, a brand engaging in the public debate by
replying to other posts might benefit and be seen as more consistent since its authenticity is
enhanced. Moreover, commenting and replying represent an additional marketing tool in which
the brand can wisely choose to which post it wants to reply and therefore partly select its target

audience.

In addition to CSA, brands could foster their credibility regarding other communication goals.
The preliminary results of my additional analysis revealed that reply messages about
companies’ CSR activities are more credible than single-stated posts. Although more research
is needed, my overall results suggested that brands can benefit from engaging in social media
by replying to others, thereby enhancing their authenticity and making their general statements

seem more credible.

As for many marketing insights, my findings can be used for good and for bad. The reply effect
might also be applicable for fake news as consumers might believe more in false information
when it is a reply rather than a single-stated post. With the presence of chat bots that can
easily reply to others, false information might spread fast and in vast quantities. Consumers
should be made aware of their potential bias in being more likely to believe a reply message

and be cautious especially with unknown sources.

4.2, Limitations and Future Research

As all empirical work, my research holds several limitations that leave potential directions for

future research.

First, although | varied the post content, the overall topic was always climate change
communication. In Germany, approximately 77 % of the population belief in climate change
being an emergency (Statista Research Department 2022). Although my additional analysis

indicated that the reply effect is present in other contexts, future studies should validate these
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preliminary results and consider more controversial topics over which the online audience is

more divided.

Second, this study used a fictitious company to eliminate the effects of prior attitudes and
perceptions of the company. In the context of CSR research, organizational characteristics,
such as reputation, might also influence consumer reactions to the company’s activities (Rim,
Yang, and Lee 2016). Thus, companies’ attributes might function as additional moderators that

future research could address.

Third, the majority of my experiments were conducted with student samples. Age and
education level could be additional factors that influence trust in scientific information. For
example, a survey conducted by “Wissenschaft im Dialog” found that 76% of people with a
high level of education have a general trust in science whereas, by contrast, only 44 % of
people with a low level of education trust in science (Wissenschaftsbarometer 2022).
Additionally, other findings suggest that age moderates the credibility perception of news posts

on Twitter (Houston et al. 2020).

Furthermore, the investigation of additional moderators could lead to a deeper understanding
of the reply effect. Credibility is a complex concept in which the source, message, and recipient
characteristics are interdependent (Self and Roberts 2009). Some ideas for additional
moderators come from dual process models of persuasion (e.g., Petty and Cacioppa 1986). In
these models, involvement is a key variable driving persuasion outcomes. When people are
highly involved, they tend to use the central route of processing, relying less on peripheral
cues. In this case, the features of a message, such as argument quality, become more
important (Sussman and Siegel 2003; Wilson and Sherrell 1993). Therefore, future studies

could explore the moderating role of involvement in the reply effect.

Moreover, the role of reactance to the initial message could be an object of further
investigation. Since | did not find an effect of reactance toward the initial message, it could be
possible that although reactance manipulation was successful, the effect of reactance is not

linear but rather represents a boundary condition. Thus, the overall level of reactance triggered
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by the initial message may have been too high. The effect might only have been reduced when
the initial message was triggering no reactance or a very low level of it, and in cases of a high
level of reactance, no effect of reactance was observed toward the initial message. Moreover,
reactance is often operationalized as a two-dimensional construct consisting of affective and
cognitive components (Rains 2013). Future studies could consider different measures and
manipulate reactance toward the initial post to obtain a deeper understanding of the effect.
Additionally, other features, such as framing or prior knowledge, of the initial message and

audience might be interesting objects of future research.

Finally, because the novelty of the reply effect it is not clear how the impact is, when it is
embedded in online conversations. In this thesis, | looked at one reply to another post. Future
research might address the question what happens in the case of multiple reply messages or

a reply to another reply message.
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E. Conclusion

1. Summary of findings

The aim of this dissertation was to investigate the effect of by-standers’ evaluations of
organizational posts on social media. The three main parts of the thesis tackled the overall

research objective from different angles.

Firstly, a framework of general by-stander effects on social media was provided. The presence
of others is important in many different social contexts and a variety of psychological theories
try to explain these effects. | identified social comparison theory, cognitive and emotional
empathy, social learning, social impact theory, and the by-stander effect as major theoretical

approaches which might help to understand and explain by-stander effects on social media.

Further, the empirical research paper 1 addresses the question of how organizations should
respond to online complaints to satisfy the by-standers. Overall, the studies suggest that a
humorous response strategy is superior to achieve favorable brand outcomes. The positive
effect of humor is mediated by enhanced sympathy perception and only beneficial when non-

aggressive humor is used. An overview of the studies and main findings of paper 1 is provided

in table 7.
Table 7. Overview main findings of paper 1
Sample Method Context Main Finding
Size (N)
Study 1a 133 experiment  Candy
Brand
: : A humorous response strategy leads to
Study 1b 97 experiment  Pizza
more engagement and to an
Brand
enhancement of brand affect.
Study 1c 83 experiment  Insurance

company
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Sample Method Context Main Finding
Size (N)
Study 2 159 experiment  Pizza The positive effect of humor is mediated
Brand by sympathy.
Study 3 295 experiment  Candy Humor type moderates the positive effect

of a humorous response strategy. Only
non-aggressive (vs. aggressive) humor
enhances that effect of brand affect and

purchase intention.

Research paper 2 was concerned with the credibility perception of scientific facts on social

media. In seven studies it was demonstrated that a reply message to another post is perceived

as more credible than a single-stated message. This effect can be explained with enhanced

authenticity perception of the organization. Moreover, reactance towards the organizational

represents a boundary condition of the positive effect of reply messages. When the

organizational message is triggering a high level of reactance by the receiver a reply message

does not leave to higher credibility perception. Further, | could show that the initial message,

which is replied to, does not affect the reply effect. Credibility and authenticity perception were

higher for reply messages regardless if the initial message is triggering a high or a low level of

reactance. An overview of the studies and main findings of paper 2 is provided in table 8.

Table 8. Overview main findings of paper 2

Sample Method Context Main Finding
Size (N)
Study 126 experiment Weather A reply message compared to a
1a fluctuations and single-stated post leads to
climate enhanced credibility perception.
Study 136 experiment Vegan dietand This effect is mediated by
1b climate authenticity.
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Sample Method Context Main Finding
Size (N)
Study 2 255 experiment Plastic impact Only for organizational messages
on climate triggering a low level of reactance a
reply message is more credible
than a single post message.
Study 3 176 experiment Weather Reactance towards the initial
fluctuations and message does not influence the
climate reply effect.
Study 4 132 experiment Vegan diet and  Prior attitude towards the issue
climate does not influence the reply effect.
Study 5 109 experiment Coffee A reply message about company’s
company CSR  own CSR activities is more
program credible, authentic, and triggers
less reactance than single posted
messages.
Study 6 122 experiment Coffee A reply message about facts about
company Effect a controversial topic is more
of gender- credible and authentic than single
neutral posted messages.
language
Study 7 264 experiment Renewable A reply message is only more
energy and credible when it is embedded in a
climate tweet (vs. blog).
2. Theoretical Contribution

From a theoretical perspective, this dissertation yields several important contributions to
research on by-standers’ evaluation of organizational posts in different domains.

First of all, it is the first to provide a theoretical framework where several theoretical approaches
are integrated in order to explain by-stander mechanisms in social media. While some
conceptual papers address the issue of co-presence of other customers or other actors in an

offline setting (e.g., Colm et al. 2017), no integration of different theories in the context of social
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media has been done so far. Besides the general framework, the two empirical research
papers contribute to several streams of literature in different domains where social media is
crucial.

In particular, paper 1 contributes to existing research streams on complaint response
strategies and humor research. More research is needed to extent findings regarding by-
stander effects of online complaint handling (Johnen and Schnittka 2019; Hogreve et al. 2019).
Research has shown that humor influences memory and attention. In this way, research has
demonstrated that comedy production is likely to attract attention only toward the humorous
aspects of a message and makes the audience less critical of the communication (Strick et al.
2009; Warren et al. 2018). | show that a humorous response distracts by-standers from the
complaint, enhances mood which spills over to the brand and leads to positive brand
outcomes. Therefore, a humorous response strategy is beneficial for the brand and does not
only influence social media variables, but also affects general brand evaluation and purchase
intentions. The positive effect can also be explained on a theoretical level. Since humor creates
and enhances a positive mood, the positive effects of humor might be attributable to affect
regulations mechanism. Subsequently, individuals try to maintain a positive affective state by
two ways. They either ignore information, which would reduce this positive mood, or they
perceive negative events as less unpleasant (Strick et al. 2013), which might lead to a general
superiority of a humorous response strategy.

Moreover, the paper contributes to humor research in marketing which goes beyond
advertisement research. As it was shown in the literature review, findings in regard to the
effects of humor outside advertisement research are very scarce. Hence, paper 1 contributes
by demonstrating that humor can be integrated in other communication channels and contexts
and bring favorable outcomes for the brand. Thus, even if the general communication style is
not humorous, brands can benefit in integrating a humorous voice in social media interactions.
It is important to get a deeper understanding of humor in social media in general, because
humor is present in a vast number of social media interactions (McGraw et al. 2015). Past

research rarely differentiated between different humor types and the findings of positive effects
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of humor are mixed (McCraw, Warren and Can 2014; Eisen 2009). That is why showing that
humor effects are dependent on the humor type makes an additional contribution.

Further, paper 2 contributes to the field of credibility research. Especially with the rise of fake
news in social media, it is important to get a deeper understanding of credibility perception
(Pennycook and Rand 2021). Past research often focused on characteristics of the source
affecting credibility. Since sources and source information become more and more difficult to
evaluate on social media, message characteristics might be the even more important subject
to study (Pennycook and Rand 2021). Past research on science communication already
demonstrated that how a message is framed is important in influencing credibility perception
(Wasike 2022). | introduce an additional message characteristic which is affecting credibility.
Paper 2 demonstrates that a reply message is perceived as more credible than a single-stated
post and this effect is mediated by authenticity. On a theoretical level, it is proposed that these
effects can be explained by attribution and reactance theory. It is not normative for a
communicator to reply to other posts. There is, after all, no external pressure or expectation to
go the extra mile and engage with others beyond the own social media page. This additional
effort might be attributed by the receiver as being really certain about the communicated
information and therefore have a higher motivation of telling the truth. Moreover, reactance
theory would suggest that reactance is reduced because the message might be seen as less
forceful as the sender has a justification to communicate the information when it is a reply
compared to a single-stated post. Hence, this dissertation uncovers and examines a so far
neglected mechanism when it comes to organizational communication via social media.
Establishing the reply effect and its impact on credibility is a major contribution to the existing

bodies of social media and credibility research.

3. Implications for the Market Place

Besides the theoretical contributions, this dissertation also yields important implications for the

marketing practice.
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3.1. Managerial Implications

First of all, both empirical papers show that responding to online users is always more
beneficial than staying silent. While handling complaints, companies can actually take
advantage of an initially negative event such as a complaint. With a humorous response
strategy, brands can enhance engagement and purchase intention. When applying this
approach, managers should keep in mind which humor is best to be used. The effects of non-
aggressive humor seem to be more beneficial for brand outcomes than aggressive humor.
Moreover, implementing humor in their social media communication strategy might be an
important opportunity to foster brand engagement, even if humor was not included in the
communication strategy before. Social media encourages consumers to share entertaining

content, which can enhance brand reach (Barasch and Berger 2014).

Moreover, this research suggests companies can boost credibility perception of their
communication by engaging with the community. Additional experiments of paper 2 indicated
that CSR communication and communication about non-company related facts are more
credible and authentic when it is a reply to another user (vs. single post). Credibility and
authenticity are key drivers of successful CSR communication (Pérez 2019). By replying to
other users, companies can not only enhance these variables, but can also grow their online
communities. Afterall, companies can choose to which tweets they reply to and by reaching

out they might generate a greater online audience.

Further, paper 2 can provide advice for science communicators. By replying to others, scientific
facts are perceived as more credible and the communicator as more authentic. As for
companies, science communicators might also reach a larger audience by replying to other
tweets. When NGOs and other science communicators only post on their own social media
page, they might stay in their bubble of fellow users who anyways might not question scientific

information. Social media gives misinformation and fake news a big platform (Del Vicario et al.
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2019). By correcting false information, communicators might reach a more skeptical audience

and affect their attitudes towards the communicated issues.

3.2. Recommendations for Consumers

Alongside the discussed implications for managers, the thesis also offers insights which might

be beneficial for consumers.

As highlighted before, a humorous response strategy leads to positive brand outcomes. In a
social context, it could be shown that humor elicits a halo effect. When someone is being
perceived as humorous, other not correlated positive characteristics, such as being smart for
instance, are associated with the same person (Ruch 2010; Cann and Calhoun 2001). In a
marketing context, consumers should be cautious not to be deceived by funny brand
communication and perceive them as more reliable for instance, when they are actually not.
The interview of the BVG managers who implemented the humorous communication strategy
for the public transport system in Berlin revealed that although their performance indices (e.qg.,
punctuality, cancellations) stayed the same, customers perceived them more reliable after the
launch of the campaign. Thus, although humor provides an entertainment factor, consumers
must be careful not to overly trust a brand and let themselves be distracted from the actual

performance and characteristics that matter to them, only because it is humorous.

Moreover, it was shown that the content of a post is perceived as more credible when it is a
reply to another tweet compared to being single posted. This effect might occur for any type of
information, no matter if it is true or not. Thus, consumers should be aware of this potential
bias when they are comprehending reply-posts. Moreover, they can use the effect for their own
social media communication. When they want to communicate scientific facts and they
observe other posts which deny scientific information, it is beneficial to correct them. In this
way, the scientific information might be seen as more credible and a different audience might

be reached.
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4, Limitations and Future Research Directions

This thesis is not without limitations and offers opportunities for future research.

First of all, in all experiments fictitious organizations were used. Although this eliminates the
effects of prior attitudes and perceptions of the organization, attributes of the information
source might be an important factor to include. In persuasion research, it is widely
acknowledged, that in persuasive communication, source, message and individual factors
interact with each other (Petty and Cacioppo 1986). The brand personality and also the prior

perceived authenticity might be factors which future studies could investigate.

Secondly, the majority of my experiments was conducted with samples composed of students.
Age and education level might also be additional factors that influence trusting in scientific
information and humor appreciation. Over 50% of the Twitter users in the USA are over 29
years old (Rabe 2022). They are an important target group for marketers and therefore future
studies might address if age and education level might affect the effect of humor and reply

messages.

Thirdly, my studies did not take into account potential long-term effects. Especially the
influence of humor might vary over time. In other contexts, it could be shown that spill-over
effects of brands vary in the long term (Raufeisen et al. 2019). It could be the case that because
of the mood spillover after being exposed to a humorous stimulus, brands attitudes are even

more enhanced unconsciously in the long run.

Additionally, especially paper 2 gives more opportunities for future research. Since my
research suggests that reactance to the initial message does not influence the reply effect,
other characteristics of the initial message might be important factors. Future research might
investigate if the reply is beneficial to any type of initial messages or if boundary conditions
exist. Another interesting angle to investigate could a different direction of the initial post to

examine the differences between initial posts that either support or contradict the message the
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organization wants to communicate. Moreover, most of the studies focus on scientific facts
about climate change. Although preliminary results indicate that a reply message is also
superior in other contexts, such as CSR communication, more research is needed to explore
in which potential other areas and platforms the reply effect is applicable, e.g., for the

communication of product features.
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